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	Brief Synopsis
_________

	On the surface, Congo seems to be having the usual rebel conflict. Behind the scenes, a different story unfolds. "The Helpers" - a powerful underground organization whose members include international businessmen and priests - are determined to maintain a stronghold on the natural resources of Congo. When American journalist Jenny Osborne and her photojournalist, John Spencer, arrive in Kinshasa to report on the rebel situation, they soon discover that things are not as they seem. 

	Monsieur Lance Lemmand, a veteran French Intelligence Officer in the DRC, suspects the hand of “The Helpers” in the current political unrest. He enlists his protégé, the brilliant and handsome Pierre-Jean Philippe, to help him investigate. When Kai, a local schoolgirl who is hiding a deep, dark secret, decides to take action, she seeks out Jenny for help. Kai gives Jenny damaging information that could bring down “The Helpers.” When “The Helpers” find out, they go after Jenny with a vengeance. They will stop at nothing to prevent her from exposing them. 

	Jenny finds herself on the run, caught in a web of intrigue, espionage, and assassinations, spanning from Congo to Europe, and as far-reaching as the United States. Her only hope is to find Lance and Pierre, who are out of reach. Will Jenny survive long enough to achieve her ultimate goal, fulfill her duty to Kai, and sort out her feelings for Pierre? Will Lance and Pierre find her before it is too late? Or will “The Helpers” silence them once and for all?

	.
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CHAPTER 1
_______

	“I knew this job wasn’t going to be easy,” thought Capt. Pierre-Jean Philippe looked at his floor full of scattered papers. He had been stationed in Congo for the past two years, working as the French Military Intelligence attaché. He sat down and started sifting through the large pile of papers. The papers contained information on individuals believed to be working for the rebels. They were organized according to the level of importance and the date the information had been received. He picked up one of the papers and read a few lines.

	“Damn this war!” he shouted. He had never seen anything like it. There was deep ethnic hatred in the population that made reconciliation almost impossible. Matters were made worse by elements within the government that didn’t go along with the central command and ultimately made their own decisions.

	He went to the kitchen, grabbed a beer, and gulped down almost half the bottle. He thought about the latest information he had on some so-called political parties. People were being massacred in the countryside without the government batting an eye because the very people who ordered the killing worked for the government. The morale among the troops was down. The only way to bring the situation under control was to negotiate with the rebels and discard the bad elements in the government.

	“Enough of this nonsense,” thought Pierre. He had to get to the bottom of this.

	Pierre stood by the window, lit a cigarette, and stared at the beautiful grounds, in a setting of green grass and lush trees that surrounded the compound of his house. He liked his quiet residence. It was an ideal place for his covert operations. He inhaled deeply and felt the frustration ease. The smoke started to swirl, evoking images of his past and the events that had brought him here.

	Pierre had attended Pantheon-Sorbonne in Paris, where he had studied political science and graduated with honors. In his early twenties, he had moved to New York to study for his undergraduate degree at Columbia University, but when he decided to join the Foreign Intelligence Service, he moved back home.

	After the military training, he was posted to Special Forces in various Francophone countries around the world. His dream finally came true when he was selected to study counter-intelligence. He’d been sent for training to a little farm in the north of France, but to this day, he couldn’t tell you the location, since he’d been drugged on his way to and from the place. His qualifications and language skills were good, so he easily landed jobs in various embassies abroad as a military attaché. Now, here he was stationed in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

	The phone attached to the radio transmitter rang and jolted Pierre out of his daydream. It rang once, twice—an emergency! He rushed to a room behind the kitchen. He glanced at the switchboard: the call was from Code Quarto, on the Island of Comoros. This was not a good sign. Pierre started to sweat profusely. He jumped to lock the door, flicked on the switch, latched a scrambler onto the mouthpiece, and grabbed a pad.

	“Yes, A1, come in,” he said as he took a pen. He listened intently to the caller, then quickly started to write down some notes, all the time perspiring.

	After what seemed like an eternity, he asked, “Is this for certain, A1?”

	“Yes, monsieur,” came the reply.

	“Thank you.”

	He put the set down and stared at the transmitter in disbelief. Sweat turned to rivulets of perspiration as he considered the implications of what he had just learned.

	“Goddamn it! Why didn’t anyone notify me earlier?” he shouted out loud as he placed a call to his boss.

	“Boss, we need to meet immediately. I just received a call from Code Quarto.”

	“I will meet you in the office in an hour,” his boss responded.

	He looked at the paper of code that was still in his hand. Years of reading coded messages had made him an expert at decoding information. He took a match from his pocket and burned the paper. It turned into dust.

	This new information was disturbing. A few days ago, he’d heard a rumor of plans to get rid of the Congolese President if he signed a peace agreement with the rebels. The subsequent investigation revealed that the culprits were extremists who had no contacts whatsoever with either the government or the rebels.

	He got up slowly and made his way to the living room. He picked up all the scattered papers in a daze and deposited them in the safe. He was drenched, and his clothes were sticking to his back as he headed to the bathroom and jumped in the shower. He dried himself, still thinking about the message. He put on a pair of baggy khaki pants and a jean shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, and then combed his hair. Pierre didn’t like cologne; all he used was aftershave.

	He looked at his reflection in the mirror and saw a man with black hair, cut almost military style. At thirty-two years of age, Pierre was in excellent shape. He was six feet two inches tall and very handsome, but he did not seem to be aware of it, which made him even more appealing. He had never been a ladies’ man, and his job was not conducive to a relationship, so he shied away from committed relationships. One last look in the mirror convinced him that he was ready. He looked around the room before he picked up his briefcase and headed toward the front door.

	Once outside, he could hear guns going off in the distance. Pierre had heard about the conflict, corruption, and craziness in Congo before he arrived, but nothing had prepared him for the chaos of Kinshasa. There was a war still going on between different factions of the government and the rebels. The city itself was full of people, soldiers mixed with civilians. Nobody seemed to understand completely what the war was about, except for the fact that the rebels belonged to the minority group, and they were closing in.

	Unlike other expatriates who lived in the Gombe area, the political and business district of Kinshasa, Pierre lived alone, outside the city center of Kinshasa. He wasn’t particularly fond of the city and the large crowds, and sometimes the temperature could be hot and unbearable, but he enjoyed the culture, music, and local food. Still, he preferred his privacy and needed it for a good reason. If his colleagues were aware of his activities, their lives would be jeopardized. He locked the door and turned on the alarm system, which he had installed the moment he rented the house. The system was sufficient to ward off ordinary burglars, but it wasn’t much of a deterrent to professionals.

	His garage was only about twenty paces from his house. Pierre looked around carefully to make sure everything was in order before he opened the garage. He cursed the idiot who had built the house for not having been a little sharper; a lot of things could happen while a man walked that distance. The car he had acquired was a white Peugeot that was over three years old. He liked it because it was inconspicuous, and he loved the sound of its engine. He got in the car, deposited his briefcase on the passenger seat, and started the engine. He felt the surge of power at the sound of screeching tires as he took off.

	He joined the traffic on the main road heading to his office as he mulled over the repercussions of the disturbing information he had just received. A hand-held surface-to-air missile had been acquired a week ago in South Africa and transported to Congo without anybody noticing anything. It had been shipped to Kinshasa, although it was not on the list of incoming ammunition. Pierre glanced outside his right window. Visibility was much better, and he could see the Congo River clearly in the distance. Thank God it was April and the rainy season was mostly over. Pierre hated to drive in the rain.

	When he finally arrived at his office at the French Embassy, the Congolese security guard quickly opened the gate to let him in. Pierre was so preoccupied that he barely noticed the man, who waved in greeting. He pressed the intercom and announced himself. A buzzer went off, and Pierre punched some numbers on the red phone that was mounted on the wall before another door opened. His mind was working overtime as he walked hurriedly toward his office. He checked his watch to make sure he was not late. It was almost seven o’clock in the evening, the time he was supposed to meet his boss. His secretary, Piquet, greeted him cheerfully, but Pierre cut her off and instead asked her sternly if his boss had shown up.

	“No, monsieur, he hasn’t called in,” she answered meekly.

	“That’s all for now, Piquet,” he said before he closed his office door firmly behind him.

	Piquet’s phone rang and she quickly picked it up. “Hello?” she inquired.

	“You can go home now, Piquet. I know you are tired,” Pierre said. He wanted to ensure privacy during his forthcoming conversation with his boss.

	“Thank you, Monsieur. I will direct all communication to your office.” She put away the files and checked the telephones and computers before she left.

	Pierre tried to keep his cool as he waited for his boss. He started to pour himself a drink from a bottle he kept in his desk for emergencies, but decided against it. He needed to be alert. He reached across his desk, turned on the switch for all the cameras in the Embassy, and monitored the movements for a while. Most of the staff had already left, which suited Pierre just fine. Once they were gone and his boss arrived, he would switch on the motion detectors, a routine procedure when using the office after hours.

	Pierre’s boss, Monsieur Lance Lemand, was the head of French Intelligence in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Lance was in his mid-fifties, but he still had a full head of dark brown hair with some gray at the temples. He was an inch taller than Pierre and was still in good shape, having been in the French military for most of his life before joining Foreign Intelligence over two decades ago. Pierre liked and admired his boss. In the beginning, he’d been intimidated by the man, but over the last year, they had become friendly.

	Lance was very intelligent and knowledgeable; he also knew the inner workings of the African continent better than anyone Pierre had ever met. Pierre had learned a lot from his boss, and he knew that he could rely on Lance to provide insight into the current situation. He was agitated and shaken as he anticipated his boss’ reaction to the news. Pierre knew Lance’s short temper—he would fly off the handle when he learned what was happening in the country under his watch.

	Pierre sat in his office, wondering why he was in the Congo in the first place—a country that was known for having some of the most unending, brutal wars on the continent. Now there was a missile practically at his doorstep. He considered the domestic and international repercussions. He wondered if his education at Columbia and the Sorbonne had prepared him for this. His thoughts were interrupted by Lance’s arrival. There was a buzz on the telephone.

	Pierre pressed the button after checking the screen to make sure it was the man himself. Satisfied, he got up and quickly opened the door.

	 


CHAPTER 2
_______

	Lance greeted Pierre with a grunt and proceeded to the inner office. He headed straight to the table where the bourbon was and poured himself a nice shot.

	“I hope you have a good reason to bring me out here at this hour, young man!” he grumbled as he poured the glass’ contents down his throat.

	Pierre closed the door behind him. “Please have a seat, boss. We have a situation.”

	Lance sat down uneasily and looked straight at Pierre, waiting for an explanation. He had a lot of respect for the younger man. “What’s up, son? It’s not like you to be this tense.”

	Pierre sat down, then stood up and started pacing back and forth, still agitated.

	“Some important information has come to my attention; that’s why I called you.” He tried to pour another drink for Lance, but the older man waved his hand to stop him.

	“Come to the point, Pierre. I know you didn’t call me in here for a simple discussion.”

	“Very well, boss,” Pierre answered and recounted all the information he had gathered so far, ending with the missile that had been shipped from South Africa to Kinshasa.

	Lance jumped up from his chair as if somebody had punched him. “Did you say a missile?” he asked sharply.

	“Yes. A hand-held, surface-to-air missile,” he said, and then added, “with a launcher.”

	Lance’s face turned red, and it was his turn to start pacing in the small office. “How could this have happened under our noses? Never mind… Pierre, you might as well turn off those gadgets of yours. We don’t want this conversation recorded. I need to think.” 

	Lance sat down and reached for his cigar. He was seriously disturbed by this new information. “Son, go and get us some coffee from the kitchen, will you? This is going to be a long night,” he said quietly.

	Pierre was out the door almost before his boss had finished the sentence. He came back in a few minutes with two mugs of coffee and sat down opposite Lance, who was lighting his cigar.

	“Boss, I have been thinking about this,” Pierre began. “The person or people who bought the missile must be well-entrenched in Congo and powerful enough to bribe a high-powered official to pass the order through without any control. I have a feeling this has to do with stopping the upcoming peace talks.”

	The young man is right, thought Lance as he puffed his cigar. There were radical groups that were working relentlessly to try and prevent the peace talks. The possibilities were immense. He continued to sip his coffee and puff on his cigar. He looked at Pierre. If they failed to solve this problem, the young man’s career would be finished. Lance himself was almost at the end of his career and could only lose credibility, which he had lost once before, so he didn’t care.

	He shook his head, trying not to think of failure.

	“We will have to be very careful here, young man. If they catch on, whoever they are, our investigation will be halted; even worse, we may lose our lives,” Lance said before he got up again and started pacing rapidly. “Do we have a mole in the Ministry of Defense?” he asked.

	The question came so abruptly that it caught Pierre off guard.

	“Ah, yes, we have a Captain who is an artillery specialist. He studied in France.”

	The old man put his cigar in the ashtray and continued pacing, though much more slowly. “How high is he in the military?” he asked grimly.

	“He is the second to the Captain in command of long-range artillery and very bright, I may add. He is the one who provided us with the information about the threats to the President. I trust him, boss.”

	Lance stopped and looked at Pierre. “Yes, I think I remember him—Antoine something.”

	“You have a good memory, Monsieur. His name is Antoine Giza, a very good man.”

	Lance continued pacing. “Who do we have at the CDR party?”

	Pierre gulped his coffee down and lit another cigarette before replying. “We have two.”

	Lance suddenly stopped and sat down opposite Pierre, looking him straight in the eye. “I started this gig as a fall guy, something people from your generation will never understand,” he started, then changed his mind and reached for the bourbon instead of the coffee. “This situation may get nasty if we don’t control it immediately. Trust me on this.”

	“I understand the full implications, boss,” Pierre answered quietly.

	“Good. Why don’t you call this Antoine and ask him to meet you? Don’t forget to use a scrambler. I will wait here until you get back. Now hurry!”

	“All right, boss,” Pierre said, getting up. He connected a device to the phone line before he quickly dialed the number.

	“AG, is that you?’ Pierre asked. “It’s PJ here. Can we meet at point zero in about ten minutes? It’s a matter of extreme urgency!” He hung up quickly and picked up his keys. “Boss, you are familiar with…”

	Lance interrupted him and waved his hand, motioning him to leave. Pierre got the message and quickly made his exit.

	 

	


CHAPTER 3
_______

	Pierre smiled and waved at Edmond, the Congolese security guard, who waved back. There was no need to show how tense he was feeling.

	“À tout à l’heure, Edmond,” Pierre said to the security guard, indicating he’d be right back. “Don’t lock me out now,” he joked.

	“Working late tonight, Monsieur Philippe?” questioned the guard with a smile.

	Pierre nodded, automatically pasted a grin on his face, and revved up the engine. Act normal. Try to act normally. But he felt the tension tighten his muscles. This was what he dreaded, what he figured every agent dreaded most: uncertainty.

	The ride was smooth as there was no traffic. It was almost eight o’clock, and as he drove uphill to point zero, he could see that the lights had been turned on in most of the buildings. Pierre rolled down the window and breathed deeply to try to relieve the new tension headache that had suddenly started. After the rain, the evening breeze was refreshing, but his head continued to ache as he struggled with questions. He needed to activate all his resources to get to the bottom of what was happening.

	He arrived at point zero, parked his car, and extinguished all the lights. He sat back and smoked a cigarette while waiting. His thoughts turned to Antoine. The Congolese man was smart and had trained at a superior military facility in France. He wondered why he had chosen to come back to Congo. If Pierre had been in Antoine’s shoes, would he have come back? He doubted it. Too bad such a smart man was born into this kind of situation. All the same, if all went well and peace was achieved, the man had a bright future here in Congo.

	A soft knock on his window startled him, and he glanced sideways. He saw Antoine and smiled, waving to him to go around to the passenger side. He reached over and opened the door. Antoine struggled to fit his two-hundred-pound frame into the front seat of the car.

	“Hello, Antoine. How are you?” inquired Pierre as he felt Antoine’s firm handshake.

	“Fine for now, Pierre, but I don’t know how long. You have never called me at home before. What’s up?”

	Pierre retrieved another cigarette and took his time lighting it. “Are you alone?” he asked.

	“Of course. Why?”

	“No bodyguards?” Pierre asked again.

	“Only the driver and we don’t have to worry about him.”

	Pierre paused and puffed on his cigarette. “Tell me, Antoine, when your people order arms, who processes and receives the items?”

	Antoine Giza turned to look at Pierre. “It’s normally the Secretary of Defense. But then again, one of his assistants could always represent him, although I have never known it to happen.” He paused. “I have a friend in the receiving department of the armory. I could find out,” he answered, suddenly sounding worried.

	Pierre continued smoking his cigarette. “My friend, we had better find out who received the consignment that arrived today from Pretoria! I might as well tell you since we are in this together. A surface-to-air missile was purchased and brought right here to Kinshasa,” he said, punching his forefinger on the dashboard.

	Antoine’s eyes went wide open in disbelief. His mouth opened, but nothing came out.

	Pierre flicked the cigarette out of the window. “Antoine, we must find the missile,” he said firmly.

	“What you can do for us is to find out who handled the final paperwork or who received the arms here in Kinshasa,” Pierre finished, suddenly realizing the magnitude of the work involved.

	Antoine appeared to have been digesting the information quietly. He cleared his throat. “Son of a bitch!” he cursed. Pierre, who had never heard Antoine curse before, turned to look at him.

	“I will find out who received the shipment,” Antoine said firmly.

	Pierre looked at him and smiled, trying to conceal his anxiety. “Look, Antoine, I believe we will solve this. We are ahead of the game. We have an advantage because they don’t know that we know.” He paused and smiled, trying to convince himself of what he had just said.

	Antoine suddenly relaxed and smiled. “I will get the information you want tomorrow.”

	“That is what I wanted to hear. You have my cell phone number, and here is my home number,” Pierre said as he scribbled it down. “Better call me there. I don’t think I will be in the office tomorrow.” He handed Antoine a card on which he had scribbled his home number.

	They shook hands and said goodbye. Antoine walked toward his Renault, which was parked in the shadows.

	As Antoine drove off, Pierre sat there a little longer and waited; he always did this to give Antoine time to get away without arousing suspicion. He looked at his watch—it was almost nine o’clock. He thought about Lance, who was probably seething by now. He accelerated and arrived at the Embassy gate in ten minutes.

	The security guard opened the gate, cheerful as ever. How could somebody be cheerful about opening gates? Pierre wondered as he pulled into his parking spot and rushed upstairs.

	Lance opened the door and ushered him in without a word. “What took you so long, Pierre?” Lance grumbled before he sat heavily in his chair and lit his customary cigar.

	“Sorry, boss. I didn’t realize the time.” Pierre said as he walked in and sat down behind the desk. He explained everything that he had discussed with Antoine. “AG will get the information for us tomorrow.”

	“Good work.” Lance paused and continued puffing on his cigar. “We may find out who received the weapon, but we still won’t know who ordered it. I made a call to South Africa. Well, according to Hendricks, who worked in Madagascar with me and is now stationed in Pretoria, an anonymous person bought the damn thing and included it in the military shipment. The bad news is that we don’t have any way of knowing who it was!”

	“Goddamn it!’ Pierre cursed loudly. “Why don’t these so-called arms empires have a transparent way of doing business?” he asked, more to himself than to the old man.

	Lance waved his cigar to calm Pierre down. “We have done more than you think, my boy. At least we now know the device came along with the rest of the arms,” he said as he reached for his glass. His face suddenly looked serious. “Look, son, don’t think of relaxing for one second. The game has just begun. What we have here is a group rich enough to purchase a missile and smart enough to know how to conceal its shipment.”

	Pierre knew that Lance was right. If these people had that kind of determination, anything could happen. He stood up, walked to the window, and spoke without turning. “These people must have a very important target in mind if they are purchasing a missile. The target is probably difficult to shoot with a regular gun.” He turned to look at Lance, waiting for an answer. None came immediately.

	Lance slowly puffed his cigar. “Yes,” he finally responded, his eyes solemn and resolute. “I came to the same conclusion. I have a very bad feeling about this one. I do. Due to the gravity of this situation, I will have to contact Paris immediately. You have until tomorrow night to do your investigation. Meanwhile, I will contact some people.”

	Stubbing out his cigar in the ashtray, Lance stood up. “Those women contacts of yours. It wouldn’t hurt to see them tonight.” He picked up his coat and headed for the door.

	 

	


CHAPTER 4
_______

	Pierre sat down heavily in the chair and started contemplating his next move. His sources in the CDR party were two girls. One was the mistress of the CDR party’s Chairman, and the other was the Chairman’s secretary. He was uncertain which one of them to contact: Nazarene, the secretary, or the beautiful Chantal, who was also Pierre’s lover.

	Pierre picked up the phone and dialed the secretary. Nazarene always had reliable information, and she had an ax to grind since she held the CDR party responsible for killing her brother. His views had been contrary to those of the party, and he had started getting popular in the political arena, so they eliminated him. She had changed her name and taken a position with the party to find out which of the members was responsible for her brother’s death. Pierre waited, but nobody answered the phone.

	He dialed Chantal’s number and waited. He had first caught a glimpse of the beautiful girl through the window of a sleek BMW when his car had stopped near hers at a traffic light. She was of mixed heritage, slender, and taller than average. The wind was blowing her dark curly hair, and he could see her stunning face. She was laughing at something, showing her white set of teeth. Pierre thought she was the most beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes on. He decided to find out more about her.

	It wasn’t long before he found out that she was the mistress of one of the most powerful men in Congo, Monsieur Bukana, who also happened to be the Chairman of the radical CDR party, but Pierre still made his move, and shortly after, they started a love affair. Everything Pierre wanted to know about the man, he found out easily from Chantal.

	One day, when they were lying in bed, she confided to Pierre that when her mother died, Bukana had looked after her and paid her school fees, and later they had become lovers. She also told him that her mother was Congolese and her father was French, but she didn’t remember him. She just received a birthday card from him every year. Pierre felt a bit sorry for the girl, but then again, she was under the protection of Bukana. Thankfully, the big man never found out about Pierre and Chantal because he was always busy campaigning.

	“It’s time now for you to find out something for me, sweet Chantal,” Pierre said aloud before he started the car and drove toward the Embassy.

	“Hello?” Her voice almost startled him.

	“Chantal, it’s me, Pierre, how are you?”

	“I am fine, chéri. Why haven’t you called me lately?” Chantal hardly ever called Pierre by his name; Pierre always wondered if it was her way of avoiding getting caught by either of her two lovers.

	Pierre had anticipated her reaction. “I called a few times, and nobody answered. I figured you were out having a nice time with the old man.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, chéri, you know he gets too demanding sometimes, but don’t worry, I resisted his advances,” she lied smoothly.

	Pierre knew better. “Say, Chantal, can we meet tonight at the usual place? I have to see you.”

	“Chéri, it’s too late! It’s almost ten o’clock.”

	“Chantal, I might be leaving for Paris, so I wanted to see you before I go .”

	“I will be there; see you soon,” she said and hung up.

	Pierre knew Chantal’s weakness. She thought Paris was paradise; if she only knew! He shook his head and smiled as he dialed their usual hotel for a reservation.

	Pierre set the Embassy alarms and left the office. His car was the only one left in the parking lot. He inserted the key in the door and entered the car as he thought about the work he had to do. If this thing blew up in his face, he would be walking the streets of Paris looking for a job. Not to mention that his current gig didn’t carry any recommendations. He laughed aloud and started the engine. He let it run while he mentally categorized his plans. After making up his mind, he slid out of the parking space and headed for the gate. He reached into his pocket for some Congolese franc notes, which he gave to the cheerful security guard.

	“Merci, monsieur,” said the man as Pierre drove out.

	It didn’t hurt at times like these to help someone. One good deed deserves another. That’s what Americans always say. He recalled his days at Columbia University in New York. He had decided to live in Harlem because he wanted a different experience, and it was next to his school. At the time, he had shared an apartment with an Italian girl named Lisa, who was a lesbian, and a black guy named Marcus, who worked as a bartender in midtown.

	As far as Pierre was concerned, he had the best of both worlds. He spent Saturdays with Lisa walking around Manhattan and the boroughs, going to places like Central Park, Soho, Battery Park, Coney Island, Long Island, and even Staten Island, while with Marcus, Pierre got to know all the nightclubs and met the ladies. The roommates sometimes threw all-night parties, and all kinds of people would attend, including boys from the neighborhood whom Pierre had befriended. His only rule was to stay in during the week and study, but weekends were another story. He smiled, remembering those days.

	* * *

	He decided to take a chance and pass by Nazarene’s apartment on his way to the hotel to meet Chantal. He arrived more quickly than he had expected and pulled into the parking lot. He was taking a risk as they had never met at her apartment before, but things were different now. He walked toward the building, which was a modern structure, and looked for her apartment. He pressed the bell and waited. The light came on, and he heard a movement as someone came to the door. The outside light came on, and the door opened.

	“Pierre?’ Nazarene questioned as she let him in. “What are you doing here?”

	“How are you, Naz? Why didn’t you answer your phone?” Nazarene was almost six feet tall and very beautiful, with a smooth ebony complexion. She was shapely and always well-dressed. Her elegant features were reflected in her apartment; Pierre looked around, very impressed.

	“Oh, I had to go with my boss to a meeting, and I just got back about five minutes ago. Pierre, don’t say that you were worried about me. I know you,” she stated.

	He spread his hands in resignation. The girl was sharp. Their relationship was strictly business. Pierre paid cash for the information he got from her.

	“Okay, Naz. Can I have something to drink, please?” he asked, getting up and opening the mouthpiece of the phone, and checking around for bugs. Pierre had the habit of checking everything when he intended to talk seriously with somebody.

	She came back with two beers, sat down, and looked at him with amusement. “Is this what you do? Barge into people’s apartments and open their phones? What were you checking for, anyway?” she asked, still smiling.

	Pierre took his drink and swallowed. “Bugs. Never mind.”

	She looked at him. “Pierre, this is the first time you have come here. It must be very important, so what can I do for you?”

	“I will explain everything, but first I have to make a phone call,” he said, retrieving his cell phone from his jacket. He quickly dialed the hotel and mentioned his name. The manager told him that his party had already arrived. Pierre explained that he had had a puncture on the way but would be there in about thirty minutes. He asked the manager to please relay the information to his party.

	Nazarene was laughing her head off. “Who could that be that you’re bullshitting about a puncture, Pierre?” she asked, but Pierre was serious when he answered her question.

	“Come on, Naz. You wouldn't want our little arrangement to end up in the Gazette newspaper, would you?”

	She sobered up quickly. “Sorry, Pierre, I didn’t mean it like that,” she said apologetically.

	Pierre decided to get to the point. “Naz, we have some problems. I hope you can help me.” He inched closer. “Has your boss been behaving strangely in the past few days?”

	Nazarene’s eyes opened wide, and she nodded her head. “Now that you mention it, the whole group has been acting strangely lately and keeping me in the outer office to stop people from interrupting them,” she said, shaking her head, trying to recall something. “Come to think of it, my boss had been anxious for the past few weeks until earlier today, but this afternoon he was very happy. I overheard him say that they have it now, but I didn’t know what ‘it’ meant,” she finally finished.

	Pierre got up and reached into his pocket, peeled several banknotes, and deposited them on the table.

	“Was that helpful?” she inquired anxiously.

	“Yes, Naz, more than you will ever know. Just keep your ears extra open from now on,” he said, and stepped out of the apartment.

	Pierre’s mind was racing as he sat behind the wheel. What was Bukana happy about? He didn’t want to make any assumptions. He was annoyed with himself for not having had the foresight to deploy more operatives.

	He started the car and headed for the hotel where Chantal was waiting for him. On arrival, he inquired about his reservations. The manager, who was familiar with him, directed him to a room where Chantal was waiting. He knocked, and the door opened suddenly.

	“Where have you been?” she asked impatiently in a sexy voice. “I have been bored as hell!”

	Pierre gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and entered the room. He turned to look at her and, once again, he was struck by her beauty. Chantal was exotic-looking, the product of a Belgian father and a Congolese mother. She was dressed in a white shirt, tight black jeans, and short pumps. With her tall, slender shape, she looked like she belonged in a magazine, but she was twenty-two years old, and in Pierre’s mind, she still had a lot to learn.

	“Chantal, didn’t you get my message?” She reluctantly nodded.

	He picked up the phone and ordered a bottle of wine while watching Chantal. The girl was quite irresistible, and he liked her a lot and hated using her to get information, but he had no choice. What made it worse was that she liked him too.

	The bottle arrived; Pierre popped it open, poured wine into two glasses, and offered one to Chantal. “Tell me, Chantal, how have you been?’ he asked, his eyes looking for any clues.

	“I have been busy, you know, with school, and the CDR keeps using my apartment to have their meetings. Really, chéri, I don’t like it a bit,” she said, slightly shaking her head.

	They drank wine, made small talk, and kissed. Pierre’s thoughts kept returning to the missile. He was thinking of a way to ask her questions without spoiling the mood.

	“Chantal, I will be going abroad soon,” He stated as he stroked her face. “I would have liked to take you with me to Paris, but what would Bukana say?” He kissed her fervently. “I am sure by now he has some big plans for you.”

	Chantal was breathing faster. “Chéri, it is you that I want. I don’t plan to stay with him.”

	By now, Pierre had opened her bra and was caressing her upper body. “Did he mention anything about his plans for the immediate future?” he asked as he kissed her. “You know, chéri, if he has big plans for you, we may have to find another way to get you to Paris,” he lied smoothly in between kisses. He was now discreetly pulling down her underwear.

	“He said soon everything would be different and we would have everything we wanted,” she said between soft moans.

	Pierre had his answer.

	Chantal moaned harder as he finally entered her. They came together passionately, their bodies moving together with ease as they always did. Their breathing got heavier, and they moved together faster and faster, until they finally slumped on one another, exhausted and spent. Their lovemaking was always like that: very passionate and demanding. She put her head on his chest and fell asleep.

	Pierre looked at his watch; it was almost one in the morning. He hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep in the past sixteen hours, let alone a decent meal. He set his alarm for six o’clock. Tomorrow was going to be a very busy day, he thought before he fell sound asleep.

	 

	


CHAPTER 5
_______

	Pierre was awakened by a ringing that he first thought was in his head before he realized what it was. “Damn the alarm!” he said as he pressed the silent button. Chantal was fast asleep beside him. He toyed with the idea of waking her up but discarded it. He got out of bed, dressed quietly, and started for the door, but stopped halfway.

	What if she didn’t have money for a taxi? He might as well leave her a note explaining his departure. He wrote a quick message to her saying he had gotten an emergency phone call and left some bills next to the note before he silently stepped out, closing the door quietly behind him.

	The morning breeze was refreshing as he headed toward his car. A lot of questions lingered in Pierre’s mind as he drove out of the hotel parking lot. The hotel had a large compound surrounding it, which was very well kept. Some palm trees had been planted on the grounds, which gave the place a more exotic feel, and it was near the Congo River. He liked the hotel because of its location. It was secluded, and not many people knew about it.

	He contemplated his next move. Last night had brought more things to light, and he had to find out what they meant. He knew one thing for sure: he had to use clandestine methods to obtain more information. He could not rely on the girls to deliver specific information, so he decided that he would tap the lines of all the radical suspects. He knew the right man for this kind of work, an ex-paratrooper of French origin who had done freelance mercenary work until a bullet tore his leg off. Since then, he had surfaced in Congo, married a local girl, and started a construction business. Inquiries had revealed that the man had outstanding warrants in France. This information had put him in Pierre’s pocket. He had to get in touch with Boudvin, the fugitive contractor, right away.

	He headed to Boudvin’s house and parked on a street behind the house. Pierre knew that Boudvin was a wiretap specialist. He was also very smart. He smiled as he thought about Boudvin. The man had only one good leg, but he could move faster than most people. Pierre got out of the car and walked toward the little brick house in the middle of the block. On arrival, he heard voices inside the house, a good sign that Boudvin was already awake. He knocked hard on the door and waited. The door was opened by a beautiful teenage girl with a surprised look on her face. She seemed young and innocent, but she was half-dressed, which meant she must have spent the night with Boudvin.

	Pierre pushed past her without a word. “Boudvin! Come here!” he called out before taking a seat.

	“Damn it! Who is calling me at this awful hour?” Boudvin asked, coming out of the bedroom in his pajamas. He stopped in his tracks when he saw who it was.

	“I see you are still abusing young, innocent girls. What happened to your wife?” Pierre commented.

	Boudvin smiled. “What do you expect? I’m semi-retired and in the prime of my life.”

	Pierre’s face took on a stern look as he motioned Boudvin to take a seat. When Boudvin sat down, Pierre looked him straight in the eye. “Your little vacation is over,” he stated firmly, looking at the middle-aged mercenary. He gave a sideways look at the girl. “We have work to do. Privately.”

	Boudvin nodded to the girl, who disappeared into the bedroom.

	“I don’t care about your personal life, Boudvin, but one thing should be clear: If you ever fuck up with these young girls, and the parents come after you, I can’t help you,” Pierre said, looking toward the bedroom door.

	Boudvin just nodded his head and shrugged. “I know, Pierre; my wife and I are separated. Anyway, you didn’t come here to lecture me about my domestic affairs. What is it that you want?” he demanded.

	Pierre retrieved his cigarettes from his pocket. “Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked as he offered the pack to Boudvin.

	“No problem; I will join you,” he said as he took one.

	Pierre lit Boudvin’s cigarette and then his own. He inhaled deeply and blew out the smoke before starting to speak. “Boudvin, I have been saving your ass for some time, as you know,” he said as he puffed on his cigarette. “I have a special assignment for you, and if you complete it successfully, I promise not to bother you again!” He paused to let the message sink in.

	* * *

	Boudvin was suddenly alert. His years of experience in dealing with officials told him that something big was unfolding; otherwise, such an offer would be unheard of. He looked at Pierre, trying to find any clues that would shed some light on the matter, but Pierre’s face was impassive. “I’m listening.”

	* * *

	Pierre took his time puffing on his cigarette. “Boudvin, I need your wire-tapping expertise,” he said. “I have a few people that I’m interested in, and since you know your way around phone systems, I don’t think it would be hard for you to tap their phones and route them to this number,” he said, handing him his home number. “This should be a piece of cake for someone with your experience. Think you can handle it?” he asked.

	Boudvin was looking at Pierre blankly. “Yes, but I need some time to…” Boudvin started to say, but Pierre didn’t let him finish.

	“Boudvin, I am dead serious. Get a uniform or whatever. This has to be done today—tomorrow at the latest. I need results as soon as possible.” He paused. “Here are the names of the individuals and their telephone numbers,” he said, getting up.

	“Monsieur Philippe, as you know, this kind of work demands some ah … oiling here and there, especially on such short notice,” Boudvin said with a smile.

	Pierre dropped some money on the table. “This should do it and stop fucking around with babies. It is not healthy, you old bastard,” he said, slamming the door behind him.

	 

	


CHAPTER 6
_______

	Boudvin was relieved when Pierre left. He quickly pocketed the money and headed for his bedroom. The young attaché wasn’t bad, Boudvin thought. He had found out about the warrants on him in Paris but had ignored them for some time, threatening to collect later. That time was now, and considering the little work he had to do, it was worth it. He went to the bedroom and quickly dressed in his customary jeans as the girl watched. As he left, he told the girl that he would be back in a few hours.

	The best way to tap the phones was to get into the building where the central terminal was located. He entered the battered truck where he kept his tools of the trade—pliers, wires, microphones, and all kinds of equipment.

	At least his job wasn’t to monitor the wiretap. All he needed to do was make sure the phone buzzed at both places. He checked; the names on the list were Bukana, the CDR Chairman; Ludovico, a CDR member; and Buimbo of the youth militia. He had to be very careful. These were high-ranking officials. Very well, his mission wasn’t going to be a bed of roses, but he would find a way. Maybe he should have asked for more money.

	He had to get to the telephone company and find the central terminal for the phones. He started his truck and headed toward the city. It was about eight o’clock in the morning, and there was a lot of traffic. His mind was working rapidly. The only way to enter the central terminal was by getting a key. He had to find a way to duplicate the original.

	It wasn’t hard to find the telephone company, which was located behind the main post office. He decided to engage a porter in conversation.

	“Hello, monsieur, how is work?” he asked with a smile.

	The porter was pleasantly surprised to be called ‘Monsieur,’ so he happily engaged in a conversation with Boudvin. It wasn’t long before Boudvin found out what he wanted to know. There was only one controller in the central terminal that day. He was a young man in his early twenties whose weakness was girls. Maybe he could use the controller’s weakness to his advantage. He also found out the controller’s name from the porter.

	At about eleven o’clock, Boudvin decided to visit Divonne, a call girl he had befriended. Divonne was a gifted operator. She could pick any man’s pocket in a second, without batting an eye.

	They exchanged greetings, and then Boudvin got right to the point. “Divonne, I have a job for you, and as usual, I will pay for it.”

	Divonne giggled. “Name it, Mr. Married man. Is this something to do with your wife?”

	Boudvin seethed. Earlier, he had had to deal with Pierre’s intrusion, and now this. Why was everyone prying into his personal life? Didn’t they have anything better to do? “I told you before, and I will tell you again, my private life is none of your goddamn business!” he shouted.

	Divonne was suddenly alert. She knew this man’s temper and didn’t feel like sampling it today. “Sorry, it’s just that I haven’t seen you for some time, and I kind of miss you,” she said apologetically.

	Boudvin looked at her for a second and smiled. “Okay, Divonne, apology accepted. The work I have for you shouldn’t be hard, considering your talent,” he said while lighting his cigarette.

	Divonne became quiet, listening to Boudvin. “There is a young man who works at the telephone exchange center. I want you to pick his keys for me. I will pay after the job is done.”

	Divonne smiled. She had done this kind of work many times. Come to think of it, she had met Boudvin after picking his pocket. At the time, she was afraid that he would punish her, but he had simply laughed in admiration. “Anything for you, my dear. When do we start working?” she asked.

	Boudvin checked his watch. The young man would probably leave for lunch at noon, so they had less than an hour to get there. “Divonne, go put on your best clothes. You need to meet him before lunchtime. Now get going,” he said urgently.

	One thing he knew about these call girls: They had a talent for transforming themselves at a moment’s notice. Divonne was ready in ten minutes, and they got into Boudvin’s truck and drove as they rehearsed their plan. She would invite the telephone controller to lunch and pick up his keys before leaving the restaurant, and then pretend to need the bathroom because of a stomachache. She would then leave by the back door and meet Boudvin in his truck, where he would take impressions of all the keys. She would then rejoin the unsuspecting controller.

	They arrived at the telephone company at about eleven forty-five, and Divonne approached the porter, doing what she did best, swinging her hips left and right. Boudvin watched Divonne as she talked to the porter while pointing to the door of the central terminal. The porter quickly walked to the door and knocked. It wasn’t long before the door was opened by a young man. Boudvin saw the porter say something to the young man and point to Divonne.

	* * *

	She smiled and walked toward the controller. “Hello, my name is Divonne,” she said in her most seductive voice.

	“I am Fabrice. Nice to meet you, Divonne,” the young man said breathlessly, looking at her up and down.

	This is going to be easy, she thought. She was always amazed at how some men got hard just by looking at a woman’s curves.

	“That’s a nice name, Fabrice. I just started working at the post office and don’t know many people. Would you like to have lunch? My treat,” she said, still smiling.

	Fabrice couldn’t believe his luck—a Kinshasa beauty asking to treat him to lunch? “Sure, Mademoiselle Divonne, I will have my break in half an hour.”

	“All right then, Fabrice, I will make reservations at Mama’s Kitchen. Do you know it?”

	“It’s my favorite restaurant,” he said. At least it was today.

	“Later, then,” she said and walked away, swinging her hips seductively.

	Fabrice closed the door, quickly trying to control the bulge that was building up between his legs.

	Divonne walked behind the exchange control center to where Boudvin’s truck was parked.

	“How did it go?” he asked anxiously.

	She giggled. “Piece of cake. Make sure you park behind the restaurant. I have never seen an easier prey. That Fabrice kid is a horny bastard!”

	Boudvin looked at his watch, smiled, and started driving toward the restaurant. They still had a few minutes to wait. “I have been thinking,” he said, lighting his cigar. “Keys are normally heavy, so you might as well take a pair of these and switch them while pretending to do whatever. If worst comes to worst and he notices he has different keys, you could laugh it off and check your purse, pretending to be surprised.”

	“You are very resourceful, Boudvin. This will make my job much easier. See you behind the restaurant,” she said, stepping out of the truck.

	Within a moment, she had disappeared around the corner, and Boudvin started the engine and drove slowly to the designated area behind Mama’s Kitchen. He reached under the seat, got his impression kit, and thoroughly oiled it as he waited. There was no room for mistakes.

	Boudvin was starting to get impatient when a breathless Divonne opened the door and entered the truck. “What took you so long?” asked a relieved Boudvin, taking the keys from her.

	“The guy is like a cassette player. He doesn’t shut up, but the switch was perfect; I will tell you later. Please hurry up,” she said as Boudvin busied himself with taking impressions.

	Luckily, there were only three keys, and he quickly finished his work and gave her back the keys. He reached into his pocket and gave her a bundle of cash. “Thanks, Divonne, this is for you,” he said as he handed her the money. “Find out if anybody works the night shift and ask him about his work. I will call you later,” he said before dismissing her with a gesture.

	Divonne stepped out of the truck and disappeared through the back door of the restaurant.

	* * *

	Boudvin started the engine and drove toward his home; he had some work to do. Monsieur Philippe had said the job was urgent. He cursed as he engaged the gears. He arrived at his house shortly after one o’clock. The work he was about to embark on was precise, and he didn’t need any unnecessary interruptions.

	He entered his house and kissed the young girl before he sat down to eat. “Say, chéri, how about you go to visit your sister for the afternoon?” he asked, squeezing her hand.

	“No problem. I will see you later.” She sounded sad for some reason.

	Boudvin felt sorry for the little teenager, blind to the ways of this world. He shook his head and got up. “Get ready. I will serve myself,” he said, pushing her toward the bedroom.

	He got a plate in the kitchen, filled it with the rice, meat, and vegetables the girl had prepared, and headed for the dining room. One thing he appreciated about the Congolese girls was their cooking. He opened a bottle of beer, sat down, and started eating slowly while thinking about his plan.

	The girl surprised him when she came out of the bedroom; she was well-dressed and looked older with her makeup on. He gave her some francs and told her to take her time coming back. “Chéri, do you still have the spare key?” he asked.

	She nodded, then kissed him goodbye before she left the house.

	Boudvin quickly cleaned the utensils and headed for the truck. He retrieved the imprints and took them to his house. Then he brought in the toolbox and closed all doors before he started. The work wasn’t easy since he had to use hard steel and a milling machine, which he kept in the garage. “These things were much easier in Europe,” he thought to himself.

	First things first. He walked to where the phone was in the bedroom and dialed.

	“Hello?’ Divonne answered in an anxious voice.

	“Yes, Divonne, what did you find out?” he asked.

	There was a pause on the other end. “Chéri, I have some bad news. There is a guard at the phone center who works all night,” she said, “but Fabrice said that they use the automatic exchange at night, whatever that means.”

	Boudvin thought about the new complication. He would have to knock out the guard.

	“Good girl. He didn’t suspect anything, did he?” he inquired.

	“Oh, no, I told him I would meet him later. Is there anything else you wanted to know?”

	Boudvin laughed out loud. “Yes. When are you going to give him a ride on the horse?”

	She laughed. “He gets paid at the end of the month. That’s a week from now. I guess he can wait that long. It will be interesting since I told him that I work for the post office.”

	“I can’t wait to hear how you’ll get out of that one,” Boudvin said, laughing.

	“I’ll let you know.” She was still laughing when she hung up the phone.

	Divonne had always amazed him. It was all business for her. He laughed when he remembered the first time he had made love to her, only to wake up with no money and a note apologizing about the cash and promising to pay him later. She was a true genius, a girl that no man could get angry with. He put the phone down and proceeded with his preparations.

	 


CHAPTER 7
_______

	It had been a long journey from New York, with one long stop in France. By the time Jenny Osborne and her business partner and friend, John Spencer, arrived at the airport in Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of Congo, it was about eight o’clock at night. Kinshasa airport was like a military station. There were uniformed soldiers everywhere, deadly serious and very alert. The immigration and customs officials, who were as serious, asked them why they had come to Congo at such an unsafe time.

	Jenny and John showed them their passports and press badges, which indicated that they were journalists working for the World Broadcasting Corporation (WBC) network. They mentioned that they wanted to cover the government side of the story on the war that was going on in Congo.

	Their bags were roughly opened, and every inch was searched. Eventually, they were allowed to proceed, and they made their way toward the taxi stand. There was massive confusion outside, with lots of taxi drivers trying to grab their bags to get their business, but fortunately, the hotel had sent a minibus to pick them up.

	The drive to the hotel was smooth, and they could not see much except the headlights of the other cars, but they could tell they were going downhill, and the wind started to pick up as they got closer to the river. From what Jenny had read, the city of Kinshasa was located along the southern bank of the Congo River, directly opposite the city of Brazzaville, the capital of the Republic of the Congo. The long river separated the two Congos. Jenny was looking forward to touring the city, although she knew that it would be difficult since the country was at war. The air smelled almost musky—a mixture of soil and rain.

	They reached their hotel, and the driver helped them get their things inside. The Meridian Hotel, where they were staying, was located in a relatively quiet area in Gombe, just outside the city center and a block away from the river. The entrance of the hotel looked respectable from the outside, although they couldn’t see much. The lobby was spacious and well lit, and to Jenny’s relief, there were no signs of soldiers as there had been at the airport. The reception was directly in front of the lobby, and the elevators were to the right. There were several sofa chairs in the lobby, and further left, they had an outside terrace with a bar. Beyond the terrace was a swimming pool.

	The receptionist managed to get rooms for Jenny and John on the same floor, just opposite each other. John’s room was 408, near the stairway, and Jenny’s was 411. They both decided to take a nap before they reconvened in a few hours.

	Jenny’s room was tidy with a small TV that showed just two channels. The linen looked clean enough, but the mattresses were somewhat worn out. The bathroom had clean towels, hot running water, and working electricity. All in all, Jenny was happy with the accommodations since she had been warned about the deteriorating conditions of the hotels in Kinshasa. She and John had been told that the hotel had a generator for backup in case of electricity cut-offs, which happened quite frequently.

	* * *

	Jenny was woken up from her nap by a loud sound. She sat up abruptly and looked around, but did not recognize her surroundings. She felt panic until she realized where she was. She looked through the window of her room in the Hotel Meridian in Kinshasa to see what was going on, but it was pitch black, and all she could see was the semi-deserted parking lot. Had she imagined the noise? She couldn’t tell.

	Jenny quickly dressed in jeans and a sweater and put in a call to John. The phone rang for a while before John answered the phone.

	“Hello?”

	“Hey John, are you awake?” she asked.

	“What time is it?” he asked, sounding sleepy.

	“Did you hear that sound a few minutes ago?” Jenny asked.

	“Yeah. It woke me up.”

	“I thought it was thunder, but when I looked out, it wasn’t raining. I wonder what it was.”

	“That was gunfire. Welcome to the battle zone, partner.”

	“Oh my God? Anyway, we’ve already had two hours of sleep. We’ll get more sleep later. Do you want to go downstairs and grab something to eat?”

	“Sounds good.”

	“I’ll be right there.” She hung up, put on her sandals, walked to John’s room, and knocked.

	John quickly opened the door and looked down at Jenny with a grin on his face. She was five feet four inches tall, and John was six-four. “Come in,” he said enthusiastically. He stood aside and let her pass. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and loafers. Jenny walked toward the only chair in the room and sat.

	“Are you hungry?” Jenny asked.

	“Sort of, but mostly I want to stretch my legs,” he stated, heading toward the door.

	“Maybe we can take a walk and then get something to eat,” Jenny said as they walked toward the elevator. They got out on the ground floor and made for the entrance, but before they stepped out, the manager approached them.

	“You’re not thinking of leaving the hotel now, are you? It’s not safe,” he said with a serious look on his face, and then walked away.

	With resignation, they turned around, went to the outside terrace, and chose the table in the farthest corner. It was almost midnight, and nothing was visible except the chairs at the bar and the pool.

	The bartender came to their table and asked them what they wanted to drink. Jenny asked him if there was anything to eat.

	“I am sorry, madam. The kitchen is closed. The only thing I can offer you is chips and peanuts.”

	“We’ll have both. Can I get a beer?” John asked.

	“Would you like to try some local beer?”

	“Yes. That sounds good,” John said.

	“And for madam?”

	“Local beer sounds good, as long as it’s not dark beer. Thank you.”

	The bartender came back a short time later with two beers and some chips and peanuts. They drank and munched in silence, enjoying the night breeze. John’s face suddenly became serious. He fished for a cigarette and lit it. He took a long pull, exhaled the smoke, and shook his head.

	“What’s wrong, John?” Jenny asked.

	“We are in the middle of it, kiddo. Those guns you heard? They are heavy artillery guns. It means the rebels can’t be more than twenty miles from here. All hell will break loose soon.”

	“I know, and it’s scary, but this is a chance of a lifetime, John. I have been dreaming about this for a long time. I will not let my fear stop me from getting a story.” She sounded defensive.

	John simply looked at her and then downed his beer. “Want another beer, Jenny?” he asked as he got up and walked toward the bar. He came back with two beers and more chips.

	She waited for him to sit down, and then she spoke in a soft voice. “I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean to sound defensive. It was more for me than for you.”

	“You are right. We’re here for the story, and we’re going to get it.”

	They quietly sipped their beer.

	“I wonder who the white soldiers were—the ones that passed by us on the way from the airport,” John commented. “All Western countries have denied involvement in this war.”

	“Maybe they are UN peacekeepers. But don’t they usually drive white vehicles?”

	John looked down and pondered the question. “They are probably military advisers,” he stated with a smile. “You know, governments are not always truthful. The U.S. denied some stories coming out of Vietnam until body bags started coming from Saigon.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, pulled one out, and lit up. “Maybe they belong to Belgium or France?”

	Jenny was having fun listening to John pose questions and answering them himself. She finally looked at her watch. It was getting late. “Let’s go over tomorrow’s program.”

	She pulled out her notebook and started writing. “First, we will get press permits to enable us to travel around, do interviews, and take pictures. Then we will take it from there. We will also need a car and an interpreter, not to mention cell phones.”

	John nodded. “In that case, we should go upstairs and catch some more sleep. We have a long day ahead,” he said, yawning. He stood up and tried to help her with her chair, but Jenny was already up and moving toward the elevator. John smiled and walked behind her.

	When the doors opened on the fourth floor, Jenny gave John a quick kiss on the cheek, and they each walked toward their respective rooms.

	“Good night, Jenny,” John said, still smiling.

	“Goodnight, John. See you tomorrow,” she said, heading toward her room.

	 

	


CHAPTER 8
_______

	Jenny lay in her bed thinking about her childhood sweetheart, Timothy. The boy had been strange from the start. She knew he loved her, but never wanted to be close because of his religion. She tried to wait for him to change his mind, but by the second year at Columbia, Jenny had had it with his preaching. One day, she went to a bar near her school for a quiet drink. A young Italian kid named Marcello approached her and bought her some drinks, and they joked all night.

	They ended up at his place, and then it happened. She was fuzzy about the details since she had been inebriated when she lost her virginity. In the morning, she had quickly left, embarrassed by what she had done. Jenny didn’t return any of Marcello’s calls because she couldn’t face him and tell him that it had all been a mistake. One thing was for sure: she would never go for a one-night stand again.

	That was over five years ago. She had since had a few short-term relationships just to pass the time. Then there was John. He was an easygoing guy with a good sense of humor. John was classically handsome, funny, well-traveled, and in good shape, and had shoulder-length dark hair that he sometimes pulled in a ponytail. She knew that John was attracted to her, but she didn’t feel the same way, and she liked their friendship too much to jeopardize it. To John’s credit, he never pushed the issue.

	She snapped back from her romantic failures and started pondering the events that had led her to her present situation. She recalled her graduation day at Columbia University a few years ago.

	Her whole family had come: her father, her mother, and her two younger brothers. They had seemed overjoyed at the success of the oldest child, and Jenny knew they expected her to go back to their hometown near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to start her career. She had waited until the last moment before she broke the news that she wanted to stay in New York City. All of them were astounded except for her father, who simply hugged her.

	“Child, it’s your life and your choice. Just remember, we love you,” he said. Unfortunately, he didn’t live long after her graduation.

	Her mother, on the other hand, had become distant after that, and things had never been quite the same between them. From time to time, they talked, but Jenny could sense a big change. Jenny knew that one of the reasons her mother was distant was that Jenny had spoiled her plans. Her mother had expected her to move back home and marry Timothy and have babies, but Jenny had changed after she went away, and there was no looking back. Her destiny wasn’t back home anymore or anywhere near there.

	After all the years at Columbia University, she knew New York was her future. Tough as the city was, the alternative was worse. Working in a little town, with all those country folks nosing in her business, plus the gossip about who was bedding whose wife, or even attending the local fair, wasn’t appealing to her anymore. She had outgrown the place—it wouldn’t provide a real challenge for her as a journalist, so she applied for jobs all over New York in her senior year. She finally landed one with a local television network, Channel 8, and got a little apartment downtown in Manhattan.

	She had spent a few weeks with her family in Pittsburgh, and then tearfully said goodbye to them to start her new life in New York. She had kept in touch with some of her Columbia schoolmates, so her new life was good. One of her good friends was John, a freelance photographer, who lived a few doors away from her. John had willingly shown her the ropes and warned her about some of the obstacles she would face as a woman.

	She soon found out what John meant when one day her boss, Mr. Webber, called her to his office and offered to take her out for a drink after work. She declined and walked away. A day later, she was sent on the sorry assignment of covering endangered species in Alaska, working on a strict budget for two months. She was cold and miserable and glad when she finally came back home, hoping for a better assignment. A month later, she got another assignment to go to Washington, DC, to cover new fashion trends among the women on Capitol Hill. What is there to know? She thought and made an appointment to see her boss that afternoon. He kept her waiting for three hours, and finally she walked out fuming, collected her things, and went home.

	Jenny found out later that the man had forgotten their appointment. She couldn’t contemplate giving in to Webber’s demands. She was so miserable and thought about getting another job, but she knew she would need her boss’s recommendation, which she was sure would not be glowing.

	A few days later, John stopped by her place and found her near tears. “Jenny, what’s wrong?” he asked, clearly concerned. “Please tell me. I might be able to help.”

	Jenny tearfully told John the whole story.

	“I’m sorry about this, Jenny, but I can’t say I am surprised. Men like that are all over our business. Don’t worry about it. Give me a few days, and I will come up with something.” He hugged her and walked out.

	A day later, John presented her with an alternative proposal to work with him as a freelance journalist. At first, Jenny was hesitant to leave a secure job for freelancing, but at least she wouldn’t have to sleep with that fat slob Webber, so she jumped at the chance. Because of his connections, John landed them some assignments, and life started looking better for Jenny. They worked together, presenting the human element of current events. Jenny found out that she had a gift for getting to the heart of the story and making people talk.

	After some time, their stories were in demand by major newspapers and television studios. John started to appreciate Jenny’s journalistic instincts and enjoyed working with her. Jenny was offered a few jobs by major networks, including her former employer, but she had started to like the independence that came with freelancing and the choice to do the stories that interested her, so she declined the jobs.

	John was already a well-known photojournalist who had worked in Europe, Asia, and Latin America. His preference was working in developing countries where people were still struggling to achieve peace. One day, he mentioned this to Jenny, who was not only receptive but excited. She told John how she had secretly dreamed of being a foreign correspondent. John had served in the army before he became a photojournalist. Jenny knew that John had a knack for smelling trouble and could defend both of them if need be.

	They started looking for interesting stories in developing countries and stumbled upon the Congo conflict. They pitched their idea to the WBC television network, which contracted them. Soon after, they started packing.

	 


CHAPTER 9
_______

	John lay heavily on his bed and started thinking about Jenny. She never ceased to surprise him with her quick decisions. She could switch from one topic to the next without missing a beat, and that was one of the things that made her a good journalist. He recalled their first meeting at Columbia University years earlier. They had met by the elevator. She looked at him and smiled, and asked his name. He thought she was making moves on him, but when he told her his name, she just said it was nice to meet him and left.

	John shook his head as he recalled how large his ego was during those days. They had one class together, so they kept running into each other until they started talking. It never occurred to him that Jenny was just being friendly until they got to know each other, and he realized that she was like that with everyone. He didn’t know how and when it happened, but he started to like her. He recalled the day he found her in tears after that episode with her editor, Webber. That’s when John knew he had feelings for Jenny. He had felt the urge to hold her and kiss her, but he refrained from doing so, not knowing exactly how she felt. He could not remember the last time he had liked a girl the way he liked Jenny.

	Of course, there had been admirers he barely knew and had brief affairs with, but the results were always the same—no mental or emotional stimulation. Jenny was different. He respected her as a person, and he could relate to her challenges, which were more or less like his own. She wasn’t his usual type, which was the tall, blonde, model type. By contrast, Jenny was petite with brown hair and big, brown eyes. She was very much a tomboy, but she had one of the prettiest faces he had ever seen. She was friendly, attentive, and very compassionate. People found her approachable, which worked to her advantage as a reporter.

	He thought about her lovely figure, perfect mouth, and beautiful teeth before he finally fell asleep. He had vivid dreams of the two of them together.

	The next day, John woke up quite late, and it took him a little while to get his bearings. In his dreams, he had been in New York with Jenny. He opened his eyes and realized where he was. He got out of bed and started to get ready. He toyed with the idea of walking straight to Jenny’s room, but decided against it. He was still feeling uncomfortable about his dreams. He opened the curtains and had just started to open the windows when there was a knock on the door.

	“Just a second!” he called out as he rushed to open it. He had barely turned the handle when the door opened and Jenny walked in.

	“Good morning, John. Did you sleep well last night?” She was wearing a stunning turquoise blue dress, and her hair was set in a ponytail. She looked beautiful, very different from the Jenny that John was used to. Gone were the jeans and slacks. Come to think of it, it was the first time he had ever seen her wearing a dress.

	“Come in,” he finally said, not yet fully recovered.

	She strolled in smiling and instantly read his thoughts. “Well, are you going to say anything or just stare?” she asked mischievously.

	“I’m… I mean, you look fantastic,” he murmured.

	“Thank you,” she answered as she sat on the bed. “I found out that women here don’t wear trousers, so I figured I would get more respect from the government officials if I dressed conservatively.”

	“Good thinking, but I doubt it will make a difference to some of them.”

	There was a momentary silence as John sat in a chair and started inspecting his camera equipment. He looked into his camera case to make sure he had packed enough film and batteries. Then he took the camera apart and started cleaning the lenses methodically. He was trying to keep himself from looking at Jenny.

	Jenny studied John before she got up and stood by the window.

	It was a bright, sunny morning, and she could see the Congo River from the room on the fourth floor. The river was supposed to be the main mode of transportation to and from Brazzaville, which was across the river from Kinshasa. It was also used to travel upcountry, but not many boats were evident.

	“The war seems to have brought everything to a halt,” Jenny said, but didn’t wait for an answer. She turned around and started walking. “We have a very busy day ahead,” she stated as she sat on the bed next to the phone. “John?”

	“Yes, I’m listening.”

	She drew out her notebook from her handbag. “Let’s first call the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and make appointments to get the press permits. Then we will call the contact at CARE International. Can I use your phone?”

	“Go right ahead.”

	Jenny picked up the receiver and dialed the operator. “Hello, can I please get the number of the Foreign Affairs Ministry?”

	“I'll call you back. Your room number, please, madam?” The lady’s French accent was very marked.

	Jenny was glad she understood French. “Room 408,” Jenny answered. “Merci.”

	“I call you.” The lady hung up the phone.

	Jenny looked at the receiver before she put it back down. John looked at her questioningly. Jenny shrugged. “She will call back. These people seem to be overly cautious. All she had to do was give me the number,” she said, sounding frustrated.

	John shook his head. “Jenny, we are in a war. Some of the people staying in the hotels may be spies, so they have to be careful.”

	The telephone rang and Jenny picked it up immediately. “Hello!”

	“Madam, the number for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 72471. I will connect you,” the woman said. Jenny waited to be connected.

	Somebody came on the line. “Hello?”

	“My name is Jenny Osborne, and I am a journalist. My partner and I would like to make an appointment to get press permits,” Jenny said.

	There was a pause on the other end, and she could hear voices conferring in the background, and then a male voice came on the line. “Excuse me, madam; there is no need for an appointment. You can come to our offices and we shall give you all the necessary documents.”

	“Thank you, monsieur,” she said gratefully.

	“You are welcome, madam.”

	She put the phone down and started looking through her bag. She finally found what she was looking for and dialed. “Oui, may I help you, madam?” asked the operator.

	“Yes, I would like the number of CARE International in Kinshasa.”

	The contact from CARE had been provided by Mr. Conrad Williamson, the television producer who had hired them for the Congo assignment. Conrad and Mrs. Jackie Dreyfus, an American, had worked together in the past on different projects. She had been working at CARE in New York, and now she was the head of the office in Congo. Before Jenny and John came to Congo, Conrad had spoken to her, and she promised to do her best to help. Conrad said that Jackie would be a good source of information because the non-governmental organization she worked for, CARE International, was one of the world’s leading aid agencies, fighting poverty and injustice.

	“I will call you back,” the operator said and hung up.

	Jenny put down the receiver resignedly. “Do they have to keep doing that?” she snapped.

	John, who was busy fitting his camera equipment in a bag, didn’t even look up. Jenny stared at the window. She could hear the distant sound of heavy guns.

	The phone rang and Jenny answered. “Hello!” she said.

	There was a momentary pause on the other end before the same female voice as before said, “Madam, the number for CARE International is 44342. I will connect you.”

	“CARE International, may I help you?” a man asked.

	“Yes, please. My name is Jenny Osborne. I would like to speak to Mrs. Jackie Dreyfus.”

	There was another pause before a second man’s voice came on the line. “Miss Osborne, Mrs. Dreyfus isn’t available at the moment. Can I take a message or have her call you back?” The man sounded like he was reporting the weather as if he’d practiced his impartial tone.

	“Thank you. I am staying at the Hotel Meridian. She can call the hotel and ask for Jenny Osborne, but I will try to call her later.”

	“Sure, madam, I will let her know,” he answered and hung up.

	John straightened up and looked at Jenny inquiringly. Jenny looked at her watch and then stood up. “Well, we might as well start early. We can’t sit here and wait for Mrs. Dreyfus to call,” she said as she headed out of the room.

	John picked up his camera bag, grabbed his jacket, and then followed Jenny out. They took the elevator to the hotel lobby, where they dropped off the room keys and called for a taxi, which arrived shortly after. As soon as they stepped out, they were hit by the morning heat and a strong smell of dirt mixed with the breeze from the Congo River. They could see intermittent spots of blue on the horizon, between the buildings, and some vegetation.

	“Ministry of Foreign Affairs, please,” Jenny said. The driver nodded and engaged the gears.

	The taxi sped smoothly through the city—there wasn’t much traffic. The road was paved but in need of repair, and there were no sidewalks. The city seemed to be full of contradictions. Some buildings were modern and tall, while others were low and run-down. It was evident that most of them had seen better days. People were walking up and down the streets, and things looked normal, but on closer inspection, the soldiers seemed to outnumber the civilians.

	One could hear the sounds of Congolese music coming from the few open shops, but they were mixed in with the sounds of heavy guns coming from a distance. What bothered John the most was the look on people’s faces. They seemed almost resigned to their situation. They were going on with their lives as if the war were not happening. Some were even smiling and dancing in front of their small shops.

	Jenny and John kept on taking in the scenes as they approached a more modern part of the city, with smoother roads, sidewalks, and some trees here and there along the main road.

	They arrived at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs without any problems. The building was heavily guarded, and they had to identify themselves several times before they were shown the lobby. They waited for a while before a young man in a military uniform approached them and asked them to follow him. He took them to an office on the second floor and motioned them through. He then closed the door behind them.

	Within a few minutes, a tall, good-looking, light-skinned Congolese man in his mid- or late-thirties entered the office and greeted them. He was clad in a navy blue suit with a matching tie and a white shirt; he was big, like a football player. His hair was cut short in military fashion, and his face was closely shaven. The man exuded an effortless air of authority.

	“Madame et Monsieur, please sit down,” he said as he walked toward his seat behind a large table.

	“Thank you,” they said in unison.

	He examined them for what seemed like an eternity. He had deep, piercing eyes that darted left and right as if they might miss something.

	“My name is Gaston Nkoni. I am the Officer in charge of Foreign Affairs,” he said.

	“I am John, and this is Jenny,” John said, not appreciating the scrutiny. They tried to show Monsieur Nkoni their WBC press cards, but he didn’t look at them.

	“I believe you called us from the Meridian,” he said in perfect English with almost no accent. Gaston Nkoni was good at learning languages. He spoke perfect French, English, Spanish, as well as Swahili, Lingala, and other Congolese dialects.

	Mr. Nkoni got up from his desk, walked to the window, and looked outside. He turned around and looked Jenny squarely in the eyes. “Tell me, why are you here? There is a war going on, and you are in potential danger.”

	Jenny seemed taken aback by the question, but quickly recovered her composure.

	“Monsieur, as journalists, we have to report the facts of what is happening in the world. These are chances we must take, and we fully accept the conditions,” she answered firmly.

	The man smiled faintly and sat down again. He reached for a file and opened it. He perused it and spoke without looking up.

	“I see that you worked briefly with the Channel 8 network in New York, and now you freelance with the highest bidder. Not exactly loyal to anyone, are you, Miss Osborne?” the man commented.

	Jenny stared at the man. She looked astonished and started to say something, but quickly covered her mouth to stop herself. John knew how dangerous a smart remark from Jenny would be in this situation. He clenched his fists and tried to think of a way to stop the impending trouble, but quickly sat down after realizing that Jenny had restrained herself.

	Gaston watched all this drama with satisfaction. He clasped his hands together, leaned forward, and looked at both of them closely.

	“In these hard times, we must be certain of who we are dealing with,” he said as he closed the file, picked up the phone, and mumbled something in French.

	He stood up as the door opened and a uniformed soldier entered. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Miss Osborne, and you, too, Mr. Spencer,” Gaston said as he offered them his hand. “Your permits will be given to you the day after tomorrow, in the morning. Don’t hesitate to let me know if you encounter any problems.”

	They both shook his hand mechanically and followed the soldier toward the lobby.

	 

	


CHAPTER 10
_______

	Jenny and John left the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building and walked toward the main street, hoping to catch a taxi. They were in a hurry to leave, but they ended up waiting for a while. John glanced at Jenny. She had withdrawn into herself and was quiet. He put his arm around her.

	“Jenny, don’t worry about that moron. He wanted to get a rise out of you. Look at it this way—at least now you know what to expect from the next asshole you meet.”

	She looked up at him and smiled weakly as a taxi pulled over.

	“Can you please take us to a good restaurant?” John asked the taxi driver; luckily, the driver spoke English.

	“There is a good one at the Hotel Afrique.”

	John looked at Jenny, who was still silently gazing out of the window. Finally, the taxi pulled up in front of the Hotel Afrique. They paid and walked inside, trying to avoid the stares of the local people, and settled in the corner of the lounge. The restaurant was decorated with traditional artwork, and the tablecloths were made of the local fabric. There was soft Congolese music playing in the background.

	They ordered some cold drinks and sat back, absorbing the scene.

	John waited patiently for Jenny to recover.

	“Jenny, some of these men can be rude, especially to women,” John said.

	“Rude! Do you call it rude when governments disrespect people’s privacy? God knows what else that asshole knows about me,” she said in disgust.

	 

	John was relieved that Jenny’s fighting spirit was back. “Wonder if they found out about my beautiful Peruvian twins,” he said abruptly.

	“What did you just say?”

	“Well…” he started saying, but broke out laughing again. They laughed for a good five minutes, making up all kinds of secrets that could be in Gaston Nkoni’s files.

	“I think we should call our contact at CARE International and see if she is free to see us tomorrow. Hopefully, we can get a general picture of the situation from her.” She smiled cheerfully like her old self. She pulled out her pocketbook and perused the contents. “Judging by our encounter with Gaston, this is not going to be an easy assignment. Talking to a neutral person is our best chance.”

	John’s mind was working on the same wavelength. Rumor had it that there were about six thousand rebel soldiers camped nearby. Common sense told John that if the rebels were near the city, with the knowledge of the government, they were a force to be reckoned with. He looked at his watch and was surprised to see that it was almost one o’clock. He looked up, but before he could say anything, Jenny got up.

	“I will go and ask to use the phone. I want to try Mrs. Dreyfus again. Hopefully, she is now available. Be right back.”

	She looked at her watch and started walking swiftly toward the hotel reception area. John turned and looked at her, but quickly looked away, not wanting to be sidetracked. He thought of what Jenny had just said about their best sources for the story. He was convinced that the way to get a great story was to contact the rebels and, hopefully, photograph them. “But how?” he asked himself. He headed to the bar and started chatting with the bartender.

	In the meantime, Jenny was calling the offices of CARE International. Finally, she got through to Mrs. Dreyfus’ secretary, who, to Jenny’s surprise, apologized and then connected her.

	A pleasant voice came on the phone. “This is Jackie Dreyfus. May I help you?”

	“Hello, Mrs. Dreyfus, this is Jenny Osborne. I believe Mr. Williamson informed you about our coming to Congo. I was wondering if you had time to meet with me…” Jenny started saying, but Jackie cut her short.

	“I was about to call you. Are you free for lunch tomorrow?”

	“Yes. I have a colleague with me.”

	“No problem; bring your colleague. Let’s meet at the Hotel Diplomat tomorrow at twelve-thirty. I will make reservations. See you then,” she said and hung up.

	Jenny walked back to where John was sitting and sipping his drink absentmindedly. She tapped on his shoulder lightly. John turned abruptly. “You startled me. That was fast; what’s up?”

	Jenny pulled up a seat and smiled. “I just talked to Jackie Dreyfus. She has invited us for lunch tomorrow. She sounded very pleasant.”

	“Sounds good,” he said, motioning to the waiter for the menu. John lowered his voice. “I thought about what you said earlier, and I think we shouldn’t limit ourselves to solely neutral sources. I just heard that some of the rebels walk around in the city dressed as civilians. We should try to contact them and get their side of the story.” He leaned back, waiting for her reply.

	She nodded her head. “You are right, of course. The story won’t be worth much if we don’t cover every side. Hopefully, we will get some pointers from Mrs. Dreyfus.”

	They opted for a light lunch of salad and omelets, which they ate quickly and then left.

	John got a taxi and, once again, the taxi driver spoke English. John asked him to take the scenic route so that they could see more of the city. The driver obliged, taking them through different side streets, and they sat back and took it all in. The city center was modern, but the side streets were run down. It was more of the same as they drove around town.

	As soon as they got out of the city center, John noticed a truck full of people entering a big enclosed area and asked the driver to stop. In an instant, he was taking photographs of the trucks, which were also loaded with guns. The taxi driver seemed to be trying to warn him, but before he could say anything, one of the soldiers saw them and rushed to their car with his gun pointed at them and ordered Jenny and John out of the taxi.

	They produced their American press badges and told him that they were picking up the local press permits in two days. After glancing at their badges, the soldier threw them back at John and Jenny and then ordered them to get back in the taxi and turn the car around. The taxi driver obediently turned the car and drove for a while before Jenny asked him to pull over.

	She ran out of the car and started gasping for breath. She looked like she was hyperventilating. Her heart was hammering, and she broke out in a cold sweat.

	John sat on the hood of the taxi and lit a cigarette, wondering what exactly was going on in that stadium or barracks, or whatever it was. “Bastards,” he said bitterly. He could not maintain his usual calm composure. He looked at Jenny and walked over to her.

	John touched her shoulder. “I know how it feels. The first time a gun is pointed at you is scary.” He suspected that it was more than that. Maybe it was a combination of exhaustion, jet lag, being in a war zone, and that asshole Gaston.

	Jenny turned toward him. She seemed to have recovered. “John, let’s go back to the hotel. I am tired and I just want to get out of here.”

	“Good idea. Let’s go,” he said, opening the taxi door. They entered the taxi and took off.

	“I have a feeling we are going to experience more of this, or even worse,” she said.

	“I think you are right. This is the beginning. Let’s go,” he said, opening the car door.

	 

	


CHAPTER 11
_______

	The taxi ride to the Hotel Diplomat the next day took about fifteen minutes. Most of the ride was uphill, and the scenery was breathtaking, with the tropical vegetation more visible than in the city center. Eucalyptus trees had been planted on either side of the beautifully paved road as they got closer to the hotel. Jenny and John were quietly looking outside the taxi. The lawn leading to the hotel was very well kept with a big waterfall in the middle, and the lobby was impressive. The staff was immaculately dressed in white uniforms.

	The restaurant was on the second floor. They were led to a table that was on the extreme left side of the room with a nice view of the city below. Since the hotel was on a hill, the lake was very visible; they could see the shores of Brazzaville in the distance. The view was breathtaking.

	“Wow! Look at the view,” Jenny exclaimed.

	“My sentiments exactly. Can’t say I blame anybody fighting for this beauty,” John said.

	She looked at him and shook her head. “No beauty is worth the bloodshed.”

	“Aren’t we getting sentimental?” John taunted back.

	They turned around and saw a tall, elegant woman walking toward them. They both guessed, correctly, that she was Jackie Dreyfus.

	* * *

	Jackie Dreyfus was quite a sight. She was tall and slender with blonde hair pulled backward, and she was very well-dressed. She could have been in her late thirties or early forties. She moved like an athlete and exuded self-confidence.

	“Wow, quite a looker,” thought John to himself.

	“Hi, Jenny, I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, sitting down between John and Jenny.

	“That’s okay; we were enjoying the view,” Jenny answered.

	“Yes, it’s great, isn’t it? Now, tell me what is going on back home. I can’t wait to hear everything.” She sounded like someone who had just met long-lost relatives.

	“Well, the good old U.S.A. is the same as usual. Nothing changes much.” The comment came from John Spencer. Jackie looked at John for an instant.

	“Sorry, this is my partner, John Spencer. He is a photojournalist and a very good friend.”

	“Nice to meet you, John. Mr. Williamson told me all about you two. Welcome to Congo,” she said, smiling and extending her hand. “I was born on Long Island. My husband and I have been here for the past three years. When we got here, it was relatively peaceful, but now the war has changed things. I can’t wait to go back home.” She quickly changed the subject. “Have you seen any sights?”

	Jenny shook her head. “We got in the night before last.” “Well, good, I will show you some of the safe areas, but I must warn you, the International Community is going to bail out soon.”

	This was exactly what Jenny had been waiting for—a way to start a conversation about the real situation. “Mrs. Dreyfus, can I ask you something?”

	“Go right ahead, and please call me Jackie.”

	“Before we got here, we heard that there was some kind of truce being hammered out, but there are still guns going off. Did it fall through?”

	Jackie laughed. “I will tell you something that anybody living here will tell you. There have been numerous so-called truce agreements, and all of them have been broken. Meanwhile, the rebels have been advancing steadily toward the capital.” She paused. “Don’t quote me, but the way I see it, there is a lot of division in the government on what course to take, so the rebels have been gaining an upper hand despite the support the government gets from France and Belgium.”

	“You mean the agreement with the rebels won’t be honored?”

	Jackie shook her head. “I don’t think so… simply because nobody wants to honor it. Many civilians of minority tribes are being massacred in the countryside, and we have received numerous reports of massive rebel recruitment from neighboring countries. I have also heard that there are other factions whose interests would be hindered by peace. I fully believe that war is inevitable,” she said, looking at both of them.

	John Spencer had been listening to what Jackie was saying with a lot of interest and couldn’t think of a better time than now to ask a question that had been nagging him. “Tell me, Jackie, I am sure in your work you come across both rebel and government soldiers. How can we contact a rebel spokesman for a comment without the government’s knowledge?”

	Jackie thought for a moment before answering. “Mr. Spencer, to do that during wartime would be tantamount to espionage, but if you insist, one way to make contact would be to go through the United Nations or the Red Cross. It is still risky. By now, you must know that you are being watched. I suggest you interview the civilians and stay away from rebels, for now.” Jackie sighed, looked in the direction of the waiter, and beckoned for the menus.

	“What is good to eat here, Jackie?” Jenny asked as she looked at the menu.

	Jackie glanced at the menu again. “Well, there is smoked fish, crocodile, or snake stew if you want to eat something different. But you can also have something familiar, like fish and chips.”

	“How is the crocodile stew prepared?” Jenny asked the waiter, who was still standing there.

	“We fry it first in vegetable oil with onions, tomatoes, and curry spices, and then we let it cook. The snake stew is done the same way. You can have it with rice or potatoes, and any vegetable or salad.” He spoke in broken English, but they could understand him.

	“The crocodile sounds good. Can I have that with rice and salad?” John asked.

	“Me too, but instead of salad, I prefer string beans if you have them,” Jenny said. The waiter nodded.

	“I will have the same as she is having,” Jackie said in crisp French. The waiter smiled and asked them what they wanted to drink. They all opted for mineral water.

	“I guess some of us will have to use sign language to get some food around here,” John commented, and they all started laughing. “Maybe I have to note down a few orders and make sure I don’t change my diet?” he continued, making them laugh even more.

	“Jackie, do you know a good interpreter? We need someone who understands the local languages.” Jenny said after composing herself.

	“I know just the right person for you. We use him sometimes. His name is Marc McKay, and he is fluent in English, French, and Lingala, the local language. In English, he would be called Mark with a “k,” but here they use “c” instead, because of the French influence. He is educated and trustworthy, and he can also drive you around if you wish. Marc’s father is English and his mother is Congolese, but they separated and the father went back to England. Marc decided to stay with his mother, but he still visits his father from time to time.”

	“He sounds great, Jackie. We need someone who knows the lay of the land,” Jenny said.

	“I believe he is available since his boss is out of the country for a month. I will call him and give him your contact information. Do you have cell phones? If you don’t, I suggest you get some, especially if you intend to venture outside the city limits. The phones are not reliable outside the city.”

	“You are right. It’s on our list of things to purchase today,” Jenny said.

	Their food arrived, and they started digging in. John’s salad was mixed with all kinds of local fruits and vegetables. The food was delicious, and Jackie was a very good hostess.

	“Lunch was wonderful, Jackie. Thank you for bringing us here,” Jenny said after she finished; John echoed similar sentiments.

	“Don’t mention it,” Jackie answered. “Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? I have invited some people, and it will be good for you to meet them. But of course, the meeting can’t look arranged.”

	“Of course,” Jenny and John said simultaneously and then accepted the invitation.

	“Okay, that’s settled, Jackie said as she pulled a chair back. “I will write down the address. I have a few errands to run, so I will see you at eight,” she said as she wrote the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Jenny.

	“I will also invite Marc, the interpreter, so that you can meet him,” she said as she stood up. “See you both later, then,” she added with a smile and then left.

	 

	


CHAPTER 12
_______

	Soon after Jackie left, the waiter came and offered John a piece of paper. “Excuse me, monsieur, the lady left this.”

	John looked at the note, then handed it to Jenny. “It’s the number for the contact at the United Nations office here in Kinshasa.”

	Jenny just smiled. “Jackie is very quick.”

	John asked the waiter for the bill.

	“Sorry, monsieur, the lady paid for everything. Would you like a drink for you and the lady?” John was caught off guard. He looked at Jenny questioningly.

	“No thanks,” Jenny said, and the waiter left.

	“That was nice of her to pay for our meal. I must admit she wasn’t what I expected,” John commented.

	“I agree. I guess our next move should be to try and get the UN contact.”

	“We will need a car. I will go and see if there is a rental place here,” John said.

	“I will check on the cell phones. I think I saw a small phone shop in the lobby.”

	Jenny headed to the phone store, while John went to check on transportation. They met up again, and Jenny handed John a cell phone.

	“We can’t rent cell phones here, so I bought some cheap ones with SIM cards. No need to spend much money when we are leaving soon. I am told the phone reception for cells is not good, so I don’t know how useful they will be,” Jenny said.

	“We will manage. You know, I was thinking about what Jackie said about being followed. We will have to watch out.”

	They asked directions to the United Nations office and drove there in the Jeep that John had just rented. The directions were very good, and they reached the UN building within a few minutes. When they got there, John stayed in the car while Jenny entered the office. She took a seat across from a man who introduced himself as Aaron Beardsley, originally from Canada. Jenny had called ahead from the Hotel Diplomat and requested to meet him. She had mentioned on the phone that she was American.

	“Now, Ms. Osborne, what may I help you with?” Mr. Beardsley asked enthusiastically.

	Jenny opened her bag and looked for a notepad.

	* * *

	Beardsley was studying the young reporter in admiration and some confusion. Why anyone would want to leave a relatively safe haven back in America to come to this hellhole was beyond his understanding. As far as he was concerned, the sooner this foreign duty was over, the better.

	“Mr. Beardsley?” asked Jenny.

	“Yes, yes,” he answered, coming back to his senses.

	“What’s your take on the current situation, keeping in mind that some of the previous UN agreements have been violated?”

	The Lieutenant thought about that for a while. “Miss Osborne, I am not supposed to answer these questions. My job is to try and keep the peace here. I can only comment off the record if you agree to that.”

	“Don’t worry, Mr. Beardsley. I won’t quote you anywhere. You have my word on that.”

	He nodded. “I have been here for two years, and I have visited both the government camps and rebel strongholds. My observations are personal. I can’t guarantee the outcome of this war, but the rebels seem to be disciplined and determined, whereas the government soldiers are undisciplined. I would say if no permanent peace plan is found, the rebels will win.” He finished and shrugged.

	Jenny was listening attentively and at the same time, taking some notes. “I heard that in some villages, things are getting so bad that the tribes may start ethnic cleansing. Is this true?”

	The Lieutenant was taken aback by the directness of the question. “You see, Miss Osborne, this ethnic cleansing happens from time to time against the minority tribes. Lately, these incidents have increased, but there is no substantial proof.”

	“Can’t the UN do something about this?” Jenny asked, trying not to appear agitated.

	“No, ma’am. The UN is an observer, designed to simply enforce a truce between the rebels and the government. We are discouraged from involving ourselves in internal affairs.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Beardsley. By the way, please call me Jenny.” She smiled at the Lieutenant.

	“Thank you, ma’am… I mean, Jenny. Call me Aaron.” He smiled back.

	“Thank you, Aaron. I look forward to seeing you again. I know you must be very lonely, being so far from home,” she said as he escorted her to the door.

	“Yes. I am looking forward to seeing my family back home.” He couldn’t say he wanted to get the hell out of the godforsaken place.

	“Bye, Aaron.” She shook Beardsley’s hand and then followed the guard, who must have been sitting outside the office all along. At the entrance, she thanked the guard and crossed the street to where the Jeep was parked. She opened the door on John’s side.

	John was startled. “Don’t ever do that again, Jenny! You scared the shit out of me!”

	Jenny was taken aback. “Sorry, John, I didn’t mean to…”

	“Never mind me; I must have dozed off. What happened in there?”

	She smiled. “We had a good conversation. He seems like a nice Canadian boy.”

	John shook his head. “Oh no, don’t tell me you went in there for a romantic escapade with some United Nations jackass,” he teased.

	“Come on, John; be serious. He gave me some good information, off the record.”

	Jenny recounted her conversation with the Lieutenant as they rode around trying to see more of the town. They passed a few roadblocks manned by soldiers.

	* * *

	On their way back, Jenny and John passed the dreaded Foreign Ministry building, which reminded Jenny of her encounter with Monsieur Gaston Nkoni. They entered their hotel, headed to the lounge, and ordered soft drinks.

	Jenny fell silent, thinking about the soldier who had pulled a gun on them the day before. Her mind wandered to her family back in Pittsburgh. With their quiet way of life and their total ignorance about the rest of the world, they could never imagine a place like this.

	“A penny for your thoughts,” prodded John.

	“I was just thinking about folks back home and how all this would seem to them.”

	“I don’t know if mine would care,” John said. “My parents divorced when I was ten, and I haven’t seen my father for fifteen years. I only see my mother when she needs money. She is shacking up with some guy in Far Rockaway. Seriously, I don’t think they give a shit one way or another. Life hasn’t been a bed of roses for them either.” He finished and took a sip of his drink.

	Jenny looked at John in a strange new light. This explained a lot about him, especially his reluctance to confront people. John hated anything to do with confrontation. Unlike most people, his experience had changed him for the better. He had grown up in a dysfunctional family, and now all he wanted was peace.

	“I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean to remind you—”

	“It’s okay. For me, life is like a lottery. You don’t choose your parents. As for me, I couldn’t wait to get into the army and leave that hellhole in the Bronx. But that is all in the past. I still can’t help feeling bad for people who are suffering, like we saw today.”

	“I know, John. Sometimes I wonder if Westerners care about what is happening in these poor countries.”

	“I am sure some do, but not enough. Many of these countries have not yet recovered from the effects of oppression under Western colonial rule. As you know, I did a few stints in South America and Asia, and the same thing happened there.”

	Jenny, who was already aware of what John was saying, just nodded.

	“You are right. It’s a vicious cycle.” She looked at her watch and saw it was almost five-thirty. “Wow, time sure flies around here. I want to rest before the party. Are you staying here?” she asked as she stood up.

	“Resting sounds like a good idea.” He grabbed his camera bag and followed Jenny to the elevator. They pushed the button for their floor and promised to meet in the lobby two hours later.

	 


CHAPTER 13
_______

	The moment Jenny entered her room, she knew someone had been there. The strange cologne hit her nostrils as she closed the door behind her. She quickly went through her belongings, checking to see if anything was missing, but everything was in place.

	So, what the hell were they looking for? She asked herself as she sat on her bed.

	Jenny was puzzled about the invasion, but she remembered Monsieur Gaston Nkoni at the Parliament building and felt uneasy. This had to be one of his tricks. John was right; this wasn’t a regular war. These people were suspicious of the press. Otherwise, why would they search their rooms? Of course, John’s room must have been searched as well.

	* * *

	Across the hall, John took off his coat and quickly undressed to take a shower. The moment he drew the curtains, he stopped in his tracks. There was a footprint on the tile in the bathroom, and John never went to the bathroom with his shoes on.

	Wait a minute, he thought as he backtracked toward the bed. There was one way to find out. He quickly put on his sneakers, went back inside the bathroom, and slowly stepped beside the footprint. It was evident that his foot was a lot bigger than the one on the floor. His first thought was to warn Jenny, but he quickly decided against it.

	If someone had been in here, then the place might have been wired.

	John’s mind was working overtime. What possible reason could they have to bug or even search the room? He asked himself. There was no doubt in his mind that Jenny’s room had been searched as well. It was clear that they shouldn’t engage in any conversations on phones or do anything remotely suspicious. Tomorrow, he would check the car for bugs and tracking devices.

	John put on a nice pair of beige pants, a white shirt, a navy-blue blazer, and a reasonably worn pair of shoes. He looked at himself in the mirror and was satisfied. He thought about calling Jenny, but decided against it and instead tried to figure out where they would have put the bugs. He remembered seeing a movie where somebody had put a microphone inside the phone, so he lifted the phone and unscrewed its mouthpiece. Sure enough, there was a small device with two wires connected to both metal ends. He screwed the mouthpiece back on, picked up his key, and dashed toward the door.

	A few strides later, he was knocking on Jenny’s door. The door opened, and he motioned for Jenny to come out. She picked up her room key and came out in a bathrobe, closing the door silently behind her. They walked further down the hall before they spoke.

	“Jenny, someone searched my room, and my phone is bugged. I am sure yours is bugged too,” he said, breathing heavily.

	Jenny nodded her head, still in shock. “There was a strange smell when I entered, but the phone, I never thought—“ Jenny started saying, but couldn’t finish.

	“Listen to me, we will go back to your room and talk as if nothing has happened while I check your phone for a bug.”

	They walked to her room and started making small talk about the good weather in Kinshasa and how friendly the people seemed. They continued making small talk as John opened the mouthpiece and checked for the little device. It was there, all right. He looked at Jenny, who was fully dressed by now, and nodded as he screwed the mouthpiece back on. They left the room shortly afterward and headed for the elevator.

	* * *

	Jenny checked her watch; it was almost seven-thirty. They were just in time. They informed the receptionist that they were waiting for someone and that they would be in the lounge. Once they had settled themselves in their favorite corner, she blurted out, “How dare they invade our privacy like that? I mean, the thought of someone going through my thing…” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

	“It’s all part of being in a war zone. Don’t let them get to you. I am sure we are not the only ones. Better not let them know we are onto them.”

	“Should we mention it to Jackie?” Jenny asked.

	John shook his head. “No, I think we should leave everything as it is and keep using the telephone as if nothing has happened, as long as we are careful about what we say. There is no need to get Jackie involved, at least not yet. I will check the car later.”

	* * *

	A few minutes later, the waiter came to announce that they had a visitor, and they headed toward Reception. A man who introduced himself as Jackie Dreyfus’ chauffeur was there waiting for them. He led them to a Range Rover and opened the doors. The journey to her residence was uneventful, with the now-familiar roadblocks and night patrols of soldiers.

	The gate was opened by someone they couldn’t see, and soon they were in a fairly large parking lot surrounded by a lot of cars. John wondered how someone working in a non-governmental organization could afford so much room.

	As if reading John’s mind, the chauffeur was quick to explain. “The CARE group prefers all its employees to live together in a kind of community, for security reasons. It’s common practice with many International Organizations.”

	He parked the car in front of what looked like the main building and motioned them to the entrance.

	Jackie opened the door for them. She looked striking in a light purple silk suit with pearls around her neck. “There you are. Come on in,” she said with a big smile. She had a perfect set of white teeth. “First, I will take you to the bar to get refreshments; then I will introduce you around. Shall we go?”

	She led them to a large bar setting that had all kinds of finger foods and drinks. The food was unlike the finger foods one would find in Western countries. John and Jenny, who were starving, were happy to fill up their plates.

	“Feel free to grab a seat. I will introduce you later,” Jackie said and left.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 14
_______

	The first person that Jackie introduced Jenny and John to was Marc, their potential interpreter. Marc was about five feet eleven, of medium build. He had bronze skin and wavy hair that was dreadlocked. He had a very pleasant and easy manner that they both seemed to like. He told them that he was currently available and would gladly assist them when they were ready. They promised to discuss business after meeting the other guests.

	Most of the people at the party were expatriates, although there were a few Congolese who worked for various NGOs. They all seemed to know each other and were laughing and having a good time, despite what was happening in the country. Jenny and John separated and mingled with the crowd. John met a beautiful woman by the name of Jewel, who insisted on dancing with him. He reluctantly agreed as he looked around for Jenny. She was dancing with an older, well-dressed man.

	“Jewel, who is that man dancing with my colleague?” John asked, pointing at him.

	“Oh, him? That’s Ian… Ian Hamilton. He is a military attaché at the British Embassy,” she said as she pulled John closer.

	“I hope you don’t mind, my dear, but would you like to sit down?” John said as he disentangled himself from her and led her toward the bar.

	“I have a better idea, John. Why don’t I show you around? The grounds are beautiful at this time of night.”

	John wasn’t sure he wanted to be alone with her, but she seemed eager to get to talk, and he was in the country for a story. “Good idea,” he said and followed her. They walked around and somehow ended up in a secluded area. Suddenly, she was all over him.

	“I don’t know about this, Jewel. What if someone comes…?” John started saying, but she was very attractive, and one thing led to another. Within a few minutes, the deed was done.

	“Don’t worry, John. Nobody will know,” she said casually.

	“I hope not,” John said as they walked back to the party, uneasy about what had happened. He decided that he might as well ask her some questions about the political situation. As luck would have it, he couldn’t have chosen a better person. She told him about the different people at the party and what was being said about the war. “I believe that before I see you again, the rebels will be in control,” Jewel said.

	When they got back to the party, somebody came up to Jewel and asked where her husband was. Jewel looked around the room, and then she pointed to Ian Hamilton.

	John, who was visibly shocked, wondered how she could have neglected to tell him that Ian was her husband. “Maybe she isn’t getting enough attention from him,” he thought to himself. They separated, and John didn’t talk to her again. He wondered if he had been used.

	* * *

	Jenny finished pouring some white wine into her glass and turned around, almost pouring the contents all over a man’s shirt. She looked up to apologize and stopped in her tracks. Before her stood the most attractive man she had ever seen. He was probably a foot taller than her and was looking down at her with an amused smile.

	“Get hold of yourself,” she murmured to herself.

	“What did you say?” he asked.

	“Oh, I said I am sorry. I didn’t see you.”

	“That’s perfectly all right. Are you okay?”

	“Yes, and you?” Why did I ask that?

	“Would you like to dance?” the man asked, but didn’t wait for her to respond. He took her glass out of her hand, placed it on a nearby table, and led her onto the dance floor.

	“I noticed you earlier. My name is Beck. What’s yours?”

	Jenny couldn’t tell where he was from. There was no accent in his English. Was he an American? Did he just say he’d noticed her earlier? “Jenny, Jenny Osborne,” she said, hoping he couldn’t tell how nervous she was.

	“I haven’t seen you around, Jenny Osborne. What brings you to Congo?”

	“I am a reporter. My partner and I are here on an assignment, reporting on the rebel situation. We just arrived the day before yesterday.”

	They talked more about her assignment, and Beck promised to get her an interview with the rebels. Jenny tried to talk about his job, but he was evasive and changed the subject. She decided not to push it, but he intrigued her. They danced a few more times, all the while looking into each other’s eyes as they talked. Jenny couldn’t remember being attracted to someone as much as she was to this man.

	All in all, it was a good evening, but Jenny was ready to go home, so she went to look for John. He was standing by the bar talking to Marc. Jenny walked up to them and announced that she was ready to leave. Marc offered to give them a ride to the hotel, which they accepted gratefully. They decided to slip off quietly, but not before Jenny glanced back, looking for Beck. He was nowhere in sight.

	On the way back, they found out that not only could Marc speak several languages, but he was also well-traveled and had a university degree in finance. Marc told them he had decided to return from Britain to be with his mother in Congo and, instead, start a travel agency, but it failed because there were no tourists. That’s how he’d ended up working with the NGOs. They agreed Marc would drive them around, except on weekends, and they asked him to apologize to Jackie for their early departure.

	* * *

	After Marc left, John suggested to Jenny that they convene in the lobby for a few minutes and recap their evening. “So did you learn anything?” Jenny asked after their drinks arrived.

	John sipped his beer and said, “Not much except for who does what, but Jewel is convinced that the rebels are going to win sooner or later.”

	“Speaking of Jewel, I saw her hanging onto you a bit too tightly. What was going on?”

	“She was pleasant,” he said and then paused, careful not to divulge too much. “Her husband is Ian something, a British military attaché, some kind of spy, so she is a good source of information,” he finished, satisfied with his explanation.

	“Ian Hamilton. I met him. I danced with him, a very good man. He said that I should call him if I needed help or information, and I am going to take him up on it.” Jenny smiled. “You’re sure there is nothing else you want to tell me?”

	John knew better than to fool her. “I think she flirts with anything that moves, Jenny. Moreover, she is a married woman.”

	Jenny looked at him for a long time and smiled again, but didn’t say anything.

	John decided to change the subject. “So, tell me everything that transpired between you and Mr. Hamilton,” he said, putting on a stern face.

	Jenny smiled. “He invited me to a dance. He said he knew I was a reporter and that I had gone to see Monsieur Gaston Nkoni at the parliament building.” She sipped her drink and continued. “He said that we shouldn’t be surprised if we are followed or find out that our phones are tapped. He also told me that we should try to get as many interviews from government officials as possible to divert attention from ourselves.”

	John continued playing with his drink as he listened. “From the little bit that I saw of him, he looked like a serious man.” He smiled and looked at her. “Who was the good-looking guy I saw you dancing with?” he asked, trying not to sound jealous.

	“Oh, that one; his name is Beck. He was nice enough, but not forthcoming with information. But he said he would get me in contact with the rebels,” she said, and then quickly changed the subject. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Jackie said that she would try to get an interview for us with somebody in the government. She didn’t say who.”

	John wondered why Jenny had changed the subject, but he didn’t want to push the issue. He had seen how the man and Jenny looked at each other as they danced. He wondered if she was attracted to him and felt a sharp pang of jealousy. John looked at his watch and quickly got up. “It’s almost midnight. Maybe we should call it a night,” he said, half yawning.

	They paid their bill, picked up their keys at the counter, and bid goodnight to the receptionist before they entered the elevator.

	“Jenny, remember Hamilton’s warning,” John said as the elevator opened on their floor. He escorted her to her room and waited until she opened the door. She turned and gave him a small peck on the cheek. “Goodnight, John,” she said out loud and winked.

	John understood the meaning of the wink. It was for the benefit of whoever was listening. “Good night, Jenny. See you in the morning,” he said, also loudly.

	When John entered his room, he had an uneasy feeling of being watched, but he quickly undressed, jumped into his bed, and fell asleep instantly.

	* * *

	Jenny, who was also feeling uneasy, looked in every corner for cameras but didn’t find any. She removed her makeup, washed her face, and dressed for bed. In one quick move, she was in bed; she fell asleep soon afterward.

	She had a strange dream. She was running down the hill. A group of people with machetes was chasing her. She fell but got up quickly and continued running, determined not to be hacked alive. She was exhausted and weak and prayed she could continue to run. All of a sudden, a big hole appeared in front of her, but she couldn’t stop herself in time and fell into the hole. She kept falling, but to her surprise, she landed safely on some soft grass. She looked up, and the men were at the top of the cliff, but to her surprise, they were not looking at her. She followed the direction of their gaze and saw it. She gasped. Looking her straight in the eye was a giant cobra with blood-red eyes. It was easing toward her.

	She screamed and woke up instantly in a deep sweat, only to realize that she had been dreaming. Oh God, she was thankful it was just a dream. She hadn’t had a nightmare since she was in high school. She rubbed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then walked to the bathroom and turned on the shower.

	When she was in high school, her father was laid off from the steel company in Pittsburgh. The family started heating water on the stove; Jenny, being the oldest, understood what was going on and was deeply affected. She started having nightmares that only stopped when she moved to New York. She shook her head, remembering those difficult, cold winters.

	Suddenly, a strange but familiar determination came upon her. She wasn’t going to let a dream get the best of her. She stepped out of the shower, quickly dried herself, and then went back to bed. She grabbed a magazine, which she read through until she fell asleep again. This time, her sleep was dreamless.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 15
_______

	John Spencer enjoyed a restful sleep. He woke up a little after ten o’clock and started getting ready. He recalled the events of the previous evening at Jackie’s place. It had been a fun party, especially his unexpected encounter with Jewel. Not too many men could resist that woman.

	His mind quickly turned back to the present, and he immersed himself in deep thought. Something was bothering him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Was it Jewel? Could she be a spy? She was a smooth operator, but that wasn’t it. Suddenly, it dawned on him that it was Mr. Beck. The way he had looked at Jenny and, more importantly, the way Jenny had looked at him. The man had disappeared into thin air. Yes, Beck was a man to watch.

	He pulled out his best jeans and a matching light blue shirt. He selected his good outdoor pair of shoes and quickly put them on. He needed breakfast. Jenny should be awake by now. He dialed her number. After two rings, there was a faint reply. “Hello!”

	“It’s me, Jenny. Are you all right? You sound strange.”

	“Oh, good morning, John. What time is it?”

	John looked at his watch. “It is eleven o’clock. You sure you are all right?” he inquired, concerned.

	“I just woke up. I will call you when I’m ready.”

	“I think I will get some breakfast and go pick up our permits. By the time I come back, you should be ready.”

	“Thanks, John. I appreciate that. Let me know when you get back.”

	Jenny was happy that she didn’t have to go back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building. She was still feeling tired and uneasy about the dream. Normally, it took her a short time to get ready, but today she was slow, with lingering nightmarish visions of the cobra following her around as she dressed. It took her about thirty minutes to get out of the shower. “To hell with the dream,” she said out loud.

	She put on her bathrobe, took her notebook, and started writing down the events of the previous night. She was about to wrap up her writing when her phone rang, and she picked it up. “Hello?”

	“Jenny dear, it’s Jackie. Are you up yet, or is it too early?”

	“It’s okay, Jackie. What’s up?”

	“Well, guess what! I got you an interview with a big official in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Are you interested?” she asked eagerly.

	“Of course, Jackie. Thank you. That’s really good news.” Jenny was glad that at last, she had something to take her mind off the dream.

	“I told you I will do all I can, dear. How does two-thirty this afternoon sound?”

	“That would be wonderful. Do you have time to have lunch before we go? John should be back by then. He went to pick up our permits.”

	“I will be there at one o’clock,” Jackie said and hung up.

	Jenny heard a knock on her door as she was getting ready. She was still in her bathrobe. She opened the door, and John was standing there, but he did not enter the room. “That was quick,” Jenny said.

	“There was no traffic, and the lady in the lobby remembered me, so everything was easy.”

	“I’m sorry about this morning, John. I had a bad dream… I will tell you about it later. I talked to Jackie. We have an interview with a big shot from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs at two-thirty. How about that?”

	“That’s great, Jenny; my camera equipment was getting a bit rusty,” he said, thrilled.

	That was one of the things she liked about John—his patience and enthusiasm for action at a moment’s notice.

	“Did you already have lunch?” she asked.

	“Not yet. I am going to my room to get the equipment ready.”

	“Okay. I will be right over,” Jenny said as she closed the door. She quickly changed her clothes, headed out of the room, and walked toward John's room.

	There was a knock on John's door.

	“Come in, it’s open,” he called out, and in walked Jenny in a business outfit—a nice brown skirt, a matching jacket, and a white shirt.

	“Are you ready? By the way, Jackie is meeting us for lunch at one o’clock. We don’t have much time,” she said, as she turned to walk out.

	“I’m ready,” he said as he picked up the heavy camera equipment. “But I could use some black coffee.” At the same time, he was busy trying to figure out if they had said anything out of order, with the room being bugged. Nothing came to mind.

	John closed the door and caught up with Jenny by the elevator. “I am glad we’ve got an interview at last,” he said.

	“About time, wouldn’t you say?”

	They walked to the counter, deposited their keys, and informed the receptionist that they were expecting somebody. They proceeded to the restaurant, and luckily, their favorite corner was vacant. They found out that breakfast wasn’t being served, and they had to settle for lunch. They decided to wait for Jackie and ordered some coffee instead. Jenny was about to say something, but John put his forefinger to his mouth to silence her. Their coffee arrived.

	Jenny couldn’t control herself anymore. “John, what the hell was that all about?” She quickly answered herself. “Oh no, you don’t think…? They wouldn’t dare!”

	“Just checking to make sure you were still on guard,” he grinned.

	She wanted to kill him, but he was right. She needed to pay more attention. “I suppose I’m lucky to have you on my side. Otherwise, I would be a sitting duck.”

	“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, my dear. If they wanted to get rid of us, we would be finished.” The comment sent a shiver down her spine.

	Jackie walked in thirty minutes later, classy and confident as ever. “Hello, my friends. I hope I didn’t keep you long,” she said, pulling a chair closer to them. She then looked at Jenny. “You are going to meet the Minister of Defense, Monsieur Albert Kamazi, a very influential man in the government. I have met him many times through work, and he is a very friendly man.”

	“Thanks, Jackie. You have been incredible in so many ways. We owe you a lot,” Jenny said, delighted. John echoed her sentiments. He motioned to a waiter for menus, which they all perused.

	“I must confess I am not familiar with French menus. Back home, I simply go for spaghetti with meatballs,” Jenny said. All of them laughed out loud, and everybody in the restaurant turned to see what was so funny. They ordered hamburgers and salad since they had a little time before their appointment. They finished eating within a few minutes.

	“I guess we'd better get going if we are to make the appointment,” said Jenny. She signed the bill to her room, and they left. Jackie’s car was waiting outside, but so was Marc.

	Jackie and Jenny left together in Jackie’s car, and Marc and John followed them. They arrived at the Ministry of Defense shortly before the agreed time of the interview. They entered the parliament building, and Jackie informed the receptionist about their appointment. An armed escort led them down the hall.

	“I will introduce you guys to the Minister; I guess the rest is up to you,” Jackie said with a smile. They entered a large, well-furnished office with a secretary and an armed guard who stepped aside for them and closed the door behind them. The secretary greeted them politely in French and quickly said something into the intercom.

	Promptly, a heavyset gentleman, probably in his mid-fifties, opened the door and offered his hand to greet them. Jackie introduced them to Monsieur Albert Kamazi and said something to the man in French before leaving. They followed the Minister into a larger office, expensively furnished. He motioned them to a large sofa set, and they sat down.

	Jenny looked around the room and started wondering how the country could afford an office like this while most of their people could barely make ends meet. She thought about the barefoot women and children she had seen in the streets. Life was not fair. As a reporter, she was supposed to be impartial, but sometimes it was tough.

	The Minister took his time talking on the telephone before he turned to them. It wasn’t long before a young Congolese soldier entered and saluted the Minister, who addressed the young man in French. The latter extended his hand to Jenny and John. He introduced himself as

	Lieutenant Clement welcomed them in English. He promised to assist in any way possible while they were in the country.

	“Excuse me, monsieur, is it possible to film this interview?” Jenny asked the young man.

	The Minister understood this and said, “Oui, c’est possible,” nodding his head.

	John set his camera in the corner and worked on the lighting. The Minister sat opposite Jenny while the young man sat next to the Minister, interpreting every sentence both ways. The Minister kept on blaming the rebels and the countries that supported them. Jenny felt that it was a waste of time. She looked at John and noticed that he was also bored. She thanked the Minister and stood up. He also stood up and shook Jenny’s hand.

	“I hope to see you again. Clement will give you a tour of some facilities to show you weapons and other things that we have captured from the enemy,” he said.

	The interview had been short, and no new revelations had come out of it. Jenny wondered if all this was staged to get them to publish a slanted story. It wouldn’t be the first time reporters have been used to putting out false reports.

	John stopped taping and closed his equipment. The Minister thanked them before he guided them out of his expensive office. As soon as they were in the corridor, the young man smiled and introduced himself again, obviously more relaxed. “My name is Clement, but you can call me Clay if it’s easier,” he said candidly.

	“I am Jenny, and this is John,” Jenny said as they walked toward the lobby. She had started to realize that almost all the first names of Congolese people were in French. It made sense since they had been colonized by the Belgians.

	Clay didn’t even glance at the receptionist as they passed by on their way out. “You will have to leave your car behind to make our trip smoother,” he said. “We shall visit two locations that the Minister arranged, and of course, I will answer all the questions you may have.” He finished as a driver opened the door of a brand new black Lincoln Town Car.

	“Excuse me, Clay, how long do you think it will take?” John asked. “I have to alert our driver.”

	“We should be back in an hour,” Clay said. John excused himself to go tell Marc. He was back in a few minutes, and then they all got in the car and took off.

	Jenny noticed that their vehicle wasn’t stopped as they passed the roadblocks. The soldiers saluted every time they saw the car. They finally stopped at what looked like large barracks.

	A soldier peeped through a small hole in the door and proceeded to open the gate for them. They saw a very large gun with about ten big barrels sticking out, and Jenny asked Clay what it was. He proceeded to say that it was a long-range artillery piece that shot at distances of ten miles or more. Jenny asked how the weapons were captured, and he said they were captured when their troops laid a trap for the rebels and then overwhelmed them with superior firepower.

	Clay went on to say that they were captured near the border of Central Africa. “We have repeatedly complained to the world about Central Africa’s involvement in this war,” he said.

	* * *

	John was not buying any of it, but he continued getting close-ups of the different weapons. He could tell that the weapons were a mix of Chinese and French, but mostly French. John was filming everything from guns to light machine guns and artillery pieces. The filming got more interesting when they arrived at the second place, which looked like an armory.

	The soldiers were quick to stop him from filming, but not before he had captured a black Mercedes and two white soldiers loading what looked like a heavy box into the car’s trunk.

	Suddenly, John found himself being manhandled out of the area. Clay was quick to intercede.

	He showed the men his identity, saying that they had permission to be there. The men apologized and pulled him aside to tell him something.

	Clay arrived a few minutes later and apologized to John, saying that they had ventured into a sensitive area. Jenny pretended to be furious. “Do you normally treat foreign journalists like that?” she asked angrily.

	John could have sworn she was really angry, but he knew better. Jenny was acting. “I swear, the girl could get an Oscar,” he thought.

	“Miss Osborne, I’m very sorry about those ignorant soldiers. Nothing like that will happen again. I will reprimand them later,” Clay said with authority.

	“Thank you for your assurance, Clay. I appreciate it,” she said, smiling.

	John’s mind was backtracking on what he had just filmed. He couldn’t figure out what was in the box and why the soldiers didn’t want him to film there, especially since they had been given clearance by the Minister. He’d work on that mystery later.

	It was about five o’clock when they finally made their way back to the city. The road they took ran parallel to the Congo River. There was a soft breeze, and the scenery was wonderful. They were all quiet, enjoying the dense tropical vegetation, splendid despite the occasional sound of gunfire. The vegetation became less dense as they approached the city.

	The Ministry of Defense building came into view, and within a few minutes, the car parked in front of the Jeep, where Marc was waiting while reading a newspaper. They thanked Clay for the tour and said they would be in touch.

	Marc slid behind the wheel, backed out of the parking lot, and headed toward the hotel. Once there, Marc said goodbye and drove home.

	Jenny and John walked into the hotel lobby and went to the lounge.

	 

	


CHAPTER 16
_______

	Antoine Giza was having a hard time trying to shake off what Pierre had told him. He had spent the whole day trying to gather information and had found out the names of the three officials who had gone to South Africa to bring the arms, but he had not found out where the missile had been taken. It was late evening, and asking more questions at this time could arouse suspicion, but he was running out of time, so he had no choice. Well, he could always claim an emergency since it was wartime.

	Antoine made a phone call to Joseph Ngira’s home and was told that he was at the Officers’ Club. Joseph was his longtime friend and worked at the armory. If anyone knew shipments into and out of the country, it would be Joseph. Antoine put on his neatly pressed uniform and headed for the Officers’ Club. He decided to forego his driver and bodyguard and sent them home.

	It wasn’t hard to spot Joseph, who always surrounded himself with beautiful girls and drew most of the attention. Antoine approached the table and shook hands with everybody.

	“Hello, Joseph. I see you are still at it with the girls. Haven’t you heard of AIDS?” Antoine asked, smiling.

	Joseph started laughing, and so did the beauties around him. “Oh, come on, Antoine,” he said, “and where is your wife? Oops… I forgot she has you on a leash.”

	They all laughed loudly, including Antoine. The club wasn’t crowded these days, with many of the soldiers being assigned different duties around the country. The exceptions were people like Joseph, who worked at the armory, and Antoine, who maintained artillery weapons.

	“Say, Joseph, I wanted to talk to you. I didn’t know if I would have the opportunity to see you tomorrow, so I took a chance that you would be here.”

	Joseph was relaxed, happy, and always telling jokes. Antoine knew that he wasn’t the smartest of guys, but he was a joy to be with. His best asset in the military was his obedience and unquestioning dedication.

	“Sure, Antoine. What did you have in mind that you couldn’t wait until tomorrow? As you can see, I am busy,” he answered, kissing the girl who was positioned on his right.

	Antoine smiled and waved his hand dismissively. “It’s nothing big. Take your time.” He returned to his drink and looked at the few other officers who were in the pub. It was almost eleven o’clock, and the attendants were collecting empty bottles.

	Finally, Joseph disentangled himself from the ladies and motioned for Antoine to follow him to a table in the corner. “Okay, Antoine, what is it that you couldn’t wait for?” he asked as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

	Antoine lit a cigarette. It was a habit he had almost conquered, but it had found its way back since he’d talked to Pierre. “Some fuses on the 106mm are burned out, and I need some more spares. They took a bashing when our men were being trained by the Mzungus,” he said, referring to the white soldiers. Antoine was a gifted liar. He could lie without changing his expression.

	Joseph laughed aloud. “I know about the Mzungus. I even had my boys chase a muzungu photographer from the armory this afternoon. He was taking pictures. Can you believe it? He was with a muzungu woman.”

	Antoine also laughed out loud, although he didn’t see anything funny about it. “You know, Joseph, I can’t wait for this war to end. I miss the good old days,” he said, faking sadness.

	Joseph chuckled. “Well, Antoine, things are strange these days. Anybody with high connections can sign for equipment without my authorization. I don’t ask questions, as you well know. I just follow orders.”

	Antoine was suddenly alert. What did Joseph mean? Can anybody sign for the equipment?

	“Joseph, you mean you allow this to happen. Couldn’t all hell break loose on you, my friend?” he said as softly as possible, not wanting to arouse suspicion.

	Joseph shrugged his shoulders. “For example, today I got orders to release a box I believe came with the other orders from South Africa, but what surprised me was that the order wasn’t routine. Commander of the paratroopers in Kinshasa signed for it.”

	Antoine’s eyes opened wide. He decided to change the subject. “Forget about these things, my friend. Better not get involved. I will talk to my boss about those fuses. Let’s go and check on the ladies. I would rather die of sex than catch a bullet,” he said, laughing.

	Joseph, being simple, laughed with him and got up. “Well, better hurry up before they get too drunk to be receptive,” he said, tapping on Antoine’s shoulder.

	Antoine followed Joseph, trying his best to keep a neutral expression on his face, though deep inside he was worried sick about the information he had just gotten from Joseph. They joined the girls, who were still giggling irrespective of what was going on around them. Joseph took his place between the two beauties and quickly forgot about the conversation with Antoine.

	This new revelation was astounding, yet it could also be irrelevant to Antoine’s investigation. Nevertheless, his sixth sense was alert, and he automatically knew that what Pierre was looking for was long gone. He finished his drink and bid farewell to Joseph, ignoring the protests from the girls.

	When he got home, he quickly got into his bed, totally exhausted. To his relief, his wife was fast asleep. He slept uncomfortably, tossing and turning, while trying not to wake her.

	* * *

	Lieutenant Joseph Ngira had forgotten about the conversation with Antoine until he arrived at home with his new beauty, Adele. It was the first time he had met her, and he was very eager to hold her in his arms, but the girl kept stalling, teasing him about all sorts of things.

	Finally, she asked him the name of the gentleman whom he had talked to earlier.

	“Which one do you mean?” he asked, suddenly irritated.

	“The stocky one who bought us drinks. You see, I have a sister and I would like us to double date,” she said as she nibbled on his ear.

	“Oh, that’s my friend, Antoine. He is not worth it. He is a devoted husband, and besides, these days our paths don’t cross very often, except when we need something from each other,” he answered, drinking some more whiskey.

	Adèle was well trained as an informant, and her job was to find out as much as possible about Joseph and whoever talked to him. “Chéri, you mean he wanted some money? You shouldn’t give money away like that,” she said, looking concerned.

	“He wanted some equipment at the armory; you know, fuses. It’s not important, chéri, come on,” he said and kissed her thoroughly, ripping off her clothes anxiously. Their lovemaking was quick, and Joseph, being drunk, fell asleep soon after.

	* * *

	Adèle got up and made a phone call, telling someone what Joseph had said. She was advised to leave the house immediately, so she skillfully took some of the francs that were in Joseph’s pocket, picked up her stuff, and left.

	Adèle never talked about her work, which usually included a conversation with a client and some lovemaking before she made her exit. She had never met her employers but knew they were mean and deadly. They had proved it by beating her only brother to a pulp when she had refused to work with them. On the other hand, they paid her handsomely. She opened the door, stepped out, and kept walking straight down the street.

	From the corner of her eye, she saw two men enter the house. Poor Joseph, she thought, tears streaming down her face. She promised herself that one day, after she saved enough money, she would take her family to a country far away and begin a new life. She was still making plans for the future as she boarded a taxi to take her home.

	* * *

	Joseph struggled for breath. He tried to move, but he couldn’t. Water was being thrown in his face. He thought he was dreaming until he opened his eyes and squinted at the light. He realized he was hanging upside down with chains wrapped around him; all he could move was his head. There was a strong cloth between his teeth that was gagging him. Damn! It wasn’t a dream.

	A loud, deep voice came from behind him. “Listen, Joseph, nobody wants to hurt you. Just answer all the questions, and we will let you go.” The gag was removed, and Joseph heard a click of a pistol as somebody cocked it behind him.

	“Holy Mary, mother of God,” Joseph said aloud. “I’ll answer everything you ask, but please don’t hurt me,” he pleaded.

	“Good. What did Captain Antoine want?” asked the voice.

	“He wanted some fuses, monsieur.”

	“Did you discuss anything else? You sat in the corner for quite some time.”

	“Well, I told him that I had chased away some nosy white photographer,” Joseph answered, thinking that was the last of the questioning. A pistol slap is what he got instead, and blood gushed out of his mouth.

	“Spit everything out, you dirty bastard, before I blow your brains out!” the voice shouted.

	Joseph’s ears rang with pain, and he almost passed out, but they poured water on his face, which jolted him back.

	“Please don’t hit me anymore. All I said was routine, about the shipment from South Africa and the box that was signed by the Commander of the paratroopers. I swear that’s all we discussed, no more,” he pleaded.

	“Okay, Joseph, we are going to let you go. Just one more question: did this white person take pictures of the armory?”

	“I think so, monsieur, but my boys stopped them from taking any more.”

	“Joseph, what did this white person look like?”

	Joseph hesitated. “The photographer was a tall man, but he had a pretty woman with him.”

	The interrogator motioned to the man next to him to inject Joseph with a drug. “Never mind, Lieutenant, the drug will give you a very deep sleep.”

	They untied Joseph and wiped his bloody face, lifted his limp body, and carefully put him in bed. After putting everything in place, they stepped out of the house. The two men stepped into their car and drove off. The bodyguard outside Joseph’s house, who’d been decommissioned with a powerful tranquilizer gun, would wake up soon and find him.

	It was only a few hours before morning. They had time to wait for Captain Antoine Giza.

	 

	


CHAPTER 17
_______

	Antoine woke up with a bad headache and jumped in the shower. His head was still pounding, so he went to the kitchen, made some tea, and took some aspirin while listening to the radio. That’s when he had heard that the Commander of the paratroopers had been found dead the day before. Wasn’t that the guy that Joseph said signed for equipment? Something was wrong here, Antoine thought as he got dressed.

	Equipment was being brought in illegally and being signed for by dead Commanders! What the hell was going on? Luckily, his wife had already gone to work at her small shop in the city, so he didn’t have to explain his mood. He had to find a way to get to Pierre. The problem was that Antoine couldn’t see him during the day, so he decided to contact him another way. He drank the rest of his tea and stepped out of the house.

	Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw someone duck behind a building facing his house, but he shrugged it off as paranoia. He walked toward his Jeep and greeted his driver and bodyguard, who were waiting for him outside, and asked the driver to take him to his office. Antoine noticed a black sedan following closely behind them. This time, he decided to pay attention.

	“Make a quick turn anywhere. I think there is a car following us,” he ordered the driver, and told the bodyguard to be alert. He reached for his weapon, which was under the seat. The driver made a right turn and a quick left, but the car kept following.

	“Guard, let’s turn around and point our guns at the car, but don’t shoot until I tell you,” Antoine ordered, before shouting, “Now!” He pointed his gun at the car and opened fire, and so did his bodyguard. The unexpected rapid fire made the driver of the black sedan lose control of the car and run into a tree on the side of the road. The vehicle exploded in flames. Antoine and the bodyguard searched the motionless body of a man near the burning car, but didn’t find anything. The other guy was burned in the car.

	When he arrived at his office, he told his secretary to hold all his calls. He had to contact Pierre and didn’t want to be disturbed. He opened his desk drawer and retrieved the emergency number that he had skillfully hidden behind the simple upholstery glued on the back of the drawer. He looked at it. It simply had the number 42472. He deposited the small paper with the number in his coat and straightened the drawer.

	He started writing a message informing Pierre about what he had discovered about the box, the soldiers, and the journalist visiting the armory. He also included that the Commander of the paratroopers who had signed for the box was dead, giving his name, and concluded by mentioning the black sedan that chased his car that morning. He sealed the letter and put it in his coat. He was about to leave the office to make the emergency call when his secretary interrupted him, saying that there was an urgent call from Sergeant Sula.

	Antoine thanked her, picked up the phone, and listened. He couldn’t believe what the Sergeant was telling him. The information caught him off guard, and he almost dropped the receiver. What? Joseph is dead? But we were together just last night.

	“Are you still there, monsieur?” asked Sergeant Sula.

	“Yes, yes. Did you say dead, Sergeant?” he asked feebly.

	“Affirmative, monsieur; it looks like he was bound and tortured.”

	“Where is the body, Sergeant?” Antoine asked.

	“It’s at his house waiting for the medical examiner, Monsieur.” Antoine was dumbfounded.

	He finally got himself together, thanked the Sergeant, and hung up. He got up and poured himself a stiff drink. This could mean a lot of things. Antoine normally didn’t drink in the morning, but his nerves were on edge. He gulped the drink down, lit a cigarette, and paced around his office.

	Antoine felt numb. The Sergeant had said that Joseph had been tortured. That meant that whoever tortured him wanted information and got it. Experience taught him that everybody had a breaking point. This raised another question. Did this information have anything to do with their conversation at the Officer’s Club? If that was the case, he was as good as dead.

	Since his recruitment by Foreign Intelligence, while he was at the military training school in France, he had always known this time would come. He sighed when he remembered the beautiful French instructor who had recruited him into this bullshit. Yes, they always kept their promises about promotion and allowances, but at what price? He could be shot for being a spy, and, all things considered, he could have done just as well without spying. His thoughts came back to the present. He would check on Joseph’s family to pay his respects.

	Antoine wasn’t a foolish man. He had kept a good stash of cash from all the years he had worked for Foreign Intelligence. The money was in his wife’s and his two children’s names, just in case something happened to him. He believed it was time to let his wife know about it, remembering the incident with the black sedan that had followed him. He lit another cigarette as he buzzed his secretary.

	She came in momentarily. “Monsieur?”

	He looked at her for a moment and recalled the moment she had been referred to him by an acquaintance. She was very polite, but there was no expression on her face. Antoine had decided there and then never to trust her. Even now, she was looking at him blankly. There was no concern from her about his demeanor or the bottle and cigarettes on his desk. It was as if drinking and smoking on the job were something he always did.

	“Carole, I just got an emergency phone call about the untimely death of a friend.” He paused, watching her reaction, but she remained impassive. “I will be gone most of the afternoon. Please take all messages; if it’s important, you can get me on the radiophone. Okay?”

	“Oui, monsieur; I’m sorry about your friend’s death,” she said, still with no emotion. “Anything else, monsieur?”

	“No,” he replied, dismissing her. She left the office, closing the door behind her. “Damn bitch! Cold as a stone,” thought Antoine as he put his key in his wallet and got up.

	It was time to play ball. He made the sign of the cross as he stepped out of his office. God knew what was going to happen from now on. He walked to the parking lot, where his driver and bodyguard were standing. They saluted him as he approached them, but he didn’t salute back. He told the bodyguard to stay put and then entered the Jeep and gave directions to the driver.

	They arrived at the Ministry of Defense thirty minutes later, and Antoine walked inside the building and asked to see the Minister. The secretary buzzed the intercom and delivered the message. The big man was occupied and told his secretary to take a message.

	“Tell him that the chief of the Armory has been killed,” Antoine said and walked out, leaving the secretary shocked, her face numb with bewilderment. He told the driver to take him to the late Joseph’s house. He was thinking about Joseph as they drove there. He suspected that whoever was behind the murder also had something to do with the missile and was probably the same bastards who had tried to kill him in the morning. 

	“What is this world coming to?” he thought to himself as he stepped out of the Jeep. He headed straight to Joseph’s house, and the soldiers saluted him as he approached. There were all kinds of people there, more than he had expected. Joseph was popular because he had been a happy-go-lucky kind of guy.

	The mood in the house was somber, and he sat down and talked to people for a while before going into the bedroom, where he met the military doctor.

	“Excuse me, Doctor, can I talk to you for a minute, please?” he asked.

	“Sure, Antoine, too bad about Joseph.”

	“Yes, I am still in shock. I was just with him last night. How did he die?” Antoine asked.

	“We still have to do a postmortem and get a lab report, but the preliminary checks indicate that he suffered blunt instrument trauma while he was tied upside down. I think that he was given a lethal injection, but I can’t tell you the contents yet. You will have to wait for the conclusive results, I am afraid.”

	Antoine nodded, thanked the doctor, and then walked out of the house without a word. The bastards poisoned him. Couldn’t they have spared him after they got what they wanted? It had to have taken two men to lift him and tie him like that. But he was with a girl yesterday. A picture of the girl Joseph had been with started forming in his head. Antoine had never seen her before. Come to think of it, there was something very smooth about that girl. Knowing Joseph, he would have asked her to go home with him. Maybe she was a plant to find out Joseph’s comings and goings. Besides, her face had been the only new one in the Officers’ Club that night.

	“Poor Joseph; drunk as he was, anything could have happened to him,” Antoine thought as he entered his Jeep.

	 

	


CHAPTER 18
_______

	Antoine told the driver to take him to the city. The time had come to make the emergency call, and the only phones that were not monitored were at the telephone office. The city was about three miles from the main barracks, and since it was lunchtime, the traffic was dense. They arrived at the main post office, and Antoine leaped out and headed inside. He went to the farthest phone booth to avoid being heard and then dialed the number 42472 and waited. A heavy voice came on the line. “Hello?”

	Antoine hesitated and then asked if this was 42472. He was already starting to perspire.

	“Yes, it is. Identify yourself, please.”

	“This is AG. I’m on code red. Where can I drop the message?”

	There was a pause, and then the heavy voice echoed again. “Where are you, AG?”

	“I’m at the telephone company and I’m running out of options,” Antoine pleaded.

	“Listen, pick up a female, preferably your wife, and go to the Hotel Diplomat for lunch. I will be there. Order some food and excuse yourself to go to the bathroom. Enter the toilet that says “No Entry.” Do you understand, AG? Try to remain cool.”

	Antoine Giza hung up, perspiring, and dialed his wife’s number.

	“Hello,” echoed the beautiful voice he adored.

	“Hi, love, it’s me. I will pick you up for lunch in fifteen minutes,” he said in English. Antoine spoke English as well as he did French, and because Juliet was from Uganda, her French was rusty; they often spoke in English.

	“Okay, my love, see you soon,” she said before she hung up.

	Antoine hung up slowly, thinking of the love he had for his wife and the young ones. He was determined to provide for them. As a diversion, he walked to the reception desk and made some small talk about trying to get information on different types of phones, before he stepped out with some junk paperwork and walked straight to his Jeep.

	“Corporal, take me to my wife’s store. I have been postponing having lunch with her for a while now, but I’m afraid I am running out of time. Otherwise, I may sleep on the sofa,” he joked.

	The corporal smiled and started the engine. The ride to the shop took about fifteen minutes, and luckily, Antoine’s wife, Juliet, was waiting outside, smiling as usual. Although she was petite, her walk was very graceful, and, at thirty-seven, she was even more beautiful than the first time he saw her.

	She smiled, and he suddenly felt a lump in his throat. “Damn this world!” he thought.

	She kissed him before jumping into the back of the car with him. She looked at him with concern but kept quiet.

	“How are the children?” he asked, trying to make small talk. “I was sleeping when you guys left.”

	She put her head on his shoulder. “Same as yesterday; Arnaud was accepted on the football team,” she answered.

	“Oh yes, yes,” Antoine said quickly. She looked at him, and from her reaction, Antoine could tell that Juliet knew for sure that something was wrong, but she smiled and changed the subject. “Where are we having lunch, love?”

	“The Hotel Diplomat, you will love it,” he said, glad that she had changed the subject.

	The Jeep pulled into the hotel’s parking lot, and Antoine helped his wife out. As they headed for the entrance, he checked his watch; he was five minutes late, not too bad. They were shown a table and given menus. Antoine ordered some wine.

	Juliet looked at her husband squarely in the eye. “Love, I know something is wrong. Please tell me,” she pleaded.

	“I will tell you in a few minutes. Let’s first drink some wine,” he said as the waiter arrived with the wine and served them.

	It was time for the code red emergency contact. Antoine told his wife that he needed to use the restroom and excused himself. He asked one of the waiters where the restrooms were located. True to 42472’s word, the first toilet had a sign: “No entry.” He opened the door and sat on the toilet bowl without unzipping his pants.

	There was a cough, and then a heavy voice echoed from next door. “AG, is it you?”

	“Yes, it’s me,” Antoine said as he pulled the envelope from his pocket and passed it under the door. To his surprise, he got another envelope from 42472.

	“What is this for?” he asked.

	The answer was impassive. “Money, AG, in case you have to skip town. It’s in dollars. Now go back to your wife. You don’t want her to wait too long.”

	Antoine stood up, still dumbfounded. He flushed the toilet he hadn’t used and walked straight out of the bathroom without looking back. He had known that 42472 would not be Pierre, so he wasn’t surprised by the different voice, but he hadn’t expected an envelope.

	He walked straight to the table where his wife was and sat down. “Did you miss me?” he asked, trying to make light of the situation.

	Juliet shook her head. “Don’t change the subject, love. You never answered my question.”

	Antoine knew this was the time. He put his forefinger to his mouth to caution her for silence and then leaned toward her. He handed her a key. “There is an account at Banque Nationale in your name. What you have there is the key for the safe deposit box where the bankbook and other relevant documents are located. I know you have a lot of questions, but I simply don’t have the answers, and the less you know, the better, so please bear with me, my love,” he finished and poured himself some more wine.

	The waiter arrived and they both ordered a light snack. Juliet looked like she was in a trance, and there was a lot of sadness on her face. Her eyes were moist.

	Antoine looked left and right to make sure nobody was nearby. “Love, this doesn’t mean that something will happen to me. I’m just taking precautions to make sure that you and the kids are taken care of should anything happen to me. I also have some money with me, which I have been saving. It is in dollars, but the bank will change it for you. You should bank it as soon as possible, even today.”

	Besides being a smooth liar, Antoine could have been a good pickpocket. He opened the bag swiftly and deposited the money. All Juliet heard was the click of the lock, and she smiled, looking at him. “If things get bad, just take the kids and go back to your parents in Kampala. You have enough money to do so. Just cross the river, go to Brazzaville, and then take a connecting flight from there. Only don’t stay here.” He paused and looked at her. Her eyes were teary again. “Please, love, don’t cry. Nothing will happen to me. I am just taking precautions.”

	She dabbed her eyes with a hankie. “Antoine, I know you, and I don’t believe you. If you were safe, you wouldn’t be doing this.”

	The food was served, and they ate in silence, absorbed in their thoughts. Juliet barely touched her food. Antoine called for the check and then looked his wife squarely in the eye.

	“I love you and the kids, but these are hard times, and we need to be prepared. Please try to be strong,” he said, reaching for her hand.

	After settling the bill, they walked out in silence. Antoine helped Juliet into the Jeep, taking her handbag first and depositing it on the seat while using his other hand to help her in. He got in after her, kissed her, and held her close as the Jeep rolled from the parking lot. She was his first and only love. From the moment he saw her, no other woman existed for him.

	Antoine remembered the conversation with the mysterious 42472. The advice he got was that he should skip town. Leaving town would mean deserting the army. He would never be able to come back. Could he leave? What about his patriotism?

	The Jeep arrived at his wife’s shop, and Antoine helped her out and walked her to the shop. “I love you very much,” he said as they stopped near the entrance. He gave her a quick kiss and walked quickly back to the Jeep. He couldn’t bear looking back at her. “Corporal, let’s go to the office. I have a lot of work to do,” he ordered firmly.

	“Yes, monsieur,” the driver answered. He looked glad to be leaving the busy midtown traffic. He took the shortcut route, and in no time, they were at the artillery headquarters.

	Antoine got out of the Jeep and walked to his office. For some reason, he felt as if a big weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He greeted the secretary warmly and went into his office and sat down, and reached for a cigarette. “Let come what may,” he thought, as long as his family was safe. He thought about the two goons they had killed that morning. Who were they?

	He buzzed the secretary and asked if there were any urgent messages, but there were none. Well, he might as well take a walk and make his rounds in the barracks to kill time. For some reason, he didn’t think he would see Pierre today, but he wasn’t worried about it since he had already passed on the message.

	He thought about the pain on Juliet’s face. How could he cause her that much pain? As much as he was dedicated to his country, he loved his family more. Suddenly, a thought came to him. He could fly to France. He already had a visa. In the morning, he would send his family to Brazzaville, and then they would join him in France. He picked up the phone and dialed Air France.

	 

	


CHAPTER 19
_______

	Jenny was frustrated and discouraged by the runaround she had been receiving since her arrival in Congo. She had gone over her dilemma with John, who agreed that information was hard to come by in the country. She had talked to someone who had mentioned seeing the mysterious Mr. Beck enter the French Embassy. This had intrigued Jenny enough for her to make a phone call to the Embassy asking for a Mr. Beck.

	She was told that nobody named Beck worked at the Embassy. The man had lied about his name, but why? Maybe his visit to the Embassy was a coincidence. The more she thought about it, the more confused she became. She decided to call Jackie. “Hey, Jackie, do you have time to meet me for lunch?”

	“Sure, darling. When?” Jackie asked.

	Jenny decided to take a chance. “How about today?”

	“Fine, say at about one o’clock?” Jackie replied.

	They met for lunch, just the two of them. John and Marc had gone to do some filming somewhere to capture the devastation caused by the war.

	The food came, and Jackie and Jenny continued talking about the International community in the country and how little they were able to do under the circumstances. Jenny eventually came to the point. “Jackie, can you do me a favor?”

	“Sure, darling, anything,” Jackie said lightly.

	Jenny paused, thinking of the best way to ask about Mr. Beck.

	“Jackie, I would like to know more about Mr. Beck. Can you find out for me?”

	Jackie smiled warmly. “Darling, that is the easiest thing for me to do.”

	Jenny was relieved; she dared not reveal that Mr. Beck had told her he would arrange a meeting with the rebels.

	Jackie looked at Jenny closely. “Don’t tell me you have a crush on that hunk, darling—not that I would blame you,” she said with a wicked smile.

	Jenny smiled and looked down. “He was kind of nice, but we didn’t talk much. By the way, how are Jewel and Ian?” she asked, changing the subject.

	“Oh, they are fine. Word has it that they will soon leave the country now that the violence has increased and the ceasefire is in jeopardy.”

	Jenny’s mouth flew wide open. “I didn’t see any of this in the newspapers.”

	“It just happened this morning. It hasn’t been picked up by the papers here yet.”

	“How did you find out?”

	“One of my employees is married to someone who is part of the negotiations.”

	“Jackie, can you find out more for me, please? Anything? Maybe I can meet your source.”

	“Jenny, I don’t think that’s possible, but I will find out more. By the way, where is John?”

	“Oh, he went out with Marc and a clerk of the city council to film the economic devastation of the war. We are also thinking of calling it quits!”

	Jackie was shocked. “What! But you just got here.”

	Jenny shook her head emphatically. “Too much bureaucracy, Jackie. I can’t seem to get an honest word from anyone,” she said resignedly.

	Jackie nodded in agreement. “I know where you’re coming from. There’s a lot of secrecy over here.”

	They finished their lunch, then Jackie remembered one of her numerous appointments. “Well, dear, I have to run, but I promise I will call you as soon as I get information on your Mr. Beck,” she said, getting up.

	Jenny walked Jackie to her vehicle and bid her farewell. She walked back into the hotel with a nagging feeling that something big was happening. Jenny was surprised to meet John in the corridor on their floor.

	“If it isn’t ‘His Highness’ in person! How was your day?” she said, making a small bow.

	John smiled and shook his head. “Not bad, except for one nasty accident involving a drunken man,” he said jokingly and added, “I saw Jackie’s car and I figured you two were in some deep discussion, so I came right up. We got some good footage today. I hear there are fresh battles not far from here. Did you get any new information?”

	Jenny nodded. “Yes. The ceasefire broke down again.” She went on to tell him what Jackie had said. “I’m gonna get some rest. What are you up to?”

	“Oh, there’s a bar a few blocks from here. I will go and see if I can pick up some gossip, but I need to rest first. I will leave at about eight o’clock,” he said, walking to his door.

	“John?” she called after him. “Any news from Jewel?”

	* * *

	John stopped abruptly and turned, and then he shook his head. He left, wondering why Jenny had just asked about Jewel.

	 

	


CHAPTER 20
_______

	Pierre got up feeling very tired. It was in the afternoon; he had slept most of the morning. The party he had attended the night before had taken a lot out of him. He inserted a slow music cassette, American blues, and he listened to the words and imagined himself in New Orleans with a beautiful girl on his arm. An image of the journalist he had met the night before came to his mind. Something was intriguing about her, not to mention that she was very attractive. He remembered her smile and her beautiful, sparkling brown eyes. They seemed to be searching for something. She was also a good dancer and felt good in his arms. Pierre wondered if he would see her again.

	He suddenly caught himself. This wasn’t the time to entertain such fantasies. He quickly walked to the bathroom and jumped in the shower. His mind came back to his current predicament. He still didn’t have any tangible information, and time was running out. Out of his two female informants, Nazarene was a better source, and he could count on her; Chantal didn’t provide him with much information, but he liked spending time with her. Then there was Antoine, the best spy any man could ask for—precise, smart, and cunning. He shook his head to get rid of the millions of thoughts in his head and turned off the faucets.

	He was still deciding what to wear when his phone rang. Who can that be? he thought to himself. Not too many people knew his number unless Boudvin had come through. He tied the towel around his waist and went to answer the phone. “Hello!”

	“This is Lance. We have a code-red situation,” the old man said. “Can you come to the Embassy now?”

	Pierre hesitated. “Monsieur, I am expecting a phone call from one of my contacts. Any chance you can come here?”

	“Fine, I’ll be there soon,” Lance said and hung up.

	Pierre took time putting the receiver down. His mind was running a marathon. Code-red? That meant trouble; otherwise, the boss wouldn’t have agreed to come to his house. Come to think of it, the boss had never been to his place before. Holy shit! Something big must have happened, he thought as he dressed quickly in casual jeans and a T-shirt.

	He checked his watch—it was three o’clock. He fixed himself a fruit drink and gulped it down. He was still looking for his cigarettes when the bell rang. He abandoned them, went straight to the door, and opened it.

	Lance entered quickly, his face flushed. “Where can we talk, Pierre?”

	Pierre pointed to the room behind the kitchen.

	“And please bring me a drink!” Lance said as he expertly pushed the fake walls and opened the lock within seconds, even though he had never been there before.

	An impressed Pierre followed him with a beer and closed the wall behind him before handing his boss the bottle. Lance was not a man to mince words, and he came right to the point. “Son, we are in a diamond mine and it’s cracking.” He paused to light his customary cigar. “AG couldn’t wait because of the urgency of the matter, so he used the 42472 drop. According to him, the box was retrieved from the armory yesterday by some white soldiers. The Commander of the paratroopers, who signed for the box, was found dead, and to make matters worse, the Armory Lieutenant was killed in cold blood after he talked to Antoine. Then, this morning, a black sedan tailed Antoine, and he ended up in a gunfight. The sedan had two white men in it, so you can imagine how big this thing is.”

	Pierre tried to say something, but Lance raised his hand to stop him from interrupting, reached into his pocket, and produced the already open envelope. He handed it to Pierre, who took out the note. It was Antoine’s handwriting detailing his findings and also advising him about the danger he might be in. Pierre looked at his boss with unbelieving eyes. “Boss, is there anything we can do for him?”

	Lance shook his head. “From what you have told me, he is too much of a family man to contemplate leaving,” he paused and puffed on his cigar. “Nevertheless, I gave him five thousand dollars and advised him to skip town,” he finished and then sipped some more of his drink.

	Pierre’s mind was miles away, remembering his conversations with Antoine. He liked the big guy and didn’t want anything bad to happen to him. Pierre was snapped out of his thoughts by Lance’s voice. “Son, let’s get to the business at hand. What kind of phone call were you expecting?”

	“Oh, from that fugitive I told you about—Boudvin. I had him tap some phones to ring directly to this phone,” he said, pointing to the huge telephone transmitter.

	The old man nodded his head in admiration. “Good work, son. I hope you also put your girls through the drill?” Pierre felt pleased to have earned his boss’s admiration.

	Pierre nodded. “Yes, but I am still trying to piece it together.”

	“Good. I have a good friend who is also an ex-agent. She is French like us, but she has been in this country for over a quarter of a century. I’m going to activate her to come to do the listening because she knows the local languages.”

	Pierre nodded and smiled, a bit embarrassed that he had not thought of that. He was thankful that Lance was still as sharp as ever. “Tell me, boss, who do you think could have taken the box?” Pierre asked while Lance kept puffing his cigar.

	“I have my suspicions, but all that can wait,” Lance said, still puffing. “There is something else that caught my eye in that letter, something to do with photographs,” he finished, motioning for Pierre to examine the letter properly.

	Pierre retrieved the letter from his pocket and reread it more thoroughly. Yes, there was something about white photographers being chased away, a man and a woman.

	“From the sound of the letter, the photographer was snapping something at the armory,” Lance said. “Tell me, how many foreign photographers are in Kinshasa?”

	Pierre thought about it. It couldn’t be Jenny and her photographer because they just got into town.

	Lance lifted his beer, sipped a little, and then quickly picked up the phone. “Son, experience has taught me that in these foreign countries one doesn’t go to a military installation unaccompanied,” Lance stated before he dialed the number of the Defense Ministry.

	“Can you please check if two journalists were there two days ago, a male and a female?” he asked someone and waited. He was told that the reporter’s names were Jenny Osborne and John Spencer. Lance wrote down the names and handed the piece of paper to Pierre. “Do you know these people, Pierre?”

	“Yes, I know them, but they got here a few days ago. How could they get that kind of clearance so fast?” he asked aloud.

	“Don’t underestimate reporters. Now, do you know how to get in touch with them?” Pierre nodded.

	“Good.” Lance looked at his watch, picked up the phone, and dialed a number.

	“Hello, Marianne, it’s Lance. I need you urgently!” He spoke to her some more and gave her directions to Pierre’s house.

	“Say, son, did you say what time the mercenary was going to hook up the wires?”

	Pierre shook his head but quickly added, “Today at the latest. I have him by the balls, so we should hear from him soon.”

	Lance puffed on his cigar. “You say you have already met these American journalists?”

	“Yes. I was at a party last night and they were there. I must confess, at first I thought of using the girl as bait to get to the rebels, but I changed my mind after talking to her,” he said lightly.

	This time, Lance laughed hard, to Pierre’s amusement. “Don’t tell me you fancied her?” he inquired while watching Pierre.

	Pierre looked away and took a sip of his drink. “Monsieur, I must admit I have some respect for the lady, and she is quite a looker, but we didn’t talk much.”

	Lance was getting other ideas. “It’s good you met her, son. I believe she will be of some use to us later.”

	Pierre didn’t like the sound of that, knowing that nothing ever got in the way of the boss doing his work. They sat quietly for a while, knowing that time was running out. The doorbell rang, and Pierre went out to answer it.

	A woman in her mid-fifties was at the door. “I am here to see Monsieur Lemand. My name is Marianne,” she said, offering her hand.

	Pierre shook her hand warmly and invited her in. He introduced himself and led her to the living room, where Lance was waiting. Lance and Marianne greeted each other like old friends and proceeded to the living room and started talking about old times. It was approaching nighttime, and Pierre excused himself and went to make dinner. He liked to cook because it helped him relax. He made a dish of rice, baked fish, and vegetables.

	When he finished, he went back to the living room and told Lance and Marianne that dinner was ready. They both followed him to the kitchen. They each served themselves while commenting on the good smell of the food, and then sat down at a small kitchen table to eat.

	“Son, this is good. Do you always do your cooking?’

	“Yes, boss; I don’t have a housekeeper,” Pierre answered proudly.

	“I am impressed, son. You are a good cook. Your generation is different, I suppose. I can’t cook for beans.”

	“Thanks, boss. Does anyone want some coffee?” Pierre asked after they finished eating. They both nodded before heading back to the living room.

	Pierre came back with a tray and beckoned them to follow him to the secret room. He was about to sit down when his telephone rang. “Hello!”

	“Pierre, it’s Boudvin. I have already connected the lines to your house and listen—when the phone rings, don’t pick up before the other party does. Do you follow?”

	“Yes, go on,” Pierre said.

	“The job was rough, and the guard had to be taken to the hospital, but he will be okay. Oh, before I forget, you owe me about a hundred big ones.”

	“Come on, Boudvin, I will give you half that,” Pierre stated.

	“Okay, tightwad; normally I don’t do shit like this for that kind of paper. We have a deal and you have to keep your end of it,” Boudvin said firmly.

	“I know we have a deal, Boudvin, but remember this will clear you only in Francophone countries; if you fuck up and go to France or anywhere in Europe, you are on your own.”

	Boudvin laughed sarcastically. “You are okay, Pierre. I swear if you were of a different sex, I would propose,” he said, still laughing.

	“Fuck you, Boudvin. You’re a prick, but thanks anyway.” He hung up.

	Lance, who had overheard the conversation, looked at Pierre. “Son, I never knew you used colorful language to that extent,” he said with an amused smile.

	Pierre smiled back at Lance and Marianne. “Well, when you are dealing with people like that, you have to talk that way. That’s the only language they know,” he said quickly.

	“Okay, let’s go. We have a long night ahead,” Lance said as he lit his customary cigar and sipped his coffee. Everybody was looking at him, waiting. “Well, Pierre, Marianne has agreed to help us with the telephones. We appreciate your help,” he said, looking at Marianne. “Pierre and I will call in every thirty minutes to see if there are new developments.”

	Pierre interjected. “Madame, you will pick up the red phone and listen to the conversation only after the phone has been answered by the other party. Don’t say a word. Just listen and write down what you can, and if that’s difficult, you can always turn on the tape. I will show you how it works.” He paused, pointing to the tape recorder. “Monsieur Lance and I will call you on the black phone. Do you have any questions?”

	“What’s that machine for?” she asked, pointing to another device.

	Lance laughed and coughed at the same time. “Never mind that. It’s for long-range purposes. Just worry about the telephones.”

	“Excuse me, Madame, if you are ready, I will show you around,” Pierre said, getting up.

	Marianne got up and followed him.

	 


CHAPTER 21
_______

	Lance was busy trying to figure out the most likely destination for the missile. Could it belong to the rebels? It would be counterproductive for them since the peace talks favored them. Maybe it belonged to the radical CDR. Not very likely. These guys were traditional and not trained on that kind of equipment. How about the Social Democrats? It couldn’t be them. They were more on the compromising side and less likely to cause havoc. Then who could it be? The answer kept eluding him, although he knew it was right at his fingertips.

	He lit another cigar and puffed. The doctor had warned him about smoking too much, but the hell with it. Suddenly, an idea developed in Lance’s mind. The missile was ordered by somebody in the government, but it was paid for in cash by someone in South Africa. The equipment was picked up by white soldiers in a non-military car, and the order had been cleared by a dead Commander.

	There was only one conclusion. Whoever was doing this, whether it was a group or an individual, was very high up in the government and very rich. This meant that every move they made had to be calculated. Their purchase of the deadly missile meant that these people didn’t care who died, as long as they achieved their goals. There was only one group that Lance could think of that had that much power. But it couldn’t be them. Could it?

	Pierre and Marianne entered the room smiling, but stopped when they saw the expression on Lance’s face.

	“Are you all right, monsieur?” Marianne asked.

	“I’m fine; thanks for asking,” he said, forcing a smile. Pierre didn’t seem to buy it, but he kept his cool.

	“Marianne,” said Lance, “Would you mind making us a cup of coffee?”

	Marianne took the hint. “Of course, not, monsieur,” she said, proceeding to the kitchen.

	Lance got up quickly, closed the door, and then sat down again. “Pierre, do you know the hotel and floor these journalists are on?” Lance added.

	Pierre reached into his pocket and checked his notebook. “They are both at the Meridian on the fourth floor, but I’m not sure about the room numbers.”

	The boss jumped up out of his chair, suddenly agitated. “You are not sure? These are difficult times, and there is no room for mistakes. Do you hear me, son?” He started pacing but stopped abruptly. “AG said they filmed the mysterious box,” he said, turning to Pierre. “You call one of your girls and have her spend time with you tonight at the Meridian. Ask for a room on the fourth floor. We are going in.”

	He resumed his pacing. “I’m trying to think of the easiest way to get both of them out of the hotel for at least fifteen minutes. Pierre, you and I are going to split forces. You will work the journalist angle while I do my thing. I will explain later,” he said thoughtfully. “We need that film—fast. It might reveal something.”

	Pierre tried to pick up the phone, but Lance raised his hand. “You are not thinking of calling the journalist, are you?” he inquired, and Pierre nodded.

	Lance shook his head. “We have to be careful. You see, son, there are some things I’ve never told you because I didn’t see any reason to.” He paused, poured himself a drink, and took a sip. “If what I think is happening is the real thing, there is only one group of men who could pull off this kind of thing.” He stopped and lit his cigar. “The Helpers.”

	Pierre’s eyes opened wide. “The what?”

	“If it’s them, we have our hands full, because they are the ones that run the country without actually doing it,” he said, suddenly looking old. “Hell, I thought they were finished in the sixties. Let’s hope it’s not them,” he said with a concerned look.

	Pierre was dumbfounded, still not understanding a word of what the old man had just said. How could there be a group running a country behind the scenes?

	“This is complete insanity!” Pierre stated, looking agitated.

	Lance raised his hand to calm him down. “Don’t get so worked up, son. We have different fish to fry for now. We need to get that film from the journalists,” he said sternly, taking Pierre by surprise.

	* * *

	Pierre was starting to realize that the last two years in Congo, he had never really been in control. The thought disturbed him, but at times like these, he was glad Lance was on his side.

	“If things don’t go according to plan, we will take care of them,” Lance finished seriously.

	Pierre looked at the man without comprehension. He knew how ruthless Lance could be, but he had never thought that he could be lethal enough to eliminate the journalists.

	“You mean kill them?” he asked.

	“I hope it doesn’t come to that, son.”

	Pierre was still in a state of disbelief as he picked up the phone and dialed Chantal’s number. Would Lance kill the journalists? He almost didn’t hear Chantal responding on the other end of the line. “Hello… Hello!”

	“Hello, Chantal. It’s Pierre.”

	“Hello, chéri; you left without waking me up, but thanks for the taxi money.”

	“Never mind, Chantal. I have to see you again tonight. It’s of utmost importance!”

	There was a pause. “Pierre, I wanted to go to a party tonight, but I guess I could call them and fake sickness.”

	“That’s my girl. Thanks for last night. I have a very special present for you. I will make reservations at a different place because this is a special occasion,” he lied.

	“Okay, chéri.”

	“I will call you back with the details.” Pierre hung up. He was still pissed off about his boss’s earlier statement. Although he had thought of using Jenny to get to the rebels, he hadn’t thought of getting rid of her. He couldn’t be part of that. Maybe he was in the wrong business.

	Lance got up and poured coffee for both of them. “Pierre, I can tell you are angry about what I said. You see, son, in our business, we have to make sacrifices. I am not only trying to save our jobs but also our lives.” Pierre still wasn’t looking at Lance.

	Lance’s face became intense. “Here is what we are going to do. You call the hotel and insist on getting a room on the fourth floor and register as Monsieur Monet. Make up an excuse as to why you want that particular floor.”

	Lance gave Pierre a piece of paper with a fake name and other details.

	Pierre called the Hotel Meridian. “Hello. This is Monsieur Monet. I would like to make a reservation… yes, on the fourth floor, please… I would appreciate it a lot… I wouldn’t want any of my ladies to see me.”

	The guy at the front desk of the hotel chuckled. “Well, monsieur, you are in luck. I have room 423, which was vacated this afternoon. Is that okay?”

	“That’s fantastic. I appreciate it.” Pierre proceeded to give him credit card details, which he read off the piece of paper that Lance had given him. “The lady will ask for my room. Please give her the key.”

	“Okay, monsieur, I will see you on your arrival.”

	Pierre then called Chantal to tell her the hotel, the room number, and the names they were registered under.

	Lance looked at Pierre impassively for a moment. “The first phase of our work tonight is on course, thanks to you.” He resumed his pacing and then stopped midway. “You will contact the journalists and take them on a small diversion. I will then personally sneak into the hotel and introduce myself as Monsieur Monet and retrieve the films in the photographer’s room. I would suggest you use your secretary, Piquet, to get in touch with the journalists.” He paused and looked at his watch.

	“We might as well get started,” Lance said and proceeded to open the door to let Marianne in. “Sorry, Marianne, we got into a little discussion.”

	Marianne just smiled and entered with a tray, which she set down on the table. She started to pour them some coffee, but they declined, saying they were leaving.

	Lance quickly got up. “Pierre, I will be at the destination by ten o’clock,” he said as he stepped out of the room. Pierre just waved and started going over some details with Marianne before leaving.

	Pierre had no difficulty getting to Piquet’s apartment. He rang the doorbell, and Piquet opened the door. She seemed very surprised to see her boss. She quickly opened the door to let him in. “Monsieur, what a pleasant surprise,” she said in a slightly elevated tone.

	“Piquet, I need a favor. That’s why I’m here.” He paused. “It’s of utmost importance, so let’s have a seat while I explain the details.” Pierre took his time to explain step by step how she was to call Miss Jenny Osborne and John Spencer and what to say to them.

	Pierre drove toward the hotel, thinking of Jenny and praying that no harm would come to her and the photographer.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 22
_______

	Claude glanced at his watch. It was about nine o’clock at night. He and Gabo had been patiently scrutinizing every vehicle and its occupants since eight o’clock. They were sitting in their car, waiting outside the Hotel Meridian. Claude was an ex-Army officer who had been dismissed dishonorably due to violent robberies all over the country, whereas his partner, Gabo, was a plain killer who killed every victim he robbed. This was a special job from a very generous client whom Claude had never met. This particular client paid a lot of money, so he could not afford to mess it up.

	His mission was to enter the hotel through the back door at night and take all the films in the photographer’s room. Claude preferred to leave Gabo behind. Foreigners were a delicate matter. Stealing meant stealing, not killing. He couldn’t trust Gabo to understand the difference. Out of the corner of his eye, Claude saw the photographer coming out of the hotel and grabbed the binoculars from Gabo. One good look and he was sure it was the man whose films he needed to take. “There is our mark, Gabo. Let’s follow him and see where he goes.”

	The photographer got into his rented car, and Claude smoothly fell behind. A few minutes later, the car turned into the parking lot of a pub, which was frequented by tourists and elite people in the diplomatic circles. Claude parked at the curb. The man entered the pub. Claude checked the time, and it was about nine-fifteen. By ten o’clock, he would have entered the man’s room and retrieved the films. This was no problem since he had secured a duplicate key from one of the employees. It was just his luck that the man had left the hotel. Otherwise, he would have had to knock him out.

	The two men sat in the truck drinking beers and talking about girls, Gabo’s favorite subject besides doing people in. They got so engrossed in the subject that by the time Claude looked at his watch, it was twenty to ten. “Look, Gabo, do your part. Go and pull one of the lines from the distributor cap of the photographer’s car, and when he comes out, pretend to be a mechanic and help him, but don’t fix the car before ten thirty, okay?”

	Claude turned to Gabo and looked at him seriously. “Do not think about touching a hair on the man’s head. Do you hear me, Gabo? I will kill you myself if you make me lose all that money. After you are done, just get a taxi and go home. I will see you there. Now go,” he said, giving him some crumpled bills.

	* * *

	Jenny Osborne was startled by the ringing phone. She reached over and picked it up. “Hello?” she said in a sleepy voice.

	“I’m calling on behalf of Mr. Beck. I believe you two know each other?” a woman said.

	Jenny sat up quickly. “Yes, please go on.”

	“Mr. Beck is on his way to your hotel, and he said he has some things to discuss with you. He should be there in fifteen minutes.”

	Jenny absorbed the message silently. Once again, Mr. Beck had left her no room to think. What a coincidence, though. She had talked to Jackie that afternoon about him. There was something strange about this meeting.

	She waited for fifteen minutes before she picked up her purse and walked out of the room.

	Why did Mr. Beck want to see her at this time of night? It was almost ten o’clock.

	* * *

	Lance never liked to carry his gun under normal circumstances, but this was different. People were dying, and a lot more were likely to die soon. He had a small Beretta 9mm, which was stable and accurate. He sat in his car and waited outside the hotel.

	He noticed a truck parked about twenty yards from his small car and was disturbed by it. Why would a truck be parked across from the hotel where there was no activity? He dismissed the thought. Maybe it was his imagination working overtime. After all, he hadn’t seen action in a long time and was getting rusty. He lit a cigar and puffed. Through the smoke, he noticed a beautiful girl get out of a taxi and stroll into the hotel, and guessed it was Chantal.

	“Where the hell is Pierre?” he cursed. As if reading his mind, Pierre’s car pulled into the parking lot, and he turned off the lights.

	Lance looked at his watch—it was ten minutes to ten. He was preparing to leave his vehicle when he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. It was a man of big build heading for the back of the hotel; very strange. The man had a menacing look. He ignored the nagging feeling, retrieved his tools to pick the lock, and got out of his vehicle. His heart raced as he rehearsed everything he was going to do. It was now or never. “Better now,” he said to himself and dropped the dead cigar in the gutter.

	* * *

	Pierre settled himself in the farthest corner of the terrace bar and pretended to be reading a magazine he had picked up earlier at Piquet’s residence. He was waiting for Jenny Osborne and was nervous. She had seemed very intelligent and not very easy to deceive. For sure, after tonight, she would be furious. He had decided that the best way to deal with her was to come out with half-truths and say he was an assistant at the French Embassy here in Kinshasa. This was a small town, and most foreigners knew each other, and many knew that he worked at the French Embassy.

	He was still working out his strategy when Jenny came walking toward his table. Athletic, quick, and stunning, the girl was extraordinary. Pierre felt a jolt in his stomach. He got up to greet her and pulled out her chair. He sat down and waved to a waiter.

	“Where is your photographer?” he asked.

	“He went out to a pub to meet some other journalists. What’s up? Why did you want to see us at this time of the night?”

	“You don’t mind if I order a martini, do you, mademoiselle?” he asked quietly.

	Jenny shrugged. “Suit yourself, Mr. Beck, is it?”

	He ignored her snub and ordered two glasses and some ice. After the waiter left, Pierre thought about apologizing, but decided it wouldn’t work with this lady, so he came straight. “Pierre-Jean Philippe is the name. You can call me Pierre. I’m sorry I deceived you when we first met. As a journalist, I know you understand that.” He finished as the waiter arrived with their drinks.

	She waited until the waiter had disappeared. “I figured something like that, especially since you frequent the French Embassy.”

	This statement took Pierre by surprise since he had only been to the Embassy once since their meeting. He sipped his drink and recovered quickly. Being direct with journalists was the best way to avoid further interrogation. “I work as a military attaché at the Embassy. I meant to tell you that the next time we met.”

	Jenny smiled. “Tell me, Mr. Philippe, the last time we met, you offered to get me an interview with the rebels. Does the offer still stand?”

	Pierre lit a cigarette, trying not to show his nervousness, and sipped his drink. “Ms. Osborne, that was my plan, but things have changed. It’s too dangerous.” He paused. “The groups I mentioned are under intense surveillance, and no telling what would happen if a foreign journalist…”

	Jenny cut him short. “Mr. Philippe, why don’t you let me decide what is dangerous for me and what isn’t?” she said, sounding annoyed.

	* * *

	Around this time, Lance walked into the Hotel Meridian and walked to the reception desk. He inquired about reservations for Monsieur Monet. The receptionist smiled widely. “Oui, monsieur, you are booked in room 423, and your party is waiting.”

	Lance produced a passport with the name Monet and paid for the room. He smiled at the young receptionist and gave him a generous tip. “By the way, do you know if Monsieur John Spencer is in his room? He is a friend of mine.”

	The man shook his head. “No, monsieur, he left earlier and hasn’t come back. Would you like to leave him a message?” he asked as he handed Lance a key.

	This was even better. Pierre only had to divert the lady. “No, it’s not important. I will see him tomorrow,” he said and headed for the elevator. He stopped on the fourth floor and stepped out. He hurried down the corridor to room 408. He turned the doorknob, and the door easily opened.

	He felt a sensation crawl up his spine, and his sixth sense told him he wasn’t alone. He drew his Beretta and entered cautiously. Something moved to his left. Years of training made him quickly step to the right before an explosion thundered inside his head. He dove to the floor and started rolling, and then he fired his gun. He turned his head a fraction, only to see a shadow disappear through the door. He felt an intense pain in his head but forced himself to get up, staggered toward the light switch, and turned it on.

	He looked around the room, and everything was in shambles. There was no time to search the place. The cops would be here any minute. Suddenly, something caught his eye. It was a small paper bag on the floor by the door. He quickly picked it up and opened it, and inside there were spent rolls of film. He turned off the light switch and headed for the door with the bag tucked under his jacket. Luckily, the corridor was empty, so he made his way to 423 and tried the door.

	The door was locked, and his head felt dizzy, but he pulled out his key and slowly opened it. He stepped inside very quickly and closed the door behind him.

	“Chantal, don’t be alarmed. Pierre has sent me!”

	He turned on the light and saw that Chantal was wrapped up in bedsheets, her big eyes wide open in fright. He could tell the girl was frightened, and a scream wasn’t far off.

	“Pierre sent me to tell you that he was running a bit late. Someone tried to rob me on the way here, but don’t worry, I am all right now,” he said soothingly.

	“Oh,” she replied and pointed to his face.

	He touched his face, and he felt some liquid. “Damn!” he cursed and headed for the bathroom. She quickly got dressed.

	“Chantal, can you hand me a towel?” he called out as he washed his face. It was only a crease. The bullet must have burned him as it went by. Chantal handed him a towel.

	* * *

	Pierre instinctively knew what had just happened. He and Jenny had been engaged in small talk about the rebel situation when the first shot was heard, and a second later, another shot brought the lounge to silence, with most of the civilians scurrying for cover. Jenny did the same and started to go under the table. Pierre saw her freeze, and he followed her gaze. She was staring at his gun.

	“Jenny, please stay here. I will be right back,” Pierre said, not caring if he blew his cover. He ran toward the reception and saw a few security guards gathered around; all eyes were on the elevator. Seeing that they were undecided on what to do, he circled them and took the stairs, two at a time. His heart was now beating hard in his breast as he climbed, and at the same time, reaching for his gun. When he reached the fourth floor, he heard the door at the bottom of the stairs shut. Shit, he was too late. He rushed to room 423 and knocked.

	He was about to proceed to room 408 when a female voice responded. “Who is it?”

	“It's me, Pierre,” he answered impatiently.

	“Just a minute.” The door opened, and Chantal stood there smiling.

	“Chantal, I might have a friend in trouble. I will be right back.” He turned to go but was stopped by Lance’s voice.

	“It’s good you’re here, Pierre. Miss Chantal is a good doctor. I almost got robbed delivering your message,” he lied smoothly.

	Pierre looked at his boss’s face. “Oh my God. Are you okay?”

	“It was just a graze. Nothing to worry about.”

	There was a lot of shouting coming from the corridor. Chantal was sitting on the bed, looking confused. Lance looked at the girl and turned to Pierre. “Hey, Pierre, since Chantal is a good medic, why don’t you go and order some drinks. I am sure the poor girl could use a good dose.” Chantal smiled at Lance.

	“Good idea. Chantal, can you please close the door behind me?” Pierre said, but not before he slipped his pistol to Lance.

	The police stopped him in the corridor for identification. He readily pulled out his diplomatic passport, and instantly the police let him proceed to the elevator.

	Downstairs, there was a lot of activity, with people inquiring about the gunfire. Pierre managed to locate Jenny, who was still sitting alone at the table. He went and sat down.

	“Are you all right, Jenny?”

	“Pierre cut the bullshit. You know damn well I am all right. What the hell happened upstairs?”

	Pierre tried to think of something quick. “I think it was a robbery,” he lied, spreading his hands wide as if he didn’t know what had happened.

	Jenny looked at him for a long time. “Pierre, you are lying, and I don’t know why, but I will find out,” she said and looked away. She was seething, and Pierre was lost for words, so he called a waiter who was passing by and asked how things were upstairs. He was told that the police were almost done and had confined their inquiries to room 408.

	“What! Did he say room 408?” asked Jenny, sounding alarmed.

	“Yes, Jenny, but nobody was hurt. Like I said, it looks like it was a robbery!”

	* * *

	Jenny wasn’t listening to him. She got up and ran to the hotel receptionist. “Excuse me. What happened in room 408?” she asked the receptionist, almost in tears.

	“There was a robbery in the room, but Monsieur Spencer wasn’t there. He hasn’t shown up yet.”

	The relief on Jenny’s face was obvious, and she sighed loudly. “Do you know what was stolen?” she inquired.

	The receptionist shook his head. “Mademoiselle, the police are still in the room and will be down shortly. Then we will get more information.”

	Jenny walked away, relieved but very troubled. She avoided the table where Pierre was sitting and sat on a stool at the bar. She set her handbag on the bar, ordered a vodka tonic, and gulped it down. She recalled the gun she had seen strapped to Pierre’s trousers. Pierre wasn’t involved in the shooting directly, but Jenny was sure he knew more than he let on. Somebody tapped her on the shoulder, and she turned and stared into Pierre’s serious eyes.

	“I know you want an explanation, and you will have it. Here is my home number. Feel free to call me anytime you want, and please be careful,” he stated and walked away.

	Jenny watched him as he left, full of conflicting emotions. She wished he weren’t so damn cute. She shook her head and decided to concentrate on looking for John.

	* * *

	Pierre went upstairs in the elevator. The police were all gone, except for a guard who was stationed in front of room 408. Pierre proceeded to knock on room 423.

	Lance opened the door. “Pierre, where are the drinks you were supposed to bring with you?”

	“The atmosphere downstairs is chaotic. I guess we'd better take a rain check on that,” Pierre stated. He walked to where Chantal was and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Chéri, I’m sorry about all this. We should have gone to our usual place. This type of thing never happens there. Here, why don’t you go and meet your friends? I will call you tomorrow, so we can plan something special,” he said as he handed her taxi money and kissed her. She put the money in her bag and said goodbye to Lance.

	“Talk to you tomorrow, chéri,” she called out as Pierre closed the door behind her.

	Lance appeared impressed by the way Pierre had handled the girl. “Son, you are good, but we have work to do,” he said, handing him a paper bag full of used film rolls.

	“I believe the man in the room wanted those but dropped them during our small scuffle. Take a look.”

	Pierre carefully looked through the small paper bag and counted at least six film canisters and two small videocassettes. “Monsieur, should I take them home with me?”

	“Yes, take them with you. The receptionist saw my face, so you’re in the clear. I will talk to you later tonight,” Lance said while drying his face. Pierre hesitated but noticed Lance looked fine except for a small cut on his cheek. God knows the man had seen worse.

	“Okay, boss, I will be on my way.” He stuffed the contents of the bag in his jacket pocket.

	* * *

	After Pierre left, Lance checked himself in the mirror one more time, then put the empty paper bag and the blood-soaked towel in his briefcase and stepped out of room 423. He decided to use the stairs to avoid inquisitive eyes and was out of the door in a flash. He was tired and needed a nice warm shower and some sleep.

	* * *

	Jenny Osborne kept checking with Reception, inquiring about John. It was about eleven-thirty when John showed up at the bar and sat by Jenny’s side.

	“Where have you been?” she asked, embracing him tightly. “I have been worried about you, you son of a…” she burst out, almost in tears.

	John was taken aback by her reaction. It wasn’t like Jenny to lose her cool. He had been briefed about the robbery and had been up to his room. Though the place looked roughed up, nothing of importance had been taken apart from the rolls of film.

	“Jenny, calm down. Everything is all right. I had car trouble outside the pub and had to wait for some help,” he said as he led her to a table nearby and ordered them a drink. Jenny opted for water. She was already feeling lightheaded from the drinks she’d had before.

	“John, you just don’t know. One minute I am having a drink here, and the next there were gunshots and we were all taking cover. It was so…” She looked at him and she shook her head. “Never mind, as long as you are fine.”

	John was touched by Jenny’s concern and hugged her. He drank his whiskey and tried to think of a reason why somebody would go through all the trouble just for the films. He hadn’t recorded anything important as far as he knew.

	“Why do you think anybody would be interested in my films?” he asked.

	The question took Jenny by surprise. “What do you mean? They took all our footage?”

	John shook his head. “Not all of them. I had already sent a couple of the earlier interviews. They took the current ones, the ones that we did on the day when we had the interview with the Minister.”

	“I don’t know, John, but I saw something today that suggested Beck—rather, Pierre—might be involved. When we heard the shots, I dove under the table.”

	John couldn’t help but start laughing, and Jenny joined in while trying to finish what she was saying. “That’s when I noticed a gun under his jacket. The interesting part is that when the shots went off, he left almost immediately, supposedly to check what was wrong. When everybody else was crawling for cover, Pierre was running toward the scene. What does that tell you?”

	John nodded. “I agree. Why would the man run to investigate the incident when he is not the police unless he knew what was happening? Maybe you should contact Pierre and find out more about this.” He looked at her. “I can tell this is bothering you.”

	Jenny was thinking along the same lines. She felt duped by Pierre and intended to find out why.

	“What bothers me is that I can’t pinpoint a particular incident that could have prompted the robbery,” John said. Then his face lit up. “Except… there was that time when I was told not to film at the armory. Remember? There were two white soldiers who were putting a box into a car. I believe I still have a little of that footage if it wasn’t stolen.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 23
_______

	Demus, known to most people as Gaston, was furious. That fool Claude had bungled the job at the hotel. The place was crawling with police. Who knows if someone saw the fool? He poured himself a stiff whiskey and downed it before picking up the phone.

	“Go pick up the pictures, and we will meet at the designated place,” he said to one of his messengers, and then put down the receiver. Earlier, he had asked Claude to have the film dropped somewhere to be developed and assured him that someone would drop off his payment later. He checked his pistol, grabbed his jacket, and headed for the door. He had a two-car garage that housed a car and a motorcycle. On evening drives like this, he preferred a motorcycle, a big Yamaha 750, very powerful and reliable.

	He put on his helmet and checked the bike before he slowly pushed it out of the garage and started it. It took him a few minutes to arrive at his destination. Packages changed hands, and he was soon on his way back to the house. Gaston parked the motorcycle and dropped the helmet on the floor. “The bastard stole only one roll of film!” he cursed. He was seething as he entered the house and quickly looked at the pictures. They showed the countryside and several soldiers in combat uniforms with all kinds of light arms. Gaston realized it was the wrong film, and he fumed even more.

	“Damn you, Claude! I will fix you later, but for now, I have bigger fish to fry.” He reached for the telephone and dialed a number.

	There was a pause and then a voice. “Who is it?”

	“This is Demus. Plan A has been bungled up because of foreign interference. Ask them if I should proceed with plans B and C.” He quickly hung up. He reached for his whiskey bottle and poured himself another drink. “Damn that old French bastard, Lance! The son of a bitch had to have information, but from whom?” he said out loud. “It’s him all right. Claude mentioned that he smelled cigar smoke when he was running past the man, and Lance always smoked those foul-smelling cigars. I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

	Gaston was still seething when his phone rang. No one knew the number of his red phone except The Helpers. “This is Demus,” he stated flatly.

	“It’s us. We know what happened. It was the French, and they are onto something.”

	There was a pause. “Proceed with both plans. The leak to the French Embassy is Captain Antoine Giza of the artillery division. He will receive a message to arrive at the dead-end corner at eleven o’clock. That is where he usually meets his French contact. Only this time, the contact won’t be there. That is an hour from now. He drives a gray Renault. Eliminate him!”

	Demus got up and walked around the room. It all made sense now. That is why Joseph had been killed because he knew Antoine and possibly had revealed too much. This was getting out of hand, but orders were orders. He would have Claude and Gabo execute plan B and whack the Captain in the process. He would execute Plan C himself and take care of the CDR Chairman. He picked up the phone and dialed Claude’s number.

	“Hello, Claude; it’s me.”

	“Yes, monsieur, I received everything, thank you.”

	“Shut up, you fuck, and listen. I will double your usual pay. A Renault will be parked at the dead-end corner in an hour. The target will be sitting on the passenger side. Just pump lead into both of them, especially the passenger, do you read me?”

	“Yes, monsieur, you mean the dead-end corner at the foot of the Nyamira hill?”

	“Exactly. In an hour, so you'd better get going. And Claude, don’t miss this time!” He hung up and took a sip of his drink. Whichever way it went, Gaston was in the clear. The two men couldn’t identify him; they had never met.

	* * *

	Antoine was glad he had talked to 42472. All he had to do now was to wait for his demise, which he suspected was coming, especially after Joseph’s death. He checked his watch, and it was eight-thirty in the evening. He might as well call it a night. He got up from his chair and looked around his office. He checked his pistol and made sure there was a round of bullets in the chamber, and then walked toward the door, but stopped halfway.

	If they were going to assassinate him, they wouldn’t take him alive. Antoine was terrified of torture, which would result in putting his family in danger. He went back to the drawer and opened it. He pulled out a grenade that packed enough power to blow up ten men in a fifteen-yard diameter. He put the key in his jacket pocket and walked out, closing the door behind him. He walked lightly toward his Renault. He never used the Jeep after five-thirty in the evening unless he had official business.

	The driver saluted as Antoine entered the vehicle. He waited patiently for instructions. Antoine was not ready to go home yet, in case they were following him. He told his driver to take him to the Officers’ Club near the main airport, and the driver took off.

	“No need to hurry, corporal. Take your time,” Antoine said.

	They pulled in front of the bar, and Antoine got out. A small boy rushed to him and spoke in Lingala, the local language. “Monsieur, are you Captain Antoine Giza?”

	Antoine liked kids. He patted the boy on the head. “Yes, young man, what is it?” he asked, smiling.

	The young man smiled back. “I have this for you, monsieur,” he said, handing him an envelope.

	Antoine took it and reached into his pocket, and gave the boy some money. “Thanks, young man. Now go buy yourself a soda,” he said, dismissing the kid.

	Antoine proceeded toward the bar and stopped by the door. He tore the envelope and read. Same place at eleven-thirty, tonight. Antoine put the envelope in his pocket, very confused. Pierre had never contacted him like this, but of course, there was no one else who could have written this to him. He put the envelope in his pocket and entered.

	The place was full. He greeted a few people, found himself a chair, and sat down. He ordered some beer and roasted chicken and asked the waiter to take some chicken and a soft drink to his driver, who was outside. He described his car and waited. The food arrived, and he savored it. Soon after, he was joined by other officers from the nearby barracks. These were the fierce Presidential Guard, and it was always advisable to be on their good side.

	The conversation was dull, with the men mainly boasting about achievements in combat. Antoine ordered a bottle of Johnny Walker for them. In this town, most people bought bottles to avoid being cheated with drinks that were diluted with water. He relaxed and listened to the conversation and occasionally looked at his watch. At eleven o’clock, he bid the men farewell, saying something about his wife putting him in a cage if he didn’t leave, which made all the men roar with laughter.

	He left the bar and proceeded to his car. His driver was a cousin, and Antoine had known him since childhood and trusted him. These were bad times, and everybody preferred to surround themselves with relatives.

	“Corporal, take me to Nyamira Hill. There is an officer there that wants to see me, and please hurry, we are late,” he stated. The driver backed out of the parking lot smoothly and drove toward the dead-end corner.

	A lot of things were going through Antoine’s head. Why the hell does Pierre want to see me at this time? He asked himself as he checked the side mirror to see if he was being followed. He couldn’t come up with an explanation. He had done all he could do, and now it was up to them to find the damn missile. The thought of the missile made him sweat. In a few minutes, they were at the designated spot. They parked their car and waited.

	There was something wrong, and Antoine sensed it right away. Normally, Pierre’s car was parked around the corner with four-way blinkers on, but now he couldn’t see it. Antoine looked at his driver. “Stay here, but be alert. I will be back shortly,” he said and got out of the car, his hand resting lightly on his side where the pistol was.

	As he got around the corner, a truck pulled up near him. The doors flew open, and both Claude and Gabo stepped out with their guns drawn. Antoine dived to the ground instinctively, but he was too late, and he felt a bullet enter his left shoulder.

	He pulled out his gun and fired wildly in the direction of his attackers as he moved for cover, but another bullet entered his stomach. He saw two figures move toward him. He fell flat on the ground. “I have to do it,” thought Antoine, willing his hand into his pocket and holding tight to the grenade. Another bullet whizzed by his ears, and he knew his life was over. “Defend yourself,” something told him, deep in his soul, “for your family…”

	A sudden strength and anger crept inside him, and he jerked the grenade from his pocket and pulled the pin, and rolled it toward the men. He heard a far cry, “It’s a grenade!”

	Then there was nothing.

	* * *

	Gaston checked his watch; he had about fifteen minutes. He had converted his rifle to an automatic and had a night-vision riflescope that he could attach to it. His pistol was in his jacket pocket, and he was about one kilometer from the target’s house. The second had been magnificent. Soon after the explosion, he had passed by and seen the remains of burned bodies scattered all over. Claude’s truck was parked there with significant damage.

	Both fuckers were dead, thanks to Captain Antoine. That had been his plan all along, after Claude and his sidekick bungled the job at the hotel. He had hoped that they would get themselves killed in the process of taking out the man. That fuckin’ Captain was good. Three for the price of one; not bad. He smiled as he took one more look. Plan B had been accomplished. Time to execute plan C.

	He parked his bike about a block from the target’s house and hid it behind a big building. He took his case from the carrier, opened it, and then took the gun out and inserted a clip; he also clipped on the night-vision unit. He walked to a place he had chosen on the side of the CDR Chairman’s house. The house was surrounded by trees and barbed wire. The fact that the barbed wire was embedded in the trees meant that the wire wasn’t electrified, which was good.

	Gaston heard the engine of the BMW decelerating and smiled. “Sweet dreams, fucker. It’s been a long time coming,” he said lightly as he positioned his rifle. He moved the leaves out of the way with his hand and waited. The gate opened, and the BMW cruised in. The driver jumped out and opened the big man’s door. He had Monsieur Bukana in his vision, but the driver was in the way.

	Gaston didn’t know why The Helpers wanted to kill the CDR Chairman, who was one of their own, and he didn’t care. All he knew was that the Chairman was one of the men who recruited him at a young age. He had no proof, but he held the four men responsible for killing his mother and brother. What Gaston didn’t know was that the man’s high-profile image had become a liability to The Helpers.

	Bukana went around the driver and made his way toward the door. The first bullet caught him in his upper ribs, and it fully turned him so that he was facing the line of fire. Gaston squeezed off four more rounds, and the man hit the ground. Plan C was executed.

	Gaston then jogged toward his motorbike, disassembling his gun as he ran. By the time he arrived, he had fully taken it apart. He carefully deposited everything into his briefcase and strapped it tightly on the motorcycle’s carrier. He put on his helmet, started the powerful engine, and slowly eased onto the main road.

	He smiled to himself as he rode. “Piece of cake,” he thought. He rode fast up to his home, which was located in an upscale neighborhood, and pulled inside the garage. He removed the briefcase from the carrier and entered his house.

	The place was as quiet as he had left it. He touched a book on the shelf, and a compartment opened, full of different kinds of armament. He removed the rifle and the attachments from the case and put them on the shelf. Then he put his gloves in the compartment and closed it. He looked around to make sure everything was in order. Satisfied, he poured himself a stiff drink and rapidly downed the contents. He reached for the red telephone and called the contact number.

	“Hello, this is Demus.”

	“Go ahead. I’m listening,” the voice said.

	“Plan B and C are complete. Please relay the message.” He hung up.

	Gaston often wondered why The Helpers never wanted him to contact them directly, and he always came to one disturbing conclusion. When his services were no longer needed, it would be his turn to die. With that in mind, he had started working on ensuring his safety. He had to come up with a plan to do just that.

	His red phone rang, and he picked it up and listened.

	“Is this Demus?” a heavy voice, which he had never heard before, echoed.

	“Yes, it’s me, monsieur,” he answered somberly.

	“Good work. You have finalized everything as expected, and you will be compensated.”

	The phone went dead.

	There was one thing that kept nagging at him. What were his chances of survival after completing the big assignment? The answer was obvious—none unless he got some insurance very soon.

	His groin began to ache, which always happened after a mission. A visit to his little girl, Kai, was the cure. She was a mere fifteen-year-old with a nice, tight ass and young, round breasts. The simple little creature, he thought. He couldn’t wait to pound her and relieve himself.

	He took a quick shower and changed into fresh clothes. She would be waiting as always. He shut off all the lights inside the house and closed the door, leaving the outside emergency light on. This time, he got into the car and slid out of the garage. His thoughts were on the girl and nothing else.

	 


CHAPTER 24
_______

	It was eleven-thirty at night, but Monsignor Pesot was still sitting on the terrace outside his large mansion located about twenty miles outside Kinshasa. The wind was blowing softly, and it was cool. He was waiting for the results of the plans that he had put in motion. He sipped his second glass of wine, although the doctor had told him to stick to one glass because of his heart condition. He sat recalling what had transpired since he had first set foot on the Congolese soil a couple of decades earlier. Oh, those were the days when everything went smoothly, he thought.

	It began in the summer of 1952 in Brussels. He had been a young man in his mid-thirties, full of vigor and hope for the future of Belgium and the church. The latter was the force that would bring him to his present circumstances. As a priest, he had at first been skeptical about the message of dividing people in the Congo along ethnic lines, but the senior priests had brought a very forceful argument that Christianity was fighting paganism. It wasn’t until years later that he realized that he had been duped, and the whole argument was a distortion of the facts.

	To this day, Monsignor Pesot thought that King Leopold II had used the church as a means of plundering resources from the country. He recalled the first time he had heard of the Knighthood of The Helpers, which had come into existence just before the First World War, and was set up to help the poor by spreading the word of God. Following Leopold’s death in 1909, key members of the International Association of the Congo went underground and started the secret organization of The Helpers to continue with their secret work.

	Every member of the organization made a vow to uphold certain principles and be ready to die for the cause if necessary. Blood was drawn from each of the members and tasted by everyone. Their fate had been sealed, though none of the members knew for sure what they had gotten themselves into. Since then, a lot of blood has been shed in the name of the cause. The Knighthood of The Helpers organization was so powerful that not even the Belgian government could match its connections and power in developing countries.

	Their duties varied from country to country, but all were answerable to the headquarters in Brussels. Both of the Congos—Kinshasa and Brazzaville—and Angola were strategically located, but Congo-Kinshasa was a conduit of vast minerals and natural resources that ended up in Belgium. Pesot clearly remembered how the first Prime Minister of Congo, Pascal Langani, had almost spoiled their plans by gaining independence for his country in 1960. The man was charismatic and wanted to unify all the tribes, so people started to listen to him.

	At first, the young politician hadn’t concerned The Helpers until it became obvious that he intended to make Congo a democratic government. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the speech in which Langani stated that he wanted full independence from Belgium and equal sharing of power among all ethnic tribes. His plan was hailed among the Congolese population, but The Helpers saw it as a threat to the very existence of their organization, so they decided that Langani needed to go. Personally, Pesot liked the man, but he had made an oath when he joined The Helpers.

	Plans were made to curtail Langani’s popularity, and options to get rid of the man were discussed, including an accident, but he was always surrounded by people. The only choice left was to cause conflict between the tribes. Pesot remembered how they had carefully chosen some tribesmen and turned them into radicals, giving them weapons, money, and materials.

	Pesot was brought back to the present when the Sister approached him. “Monsignor?”

	“What is it?”

	“There is a telephone call for you.”

	He got up slowly; his back ached a lot, and he had arthritis in both legs. He reached for the phone, which the maid had brought nearer. “Hello?” he listened. “That’s good. Everything else will proceed on schedule.” He hung up and walked to his reclining chair, using his cane. The Sister tried to help him, but he brushed her away and eased himself down.

	So, the Captain and Monsieur Bukana, the Chairman of the crazy CDR party, had been disposed of. Bukana had been a promising new member of The Helpers until the crazy politics went to his head and he got careless. Yes, that was the penalty one paid for carelessness— death.

	“Sister, come and pour me some wine, please,” he said.

	“But Monsignor, the doctor said your heart…”

	He cut her off. “I told you not to mention that again!” he stated sharply.

	The Sister was at his side in an instant. She bent over and poured some wine into his glass. “Anything else, Monsignor?”

	He brushed her away with his hand, and she quickly left as he sipped the wine. It felt good going down his throat, and he swallowed deeply. He set the glass down and lay back, his mind drifting again.

	Finally, the great man Pascal Langani had been killed, and, as expected, the whole country went wild. Many explanations were made about how he died, but they all fell on deaf ears. Langani’s followers wanted revenge and were convinced the Belgians were responsible. At the time, nobody knew for sure who would win. In the meantime, The Helpers intensified their campaign of weapon distribution among the tribes, and war broke out.

	Some tribes were forced to migrate to neighboring countries. The war, or rather the massacre, was merciless, and many people lost their lives, including some priests. “May they rest in peace,” Pesot said drowsily.

	The phone rang again, and Monsignor Pesot was jolted from his trance. He sat up and sipped his wine. He got up unsteadily, using his cane, and headed for the door.

	“I’m sorry, Monsignor, I tried to tell him to call tomorrow, but he insisted on talking to you,” the Sister said.

	Monsignor Pesot took the phone. “Yes,” he spoke heavily and then listened. Finally, he cut the caller short, “I will send the necessary items!” One thing Pesot never liked was to say much on the phone.

	“Sister!” he called out. She came bouncing back quickly.

	“Get my bed ready, and please don’t forget my glass of warm milk.” She turned to go. “And, Sister, no more phone calls, please, except if they are from abroad,” he said emphatically as he headed for his reclining chair and sat down.

	There were only two original members of The Helpers left in the Congo: Monsignor Olivier and he. The third one, who was the only politician, was now dead. Six months ago, if he recalled correctly, all three had gone to Brussels for a meeting. They had been briefed on the growing influence that France was commanding on the current presidency. The Supreme Leader of The Helpers himself had decided there and then to start looking for a successor to the Congo presidency. The members were told to keep a very low profile while waiting for instructions. They had their own man inside the French Intelligence, and they had other operatives in France as well, who reported all French government activities to Brussels.

	The problem started a few years ago when the French started supervising appointments in major sectors of the Congolese economy. The Helpers couldn’t allow that to happen. As the Supreme Leader pointed out, they would be better off with a Congolese coalition government than one guided by the French. The Helpers agreed that the time had come to activate the sleepers. These sleepers were Congolese nationals who had been nurtured by The Helpers since childhood. The sleepers were sent to university and then military training schools around the world. When they came back, they were installed in powerful positions while they waited for the day their services would be needed by The Helpers.

	The organization had come a long way since the 1950s. They owned manufacturing and armament industries and virtually controlled the precious minerals market in Europe, Asia, and Africa. They were also invested in various financial institutions around the world. With all these powers, they could easily destabilize economies and even ruin them.

	Pesot took another sip of wine. The missile had been successfully brought from South Africa, and a small leak had made the French suspicious; hence, the elimination of one of the brothers, Bukana. Yes, he did not doubt in his mind that they would succeed, but the less bloodshed, the better. He made a sign of the cross and prayed for the spirit of the late Bukana. He was tired of bloodshed. This wouldn’t go on for long. There was going to be a meeting in two days when final orders from Brussels would be relayed to them.

	“Sister?” he called loudly.

	She came to his side. “Everything is ready, Monsignor,” she said meekly.

	Pesot brushed off her help and proceeded to his bedroom on his own. What did she know? He opened his door using his walking cane. He slowly sat on his bed and motioned for the Sister to pass him the medicine on the counter. He knew his days were numbered. His doctor had told him that he didn’t have long to live because of his heart condition.

	He dismissed the Sister and changed into his pajamas himself. Though it hurt him to move, he insisted on changing his clothes himself. It would be an unforgivable sin to be touched by a woman. He finally fell asleep and dreamed of chariots of fire coming for him. He wasn’t scared. On the contrary, he embraced them when they came.

	 

	


CHAPTER 25
_______

	Marianne sat in Pierre’s communications room listening carefully as both parties expressed shock at the death of Bukana, the Chairman of CDR. They accused the rebels of having engineered the assassination and vowed to avenge their leader. Marianne faithfully kept listening in on the telephones. Suddenly, a call came in, stating that both plans B and C were complete. This particular telephone call was in French. She jotted down the number.

	Lance had gone home to take a shower and bandage his wound before coming back to Pierre’s place. They had looked at the pictures that Pierre had developed from John’s footage, but found nothing. They started watching the tapes. The first one didn’t reveal much, so they put it in the next tape. They were almost at the end of the second tape when Lance told Pierre to stop.

	“Rewind a little bit, son. I think we have something here.” Pierre rewound the tape. It was obvious this was the main armory, with tents being unfolded to show off armaments. “Now, this looks interesting. What would you call that?” Lance said, puffing on his cigar.

	Pierre kept quiet, his eyes on the screen, and then something caught his eye. It was a soldier trying to chase the photographer away. He stopped the tape, rewound it, and listened. There was a black Mercedes, but the numbers were not clear. Two white soldiers were lifting what looked like a heavy box into the back of the car.

	“Hold it there, Pierre!” Lance shouted. “Now, can you take that picture and enlarge it?”

	Pierre did as he was told. Half an hour later, he had fully developed the picture into a large, readable product. The next move was to find out who owned the car since the numbers were clearer. The owner himself must have stayed in the car when everything was being loaded.

	Lance got up and poured them both some coffee. He handed a cup to Pierre and took one for himself. “Pierre, we are one step closer than we were,” he said, “I have a hunch that car belongs to one of the people responsible for bringing in the missile. Now let’s go and see what Marianne has.” He headed for the door.

	Pierre carefully scribbled the number on a piece of paper. Since the ruckus at the Hotel Meridian, he had had a feeling that he was missing something, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. He closed the door and went down the hall to the communications room, where Lance and Marianne were busy going over some messages.

	Lance handed Pierre a piece of paper. “What do you make of this message, son?”

	“It sounds professional; an affirmative message, confirming the completion of both plans.” He perused the other papers on the desk, but nothing caught his eye.

	Lance looked at his watch—it was almost three o’clock in the morning. Time was flying. “Marianne, dear, why don’t you get some shut-eye in the guest room? We have a very busy day tomorrow,” he said, helping her with her chair. He nodded to Pierre, who proceeded to escort her to her room at the end of the corridor.

	Pierre hurried back and found his boss pacing the room furiously. “Son, I don’t like the last message we intercepted about plans completed. Which of the people you bugged received it?”

	Pierre walked behind his desk and opened a drawer. He selected a small book and skipped through it. He checked the phone numbers again. “Monsieur, the number belongs to Ludovico, the Secretary-General of the CDR party.”

	Lance listened to the new information silently and poured himself a fresh drink. “Of course,” he thought. That dirty, sly son of a bitch Ludovico was always in the middle of things, including the military takeover a few years back, but he always managed to steer clear of trouble. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced this man used to be a teacher in the seminary, and later he joined the Education Depot as some kind of advisor. He certainly wasn’t a member of The Helpers, but he could be a conduit or a messenger boy.

	“Son, I know Ludovico. I am going to find out who he works for.”

	“Boss, he couldn’t be part of the group doing this. Could he?”

	Lance shook his head. “No, son. He is too thick between the ears; he couldn’t plan his own shit house.”

	Pierre looked surprised. “That’s funny. I got his name from one of the operatives, who regarded the man as formidable. So he is just a yes man. How about that,” he stated, more to himself than to Lance.

	Lance cleared his throat and poured himself a glass of water. “You know, Pierre, a message like that to a man’s residence at that late hour means something else has happened. Something we don’t know about. We have to find out what it is. I will call the head office in Paris and consult with them. God help us all if The Helpers are involved,” he said before he sank back in his chair, trying to grab a few winks.

	Pierre turned the recorder on the telephone and tiptoed to the sofa in the living room; he fell asleep instantly. He woke up when he felt someone shaking him.

	“Pierre, wake up. It’s almost eight o’clock,” boomed Lance’s voice.

	Pierre sat up slowly, trying to get his bearings. He stood up and stretched his body while mumbling complaints. “Monsieur, I feel like I just lay down,” he said, yawning.

	Lance smiled. “You have been asleep for at least three hours, and that is more than enough during an emergency like this,” he said, smiling. “Now, go get yourself ready. You have to return the photographs and the tapes to the hotel,” he stated while walking toward the kitchen, where Pierre could smell the fresh aroma of coffee.

	Pierre looked at himself in the mirror after washing up and noticed that his face looked haggard and his eyes were bloodshot. He reached into the cabinet and put a few drops of Visine in each eye. He walked to his bedroom and changed his clothes. What a job! It was a far cry from what he had first assumed it to be. He walked back to the living room, feeling fairly fresh. Marianne and Lance were sitting down, drinking coffee and talking quietly in low tones.

	“Look who is alive and well!” exclaimed Lance.

	Pierre smiled and greeted Marianne as he took a seat. Marianne poured him a cup of coffee, which Pierre accepted thankfully and sipped. They ate eggs and toast, with freshly squeezed orange juice that Marianne had prepared. They talked a bit before Lance got up and walked to the communications room, a sign that he wanted to talk to Pierre in private. Pierre excused himself and followed his boss inside, shutting the door behind him.

	“Boss, I guess you wanted to talk to me?” Pierre inquired.

	“Yes,” he said, puffing on his cigar. “I talked to HQ this morning. I have been summoned to Paris to brief them on the new developments.”

	Pierre nodded. “Okay, for how long?”

	“I should be back in a couple of days. Meanwhile, why don’t you get your secretary, Piquet, to go with you to the hotel and deliver the films and the tapes? It also wouldn’t hurt to find a way to get somebody on Ludovico’s tail,” he finished.

	Lance looked at his watch. “Marianne will stay here and keep tabs on the phones,” he said, smiling. “I will be waiting for you to take me to the airport around three this afternoon.” He went to say goodbye to Marianne and then left.

	* * *

	Pierre took a large envelope from his desk and went into the darkroom, where he stuffed all the negatives into it, including the two tapes.

	Marianne was already sitting in her chair in the communications room when Pierre appeared at her side. “Marianne, I am going out now. If you need anything, you can call me on my cell phone.”

	Marianne got up and headed for the kitchen. She checked the refrigerator and cupboards before turning around and facing Pierre. “I think we can survive for a day or so, but then I believe the place will need to be restocked if that’s okay with you,” she stated, smiling.

	“That’s fine. Just make a list, and I will stop at the store tomorrow.” He started to leave, but then turned around. “I will call you every hour,” he said as he walked toward the front door, closely followed by Marianne.

	“Good luck,” she said as Pierre opened the car door.

	He waved and started the engine. His mind was already somewhere else. He had to pick up Piquet from the Embassy to help him with the delivery. He quickly reversed the car and stepped hard on the gas pedal. He made the trip in fifteen minutes.

	He greeted the security guard as he cruised to his parking space and got out of the car without locking it. He rang the bell. “Piquet, it’s me, Pierre. Get your coat and come to the parking lot. We have a little errand to run,” he said firmly.

	“Okay, monsieur, I will be right down.”

	He walked back to his car and pondered over the events that had occurred so far. His mind kept going back to Jenny Osborne, the journalist at the hotel. The girl was too smart for her good, not to mention very pretty. He had to stay away from her for a while.

	Piquet knocked on the window, and Pierre reached over to let her in. He then started the engine and drove through the gate, heading for the hotel.

	“Good morning, mademoiselle. How are you today?”

	“I am fine, thank you, monsieur. How about you?”

	Pierre smiled and kept driving. He pulled into the hotel’s parking lot and noticed to his relief that the place was doing business as usual. “Piquet, take this package, and give it to that doorman with this.” He gave her some bills. “Please tell him to deliver the package immediately. Can you do that?”

	Piquet smiled, got out of the car, and calmly strolled toward the doorman and talked to him. In an instant, the doorman disappeared inside the hotel, and Piquet stood there waiting. Pierre motioned her to come. “Come on, Piquet, get in,” Pierre shouted.

	She got in the car, confused. “But, monsieur, I thought I would get a receipt to make sure it got to the party.”

	Pierre backed the car out of the parking lot and headed back to the Embassy. “You did well. I’m sure the gentleman will get his package.” He smiled and squeezed her hand.

	Surprised, Piquet smiled and looked at Pierre, but he seemed far away.

	Pierre was thinking about the license number of the car that picked up the package, which he and Lance suspected was the missile, at the airport. Whose car was it? Could it be Ludovico’s? Pierre was determined to find out the answers by the end of the day.

	 

	


CHAPTER 26
_______

	John had had a restless night thinking about the robbery, but the embrace that Jenny had given him had thrown him for a loop. Could he possibly have a chance with her, or was it just sisterly concern? He kept thinking about her reaction, but did not come up with an answer. He had finally made up his mind that he would get a grip and keep his feelings in check. He did not want to jeopardize their friendship. Eventually, he fell asleep in the wee hours of the morning.

	* * *

	On the other side of the corridor, Jenny had also stayed up all night, thinking about the events of the night before. She was angry at having been duped by Pierre and was determined to get even. Who did he think he was, using her like that? She knew he was involved in what had happened, but couldn’t put her finger on how. Sleep had finally overtaken her, and she had slept deeply. The ringing phone woke her up, and she picked it up. “Hello?”

	“Hi, Jenny, it’s Jackie. Are you still asleep? It’s almost nine.”

	“Oh, hi, Jackie. I went to sleep late, and it messed me up. What’s up?” she asked, yawning.

	Jackie laughed aloud and responded, “Darling, your Mr. Beck is called Pierre-Jean Philippe. He is some kind of military attaché—or a spy if you like.”

	“Oh, I suspected that much, Jackie. Did you hear about what happened here at the hotel?”

	“I did, but vaguely.”

	Jenny was now fully awake and sat up. “Well, some shots went off in John’s room during his absence, but whoever it was managed to get away with some of his films.”

	“What! How is John?” Jackie asked, suddenly concerned.

	“He wasn’t in his room when it happened, and you know how John is. He took it all in stride. One good thing came out of the incident, though.”

	“And what is that?” Jackie asked.

	“The bugs were removed from our phones. When we mentioned it to the police, they removed them, claiming they did not know about the bugs.”

	“I am glad to hear that…” Jackie lowered her voice. “Just a moment, Jenny. Something is interesting here in the newspaper… Three men shot each other and then blew themselves up, and… Hold on a minute… The CDR Chairman was also assassinated at his home. Look, darling, why don’t we meet for dinner?” she asked quickly.

	Jenny’s mind was already running a mile a minute. “Let’s talk later on, Jackie. I have to go and get the story.” She rapidly hung up and called John.

	“Hello?” John answered in a sleepy voice.

	“Get dressed; we have some work to do. I will be there in ten minutes.”

	“Some action at last,” John thought. He took a quick shower, got dressed, and in five minutes, he was opening the door for Jenny.

	She walked in complaining. “We should have been there by now, John. We are missing all the action!” she said breathlessly. “I will tell you on the way.”

	John picked up his video camera and a few empty rolls of film. He shut the door and followed her to the elevator. As they were leaving, a man called out. “Monsieur, monsieur… You’re John Spencer, oui?” asked the receptionist.

	“Yes, I am; what is it?”

	“I’m sorry, monsieur. I didn’t want to wake you up, but this came for you this morning. Our doorman received it and he left it at the reception desk,” he said, handing John a package.

	John thanked the man, took the package, and examined it. “Did he say who gave it to him?”

	“He said it was a white lady who delivered it.”

	Jenny, who was already seated in the car with Marc, watched John reach into his pocket and give the receptionist some money and then run to their vehicle.

	“What did the receptionist want, John?” she asked when John was inside the car.

	“He gave me a package that was delivered this morning,” he answered, throwing the envelope in her lap.

	Marc started the car, pulled out of the parking lot, and joined the traffic. “Where to?” he asked, looking at Jenny.

	“Oh, the shooting site at Nyamira Hill,” Jenny said.

	“I know where it is. The story is in all the papers,” Marc said. He maneuvered his way through the traffic until they arrived at a police roadblock near the shooting site. Jenny and John showed the policeman their press passes. The policeman talked to somebody else on the wireless radio and motioned them to follow. A seemingly high-ranking officer approached them and shook their hands.

	“I am Captain Gérard, and I am in charge here. Are you journalists?” he asked.

	They showed him their press passes, and he told them to follow him. John started recording as they followed the man up to the corner, about twenty paces away. There was a partly mangled truck and burned remains of what used to be human beings. The foul smell of decaying, burned flesh was all around. It took Jenny all the strength she could muster to ask Captain Gérard a question.

	“Monsieur, can you please explain to our viewers what happened?” she asked.

	Captain Gérard looked straight into John’s camera and steadily explained the situation. “The rebels have failed to fight on the battlefield, and now look at what they have done. They ambushed a gallant son of Congo, and he has lost his life.” He paused and added, “They shot him, but he also managed to explode a grenade, which killed both bandits.”

	“Monsieur, have you been able to identify the rebels involved?” Jenny asked.

	“Yes, we know them. The truck over there was theirs, and we have collected a lot of evidence, but I can’t talk about that now.”

	John interjected. “Were there any survivors?”

	The question seemed to agitate the Captain. He looked left and right. “Excuse me, but that is all I will say for now,” he finished and led them back toward their car.

	Jenny thanked the Captain, and soon they were on their way.

	“Why do you think he evaded my question?” John asked, but Jenny’s mind was somewhere else after what she had just witnessed.

	“What?” she asked.

	“I said, Why do you think Captain Gérard evaded my question about survivors?”

	Jenny shook her head. “I don’t know why. Maybe someone survived.”

	John nodded, looking ahead at the traffic that was bumper to bumper. “Didn’t the man say a gallant son had died and also managed to release a grenade on the assailants?”

	Jenny nodded and looked at John. “What are you driving at?”

	John fell silent for a little while before he responded. “The way I read it, the man was also armed. That’s why he had a grenade. He was probably a top military official.”

	Jenny nodded. “That makes a lot of sense, John. Why don’t we talk to Mr. Clay at the Defense Ministry and see what he has to say about all this?” she said, suddenly anxious.

	“Good idea. Something is unfolding here. First this guy, then the assassination of the CDR Chairman. This is not good,” John commented as they entered their car.

	Marc turned onto the avenue that led to the Foreign Affairs Ministry, and they found a parking space fairly easily. Jenny and John walked to the building, leaving Marc in the car. The same secretary greeted them and asked them who they wanted. They told her that they wanted to talk to Monsieur Clay about something urgent. She showed them where to sit and dialed his number.

	It wasn’t long before Clay came strolling down the hall and greeted them. “Hello, mademoiselle et monsieur. How may I be of some help?” he said as he extended his hand.

	“Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, Monsieur Clay. I have a few questions about last night’s incident, if you don’t mind answering them,” Jenny said firmly.

	Clay looked at his watch. “Okay, come with me. I will only answer a few questions because I have a very important meeting.” He led them to a small office near the reception area, obviously trying to get it over with. He offered them seats and sat across from them. “Okay, go ahead.”

	“Monsieur, we just came from Nyamira Hill, where the shooting occurred last night. Can you please fill us in on what happened?” Jenny asked.

	Clay shook his head in despair. “An officer was led into a trap by the rebels, as you saw. He fought bravely and lost his life in the process.”

	Jenny wasn’t hindered by the smooth explanation. “Can you please tell our viewers…?”

	“No camera. This is off the record. The investigation is not yet complete,” Clay interrupted, motioning John to put his camera away. “Okay, mademoiselle, go ahead, please.”

	Jenny smiled. “Can you please be more specific about what kind of officer he was, who he was, and how the rebels managed to trap him?”

	Clay scratched his head, trying to find a way to answer the question. “He was a decorated Captain of the artillery regiment, and I believe he was trapped into believing he was meeting a fellow patriot. That’s all I can say for now.” He paused and turned to look at John. “I’m sorry about the incident at the hotel. There is a lot of robbery going on these days, mostly caused by the insurgency, but don’t worry, we shall find the culprits and punish them severely.”

	Jenny and John nodded, surprised that Clay had found out so soon about what had happened at the hotel. “Thank you very much, monsieur. I also wanted to ask about the assassination that happened last night?” Jenny asked. The question took Clay by surprise. He excused himself and promised to be back in a moment.

	“I wonder why Clay is acting weird,” Jenny commented.

	“I can’t say, but it seems as if he went to find out what he should tell us.”

	They didn’t wait long before Clay came back. “I had to postpone one of my appointments. Now, where were we?” he lied smoothly.

	Jenny cleared her throat and proceeded. “I have learned that there was an assassination of a top member of the opposition. Do you have any comments?”

	Clay nodded and put on a sad face. “Our late comrade, Monsieur Bukana, was assassinated in front of his house last night.” He paused. “We believe this is the work of anti-government rebels bent on bringing about discord among all democratic parties in the country.”

	Jenny smiled, and so did John. It sounded like a rehearsed response.

	“One more question, monsieur,” said Jenny. “Why do you think that both incidents happened on the same night?”

	Clay shrugged. “Mademoiselle, as I already said, investigations into both incidents are continuing. I will contact you as soon as I am informed of the result.” He got up from the chair, signaling an end to their interview. It was obvious that the man was trying his best to get rid of them. He walked them to the entrance of the building and bid them farewell, claiming that he had a lot of work to do.

	“That was strange,” Jenny commented after Clay left.

	“He seemed tenser than last time,” John said as he opened the car door for her.

	He went around and sat next to Marc.

	“Oh, I almost forgot about the envelope, John,” she said, reaching for the seat next to her.

	“Can you open it?” he asked.

	She tore the seal, and her mouth opened in surprise. “John…” She tried to speak, but nothing came out. He grabbed the envelope from her and looked inside. He shuffled through the contents and passed the envelope back to Jenny, speechless.

	“These robbers are very original,” Jenny said, and then burst out laughing. John joined in, and so did Marc. Soon, the three of them were roaring.

	“We might as well go to the hotel and see what we can send back to the network,” John said after he collected himself.

	Marc started the car and headed toward the hotel. “You guys know that there is another man who was found dead early yesterday morning and another two days ago?” Marc said.

	“What?” both Jenny and John shouted at the same time.

	“Yesterday, the man in charge of the armory was found dead in his house, and the day before, the Commander of the paratroopers was also found dead.” Marc went on to give them the details of what was said on the radio.

	“I have a feeling we are missing something in all this. There has to be a connection. These are all top officials,” Jenny said, and John agreed. They drove in silence up to the hotel, both perplexed about this new development.

	* * *

	Across town, Pierre was driving Lance to the airport. Lance turned to look at Pierre and could tell that he was distraught. Lance suspected that it was because of Antoine’s untimely death. He extended his hand and tapped on Pierre’s shoulder.

	“It will be okay, son. We will find out who is responsible for Antoine’s death,” Lance said, trying to reassure Pierre, but Pierre simply nodded and fell silent again.

	A few minutes passed before Pierre spoke. “The events of last night bring a new dimension to everything,” Pierre commented, almost to himself.

	Lance had been thinking the same thing but had not come up with an answer.

	“Son, I am not sure about this, but I suspect the killing of your friend Antoine is connected to the assassination of the CDR Chairman. I guess that after we beat them to the films, they decided to get rid of anyone who knew anything. They know we are suspicious, but they don’t know that we know their connection to Ludovico.” Pierre nodded. “Just play it safe, son, until I come back from Paris.”

	Pierre knew his boss was right. These people were serious and very thorough. He had to be extra careful. “Monsieur, if you need to get in touch with me, please convey the message through Jenny. I understand their phones are no longer bugged. Better use our usual code. She won’t use anything unless she knows what it means,” he said as they pulled into the airport.

	“Good thinking, son,” Lance said as he opened the door.

	“I hope you find out something, boss,” Pierre said.

	“That’s the plan. I will be in touch. See you in a few days,” Lance said before he rushed inside the airport.

	 

	


CHAPTER 27
_______

	Monsignor Olivier looked at his reflection in the mirror. At six feet, he was a lean man with an attractive, angular face. He used dyes to cover up the gray streaks that were creeping into his brown hair. He looked at his reflection again. Not bad for fifty years of age, but if the current situation wasn’t resolved soon, he would age faster than a hungry old man. His mind started wandering through the different phases of his life.

	His service in Congo had started when he was a very young priest. Searching for fulfillment after leaving the army, he joined the priesthood. An old man in Brussels had approached him and offered him a post assisting in the running of a seminary in Congo. That was in the late sixties. Soon after, his life had changed and would never be the same again.

	On his arrival in Congo, he was introduced to the people he would work with. They took him in and eventually started taking him to seminars that preached the hatred of Belgium’s enemies. Although these teachings tormented him at first, he finally came to accept them after long discussions with other priests. He soon joined forces with the likes of the late Monsignor Perandin and Monsignor Pesot in their mission to eradicate all the enemies of Belgium and enhance the grip of the church. Two years later, Olivier was formally indoctrinated into the secret organization of The Helpers, and shortly after that, he was given the rank of Monsignor at a very early age.

	Olivier knew deep inside that he was doomed to suffer eternal damnation as a consequence of his actions. During his time in the army, he had killed people in self-defense, and that never affected him mentally, but his actions in Congo had turned him into a walking zombie. All these years in this godforsaken place, he had achieved nothing, not even a thank you. He promised himself he would retire soon after this mission and live peacefully in Belgium.

	He checked his watch and was relieved to see that he still had an hour to get to the airport. Monsieur Bertrand Moses was arriving from Brussels with an urgent message. He took one more look in the mirror and then left the bathroom. He briefly considered contacting his confidante and lover, Maria, but ultimately decided against it due to limited time constraints.  He preferred to make love to her for hours without any disturbance.

	Monsignor Olivier walked into his spotless living room and poured himself a cup of tea. He then put on some music, sat back in a chair, and relaxed. He refilled his cup and checked his watch. It was just past five o’clock; he still had time to get to the airport. Monsieur Bertrand was arriving from Brussels at six o’clock with instructions from the Supreme Leader and would be catching a return flight at ten-thirty in the evening. The Supreme Leader didn’t want him to stay overnight. Olivier picked up the phone and dialed a number.

	“Hello, Sister, this is Monsignor Olivier. May I talk to Monsignor Pesot?” He knew the Sister always answered the phone. Old men like Pesot never changed their behavior.

	“Hello, Monsignor. I will get him immediately,” she said breathlessly.

	Olivier wondered if the Sister and Pesot ever… but dismissed the thought from his mind.

	“Hello, Olivier. I presume you are going to meet somebody soon?”

	“Yes, Monsignor,” Olivier answered. He admired Monsignor Pesot’s alertness. He never revealed anything on the telephone.

	“Very well; we shall meet at six-thirty at the usual place. I will see you there. Please call Monsignor Senga and tell him to expect us.” Pesot hung up.

	Olivier shook his head in wonder. How a man like Pesot could play this game for over forty years and still be sharp was beyond his understanding. He looked at his watch, and it was almost time to go to the airport. He reached for the phone and dialed. “Hello, Monsignor Senga, please.”

	A moment later, a deep voice answered. “Hello?”

	“Monsignor, it’s me, Olivier. We shall arrive at your place no later than six-thirty.”

	“I shall be waiting,” Senga said and hung up the phone.

	He downed his drink, picked up his keys from the table, and then headed toward the door. He settled himself behind the wheel of his station wagon and said a little prayer, a habit he had acquired years ago. He started the car, and the car rolled smoothly down the hill. Monsignor Olivier liked his house on top of the hill; it gave him a good view of the rich valley and the lake. He had made it clear that he wouldn’t move from the house except to move back to Belgium.

	The ride to the airport was fairly quick, and by six o’clock in the evening, Olivier was in the airport lounge waiting for Monsieur Bertrand. He didn’t have long to wait since the airplane had arrived a while ago, but the passengers were going through tense scrutiny by Army Intelligence as well as the immigration department. He sat down and waited.

	A few minutes later, he saw Monsieur Bertrand, or the man who fitted the description: six feet four, broad-shouldered, with a little gray hair creeping into his beard.

	Olivier quickly approached the man. “Monsieur Bertrand?”

	The man looked at him intensely. “Monsignor Olivier?” Olivier nodded. “We don’t have too much time; let’s go,” Bertrand said without missing a step.

	“This man is all business,” thought Olivier. Nothing else was said as they walked toward the parking lot. They settled inside the car before Bertrand spoke again. “Is everybody else ready? As we mentioned in our telegram, I’m not spending the night.”

	“I understand, monsieur, rest assured, we are ready,” Olivier said, beginning to become agitated.

	Monsieur Bertrand had a sudden change of tone that amazed Olivier. “Tell me, Olivier, how is this country nowadays?” he asked.

	“It has changed a lot since I arrived here, Monsieur. I would say it’s more zealous if you know what I mean.”

	Monsieur Bertrand nodded his understanding. “The whole world has changed, Monsignor, even Belgium. Brussels has been invaded by foreigners.” He shook his head. “I would say it won’t be long before we have foreigners in parliament.”

	“Do you believe that will happen?”

	Monsieur Bertrand thought about this for a while. “Unfortunately, I believe so,” he stated.

	They entered what looked like a monastery. “We are here, monsieur,” he said, pulling into a small parking lot that was empty except for two other cars.

	Monsignor Olivier looked at his watch, and it was six thirty-five, about five minutes late, and this was one of the things Monsignor Pesot didn’t tolerate. They walked to a large door, which was quickly opened by a well-dressed doorman.

	The man bowed. “Please go to the library, second door to the right, gentlemen,” he said.

	Pesot looked at his watch. “You were supposed to be here a few minutes ago,” he said, motioning them to their seats.

	They sat down and were introduced to Monsignor Senga, who shook hands with both of them. Monsignor Senga pressed a bell, and a waiter served them with drinks.

	“That will be all, David,” Monsignor Senga said, dismissing the waiter.

	Monsignor Pesot stood up using his cane and addressed Monsignor Senga. “Monsignor, I think this is as good a time as any to have our meeting. I will call you when we are finished.”

	“Certainly,” Monsignor Senga said as he opened a door that led them to a well-furnished room at the back of the library. He waited until the three men entered and then closed the door behind them and headed for the chapel. The three men sat down and sipped their drinks.

	“Monsieur Bertrand, you may go ahead with your message from our leader,” Pesot said.

	Bertrand started narrating. “A few days ago, a French Intelligence Chief here in Congo went to Paris. I believe his name is Monsieur Lance Lemmand. Before this man left, he revealed a lot of information to his superiors about our current exercise, including the availability of a missile in this country.” He paused to let the information sink in. Everybody was listening intently, including the usually bothersome Monsignor Pesot.

	“The name Ludovico was mentioned during the meeting, and a man they only knew as Demus, who played a part in the accomplishment of plans B and C.” He paused before continuing. “Either Ludovico has a spy in his midst or his phone is tapped.”

	Bertrand asked if he could smoke, and they all nodded. He produced a cigarette case, selected one, and lit it. He puffed and cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, the reason the center has sent me here today is to inform you that France is going to send specialists to track the whereabouts of the missile and to dispose of it and the culprits as they see fit.”

	This last information took them by surprise, and they all thought about it for a moment.

	“How many are coming, Monsieur Bertrand?” Olivier asked.

	“Two, I believe,” he answered directly.

	Pesot got up slowly from his chair and looked around. “Is there anything else, monsieur?”

	Bertrand shook his head. Monsignor Olivier walked to the liquor cabinet, selected a bottle of wine, and brought it back. He then refilled all their glasses and put the bottle down on the table. They all stood up. It was Monsignor Pesot who made the toast.

	“To the Knighthood.” They held up their glasses before swallowing their drinks.

	“Monsieur Bertrand, please extend our greetings to our Supreme Leader and have a good trip,” Pesot said, ending the conversation.

	They all left the room and entered the library, and asked David to get Monsignor Senga. The four men talked about the needs of the church and other related subjects before Monsieur Bertrand looked at his watch and decided it was time to leave. “I have to go, gentlemen,” Bertrand said as he stood up.

	He bid farewell to Monsignor Pesot and Monsignor Senga and then left, followed closely by Monsignor Olivier.




CHAPTER 28
_______

	Gaston woke up late, feeling rested. As he headed for work, he felt satisfied with his accomplishments thus far. The day was uneventful until about two o’clock in the afternoon, when he received a phone call about a telegram that had come from Brussels for Monsignor Olivier mentioning a passenger who was coming that evening. Gaston had used his government connections to find out which foreigners were coming and going in and out of the country, not revealing that his actual targets were members of The Helpers.

	The breeze was blowing toward the city, and there was an air of impending doom. None of this bothered Gaston as he kept smoking his cigarette, deliberately slowly. He had seen it all before, the kind of pain that seeped deep into one’s soul. Hatred had become a way of life for him. The death of his mother had taught him that life wasn’t worth anything. If you didn’t take somebody out, he would take you out. Compassion had no part in his reality.

	The Helpers had made him into a killing machine. Yes, it’s about time they had a taste of their own medicine. They had misjudged him. If they thought they could use him and then discard him, they didn’t know him very well. Yes, this time, he was going to get even, and there was no going back. He inhaled his cigarette, filling his small hut with smoke.

	It had all started sometime in 1973. Gaston was just five when his father left his mother with not as much as a franc to feed the family. His mother started to bring different men to the house and told Gaston that the men were her friends. Sometimes, Gaston would hear noises or even cries from her room, but didn’t understand what was going on until one day when he came back from school early and opened the door to find his mother naked with a man on top of her. He hated his mother from then on. His mother tried to explain that she needed money and the men were helping her, but he was so angry that he didn’t want to listen.

	It became clear to him that the teasing and the rumors he had heard from other kids about his mother being a whore were true. He started having fights in school, but since he was bigger than the other kids, they generally left him alone, and he preferred it that way. He could not stand to look at his mother and hated all women. The way Gaston saw it, if his mother could become a whore, then all women were whores. Despite his hatred for his mother, she continued to tell him and his young brother how much she loved them and how everything she did was for them. Gaston never wanted to hear this, and he chose to shut her out.

	He could still remember that fateful morning as if it were yesterday. His mother had hugged him with pitiful eyes as she bid him goodbye before school. “Son, work hard in school and always remember that I love you,” she had said with tears in her eyes, but he had simply walked off to school without looking back. After school, he had run home, hoping to get some food and read his favorite comics.

	When he arrived at the home, he heard the neighbors crying over someone. On a closer look, he saw the corpse of his mother and younger brother. Her head had been sliced open with a machete, and she looked like she had tried to shield his younger brother, who had a knife protruding from his heart. After seeing that horrible scene, Gaston had gone into hiding and waited for darkness to come.

	He recalled the few belongings he had removed from the house: his mother’s photos, a blanket, and a cross pendant, which he had removed from his mother’s neck. He remembered vividly the nights he had spent in hiding until a priest had come along and adopted him and put him through high school. However, his mother was never far from his mind. His nightmares were horrible, filled with images of his mother and little brother, soaked in blood. He wished he had reconciled with her before she died. There were times when he could have committed suicide, but he decided against it only because of the deep-seated hatred he felt for the people who had killed his mother. Only one thing kept him going: He would exert revenge on those who had hurt his family.

	Gaston recalled the day they approached him; four men had come in the dark. Although he had been accepted at the university, the four had insisted on sending him to military school, with a promise to help him avenge his family at an appropriate time. He later came to know the four men as members of The Helpers. After military training in the Far East, he was sent to Cuba, where he received further training. By the time Gaston had finished his training, he was a full-fledged assassin who could kill anyone in an instant and without a second thought.

	Since coming back from Cuba, he had been assigned to killing missions in various Francophone countries, mostly to exterminate the enemies of The Helpers. He found out later that rebel infiltrators hadn’t murdered his family as he had been led to believe. A physician in Kinshasa had ordered their death. Although Gaston ended up killing the physician, he was no fool; he knew the deception had come from a high level and suspected that The Helpers had had a hand in the death of his mother and brother.

	That realization made it even more painful because he held himself responsible for her death. Had The Helpers not wanted him to do their dirty work, his mother and brother would probably still be alive. He shook his head, not wanting to think about that. He rolled his ganja cigarette, a habit he had learned in Cuba. It made him calm and relaxed.

	He started thinking about The Helpers. He was convinced that they would eliminate him after he completed their top-secret mission. Look what they had done to Monsieur Bukana, who was one of their own. He smiled, knowing that he would be ready for them when they came.

	He only knew the identity of three of them, but there were four that night in 1985. Finding the first one had not been easy, and a phone operator had died in the course of the search. The man had tried to resist answering his questions. In the end, Gaston had eliminated one of the four. The other one, a priest, had died of natural causes. The third one, Monsieur Bukana, whom Gaston had just found out was one of the four, was now dead. Gaston still didn’t know the identity of the fourth man, but he was determined to find out. He was also trying to get information on The Helpers to use as insurance. He suspected that Monsignor Olivier was one of them, but he was too young to be the fourth man.

	Gaston had been lucky so far that The Helpers didn’t know what he was doing; otherwise, he would be six feet under. These people made the KGB look like choirboys. He rolled another joint and inhaled deeply. He continued inhaling and feeling the high from the weed. He got up and walked uneasily around the small hut that he had built on the Kagama Hill. Underneath the hut was a bunker with all kinds of arsenal. He picked up his radio and talked to someone, then sat down and continued smoking.

	* * *

	She lived in the hut next to his, with her mother. They were originally from Ngozi, and they depended on him for all their needs. The only reason he let them live there was because of the girl. She was fifteen now, and he had wanted her since the massacre in Ngozi several years earlier, when she had begged him to save her and her mother after her father had been killed. He had weighed up the request and decided to save them because of her.

	There was a knock on the door, and he let her in. Without a word, she got on her knees, and Gaston pulled her to him. In a moment, he had her head between his legs and shoved his big member in her tiny mouth. He kept pushing and pushing until it was like a big, round baton and could barely fit in her mouth. He roughly turned her around before she could protest and inserted it deep into her. She screamed in pain, but this inspired Gaston even more. She had to learn to endure the pain. He pounded harder, thinking of the pain his mother had suffered until he let out a big groan, poured the whole lot into her, and went limp.

	She couldn’t get up, and he left her in that position and went to wash his hands. When he came back, the girl was trying her best to stand up despite a lot of pain.

	“Go home, girl. I don’t need you now. I want my privacy,” he said. “Next time, lose the underwear before you come to me. And always bring a warm towel to wash me off, you hear?” He dismissed her with his hand. She picked up her underwear and left with her head down, pulling on her skirt.

	Twice a week, Gaston came here to check on his little joint and see his subjects. It was necessary to keep his intentions secret. When the time was right, he would get rid of the girl and her mother. He pulled a little brick on the wall with his finger, and part of the floor moved, revealing the stairs going down to the basement. He descended, thinking about his upcoming trip to Paris. Yes, he loved Paris and, most importantly, he was looking forward to seeing his only friend, Chavez.

	What bothered him the most was the reason that had brought Monsieur Bertrand Moses here to Kinshasa. The speedometer count and subsequent investigation had revealed that the meeting place was a monastery. Now, that was very interesting. The man in charge of the place was Monsignor Senga, a Congolese priest, who was old yet capable. Was he a member of The Helpers? Gaston would soon find out. He checked his secret file to make sure his documents were there before he left the hut and drove home.

	He decided that it was time to put a tap on Monsignor Olivier’s telephone. The more he knew, the better, for his safety. He parked his vehicle outside, not bothering with the garage, opened his front door, and entered his house. He poured himself some whiskey and swallowed it down. He toyed with the idea of fixing himself a light meal, but dismissed it instantly; it wasn’t worth it.

	What he needed was a good shower and a well-deserved rest. He walked to his bedroom and undressed, thinking of the girl. Even though he liked the poor little thing, she had no place in his future. He thought about his upcoming mission. Not even his best friend, Chavez, could believe that Gaston would pull off a job like that. He dried himself very quickly and put on some boxers.

	“Soon, very soon, I shall have the ultimate fulfillment,” he said to himself quietly.

	He went to bed and fell asleep instantly.

	 

	


CHAPTER 29
_______

	Kai sat under the tree and daydreamed about her past. Her father used to welcome her home from school every day when he was alive, and at the end of the school term, he would give her a present for her performance. Kai was an exceptional student; she came in either first or second in her class. If she came second, she made sure the next term she would be the first. She did this to please her father. Life was good until one Friday morning, when she was coming back from school and heard of a shooting in her village, close to her family’s house.

	She was still in her uniform as she ran home to see what was going on. On the way, she met her mother and other women screaming, begging for mercy. She found out that their husbands had been shot, including her father. Kai wanted to run, but she couldn’t abandon her mother, who was crying hysterically. She didn’t want to lose her mother, too, so she had impulsively walked toward the man who looked to be in charge and pleaded.

	“Monsieur, my name is Kai. I am a good student and a hard worker. My father is dead. Can you please let us go?” she had asked in fluent French, to the astonishment of the soldier.

	“Child, who taught you French like that?” the man had asked.

	She could not tell him that it was her father. “Monsieur, I am the best French student in my class,” she had pleaded. The man had looked her up and down in a funny way.

	“Okay, you enter that truck,” he had commanded, but she was desperate to save her mother and didn’t mind asking the man, even if it meant risking her own life.

	“Monsieur, my mother is a very good cook. Please let her come with me?” she had pleaded on her knees. Kai knew that men liked to eat good food.

	“Quickly get your mother and board the truck,” he had ordered her.

	Kai had run to her mother and pulled her away from the weeping women.

	“Stop crying; otherwise, you stay,” the man had ordered Kai’s mom. They had both boarded the truck and left the rest of the women, some of whom were being raped by the soldiers.

	“Don’t look, my child, it’s bound to happen to both of us sooner or later,” her mother had cautioned her.

	Kai remembered that the truck had traveled all night until the man stopped it near a big city. He had walked them to a hut big enough to accommodate a family and said to them, “Your lives are now in my hands. These are bad days. I will come and see you tomorrow to bring you more supplies, and do yourself a favor, don’t wander too far if you value your life.”

	The man had left them huddled together, getting warmth from one old blanket that was nearby. The next day, the man brought them supplies: food, bedding, and clothing. After that, he came by almost twice a week for several years.

	Kai had begged the man to let her stay in school, and he had agreed and even paid her school fees, which left her puzzled. On the evenings when the man came, her mother excused herself and went to a hut nearby, supposedly to cook for the man.

	One day, Kai went for a walk outside when she heard someone groaning and crying coming from the man’s hut. She had run to the hut and peeped through a small hole. She couldn’t believe what her mother was doing; she was having sex with the man. Kai had run back to the hut and cried herself to sleep.

	She had seen her father and mother hugging each other, smiling and kissing, but never had she seen her father doing that to her mom. Oh, she hated both her mother and Gaston! She had stopped talking to her mother for weeks until one day her mother approached her; she had guessed what was bothering Kai.

	“Kai, my dear, remember that whatever I do, I do it for you. I don’t like that animal, but you know how mean he is. Or have you forgotten?” she asked in tears. Suddenly, things had become clear as Kai remembered her father’s death. She held her mother, and together they cried and prayed for her father’s soul.

	She tried her best to avoid the man, but as her jailer, he knew about her school work and everything else she did. Kai remembered it like it was yesterday, the day it had started. It was her fourteenth birthday, and the man had driven her all over the city and bought her a present, which he insisted she would see when they got home. When they reached home, he pretended to measure the dress on her body, and then he took her weak body and forced himself into her. It had been so painful, but her screams had made him do it harder until he finished.

	She cried and cried every day for weeks, but the man had told her that if she ever told anybody at school or anyone else, he would kill her mother. So Kai had endured constant pain from the man, whom she had learned to hate. He gave her birth control pills to avoid pregnancy, but the situation had worsened as time went on. He now made her take him in her mouth every time before he inserted his thing in her body. As before, the crying made him do it harder and harder until he finally went limp. She hated him so much, but she didn’t show him her hatred to protect her mother.

	Although the man mistook her tears for weakness, she wasn’t weak anymore. She was determined to get revenge on this man, a man who had massacred her whole village and abused her mother. This very man who was doing these things to her had personally killed her father. Her mother had revealed this to her the night they had cried together. All the same, Kai was glad it was she who bore the pain, rather than her mother, whom the man had discarded months ago.

	One day, she peeped through the hole and saw the man pull a brick from the wall, and part of the floor opened. He then descended downstairs and covered the entrance behind him. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that the man was hiding something. But what? She decided to wait for the right time to find out. A few days later, she skipped her afternoon classes, claiming to have a headache. Since she was a good student, the teacher allowed her to go home. She got up from under the tree and walked toward their hut; her mind was made up. The time had come for her to investigate the monster.

	The last time she had sex with him, she had left the window bolt loose. She opened the door of their hut and found a flashlight by the clock on the small table. It was four-thirty, so she had a full hour to herself before her mother came back. She gripped the flashlight firmly in her hand and quickly walked down the small, unpaved road that led to the man’s hut.

	She went to the man’s hut and tried the window. Luckily, it gave way silently. Climbing in wasn’t a problem. With one leap, she was inside the hut. She shut the window and turned on the flashlight. The place was the same as the last time—one twin bed and a chair in the corner. She silently made her way to the brick and yanked it out. There was a small screech, and a small part of the floor moved, revealing stairs that went down. Kai felt a cramp in her stomach. What if she touched something and the man found out? She hesitated, but a strong voice inside her urged her on. She carefully took one step at a time until she got downstairs.

	She flashed her light around and was amazed by what she saw. Guns of all types were lined up on a rack on one wall. There was a large machine she couldn’t identify, but because it had a telephone on top, she guessed that it was a switchboard. She looked around some more and finally found a small brick, the same size as the one upstairs, and examined it closely. Unlike other bricks, it was made out of wood, not mud.

	She pulled it out. She hesitated, praying hard, but again a strong voice of revenge overcame her fear, and she yanked the brick out. There was a small wooden box in the wall behind the brick; she pulled it out. The box wasn’t heavy, but it was carefully crafted. She opened it and saw a lot of papers with dates and names. She sat down on the ground and started reading; her French was good enough. She quickly read through the documents. The shock and disbelief made her almost drop the box. Was she dreaming? God help me! She made the sign of the cross. She calmed herself down and put all the documents carefully back inside the box, and then put it back on the wall. She took the wooden brick and replaced it carefully.

	She looked around before she made her way back upstairs. She carefully put the brick back in place. She examined her trail to make sure everything was all right before she climbed out through the small window and closed it, but not before wiping her footprints from the windowsill. She hoped that the man wouldn’t notice anything as she made her way to her mother’s hut, still in a trance.

	What she had read was truly unbelievable. The Helpers, whoever they were, were planning an assassination of the President. The documents mentioned that there was bound to be a war soon between the supporters of the old colonial Belgians and the new government, which was supported by the French. There were numerous other things about weapons, but she couldn’t remember everything. Kai decided to come back and investigate at a later time. She was determined to seek an opportunity to stop Gaston and avenge herself and her parents.

	 


CHAPTER 30
_______

	A few days later, Kai was thinking of the best way to get her revenge on the man. She had cleaned herself after the man had left and slowly tiptoed to her bed, trying not to wake her mother.

	“Are you alright, Kai?” her mother inquired, which stopped Kai in her tracks.

	“Yes, Mama, I’m fine. You are supposed to be sleeping.”

	“Kai, my baby, the last time I had a full night was when your father was still alive. Nowadays, I just rest my body and try not to think about the injustice that you suffer at the hands of that man.”

	This revelation surprised Kai. Her mother knew what was happening to her, but chose to keep quiet because she couldn’t face it. Kai felt more determined than ever to get her revenge. Tonight, he had used her like a toy and afterward insisted that she wipe off his thing.

	Since the day when she’d sneaked into his hut, a plan had been forming inside her head, but it was not until today that she got the name of someone to talk to. She got the name of a female reporter from a fellow student whose father worked at the Foreign Ministry. The boy said that she was staying at one of the big hotels in the city in the Gombe area. The first name was Jenny. She would contact her and tell her what she had seen without revealing the man’s identity. She slept peacefully, knowing what she was going to do the next day.

	In the morning, she woke up earlier than her mother and, as usual, put a kettle of water on the stove to make some tea. She put on her best clothes and shoes, left the house, and took a bus to the city. She located a phone booth that had a phone book and wrote down the phone numbers of the three big hotels in Gombe: Hotel Diplomat, Hotel Gombe, and Hotel Meridian. She called the Hotel Diplomat first and said she wanted to speak to a journalist named Jenny, and it was urgent, but there weren’t any journalists staying with them. She then called Hotel Gombe, and there were a few journalists there, but none called Jenny. Kai was getting desperate as she dialed the number to the Hotel Meridian. The receptionist was nice and asked her the name of the journalist she was looking for.

	“I think her name is Jenny Hans,” she said, because she couldn’t think of another name.

	The receptionist said the only Jenny they had was Jenny Osborne, a journalist from America.

	Kai was quick to answer. “Yes, that’s the name I was told,” she said in perfect French. “Can you please connect me to her room?”

	After a moment, a new voice said, “Hello!”

	Kai spoke quickly in French. “Is this Jenny?”

	“Yes,” Jenny responded.

	“Do you speak French?” Kai asked.

	“Yes, some. Who is this?” Jenny asked in French.

	“I have information for you. Can you meet me at the main post office in ten minutes?” Kai asked very fast in French and then hung up. She crossed the street to go to the post office and sat down on a bench nearby. She looked in her school bag for a piece of paper and a pen and wrote a note to Jenny in French.

	It read: “Dear Jenny, I’m your fan and a girl like you. There is a man I know who enjoys hurting people. This man has done military training in other parts of the world and works for a group called The Helpers. They have a plan to assassinate some people. I am afraid for my safety and my mother’s. As soon as I have more information, I will get in touch. Your friend, K.”

	She carefully put the letter in an envelope and sealed it. A boy was sitting alone on a bench next to hers. She went and bought some candy and came back and sat next to him. She gave him some candy, and they started talking about cars and the people that were going by before Kai asked him if he wanted to make money. Gaston had given her some pocket money to buy school supplies. The boy nodded with excitement, and she explained to him what she wanted him to do.

	“She is a white woman. Ask her if her name is Jenny, and if it is, hand her the envelope and leave. When you come back, sit on a different bench. Understand?” He nodded.

	She had barely finished explaining when a Jeep stopped across the street, and a white man and woman got out of the car. The man had a camera hanging on his shoulder. Kai quickly gave the boy the letter and cautioned him for the second time not to reveal anything else. “Just hand over the letter and then leave,” she insisted.

	* * *

	Jenny had been in her room getting ready to call her boss when she received the phone call. The caller spoke French and had a young voice. She had called Jackie and regretfully canceled her lunch date and then buzzed John in his room. She quickly explained the weird phone call. Within a few minutes, they were heading for the post office.

	“Did you sense anything from her?” John asked.

	Jenny thought about this and shook her head. “Not really, but she sounded scared.”

	They arrived at the post office and parked the car. They stood there waiting to be contacted. They had almost given up when a young boy pulled Jenny’s arm.

	“Are you Miss Jenny?” he inquired. Jenny nodded.

	“Yes, I am. What can I help you with?”

	The boy gave her an envelope and ran off. John tried to stop him in vain, but Jenny watched and saw the boy run across the street, buy some candy, and sit on a bench. She also noticed a young, well-dressed girl seated near him, but on a separate bench.

	“John, do me a favor. Drive up the street and make a U-turn. I want to see something.”

	John didn’t ask why. He just drove about a block and illegally turned the car around, drawing angry looks from other motorists.

	“Pull over and pick me up at the corner,” Jenny said as they approached the post office. She got out of the car, walked down the street, and noticed that the girl had left the bench. She saw the boy waving to somebody across the street and looked in the direction of his wave, and saw the girl.

	Jenny crossed the street quickly and hurried toward the place where she had seen the girl, but couldn’t see her. Damn! She thought she had lost her, but luckily, the girl was sitting alone on a small bench waiting for a bus. Jenny walked toward her and touched her shoulder.

	“Hello!” Jenny said.

	The girl was startled and turned toward her, wide-eyed. “Are you the journalist?”

	“Yes, I am. Are you the one who wrote to me? Can I talk to you?” Jenny asked.

	Suddenly, the girl’s eyes registered fear, and she stood up. Jenny tried to calm the girl down, but the poor thing was terrified, so she quickly scribbled her room number on a paper and gave it to the girl. The girl walked away quickly. Jenny wanted to go after her but stopped herself. Instead, she walked to where John was parked and entered the car quietly, recalling the terror she had seen in the girl’s eyes.

	“Please drive, John,” she said somberly. Jenny had never seen such fear and vulnerability as she saw in that girl today. Her eyes spoke it all.

	John glanced at Jenny. She looked like something had spooked her. He drove aimlessly until Jenny stopped him and suggested they go to a nearby restaurant. They entered the restaurant and chose the table farthest from the entrance. John walked up to the bar and bought some soft drinks for both of them while Jenny read the note. When John came back, she told him what the note said.

	John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The note wouldn’t have meant much to both of them had they not already acquired enough information to convince them that there was something strange going on with all the murders of important people; this young girl knew something about it. John swallowed his drink and lit a cigarette.

	“You know, Jenny, as absurd as it may seem, this whole thing is beginning to make sense to me.” He paused and puffed on his cigarette. “The CDR Chairman was assassinated by a professional, and according to this note, the bastard was trained overseas. I don’t like it, Jenny. Let’s get the fuck out of the country!”

	Jenny wasn’t listening. She was thinking about getting more information from the girl. She gulped down her drink. “Can we get refills, please?” she asked John.

	“Yes, mademoiselle,” John said, pretending to salute, and went off to get the drinks.

	Jenny’s mind was working hard, trying to pinpoint something in the letter that was eluding her. She finally got it: The Helpers. Who the heck were these people?

	John hurried back with the drinks and sat down. He noticed Jenny was serious and sipped his drink, waiting for her to say something. “These people, The Helpers; do you think they are the ones who killed the CDR Chairman or the other people?” she asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “They must have a lot of resources to be able to send people overseas for military training.”

	Jenny pondered the situation for a moment. The girl had promised to be in touch, and that was something she couldn’t rush.

	“What are you going to do with this information?” John asked, looking at her.

	Jenny thought about Pierre’s warning and also remembered the look in the girl’s eye. “Nothing yet. Not until we have more information,” Jenny said with a concerned look.

	John looked at her closely, not believing that she was going to sit on the story. As if reading his mind, Jenny explained her concern, and John nodded in understanding.

	“You are right. I think we already know too much, and it can’t be good for us if they find out what we know.”

	Jenny agreed. She thought about the conversation she had had with Pierre. He had called to apologize for not having been able to spend time with her the night of the robbery and asked her if she would like to get together another time, promising to explain certain things when he saw her. Something in his voice had made Jenny believe that he was sincere, and she agreed to meet him, but at the same time, she decided she would proceed with caution.

	“Maybe he will have more information about what is going on soon,” she commented.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 31
_______

	Jenny walked around her room, trying to sort out what she had just read. She recalled the research she had done before coming to Congo. In pre-colonial times, the society had kings and some sort of stability. According to the text, in 1885, King Leopold II bought the Congo, intending to increase his power and extract natural resources from the country. During his reign, King Leopold established the International Association of the Congo, a supposedly philanthropic International Development Agency, which in reality was a sham.

	In 1878, this group announced the creation of a new nation, the Congo Free State. Leopold abolished the indigenous structure of kingdoms and brutalized the local population. Over the next thirty years, the local population was subjected to some of the most gruesome treatment known in colonial times. The hands or feet of certain people who were supposedly not working hard enough were often amputated, and it is estimated that over ten million people died of exhaustion, starvation, and various diseases.

	In 1904, under pressure from Britain, the Belgian government took over the territory from the King and named it the Belgian Congo. According to the report, it was thought that there were still ethnic tensions between the various tribes in Congo dating back to the colonial days. This was more evident in the east, between the two major tribes, where the Belgian colonialists favored one over the other, resulting in status disparities between the two.

	In 1960, a young charismatic leader, Patrice Lumumba, became the first Prime Minister. He led Congo out of colonial control and started promoting equality among all people. According to the reports, his message of unity was a threat to the colonialists’ interests, so they encouraged the formation of opposition parties. There was an uprising among various tribes, and finally, the Prime Minister was killed in 1961 under questionable circumstances. Tribal wars started all over again.

	Subsequently, another leader seized power and changed the country’s name to Zaire. In the beginning, he seemed to be on the side of the people, but eventually, he became a dictator and even started looting minerals from his own country, making him very wealthy, although his people were very poor. The country was one of the lowest in literacy and income per household. Tribalism and ethnic cleansing continued, and people were still required to carry identity cards indicating the tribe they belonged to.

	Jenny was horrified by the injustice that had been done to the Congolese people by the colonialists, the remnants of whom continue to this day. She wondered how the world could stand by while these kinds of atrocities were going on.

	Jenny had discussed some of her research with Ian Hamilton. She had found Ian to be a good source of cultural and historical information on the Congo, and because of that, they had become close. She recalled asking Ian if what she had read was true.

	“Yes, Jenny. Unfortunately, most of it is true.” This had renewed Jenny’s desire as a reporter to make sure that the world knew what was going on.

	The girl still hadn’t called her. Jenny ruffled her hair and read on. The poor girl had been terrified. She probably belonged to the minority group, and God only knew what she had been through.

	She went downstairs to the bar and ordered a drink, which she swallowed quickly. She then left for a walk, not caring about the warnings of threats against foreigners. She must have walked for about half a mile before she saw a small pub that was frequented by journalists and entered.

	* * *

	Pierre read the telegram from Paris and was disappointed. It didn’t have any specific instructions for him. He and Marianne had received no new information except that a Monsieur Bertrand had come to town. He had been picked up by Monsignor Olivier at the airport and later dropped off by the same man. He thought a lot about Jenny and wondered how she was doing.

	The day before, Nazarene had called in a panic about losing her job because her boss, Bukana, the CDR Chairman, had been assassinated. Pierre had calmed her down and asked her to meet him. He had offered her a job keeping tabs on Jenny. Although Naz didn’t have much experience in surveillance, she was Congolese and could blend in properly. Pierre also had confidence in her as a professional. He had given her pointers and put her to work. “Don’t use your car for surveillance. I will give you money to rent a white Toyota that will blend in. Remember, always stay a few cars back. Just observe what she does and report back to me, but don’t use her name when you call me. Just refer to her as ‘the subject,’ you understand?” Naz had nodded, looking excited about the new job.

	Pierre’s phone rang and he picked it up.

	“Hello, Pierre, this is Naz, and I have some new information for you.”

	“Just a minute,” Pierre said, switching on the scrambler. “Go ahead.”

	“This afternoon, I followed the subject. She and a tall white man drove to the post office and were given an envelope by a young boy. They turned the car around, and I saw the woman journalist talk to a young Congolese girl. I later followed them to a restaurant where they ordered some drinks and talked for a long while. They also looked like they were reading the contents of the envelope they received from the boy.”

	This information piqued Pierre’s interest. Who were these boy and girl, and what message did they have? He shook his head to clear all further thoughts. “Thank you, Naz.”

	He hung up, more confused now than ever. He tried to give Jenny a call but then decided against it. If she found out she was being watched, that would be the end of their fragile friendship.

	* * *

	Jenny hadn’t talked to Pierre since he had called her to apologize.

	She decided to ring him and gather more information. She got up, walked to the phone booth, and dialed Pierre’s number; a woman answered. Pierre came on the phone immediately and sounded happy to hear from her.

	“Hello, Jenny, you haven’t been in your room for some time. Are you all right?”

	Jenny got instantly suspicious. “How do you know that, Pierre?”

	He said he had called a few times, but she wasn’t in her room. “I didn’t want to bother you in case you had company,” he lied again. He was so smooth that Jenny thought Pierre was a bit jealous, and she burst out laughing, to Pierre’s relief.

	“Pierre, can we meet?” she asked.

	“Sure, where? At the hotel?”

	“No.” She gave him directions to the pub where she was.

	“Okay,” said Pierre, sounding surprised.

	She went back to her seat and ordered a drink. She hoped that Pierre would cast more light on the situation. Pierre soon arrived and walked to where she was sitting. She attempted to shake his hand, but he ignored her hand and kissed her on both cheeks. He then sat down across from her.

	“I didn’t expect you to walk that far from the hotel. You look beat. What is the matter?”

	“Just work. So, any new developments on this crazy situation?” Jenny asked.

	“Jenny, I would rather not talk about that,” he stated evenly.

	Jenny noticed some strain in Pierre’s voice and a slight trace of agitation. She decided to change the subject and wait. “Say, Pierre, what team do you think will win the World Cup?”

	Pierre looked surprised by the question, but he smiled. “Considering the absence of France, I would think the Brazilians have to take the World Cup this summer,” he answered philosophically. “We shall wait and see if we live that long.”

	This last statement said a lot more to Jenny than Pierre could have imagined. She downed her drink and waited until Pierre finished his. “Pierre, let’s take a walk if you don’t mind,” she said, standing up.

	* * *

	Pierre followed her outside, wondering what she had in mind, but his mind was occupied. Another phone call had come in earlier, asking Ludovico to report any movements that Lance made. All these messages meant one thing. His boss had stepped into forbidden territory, and Pierre was probably also being watched. He felt more vulnerable than ever. He had never imagined being in the field alone without any support. He had asked for some agents, and the answer he received was that help was on the way. This made him feel better, but there was no mention of Lance. Why? He had been going over these questions when Jenny called. He was happy for the distraction.

	“What’s the matter with you? I’m talking to you and you are not even listening,” Jenny said, shaking Pierre’s shoulder.

	“Forgive me. I was far away.”

	Jenny looked at him curiously. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were in such a state. I wouldn’t have bothered you.”

	“I’m okay. It’s just a little problem I have, that’s all,” he said, trying to sound confident.

	“A little problem like The Helpers blowing up people, you mean?”

	Pierre stopped in his tracks. He was suddenly very tense, and his neck muscles jerked. He looked at Jenny, his eyes angry. “I warned you to stay away from this mess, and you didn’t listen. I can’t help you. I’m not entrenched enough here to be able to stop anything,” he said, almost out of breath. He looked left and right nervously. “How many people have you told about this?” he asked, still nervous.

	“It’s only John and me, and the source,” she stated.

	“What do you mean by the source? Maybe they are using you as a pawn,” he snapped.

	She shook her head. “She couldn’t have been using me.”

	“So it is a she? Didn’t you ask yourself how she got all that information?” he asked angrily.

	“Keep your voice down. I know she is authentic. Trust me on this, will you?”

	Pierre nodded. “You are probably right because if the people you mentioned knew what you know, you wouldn’t be here right now,” he stated seriously.

	Jenny suddenly looked afraid. “How long have you been in this country?”

	Pierre was quiet at first. “About two years. Why?”

	“Well,” Jenny paused. “If I were a local, and an intruder came in and tried to exert control, I don’t think I would take kindly to that. I would try all ways possible to get rid of the intruder.”

	Pierre shook his head. “Who do you think is the intruder?”

	Jenny looked at him. “The French found this country already colonized by the Belgians and bulldozed their way in. Am I right?”

	Pierre was upset, and it showed. “It wasn’t like that. As you know, Belgium and France always cooperate in all these matters, officially.”

	“Officially?”

	“Yes, officially,” he repeated.

	“What about unofficially?” she asked.

	Pierre shrugged. “I can’t answer that. There are many organizations with different agendas.”

	“Pierre, suppose somebody high up is assassinated. What do you suppose will happen?”

	Pierre shook his head. “I don’t know, Jenny. I would rather go to an island and take a deep swim in the ocean with you.” He took her hand, and to his surprise, Jenny didn’t pull away. They kept walking.

	“Did you know that there has been ethnic cleansing in this country for the past few decades?”

	Pierre nodded. “Yes, but we are not the government, Jenny. We are simply advisors. Some things are beyond our control,” he said.

	“People are made to carry identity cards showing their ethnic backgrounds everywhere, and some are refused education because they are minorities, for God’s sake!”

	Pierre couldn’t believe his ears. “So you are making this thing a personal crusade. Do you think you are the only one who doesn’t like what is happening?” He stopped and looked at her, his deep gray eyes very piercing. “Jenny, when I took this job, I didn’t think it would be like this. I wouldn’t have signed on for a million bucks, but I am here, a mere man whose feelings and ideas are meaningless to the big fish. What am I supposed to do? Get devoured by the sharks, or hide behind some rocks and hope I get some space to bolt?”

	Jenny didn’t know what to say. She touched his chest. “Pierre, I am sorry. I know how you feel,” she said, her big brown eyes showing signs of remorse.

	* * *

	Pierre looked at her for a long time, and as if he couldn’t help himself, he took her face in his hands and kissed her on the lips. An electric current went through her body like lightning. Pierre deepened the kiss, and she responded likewise. After what seemed like forever, Pierre released her. He took her hand and they walked back to the pub in silence.

	“God knows what will happen next,” Pierre said as they entered the pub.

	Jenny squeezed his hand in answer. They sat down and ordered some drinks. They sipped their drinks and watched the crowd, comprised of journalists and a few local people, but their eyes kept locking from time to time.

	“Tell me, Pierre, why aren’t you married?” Jenny asked, not knowing what to say after what had just happened.

	Pierre smiled and shook his head. “I don’t think it’s feasible with my job, plus I am in a foreign country and…” He stopped and looked at her for a long time.

	She looked into his eyes and, for a moment, she felt pulled into them. Her heart felt like it had just dropped to her stomach. What was happening to her? Was she falling for this man? Oh my God, I am in trouble. She had an overwhelming urge to run out.

	Pierre must have noticed how uncomfortable Jenny was because he decided to change the topic. “By the way, how is John?”

	“Oh, he left this morning with Marc, our interpreter. He is trying to capture some action on the front line since there is a temporary ceasefire.”

	Jenny looked at her watch. “I am sorry, Pierre, I have to be back at the hotel by eight,” she said, standing up.

	Pierre stood up and asked if he could give her a ride. She smiled and accepted the offer. They both walked to his car and entered.

	“Pierre, I had a good time today. Thank you.”

	“So did I, Jenny,” he said as he started the car. They didn’t say much until he parked the car. He kissed her before he got out to open her door.

	“Jenny, I want you to be careful,” he said as he walked her toward the entrance. “The people you were asking me about are very dangerous.”

	With that, he turned and walked to his car without waiting for her reply.

	 

	


CHAPTER 32
_______

	Lance paced impatiently in his hotel room in Paris. He was waiting for a phone call from his boss, Monsieur Jacques Carat, the Chief of Intelligence for France. He had last been in France for his mother’s funeral. He still hadn’t called his ex-wife and son to tell them he was there and had no intention of seeing them before he left. He and his ex-wife didn’t get along, and if it wasn’t for his son, whom he rarely saw, they would not be in touch. He was an only child raised by a mother who was too busy working in a factory to look after him. His father had left him and his mother when he was a young child, so he had practically raised himself.

	Lance was afraid of getting close to anyone and had always been a recluse. He’d had no business getting married in the first place, but at the time, he’d thought it was a good idea. He regretted it soon after he did it. His son was born a year after the marriage, but by then, he was on an assignment and only came home once a year for the next few years until he stopped coming home altogether. He had some regrets when it came to his son, but he thought the boy was better off without him. The boy had turned out well and got good grades at the university. His ex-wife had done a very good job of raising their son.

	In his late forties, Lance had started to reflect on his life and the mistakes he had made, and the people he had hurt along the way. By the time Pierre met him, Lance had started to relax. Pierre was the closest person to him, and he regarded him almost as a son. Lance was Pierre’s mentor, and sometimes he felt like he was getting a second chance at doing things right.

	“Damn. What’s taking so long?” he complained as he looked through the window. He had met with his boss briefly after he arrived in Paris. After the meeting, the agency had dispatched two agents to Congo through Cameroon disguised as relief workers, but Lance wasn’t convinced that it was enough.

	He suspected that The Helpers had infiltrated the French Intelligence Agency, but had no concrete proof. Two plain-clothed soldiers had been put outside his hotel room, supposedly to protect him, but Lance didn’t think it was necessary. If these soldiers worked for the other side and sensed anything wrong, they wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate him, because he knew too much. He was a walking target.

	The phone rang and he quickly picked it up. “Hello?”

	“It’s me. Get ready to come here. The men have been informed.”

	Lance put down the receiver. He strapped his Beretta around his waist and put on an overcoat. It was still very cold in Paris, although it was the beginning of April. He opened the door, and both guards covered the entrance and motioned him to follow. This was poetic, thought Lance, who was a veteran French Intelligence officer. If someone wanted to shoot him, all he had to do was drive by or even use a remote-controlled bomb. He smiled as he got into the big car.

	“Tell me, boys, how long have you been in this business?” he asked.

	One of them took offense and bit his lip, but the other answered. “Five years, monsieur.”

	“That figures. Five years is a short time to learn all the tricks or even half of them. In this business, always expect the unexpected, and, by the way, I have some business to take care of.”

	He brought the Glock hard into the head of one of the guards and swiftly evaded a jaw punch from the other one while delivering his own into the man’s neck. The man folded, and another chop behind the guy’s ear rendered the man limp. He gave the driver different directions in a commanding voice, and the driver did as he was told until Lance signaled him to stop and stepped out.

	“But, monsieur, I was told to take you straight to headquarters,” the driver stated, confused.

	Lance approached the driver’s window. “We had to do this diversion, son. Just drive to headquarters, and the people who were following us will assume that I’m still inside. Now go.” The driver nodded and took off.

	“Amateurs,” thought Lance as he hailed a taxi.

	He told the driver to drop him at the nearest metro, where he took a train. He got off and walked toward his destination, in search of an old acquaintance, Maurice.

	During his earlier years in Madagascar, he had struck up a friendship with a Belgian spy after catching him red-handed with classified French material. Instead of turning him over to the French authorities for a quick execution, as was the case in those days, he let him go free, and the case went unsolved. Now it was time to collect. Maurice was now living in France, masquerading as a businessman dealing in antiques.

	Lance arrived at the building and decided to use the back door. Luckily, it wasn’t locked, and he entered. As he approached the man’s office, he could hear voices, so he waited. There was some commotion as the man escorted his party to the door. Lance pulled out his master key and silently entered the office, poured himself some scotch from a half-empty bottle, and sat down.

	* * *

	It wasn’t long before Maurice came back, cursing his bad luck about a botched-up sale, and banged the door behind him. He stopped mid-step when he saw Lance sitting there, relaxed with a drink in his hand.

	“Surprised, old friend?” asked Lance, putting the glass down on the table.

	“How did you get in here?” asked Maurice, making a brave show of trying to open the door.

	Lance, though in his late fifties, could move like a man of thirty. He swiftly cut in front of Maurice, his Glock ready. “You should know better than that, Maurice. I will use it if necessary,” he said calmly.

	Maurice looked at Lance and knew the man was serious. He turned around and sat down in his chair. Lance locked the door and then moved toward Maurice. “Listen, you fat punk. I saved you once, and it’s time to pay up. I am sure you have heard of The Helpers, even though you are too square to be a member,” he said, putting a cigar in his mouth and lighting it. “I want the names of their agents, their headquarters, and what they are up to these days. Now!”

	Maurice stood up and walked around his desk, laughing sardonically. “You mean you made the trip from your hut in Congo, hoping to find The Helpers locked up in a simple antique store?”

	Lance got closer to Maurice and released the safety on the Glock. He aimed at Maurice’s eye. “I will use the back entrance.”

	“Okay, okay, keep your shirt on. I will tell you what I know. There is a count in Brussels. He is their leader.” He pleaded, “Please don’t point that thing at me.”

	“Go on,” Lance said.

	“Can I get a drink first?” Maurice asked. Lance pushed the bottle toward Maurice and sat opposite him. Maurice poured himself a shot and gulped it down. “I will tell you something, Mr. Hotshot. This territory you are exploring is very dangerous.”

	“I know that. Who runs the thing in Congo-Kinshasa?”

	Maurice shook his head and poured himself another shot. “I don’t know, but I know they recruited some local youth, sent them to military training, and then put them into some top government posts.”

	“Out with it, Maurice. You know more than you are saying,” Lance said angrily.

	Maurice thought for a moment. “You know, Lance, I owe you, and I don’t want to hold back on you, but when it comes to these people, even the Belgian government flinches. I know that two of the youths who were recruited a decade ago were trained to be assassins. From what I have heard, they wouldn’t hesitate to make mincemeat out of anyone who is a threat to The Helpers, and that includes you, old chum,” he said and smiled.

	Lance believed the fat slob. Maurice couldn’t know too much about what had happened since his demotion years ago. He put his gun away and poured both of them drinks, and offered one to Maurice.

	“So, how is life, Maurice?” Lance asked.

	Maurice smiled. “Not bad for my age. I can still enjoy life, but I believe yours will come to a pitiful end, my friend, unless you forget about The Helpers.” He paused and sipped his drink. “You know, old friend, when I look at the stupid patriotism I had for my country back then, I almost puke. These people you are after are powerful and rich, and I wouldn’t be surprised if both of us are marked men because of your visit.”

	Lance swallowed his drink down and got up. “Anything else you can tell me?” he asked.

	“I told you everything I know. I will see you at your funeral,” Maurice announced, but Lance was already halfway to the back entrance. He left without a backward glance.

	* * *

	Maurice figured that there was something big going on for Lance to be in Paris. He used his outside surveillance camera to make sure Lance took a taxi and then picked up a phone, spoke to somebody, and hung up.

	“Sorry, old friend. I just couldn’t pay that old debt. It was too much to ask,” Maurice said out loud and poured himself a drink.

	* * *

	The taxi moved, and Lance told the driver to stop it near the metro. Suddenly, a black Peugeot pulled alongside them as he opened the door, and he saw one of them pointing a gun at him. He quickly pushed the door open and dived out. The taxi was shot up, and bullets broke all the windows; some went through the body of the car. Lance reached for his Glock and raised it once from the ground, and pumped bullets into the Peugeot, surprising the driver.

	With his pistol still in hand, Lance went to check on the taxi driver, but it was useless. The poor man had caught a bullet in his temple, which meant instant death. He pocketed his pistol and walked away as people stared at him in disbelief. Police cars with sirens blazing arrived on the scene, and Lance had a glimpse of the guys taking position behind their cars. Half a block away, he found another taxi and gave it directions to the Intelligence building.

	Lance opened the heavy door to the big building. He inserted his card, and the elevator opened. He stepped out, only to be met by the pretty but snobbish secretary named Camille, whom he had met the last time he came to see his boss.

	“Mademoiselle, how nice of you to come and meet me personally,” he said, coming close to her.

	“What did you do? The whole street is surrounded by the police!” she asked. “You also shot at a taxi and beat your two guards,” she added in distaste.

	Lance smiled. “Well, I will answer you as we walk toward Jacques’ office. We don’t want to keep him waiting, do we?” He smiled mischievously. “As for the boys in uniform, they are looking in the wrong place. Tell me, honey, how could I have shot at the taxi when I was inside it?” he asked, touching her shoulder firmly.

	She attempted to shrug his hand off, but he kept it firmly there as they walked.

	“As for your two schoolboys, I don’t need a babysitter,” he said, giving her a light kiss on the lips. “Buzz me in, will you?”

	Camille, who seemed to be in shock, hesitated but opened the door.

	“Thanks, baby. Let’s have dinner soon,” he said as he entered the conference room.

	* * *

	Camille was still in shock. She couldn’t believe that the handsome yet old man had kissed her on the lips. Nobody had done that for the last five years. She had stayed away from men ever since she had heard of the AIDS epidemic spreading through France. She had even stopped seeing her Algerian boyfriend because he was a womanizer. Now, this killer had just kissed her, and it felt good. She smiled and pursed her lips. Older men were probably better, she reasoned. They didn’t run around like the young ones.

	A report came in by computer saying that a taxi had been shot up by a passing car, and a passenger had survived after killing two of the gunmen. “The old man was right,” thought Camille as she read the report. She pressed the “print” button and knocked on the conference room door.

	* * *

	Lance’s boss, Monsieur Carat, went to the door personally, took the paper and scanned it, and then walked back to his chair. He looked at Lance. “You were saying you want to take time off, is that right?” Lance nodded.

	The other people in the room were Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire, head of Internal Affairs, and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot, head of Counter-terrorism. These two were also considered the “inner circle” of Monsieur Carat. Lance’s boss read the paper and handed it to Batiste.

	“Monsieur Lance, I see you had an eventful morning. Here in Paris, we don’t take very kindly to wasting innocent civilians,” said Batiste.

	Lance’s eyes popped open. “Innocent what?”

	“The Peugeot that supposedly shot at your taxi was found with two unarmed bodies, with shots in both their heads,” Jacques interjected.

	Lance looked confused. “You mean no shells were found in that Peugeot?”

	“None. The car was stolen a few weeks ago, and eye witness reports corroborate your version of the story, but we still don’t have a composite on the bodies because no identity cards were found.” He sipped some water and looked at Lance. “Why did you beat up your guards?”

	“Look, Jacques, those Boy Scouts you put outside my hotel put me in more danger than I am in now. I would rather work alone.”

	The boss stood up. “Monsieur Lance, you will have guards with you, and that’s an order. Look what happened to you when you left them.”

	Lance shook his head. “No guards. Look, Monsieur, I have been in service for thirty-five years, and I am almost retirement age. I will resign now if need be, but first, I have more information to tell you.”

	Both Jacques and Benjamin look surprised, but Batiste kept his cool. “There are some Congolese agents who were recruited by The Helpers and trained as assassins. I guess that it is one of them that killed the CDR Chairman, and maybe killed the others. Who knows what else they have in mind?” He pulled out his cigar and lit it, inhaling deeply.

	“Now, why didn’t you give us this piece of information before? Withholding information is a crime that is punishable by…”

	Lance stood up. “The answer is simple. I didn’t have this information before I came here. I squeezed it out of somebody.”

	The boss looked around the table for help, but none came.

	“Oh, I almost forgot. There is a count of some sort who lives in Brussels, and apparently, he is the head of the group.” Lance said and started to leave. He turned and looked at his boss. “Monsieur, try to put our differences aside and give me a generous pension. You don’t want me running loose and broke in Paris, do you?”

	Lance started making his way to the door, but the boss stopped him. “Monsieur Lance, I think we can put our differences aside for the good of our country, don’t you agree?”

	Lance stopped, turned around, and faced the boss, who was now red in the face.

	“I am still in Paris for at least one more week. If you want me to stay on, I will need an allowance. In addition to that, I don’t trust any of your goons trotting beside me, agreed?” The boss nodded, knowing that Lance was his best agent. “I am going to work independently, from now on. I will report to you after my work here is complete,” Lance added.

	“How will we get in touch with you if we have to?” Batiste asked.

	Lance thought about the question for a moment. These were bad times, no telling if any of the men in the room were on the take. “I will be in Lyon. No need to know the exact location. Now, can I have the cash?”

	Jacques fidgeted with his hands. “You know, Lance, this kind of demand is very unusual, but I guess we can accommodate you this once,” he said, walking toward a small cupboard in the corner. “How much do you think you will need, monsieur?”

	Lance repeated the amount, a little over fifty thousand dollars.

	The boss stopped and turned around. “What? That’s a lot of money.”

	“I am aware of that, boss, but you want me to catch the bastards, don’t you? I guarantee I will use it wisely. Let’s not waste any more time.”

	The boss hesitated but turned around, opened the safe, and pulled out some bills. He counted them and put the rest back. He handed the money to Lance. “Here you go, Lance, but keep in mind you will have to account for every single cent. Good luck.”

	Lance smiled as he pocketed the bills and walked out of the room. He went straight to Camille and took her hand. She looked up, and their eyes met for an instant. “Now, sweetheart, show me how to get out of this building without using the front entrance.”

	“Why should I do that, Monsieur Lance?” she asked.

	“If not for me, mademoiselle, do it for France. It’s very important,” Lance said, looking straight into her eyes. He was deadly serious. He noticed that his statement seemed to take Camille by surprise, and her eyes shot wide open.

	“Follow me, monsieur,” she said and led him through a flight of stairs that seemed endless. Finally, they reached the bottom, and she inserted a special card, and the wall moved.

	“You walk about forty paces, then turn left and walk to the end. You will see an engineering room for the metro foreman. Just enter and unlock the door from the inside, and you will be inside the metro. After that, you are on your own,” Camille said. Lance gave her a quick kiss on the mouth again and was gone in an instant.

	Within a few minutes, he was on a train to somewhere. As usual, the car was crowded and everybody was minding his or her own business. He got off at the third stop and climbed the stairs to the street level. He looked left and right to see if he could recognize the area, but he didn’t. Finding a decent barbershop was his priority. He walked around for over ten minutes before he finally located one.

	He entered and told the young man how he wanted his hair to look before settling in the chair. When the barber had finished, Lance paid and then decided to walk a little farther, trying to mentally put together his plans. First, he would buy a vehicle, and then he would get surveillance equipment. Luckily, he had a small travel bag with him. There was no need to go back to the hotel. He raised his hand and proceeded to flag down a taxi.

	 


CHAPTER 33
_______

	Lance gave the driver directions to the warehouse that was used for storing equipment for the Agency. The driver was baffled. “But, monsieur, the place is around the corner. You can walk there.”

	Lance smiled. “I am picking up stuff, and then you will drive me to my place. Is that okay with you?” The taxi driver smiled, drove straight to the building, and pulled over.

	“Stay here. I will be right back,” Lance said, handing him some money. He quickly got out of the taxi and entered the building. He knew his way around, so it wasn’t hard to locate the foreman’s office. He opened the door without knocking and startled the man.

	“Hello, Nicolas. How are you?”

	Nicolas was pleasantly surprised to see his old pal. “How have you been, old boy? It’s been at least five years,” he said, getting up to shake Lance’s hand. “You are… yes, I remember, in Africa. I thought you kind of stretched your limbs there, old pal, and as you know, in our business… never mind. What can I do for you?” he asked.

	“I need a favor, Nicolas. I need to tap a phone without entering the premises.”

	Nicolas smiled. “Some things never change. Sure, follow me, old boy. I have the latest gadgets in the business.”

	Nicolas took Lance to a room with all kinds of equipment, which looked like something out of Star Wars. He picked up a small box and put it on the table. “Now, this is a sensitive voice receiver.” He walked around and picked up another tiny object and a small computer, and then proceeded to show Lance how to use the equipment. “If someone dials the number you want, it will show up on the computer.” Nicolas showed Lance how to attach everything.

	Lance thanked him and was about to leave when Nicolas stopped him. “Don’t forget the earphones, pal, and you know you have to sign for all this stuff.”

	Lance put the equipment in the bag he had picked up at the department store. “Nicolas, for old time’s sake, please, not a word about this. I will bring the things back in two days,” Lance said and turned to leave.

	Nicolas called after him. “Hey, pal, if all hell breaks loose, I didn’t see you!”

	Lance smiled. One thing he liked about agents was that they were always willing to help one another. He walked outside to the waiting taxi and got in.

	“All right, let’s go. Do you know a good used car dealer around here, for cars or vans?”

	The taxi driver thought about the question for a second. “How good a car are you looking for, Monsieur?”

	“Something in good condition, but I prefer a van. I have some things to move,” he lied.

	The taxi driver smiled. “I have a friend who is selling his van, but I’m afraid he has made it all fancy with music and some extras. He would want a pretty sum for it.”

	Lance couldn’t believe his luck but kept his cool. “How much would your friend want, young man?”

	The driver thought about it for a moment but shook his head. “I will give him a call and we shall find out,” he said, pulling over.

	He opened the door and jogged to the phone booth. He was back in a moment, saying the van was going for ten thousand dollars.

	“All right, let’s go and look at it. If it’s in good condition, seventy-five it shall be.”

	They drove for a little while, and then the taxi driver turned into a small driveway and cut the engine. “Here we are, monsieur,” he said, getting out of the car.

	They both walked up to the door, and before they could knock, a young man in his late twenties opened the door and invited them in.

	“We don’t have much time. Let’s see the van, if possible,” Lance said.

	The young man appeared surprised but quickly led them to the back, where the van was parked. It was a Ford and fairly well looked after. He opened the back and showed them the inside. It was loaded with a sink, a sleeper bed, some lights, and all kinds of music equipment.

	Lance smiled and told the young man to start the engine. The car sounded good. “Now, tell me, how much did all these gadgets, the speakers, and music equipment, cost you?”

	The young man said it cost him two thousand dollars. “It is good for parties on the beach,” he said anxiously.

	“I will tell you what, you remove your equipment—I mean the music gadgets—and I will give you four times that. Is that fine with you?”

	The young man’s relief was evident to Lance. “Okay, monsieur, please wait in the house, and I will be done in a moment.”

	“It’s okay. Get us a beer and we will watch you work.”

	The young man took off at the speed of light. He came back with two beers and a small toolbox under his armpit. “Here you are, monsieur,” he said, handing Lance a beer and giving one to his friend, the taxi driver.”

	Twenty minutes later, the music system was removed, except for some of the lights, which Lance thought he might be able to use later. They quickly counted the money and signed the necessary documents, with Lance using one of his many identities.

	Lance gave the taxi driver his fee and drove away in the van. The vehicle was comfortable and had enough space in the back for what he wanted to do. He stopped at a department store and bought some things he had forgotten earlier—a mirror, a comb, and hair dye. He drove toward an area he knew that had scattered factories and abandoned warehouses and pulled over.

	He checked both mirrors to make sure he was alone. Armed with his bags, he went to the back of the van. The powerful lights made his work easier as he changed his appearance, making his hair appear light brown without any silver streaks. Next, he shaved fully and did something to his eyebrows.

	He located the socket beneath the sink and installed his computer and the sensitive voice receiver the way Nicolas had shown him. He looked at himself in the overhead mirror to make sure he hadn’t overdone his makeup, but years of doing this turned him into some sort of expert. He looked several years younger. He drove for a while, listening to old melodies.

	The department store came into view, and he pulled over and headed inside. He bought two pairs of jeans, T-shirts, a few shirts, some rugged mountain boots, and a pair of blue work overalls. The young cashier smiled as she rang up the sale and handed him his change. Lance thanked her and headed for the door.

	“Have a nice holiday, Monsieur!” she called after him.

	“Now, what gave that nosy girl the idea that I am going on a holiday?” he asked himself as he got into the van.

	He drove for a little while and then realized he had forgotten to buy a jacket; his long coat would look conspicuous with jeans. He spotted another store and bought a leather jacket with wool lining. He checked his watch; it was approaching six o’clock in the evening, and he hadn’t eaten a thing since morning, although he didn’t feel particularly hungry. He saw the bypass he was looking for and took it. This would lead him to the neighborhood his old pal Maurice lived in, he thought.

	There were a lot of unanswered questions. That morning, after he’d left Maurice’s antique store, the attempts to eliminate him had started. He slowed down as he approached a small, deserted telephone building and pulled over. Time to go to work, he said to himself as he got into the back of the van to change into his overalls and boots.

	He checked the small transmitter with the computer, and it was fine. He put on a cap, stepped out of the van, and approached the telephone building. The place was closed, but there should be a chart inside that had streets and code numbers for the area. He walked around the back and saw a big steel structure. He approached it and expertly fidgeted with the lock, which opened after a few minutes. Lance entered the room and turned on the lights.

	He had not expected so many blinking lights and wires. He ignored the monstrous confusion and concentrated on looking for the chart, which he finally found on the wall. It was elaborately written and showed numbers and codes that dealt with particular streets.

	Lance narrowed his search to the street where Maurice worked. He finally found the one he was looking for and connected the wires as Nicolas had instructed him to. He turned off the light and stepped out the door. It was chilly outside. He walked very confidently to his van, which was still parked in front of the post office. He entered the van and crawled to the back. He checked the computer and—bam!—all the numbers to the exchange started scrolling up. He waited for Maurice’s name to appear, but it didn’t. Very well, he knew why. A smile crept upon his face.

	So, Maurice had not used his real name to purchase the store. He would still outsmart the son of a bitch. He started the van and set off to find a decent hotel in the countryside. It took him close to thirty minutes before he located a decent-looking place. He rented a room for the night. Lance was still wearing his overalls, so the proprietor asked about his work. Lance was too occupied to try to make up a story, so he simply shook his head, and the proprietor sympathized. He understood that to mean that work was hard and demanding.

	Lance was smiling to himself as he drove the van to the parking spot in front of his room.

	He took the packages of clothing inside with him. He took a shower but avoided getting water on his hair. He wasn’t sure if the dye would wash right off; no need to take chances. He dried himself off and headed for the bedroom. He rehearsed what he was going to do as he dressed in jeans, a matching shirt, and a leather jacket. He admired himself in the mirror. He looked like a true middle-aged Parisian. He strapped on his Glock just in case and put the money in the inside pocket of his jacket before stepping outside.

	It was time to find out more about what Maurice was up to. At first, Lance thought about breaking into the store, but decided against it, knowing that by now, the place was being watched. He first stopped to get a sandwich, and then drove toward Maurice’s store. He slowed down to read the letters on top of the door: Unique Antiques. “How appropriate,” he laughed. Unique indeed—the man was a spy. He laughed harder as he pulled over at a bar that was frequented by French blue-collar workers.

	The place wasn’t crowded. There were a few scattered groups of people deep in conversation. That was fine with him. He approached the bar and ordered a beer. He chugged it down, ordered another, and then smiled. A lot had changed since he moved to Africa. Growing up in France, he had always enjoyed drinking wine more than beer, but that had changed a long time ago; he only drank wine with a sit-down dinner, and that happened rarely.

	Lance needed to talk to Nicolas. He had a few more questions about the equipment. He asked for some change, approached the phone booth, and dialed the number to the warehouse.

	“Hello!” said the voice of the night foreman.

	“Hello, this is Lance. I am a friend of Nicolas.”

	“Oh, yes, he mentioned you and thought you might call.”

	This took Lance by surprise. Why would Nicolas have mentioned me to this man? “Do you know how I might contact him?” he asked.

	There was a pause as the foreman looked for Nicolas’ home phone number. He gave the number to Lance, who wrote it down on a napkin and thanked the man. He called the number, and a lady’s voice answered. Lance asked for Nicolas.

	Nicolas came on the phone. “Yes, this is Nicolas.”

	“It’s Lance,” he said.

	“I am glad you called. I forgot to give you some software and a digital machine that locates the place the call is coming from.”

	Lance was suddenly happy. “You mean you can do that?”

	Nicolas laughed. “Not only that, buddy, if you program it right, the computer will give you a reading of the very apartment if you have the address.”

	Lance couldn’t believe it. He had been thinking of different ways of entering the antique store. Now he didn’t have to.

	“Just tell me where you are and I will bring you the machine,” Nicolas said.

	Lance gave Nicolas the bar’s address but decided to wait outside so that nobody would see Nicolas’ reaction to his new appearance. The last thing he needed was to draw attention to himself.

	“I will be there in fifteen minutes,” Nicolas said and hung up.

	Lance waited ten minutes, thanked the bartender, and walked to his van. It wasn’t long before Nicolas pulled into a parking place. To test his new look, Lance got out of the van and passed by Nicolas, and even said hello, but Nicolas didn’t recognize him. He then turned and called out, “Nicolas?”

	Nicolas turned around, surprise registering on his face. “I’ll be damned… If it isn’t…”

	Lance approached him confidently and offered his hand. “Fooled you, huh?”

	Nicolas’ mouth was still half-open. “I don’t know what to say. The only thing that gave you away was your voice. Man, you are really good.”

	Lance smiled. “Now let’s get in the car and you teach me about this little gadget,” he said. They both entered Nicolas’ car. Within a few minutes, the instructions were over.

	“Well then, old pal, all you have to worry about now are those hours of waiting,” Nicolas said.

	Lance thanked him and stepped out of the car with his bag. “Thanks, Nicolas. I owe you one.”

	Nicolas brushed off the thanks with a smile and drove off. 

	Lance walked to his van, satisfied that his work was going to be a little easier with the new machine in his possession. He eased himself into the back of the van and connected the machine. All that was left was to turn on the unit and wait. 

	 

	


CHAPTER 34
_______

	Lance woke at a quarter past nine, feeling very hungry. He had rented a room at a hotel on the outskirts of Paris. He picked up the phone and requested a heavy breakfast of French fries, eggs on toast, and some strong black coffee before he lay back on his bed and went through all the events he had been through since his arrival in Paris.

	He thought about The Helpers—the group was as efficient as it was huge. He suspected that most people didn’t know much about who they worked for, except Maurice. That man knew more than he was willing to admit. A plan started formulating in Lance’s mind; if he was lucky, he would soon know who Maurice’s contact in Paris was, and hopefully everything would fall into place.

	There was a knock on the door; he opened it, and breakfast was brought in. He ate in a hurry and quickly finished everything on the plate. When the waiter came back a few minutes later, he looked at the breakfast tray with a surprised look on his face. Lance had devoured the whole meal.

	“Would you like me to fix you some more, monsieur?” he asked.

	“No, monsieur, but thank you. I have to go to work.” He gave the waiter a generous tip, and the man left.

	Lance was on his way out a few minutes later. It wasn’t as cold as it had been the day before, and the breakfast had brought back his energy. He started the engine and let it run as he entered the back of the van. He connected everything and inserted the disc into the computer. The results were instant. A map of a five-block area appeared, showing small points indicating telephone lines.

	He typed in the exact address of the antique store, and the picture on the screen narrowed and showed only two dots. “Bingo!” he exclaimed, happy that at last, he was getting somewhere. He wrote a little note to Maurice, threatening him with another visit, and carefully put it in an envelope. He pulled out of the parking lot and joined the traffic going toward the city.

	He parked about a block and a half from the antique store and got out of the van. He walked casually on the opposite side of the street from the store. It wasn’t long before he saw what he was looking for—a boy who appeared to be walking aimlessly. He approached the boy and produced some money. The boy reached for the money, but Lance held back.

	“Do you want to earn it or not?” he asked the kid. The boy nodded his head. He was about seventeen and probably living on the streets.

	“Okay, take this envelope to Monsieur Maurice in that antique store,” he said, pointing to the store. “Do you see it?” The boy nodded. “You can take the money. When you come back with a message, I will give you more. Okay?” The boy nodded again. Lance could almost read the boy’s thoughts. Quick money for delivering a letter? The boy took off very fast as Lance watched.

	Lance waited until the boy had entered the store, then hurried back to his van. The kid would know he had been taken for a ride, but what the hell; he had some money in his pocket.

	Lance stepped into the back of his van and zeroed in on the store. Somebody at the store dialed a number, and he could hear the phone ringing. Lance switched on the recorder and pressed another button to track the number that was called. Somebody picked it up, and Maurice started speaking.

	“The bastard just wrote me a note and he says he is going to get even with me, monsieur,” Maurice said… There was silence as the man at the other end of the line thought about it. “Stay put. As soon as I get in touch with the others, I will call you and give you specific instructions which you are to follow. Do you understand?” the man said… “Yes, monsieur, I do. But what do I do if the man shows up?” Maurice asked… “Do what you have to do. Use a gun if you have to,” the man answered.

	Maurice hung up, and so did the party.

	Lance stopped recording and removed the tape. He had easily located the area where the phone call had been placed and drove leisurely through that area. It was an affluent neighborhood; there was no question that whoever Maurice had called was a powerful individual. Lance kept going until he saw a very big Victorian-style house at the address the telephone had been directed to.

	He parked down the street and waited carefully, watching all the mirrors. Sooner or later, he would know. It wasn’t long before a big black car left the house and headed his way. The windows were dark, so he couldn’t see who was inside. He started the engine and followed the Limousine. Unknown to Lance, there was another car behind him as he kept up the tail.

	The big car parked, and the surprised Lance couldn’t believe his eyes. Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire, the man who was part of his boss, Jacques Carat’s inner circle, got out and was escorted into the building. Lance was in a state of disbelief. Batiste was privy to all the information Lance had told his boss and Benjamin Buchot. Lance now knew that his life was in danger. He was still shaking as he restarted the car and drove down the street.

	The men in the car behind him got suspicious and made a phone call. It was instantly confirmed that the troublesome character, Lance Lemmand, drove a van. Malik and Zero, who worked for Batiste, were given instructions not to let the van out of their view, so they continued to follow Lance at a safe distance.

	Lance suddenly got a feeling that he was being followed. An old lady was crossing the street, and Lance had to turn the wheel and make a complete U-turn to avoid hitting her. He looked in his rearview mirror to make sure the old lady was fine. Thankfully, she had already crossed the street, but another car made a complete U-turn and followed him. He took a side street and pulled into a driveway. The car passed by, and he saw two men inside with mean-looking faces, looking around. Luckily, they didn’t see him, and he was able to turn back and drive in the opposite direction.

	There was only one thing to do, and that was to disappear as soon as possible, but first, he had to do something. He stopped by an electronics store and bought a remote control unit that could start a car at a distance. Thankfully, the salesman installed the unit for him, and he paid him generously. He drove to a park and formulated a plan, which was risky, perhaps, but necessary to convince his pursuers. He went to the nearest fast food joint and bought himself a sandwich; then he dismantled all the equipment in the van, packed it up, and took it to his hotel.

	Sooner or later, he would encounter the goons who were hunting for him. He went and bought twenty-five kilos of meat and hid it under a chair in the back of the van. For what he hoped to pull off, this was as perfect as it would ever be. He called Maurice and asked him to meet him. He cautioned him to come alone, knowing full well that he would not come alone.

	He stationed his van near the park and looked around before walking cautiously in the direction where he was supposed to meet Maurice. He hid behind a tree, spotted Maurice, and surveyed the surrounding area before he walked toward a bench where the man was seated. Earlier, he had recorded Batiste talking to one of his operatives about the completion of a trap. Lance suspected that the trap was for him.

	Maurice turned to Lance. “Hello, old-timer,” he said nervously.

	Instantly, Lance knew his suspicions were right. Somebody was probably watching them at that very moment. He decided to get to the point.

	“Maurice, I know you are deeply involved, old friend, and you work for Batiste,” he said, drawing his Glock. “Let’s take a walk!” he ordered.

	As they walked, Lance’s sharp eyes noticed somebody duck behind the wheel of his van. Were they planting a remote-controlled bomb? He had to wait and see; this wasn’t going to be easy. “You are too quiet, Maurice,” he said.

	“And you should not be putting your nose into any business that is bigger than you.”

	“I should have finished you in Madagascar.”

	“But you didn’t, old friend, and here you are still trying to be a Boy Scout. This time, you are in over your head.”

	“So are you, Maurice. You shouldn’t have involved yourself with this group.”

	Maurice smiled. “You’re a dead man, monsieur.”

	Lance looked at his van and noticed that the man had left his car. “So are you, old friend,” he said before he punched Maurice in the stomach and then finished him off with an uppercut.

	He walked to his van, knowing full well it might be his last walk. He noticed that the car was shadowing him. He was perspiring as he got nearer to the van. He prayed that if he was going to die, he would die quickly. He opened the door and entered the van. He waited, but nothing happened. He got down on all fours, and then he saw it. It was in a small box with two protruding wires attached.

	He moved to the back of the van and retrieved the dummy he’d dressed in a shirt and pants. He then moved toward the front and put the dummy in the driver’s seat. He put the kilos of meat he had bought next to the driver’s seat. He used the back door to get his equipment out of the van and then crawled out on his knees, hoping the people who were shadowing him didn’t see him. After he was halfway down the block, he lay down flat and pointed his remote control device in the direction of the van and pressed start.

	The reaction was instant; there was an explosion loud enough to be heard twenty blocks away, and a flame about ten feet high went up in the air.

	He peeked to see if he could see the car that was following him, but it had left already. He got up and walked away from the wreckage. He looked around as he walked three blocks to a car rental agency. He rented a car, still very alert, and then drove to his hotel. He wasn’t sure how his new plan would work, but it was worth a try. He put all the equipment in the back of the car, drove half a block from Batiste’s big mansion, and parked. He turned on the listening equipment, and the machines started working.

	It was about an hour later when a call came through. Lance quickly turned on the recorder.

	“The explosion was tremendous, and there were human remains all over the place; it’s sickening.” (a man’s said… “Okay, Malik, good work.” (A man replied)

	“Good,” thought Lance, as he switched off the recorder. He had just bought himself at least twenty-four hours before they realized that the meat wasn’t human. By then, he hoped to be as far from Paris as possible. He quickly drove to the motel and packed his clothes, and at the same time, put all of Nicolas’ gadgets in one box. He had no time to send it, so he asked the proprietor to keep an eye on it until he got back.

	He then paid for the room and said he was going on a small trip and would be back. He stepped into the little vehicle he had rented and headed for the highway. The farther he got from Paris, the better. He thought about phoning Nicolas at home but decided against it. This group was very powerful, and there was no telling whose phone was bugged at this moment.

	 


CHAPTER 35
_______

	Driving through the beautiful countryside reminded Lance of the good old days, when he was still a student, going camping with his classmates. He wondered what had happened to his friends. He hadn’t kept in touch with any of them. That was the nature of the job. He checked the time, and it was approaching midnight. By his calculations, he would be in Brussels by four in the morning. 

	He reached the border at three. He was confident he could make it to Brussels in an hour. When he reached the outskirts of Brussels, he decided to pull into an all-night rest stop and took a nap in his car. He woke up at about seven-thirty in the morning. He got out of the car and stretched before he retrieved a small bag from his luggage and headed for the bathroom. He washed his face, brushed his teeth, and then went inside for a big breakfast.

	After breakfast, he walked out to his car and retrieved his map. He decided to look for a man he knew from the old days who specialized in making travel documents. The man was so good that even agents used him on certain assignments. He drove to the man’s place of business, hoping that he hadn’t moved. He walked to the door and knocked, and was greeted by a boy.

	“May I help you, monsieur?” the boy asked him.

	“Tell Snake that I’m here and I have some bread for him. Hurry!” he ordered the startled boy.

	“May I…” but the boy swallowed his words as Lance exposed his Glock.

	“Now move,” Lance commanded, and the boy climbed the stairs unsteadily. Lance was right behind him. When the kid opened the door, Lance shoved the boy sideways and smiled.

	“What’s up, Snake, and who is that?” he asked, pushing his way past the boy.

	Lance extended his hand, and Snake shook it with a big smile on his face.

	“Oh, never mind the boy. I believe today is my lucky day?” Snake asked.

	Lance nodded, and they proceeded to examine different passports. He finally decided on a Danish passport and listed his occupation as an engineer.

	“The place hasn’t changed much,” Lance commented as Snake was adjusting his camera for the necessary snaps. All was done in less than fifteen minutes.

	Lance started counting the money.

	“I will pay half now and the other half when I pick up the passport.”

	Snake smiled. “Any way you want, monsieur.”

	Lance turned to leave but stopped midway and peeled a few notes for the boy, who was still standing in the corner, looking scared. The boy smiled and rushed downstairs to open the door for Lance.

	“You forgot to give me a name, monsieur,” Snake called out.

	“Diohn Neuhaus,” Lance said without turning and went downstairs.

	“See you later, young man,” he said to the boy, who was still smiling.

	Lance walked calmly toward his vehicle. His mind was working overtime as he entered his car. He had to get a place to camp out. There was a spy he had employed in Madagascar, but she had retired after coming into some money. That was ten years ago, and a lot of things happened in a decade. Her name was Lova Planchette. They had worked well together and had had a short fling, but when she left the agency after a difficult case, they had lost touch.

	There was one way to find her whereabouts, so he drove to the Census Bureau, entered the building, and started looking through records. He had decided that he would look for Lova’s mother’s address in case Lova was in hiding after the last case she had worked on. He found the mother’s name half an hour later and then walked to the clerk and gave her the details. The clerk thanked him and disappeared into another room. She came back a moment later with some documents and called Lance to come closer.

	“Monsieur, Madame Martine Planchette has departed this life. She was residing at this address,” she said, pointing to the document, “but the death certificate isn’t available. It could be with her lawyers.” She gave him Madame Planchette’s old address and the lawyer’s name.

	Lance copied everything down, thanked the clerk, and quickly left the building. He stopped at a payphone and checked the directory for the lawyer’s phone number. A secretary answered, and Lance assumed an air of urgency and explained that he had just come from Madagascar, especially to see Madame Lova Planchette. The secretary connected him to her boss.

	“Yes, monsieur, may I help you?” the lawyer asked, and Lance repeated the story about Madagascar. The man listened carefully and said something about client and lawyer privilege; he couldn’t reveal the client’s phone number to anybody.

	Lance was expecting this, and he quickly said, “I don’t think you will be her lawyer much longer unless you inform her. Lance called. When I call back, be ready with her number,” he shouted and hung up. That ought to do it. He drove toward Snake’s workshop to pick up his documents. He didn’t have any particular plan, but he was aware that a plan was necessary to get out of this mess alive.

	He arrived at Snake’s place, and the boy opened the door with a wide smile. “What a difference money makes,” thought Lance as he climbed the stairs.

	Snake had finished the passport except for the signature. Lance signed “Diohn Neuhaus” in one of his many handwriting styles and quickly started counting out the balance.

	“Snake, you know, I need to be able to enter…”

	Snake interrupted Lance. “Open it and see, monsieur,” he said with a smile.

	The passport was full of visa stamps. Snake had him going to the United States, China, Australia, and Mexico, and on top of that, the passport looked old. Lance smiled and thanked Snake, promising to be back with more business.

	“Remember, Monsieur Neuhaus, you have only a six-month visa in Belgium,” Snake said, laughing hard as Lance left the room escorted by the boy.

	Lance walked back to his car, a little relieved. He started the car and headed for the Planchettes’ address that he had retrieved from the Census Bureau. The house was in a good neighborhood, but it didn’t look lived in. He got out of the car and checked the door. It was locked. He thought about breaking in but saw no use since he was due to call the Planchettes’ lawyer in a few minutes.

	He drove to a small restaurant and had a well-deserved meal, and then he asked if he could use the phone. He put in a call to the lawyer's office. This time, the secretary was very cooperative and apologized before giving him Lova Planchette’s number. Lance dialed the number, and it rang three times before somebody picked it up. He asked for Madame Lova Planchette.

	There was a pause, and then someone came on the phone. “Hello?”

	Lance recognized the voice right away. “Lova, this is Lance. How have you been? I see you live in a fortress these days?”

	She laughed very hard. Her laugh was as infectious as Lance remembered.

	“I went to your old address and noticed that the house was empty,” he added.

	“That monstrous old thing? I want to sell it one of these days. Where are you?”

	“In Brussels. I arrived here this morning, and I have been busy trying to locate you, among other things.” He paused before continuing. “Lova, I would like to meet you this evening, if possible. Do you have time, at, say, five o’clock?”

	“Sure, old friend. Where would you like to meet?”

	“How about at your monstrous old building, and for your information, I am not that old. I don’t even have gray hair!”

	“You are kidding,” she said and laughed again.

	“See you later,” he said and hung up.

	Lance realized that the last thing he wanted was to get Lova involved in his mess, but as fate would have it, her old house was the perfect place to lay low. First, he had to call Pierre. He was sure that most of the payphones in France were bugged, so this was as good a place as any.

	Lance walked fast to his car. He started driving, searching for an old acquaintance who would help him cover his tracks before he went back to France. Lance had lived in Brussels for a year when he’d finished university, and the city hadn’t changed much.

	Lance always kept tabs on people he might need at a later time. The last news Lance had of the man was that he was doing a three-year stint in jail for a botched job. The man was an expert with gadgets, and Lance needed him. Lance figured that since he had just left jail, he couldn’t afford his old high life anymore. He took a chance, drove toward Vorst, and looked in all the likely run-down places he could. 

	 


CHAPTER 36
_______

	He finally found him in a shabby joint, drinking with someone and making a lot of noise about horses. The “Doctor,” or “Doc,” as the man was called in the old days, looked like a bum. Lance sat at the other end of the bar, looking at Doc, not believing how low the man had sunk. Finally, he ordered a drink and told the bartender to give the Doc and his friend a refill. Doc looked up but didn’t recognize him. It had been at least fifteen years since they had seen each other. Lance motioned Doc over, and he came hesitantly. He looked at Lance intensely, and a smile slowly crept over his face, exposing his yellow teeth.

	“Damn! If it isn’t old Frenchie. How are you doing, you son of a bitch?” he asked.

	“I’m fine, Doc. I came looking for you a few years ago, but I was told you were doing time, and nobody wanted me to know where” Lance lied smoothly.

	“Dirty bastards! They only like the Doc when they need something, like that fool right there,” he said, pointing to his friend.

	“Grab a seat, Doc. I have some work for you.”

	As he expected, Doc had lost his spunk.

	“I am weak, Frenchie; the years have finally caught up with me. I only do small jobs now and then.”

	Lance nodded sympathetically. Doc looked puzzled.

	“How come you agreed so quickly, Frenchie? You don’t think I still have it?’

	Lance looked at him closely. “Can you fix a telephone system that rings in one place and automatically transfers the call to another place?”

	Doc laughed loudly, and his friend looked at them. “Just because I spent three years in the joint doesn’t make me stupid.”

	“Look, Doc, I need the stuff right away,” Lance said seriously.

	“Okay, Frenchie. Wait while I make a phone call.”

	Doc lumbered off his stool and headed for the phone booth. He talked to someone for a few minutes and came back. “Frenchie, my man has an automatic switching unit that’s easy to calibrate, but it will cost you some good dough!”

	“How much?” Lance asked rather quickly.

	Doc quoted him the equivalent of two thousand dollars.

	“Fine with me, Doc, let’s go get it,” Lance answered, finishing his drink.

	Lance looked at Doc as he fumbled to swallow the rest of his drink and tried to mask his surprise. He knew that the unit was probably cheaper, but he didn’t care.

	Lance stopped and looked at Doc before they got to the car. “Doc, this unit better work, or else I will have to use this,” he said, pointing to the Glock that was strapped in the small of his back.

	The tipsy Doc shrugged and gave Lance perfect directions to the electronics shop. Doc stepped out of the car and made a sign for the cash. Lance gave him the cash. He knew how this would work. Doc would negotiate with the man to bring the price down as much as possible. Then money would change hands, and Doc would pocket the rest. Lance shook his head and smiled as he waited.

	Doc must have bickered with the man for a long time because he wasn’t back for a good twenty minutes. Finally, he lumbered toward the vehicle with a parcel in his hand. The package looked heavy.

	Lance let him in. “What took you so long, Doc?”

	“You know, Frenchie, these people are funny. He tried to up the price on me, but I told him to go fuck himself,” he lied. People like Doc talked like this; it wasn’t a big deal to them to make something up at any time. “Now, Doc, you know we have to test the merchandise.”

	Doc smiled. “Sure, let’s go to my place, hook it up, and then go back to the bar and try it.”

	They drove to a rundown place, and Doc told him to stop.

	“This is where you live?” asked Lance, very shocked.

	“Yes, I got a pad right there,” Doc answered, pointing to a rundown side door. Lance couldn’t believe it, but he followed the man to the door. Doc tried the door a few times before it finally opened. The stench inside would have made anybody faint, but Lance tried to ignore it. He sat on a stool near an old phone box and watched Doc work. After doing some things to the unit, Doc connected it to his phone line and punched in the number of the bar. He then stood up.

	“That’s all there is to it, Frenchie. After you hook the box to your line, replace this phone number here with the one you want to call. Now, let’s get out of here and test it.”

	They left the building and drove back to the bar. Lance looked at his old pal with concern. “You know, Doc, you ought to think about your health. That hole you’re living in is a disgrace.”

	Doc told him he paid a hundred dollars a month. “What do you expect for that amount, Frenchie? A mansion?”

	Lance was shocked at how far a man could fall in a matter of a few years. “I tell you what, Doc. I will give you more money if the machine works.”

	Doc’s eyes popped wide open, and then he became serious. “Thanks, Frenchie.” They parked the vehicle in front of the bar and stepped out.

	“I punched in the number of the booth inside the bar. You just watch,” Doc said as he opened the door of the bar. He motioned the bartender over and asked him if they could briefly use his telephone. Before the man could object, Lance dropped some money on the table, and the bartender obliged and brought the phone. Doc scribbled his home number on a piece of paper and told Lance to dial the number as he rushed to the booth.

	Lance dialed Doc’s number, still skeptical, but the phone in the booth rang and Doc picked it up. “Are you convinced, Frenchie?”

	“Shut up and hang up the phone,” Lance said, but he was happy the unit worked; that was all he needed to know.

	They left together and retrieved the unit from Doc’s home, then Lance dropped him off at the bar. He gave Doc more money for old time’s sake and said goodbye, promising to see him soon. He drove off feeling a bit sad, thinking about the old Superman Doc who used to drive a BMW but was now on skid row; poor man.

	He checked his watch; it was almost four. He called Lova and asked her to meet him at her old house at about five o’clock. His plan was simple, but it demanded taking a lot of precautions, which is why he had bought the unit. He would install it in Lova’s house, without her knowledge, of course, and then he would call Batiste to mislead him. The man would think he was in Brussels, long after Lance had returned to France.

	Lance arrived at Lova’s old home at a quarter to five, and at five, she arrived and parked her sleek Jaguar behind his beat-up Peugeot. She looked as beautiful as he remembered; tall, blonde, and very curvaceous.

	She looked at him and smiled. “You know, you are right. You haven’t changed a bit.”

	She seemed to have done well for herself, and that was very evident by the way she looked. They hugged and talked about the good old times. Lance had always liked the girl, so he couldn’t help but warn her.

	“Look, Lova, I am investigating some people. I need to borrow your house for a few days. If anyone asks you what I wanted, tell them I needed a place to crash. I shouldn’t tell you any more.”

	“How long will you need it for?” she asked seriously.

	“A day, maybe two. I don’t want to put you in any more danger than necessary. By the time anyone knows I was in Belgium, I will be back in France and I’ll make sure they know it.”

	“Don’t worry. Everybody knows this house is for sale, so you could be a buyer.”

	She showed him around the house. At some point, Lance picked up the house phone and was glad to hear a dial tone. They talked for a little while longer before Lance walked her to the car.

	“Thank you, Lova. I owe you one,” he said, extending his hand.

	She ignored it and kissed him on the cheek. “Lance, dear, anything you want, just ask. You look good, by the way. Just keep in touch this time.”

	She reversed the car and was gone in an instant. Lance entered his car and retrieved the box with the unit. He made his way back to the house. He had decided that the library would be the ideal place to install the unit. He removed the unit from the car, brought it into the library, and connected it as Doc had shown him.

	He thought of his estranged wife and son in Lyon and decided it was time to call them. Since it was a long-distance number, it would confirm his test. He punched the area code and the number in Lyon into the unit. He drove to a newsstand, bought a newspaper, got some change, and then went to a nearby phone booth. He called the number of Lova’s old house, where the unit was connected, and sure enough, his wife answered the phone. “Hello?”

	“Yes, it’s me. How are you and the boy doing?” he asked enthusiastically.

	She paused. “Listen, Lance, don’t waste my time. Just send the money. How we are doing is none of your business,” she spat out.

	Lance hung up on her. Maybe she still loved him, but then again, why was she always pissed off at him? He shook his head in wonder. Women were complicated. She certainly didn’t sound happy with her life.

	He looked at his watch, and it was almost nine p.m. He went to a nearby store, got a lot of change, and then looked for a phone booth. “Operator, I would like to make a phone call to Kinshasa in Congo.”

	He gave her the numbers, deposited the coins, and waited as the operator connected him. His real intention was to inform Pierre that he was fine so that the kid could keep on working without worrying. He was calling the Hotel Meridian because he figured Pierre’s number was tapped. Before he left Congo, Lance had learned from Pierre that after the robbery at the hotel, the bugs on the journalists’ phones had been removed for fear of embarrassment. He and Pierre had discussed sending a message through Jenny, but agreed to use code so she wouldn’t understand the message.

	Somebody picked up the phone. “May I please talk to Jenny Osborne?”

	He waited, and a moment later someone picked up the phone. “This is Jenny. May I help you?”

	“Listen and please don’t interrupt. This is Mr. Beck. Tell my pal PJ that the hunter is sleeping and waiting to pounce on the foe. He has been tracking the foe, but the foe knows everything about the hunter, and oh yes… tell PJ that I will see him soon.”

	Jenny wrote this information on a piece of paper. “Anything else?” Jenny asked.

	“No, nothing. Thank you,” he said and hung up.

	He made his way to the car and drove back to the house. He entered and headed toward the library. He walked to the unit, erased his wife’s number, and punched in Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire’s number. He left the house and drove to a car rental place, belonging to the same chain as the one in Paris, and left the car with an apologetic note. He was afraid of being recognized. Surely by now, The Helpers knew he’d rented a car in Paris.

	Lance hailed a taxi and told the driver to take him straight to the train station. The taxi moved very quickly through the traffic and arrived at the station within a few minutes. He walked into a small electronics store and looked around. Finally, he saw what he wanted —something to play the tape he’d recorded of Batiste talking to Maurice and Malik. He paid the salesman for a Walkman and walked out. He checked his watch, and it was approaching ten p.m. The next train to Paris was at ten-thirty. He still had time to pull this thing off.

	The information he had recorded on the cassette wasn’t enough to prosecute Batiste, but it was enough to make him squirm. He would only give Batiste time to know that he was in Belgium. Time was running out, so he went and bought a calling card. He dialed the unit, which connected him to Batiste’s home in Paris.

	“May I talk to Monsieur Apollinaire?” There was a pause as if the other party was undecided about what to do. “Do you hear me? I want Batiste now! Get him if you value your job!”

	That worked. “Just a moment, monsieur!” the man said quickly.

	A heavy voice came on the line. “Who is this?”

	“This is Lance, and I want Batiste fast. I will hang up if you hesitate.” Lance could hear the ruckus in the background as they turned on all the equipment to track him down. He only had two minutes.

	“Hello, Lance. How are you?” Batiste said.

	“You dirty bastard; you almost had me killed twice. There won’t be a third time.”

	“Come on, monsieur. That was a misunderstanding. We can iron this out man to man.”

	“Listen, you bastard. I have tapes containing your conversations with Maurice and that muscle man of yours, Malik. I can also prove you work for The Helpers. I will be in touch.”

	Lance hung up and realized that his face was perspiring and his hands were sweaty. He heard the last call announcement of his train and sprinted to catch it. He got there just before the door closed and found a seat. Paris was still about two hours away, so he ordered a scotch and relaxed, sipping it and listening to the constant bo-bo-bo as the train turned and twisted.

	The stop before Paris was announced, and Lance retrieved his bag and stepped out of the train. He hailed a taxi in search of a motel that would be open at that late hour. Twenty minutes later, Lance had a single bedroom for the night. The place was spacious and had a large bed and a fairly spacious closet. He undressed, throwing his now dirty jeans on the floor, and took a well-deserved shower. It felt like days since he had taken one, and the water felt very good.

	He stepped out about fifteen minutes later and dried himself, put on his boxers, and then lay on his bed. He reached for the Walkman and listened to the two tapes. The first one had Maurice’s voice informing Batiste about the rendezvous with Lance. He ejected the tape and put in another. This one had two recordings. The first was a call between Batiste’s house and one of his operatives in the field, talking about the completion of the trap. Then there was a final call from one of the goons called Malik, assuring Batiste that they had witnessed the demise of the mark. Batiste promised Malik a reward, and the tape ended.

	Lance knew Batiste’s voice, and so did everybody at the Foreign Intelligence office, so Lance was holding the ace. The only thing Batiste would want to do is make a deal with him. For the time being, he was safe, but he didn’t know for how long. His main concern was to keep a low profile. Sleep took him unawares, and he went out cold.

	 

	


CHAPTER 37
_______

	Batiste was thinking about what had brought him to this point. He recalled how he had received a call about ten o’clock the previous night from Brussels. He had tried to delay Lance, hoping to pinpoint the origin of the phone call, but the old bastard was smart and had hung up the phone before he could get the location. All he knew was that the man had called from a phone booth somewhere in Brussels.

	Hearing Lance’s voice had been a shock to him, and he had held his chest as if he were having a heart attack. He thought the man was dead. “Stupid…” he had shouted at his so-called professionals, Malik and Zero. How could they have missed the bastard? A check at the police lab had proved beyond a reasonable doubt that the flesh that burned out of the van was not human, and that meant the old bastard Lance was alive. More importantly, Lance had information that could incriminate him, but common sense told him that the bastard wasn’t a fool. What would he gain by making the information available to French Intelligence?

	He had spent the whole night thinking about what Lance was up to. He was sure that all that the bastard wanted was insurance. He would play it by ear and wait to get his hands on him. To show the rest of his workforce that he was serious, Batiste had driven Malik and Zero out in the dead of night and had personally shot both of them. Messing up an important job was unacceptable in his business.

	He had ordered a report on Lance’s family, but was disappointed to learn that the man didn’t care for his family and had spent years without seeing them. He only sent a few bucks in alimony now and then. The bastard was going to be a hard nut to crack. Batiste had had all transportation terminals and rental centers watched. They had found out that he had rented a car in Paris and dropped it off in Brussels.

	Batiste wanted Lance. He wanted him so bad he could taste him. All the hotels in Brussels were being checked, and by the end of the day, they would have Lance’s whereabouts. The man had gone to Brussels because he knew he wasn’t expected to go there; he always does the unexpected. That was lesson one at the academy, but then why did he let it be known he was in Brussels? Because he didn’t have any plans to stay there.

	“Where the hell are you?” he asked out loud, to the surprise of everybody around the table.

	His guests were The Helpers, who had come to Paris on short notice after receiving an urgent hand-delivered envelope from Batiste. They were Monsieur Félicité, Monsieur Bertrand, and Monsieur Leonardo, Dominico’s right-hand man. Dominico was the Supreme Leader of The Helpers. Batiste shivered a little and looked at the gentlemen seated around the table. There was silence as people gathered around the table for a meeting that had been called by Batiste.

	Lance had his voiceprint, and if The Helpers knew that, the penalty would be swift. He remembered how he had been excited to join the esteemed group after he was promised wealth beyond his wildest dreams. He had been young and ambitious then and had just joined French Intelligence. Although his parents were Belgian, he was born in France and was a French citizen. This made it easy to join the elite services and live out his fantasies of espionage and intrigue. His parents’ friend had approached him with the offer, and his greed had taken over. At the time, he hadn’t understood what he was getting himself into, and now he was stuck.

	He looked at the men around the table. He couldn’t tell them about the recorded tapes. That would make him a liability and expendable. What should I tell them? Maybe I can tell them about a phone call without mentioning specifics.

	“Thanks for coming at short notice, gentlemen,” he said, touching his temple. He paused, trying to find the right words to explain the urgency of the meeting without implicating himself. “Gentlemen, I have learned from a French agent that there is a leak in our esteemed group.”

	Leonardo raised his hand to interrupt. “Excuse me, Batiste, what exactly do you mean by that, and where is the leak?”

	Batiste reached for a glass and poured himself some water. “Monsieur, we don’t know where the leak is, except that a man called our headquarters, claiming he knows that we have members in the French agency,” he said, making it up as he went along.

	“And that’s all the man said?” Bertrand asked, looking straight at Batiste.

	“That’s what I have for now, but I am following it up.”

	“You do that, Batiste. We don’t have to tell you how serious this is,” Leonardo stated.

	“Do you think you have been compromised?” Bertrand asked Batiste.

	“I don’t think so, but I was concerned enough to call this meeting.”

	“You did the right thing. Let’s find the man and find out how much he knows before we take the necessary action. I trust your phones are secure?” Félicité asked.

	Everybody nodded uncomfortably and touched their cell phones. Félicité was untouchable since he didn’t have a phone.

	Batiste still looked worried. Leonardo walked around the table and put his hand on his shoulder. “Come on, Batiste, relax. When have we ever failed?”

	The meeting was adjourned.

	 


CHAPTER 38
_______

	Back in Kinshasa, Jenny put down the receiver after receiving Lance’s message. She had just gone to bed when the phone rang and woke her up. She couldn’t sleep after that. Her mind was busy trying to figure out what the message meant. She immediately knew who PJ was when the caller mentioned the name. Who is Mr. Beck? And why was Pierre using the same name when I first met him? For that matter, why did he call me?

	She picked up the phone and called Pierre. A woman answered the phone and passed it over to Pierre.

	“So you are cohabiting?” Jenny joked when Pierre came on the phone.

	Pierre wasn’t in a cheerful mood. “It’s late, Jenny; you should be in bed. What’s up?”

	“Listen, Pierre, I need to talk to you tonight. It’s important.”

	* * *

	Pierre hesitated but realized that if he didn’t go, he wouldn’t sleep, since he would be thinking about what Jenny wanted to talk about. “Sure, I will be there as soon as I can.”

	Pierre had received a report from Paris instructing him to report any contact with his boss. It also emphasized that Lance wasn’t to be told about it. This message had bothered him more than what was unfolding in Congo. How could he betray his boss and friend? Had The Helpers convinced Paris that Lance was a traitor? Pierre had not been sleeping well, and Marianne had commented on the dark circles under his eyes.

	* * *

	Jenny went to the bathroom and washed her face. She was looking forward to seeing Pierre, but also wanted to find out more about the message. She intended to use the message to get more information out of Pierre. She hated to do this to him, but she was a journalist. She smiled as she left the room, knowing she probably had a new scoop. She stopped by John’s room to see if he was back from his dinner with Marc and his friends, but he didn’t answer.

	She had just sat down on the stool when Pierre appeared by her side. Her heart skipped a beat, but she quickly composed herself.

	“How did you get here, by helicopter? I just talked to you a few minutes ago.”

	“Whatever you had to say sounded urgent. Let’s get a seat by the terrace,” he said, taking her hand and leading her outside. He chose a table farther away from the noise and pulled out a chair for her before he sat down.

	“Now, tell me. What was so important that I had to come out at this hour?” he asked.

	The waiter appeared and he ordered both of them some drinks. “Maybe I got lonely and needed some male company. Is that bad?”

	* * *

	Pierre looked at Jenny and smiled, not buying what she was saying. “But that isn’t the reason you called me, Jenny. Is it?”

	The waiter brought their drinks, and Pierre paid him, telling him to keep the change. The man went away with a big smile.

	Jenny looked at Pierre for a minute. “If I asked you a question, would you give me a straight answer?”

	Pierre paused, wondering why she was giving him the run-around. “Jenny, it would depend on the question,” he said lamely. “Why don’t you cut the bullshit and get to the point? Why did you call me here?” he asked, feeling annoyed.

	“You are not going to bulldoze me, Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe,” she said, answering in the same tone. “Who is Mr. Beck?”

	Pierre was shocked by the question. “Why do you ask?”

	Jenny simply looked at him and didn’t say anything. Pierre looked down. “Okay, you win. I sometimes use that name because of my line of work.”

	“Which is what, exactly?” she asked.

	“I can’t tell you, but I can tell you this much. Beck was my coworker a while back. Satisfied?”

	“When was this?” she asked.

	This time, Pierre lost his cool and tried to leave, but Jenny held his hand to stop him. “Okay, Pierre, don’t leave. Mr. Beck called me tonight and gave me a message to give you.”

	“What was the message?”

	“Not so fast. I want assurance that you will tell me what it means when I tell you.”

	“Look, Jenny, this information may put you in a compromising position. It’s better for you if you don’t ask a lot of questions and just give it to me.” He paused and then added. “Beck must have been in an awkward situation to call you in the first place, and most probably he thought that your phone line would be safer, so please tell me everything.”

	Jenny was torn. The reporter in her wanted to go after the story, but the woman in her wanted to believe Pierre. He seemed to be tormented by something. It was obvious that this man meant a lot to Pierre. “Okay, Pierre, it’s up to you to tell me what you want. I will quote the message. “The hunter is sleeping and waiting to pounce on the foe. He has been tracking the foe, but the foe knows everything about the hunter,” she said breathlessly and then sipped her drink.

	Jenny watched Pierre as he tried to digest the information. He seemed to be confused as to whether he should tell her. Finally, he ruffled his hair and spread his hands. “Okay, Jenny, this is off the record, right?” Jenny nodded. “Since you already know too much, I don’t believe this is going to be a surprise to you.” He paused. “The message means that the Helpers already know that we’re investigating them. The only conclusion to this is that they must have somebody inside the French government.”

	Jenny almost spilled her drink. “So, you mean the so-called hunter is going ahead with his plans even after knowing they are after him?”

	Pierre smiled. “Especially after knowing that, because he has to stop them. Did he say anything else that you might have forgotten?” Pierre asked.

	Jenny shook her head. “There were some strange echoes. The phone call came from far away. Oh yes, he said he will see you soon.”

	Pierre smiled. “You did good, Jenny, but it might be time for you to jump ship.”

	“Meaning?” she asked.

	“Jenny, take my advice and get the hell out of here. It’s bound to get worse before it gets better. These peace talks will probably not amount to anything.”

	“I will keep that in mind,” she said, recalling what Jackie had said earlier.

	“Jenny, I am sorry, but I have to leave,” Pierre said as he stood up. He helped Jenny with her chair and walked her to the elevator. “Please call me if you need me, and by the way, Marianne is my secretary.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, headed for the door, and was gone in a flash.

	* * *

	Jenny sat on her bed, wondering why this man had such a powerful effect on her. All kinds of emotions were going through her mind. There were her growing feelings for Pierre mixed with the prospect of danger, and then there was the excitement of knowing she was on the brink of events that might shape history. She stood up and walked to the elevator.

	Her mind was working overtime. She knew something was going to happen soon, which excited her. The reporter took over. “I wouldn’t miss it for a million,” she thought as she opened the door to her room.

	She lay down on her bed, thinking about the events of the day. She and John had visited various Embassies stationed in Kinshasa to obtain as much information as possible about their emergency exit procedures. They had ended up at the British Consulate and talked to Ian Hamilton, who had informed them that a new ceasefire agreement had been signed by both parties. He had also expressed reservations about the ceasefire. “It may be a trick to get the rebels into the open and kill them.”

	John was not convinced about the agreement. “According to the information I got, deep ethnic hatred still exists, and I don’t see how some ink on a piece of paper can erase that,” John had said. They had debated the issue for a long time before Jenny left them to go and have lunch with Jackie.

	Jackie was not her usual bubbly self, and Jenny tried to get to the bottom of what was troubling her. Eventually, Jackie opened up and told Jenny that there were some people in the ruling party, as well as in the opposition radical party, who were determined to make sure the peace talks failed. They had even hinted at going for a full-scale war to avoid integration of the forces.

	Jackie believed that these people were not bluffing and that the time had come for foreigners to evacuate. She refused to reveal her source but said that she had been around this area long enough to know that something was going to happen soon. She and her husband had already decided to leave, and Jackie advised Jenny to do the same.

	“I’m a reporter and I need to be here. Nothing will happen to me,” Jenny had protested. “Moreover, I hear that foreigners are safer here.”

	Jackie had shaken her head. “You believe that? Can’t you see that these marauding youths don’t have any sense of respect for anyone? What makes you think that foreigners would be an exception to these people?” Jenny had remained speechless.

	“I’m telling you, Jenny, there is a power struggle going on and nobody is safe anymore!”

	‘Confusion’ wasn’t a strong enough word to describe what Jenny felt when Jackie dropped her off. 

	* * *

	Lance woke up at ten o’clock the next morning. He went to the restaurant and ordered scrambled eggs and toast, which he devoured. The coffee was strong, the way he liked it. After breakfast, Lance walked across the street and registered with the proprietor for one more night.

	“Can you please show me where I can buy some gifts for my family?” Lance asked.

	The man was more than willing to direct him. The way he put it, the town center wasn’t more than ten minutes away, and there was a bus every fifteen minutes. Lance thanked him and walked back to his room. One thing he couldn’t leave behind was the tapes, the only evidence he had on Batiste. After retrieving them, he walked to the corner and waited for the bus.

	In a mall located on the outskirts of Paris, Lance purchased a few pairs of socks and undershirts. He walked around thinking and looking at young couples who were walking hand in hand, engaged in their favorite pastime of kissing and giggling. He knew that by now, Batiste was closing in on him. A plan was building up in his head, and if he could pull it off, not only would he be safe, but he would also be able to get Batiste off his back once and for all.

	The plan was not foolproof, but it could work. He went to his room to make final preparations. He decided that he would accelerate the pressure and call Batiste to let him listen to the cassette recorder, but first, he needed to rest. He slept most of the day and didn’t wake up until seven o’clock that evening. He packed his few belongings and told the proprietor that he wouldn’t be spending the night after all.

	At about eight o’clock, he entered the phone booth and put in a call to Batiste.

	“This is Lance. I want Batiste, quick!”

	“Lance, my friend, how are you? I was waiting all day for your call.”

	Lance didn’t waste any time; he played the last part of the tape. “This is Malik. The job is completed.” He then played Batiste’s answer, “ You will be well rewarded.”

	“I’m not going to play the whole thing because I know right now you are trying to locate me,” Lance said.

	“I see you don’t get in touch with your wife anymore, Monsieur, or your son?”

	This statement shook him up. He didn’t expect the son of a bitch to go that far, but since he did, Lance played along. “For all I care, you can dump them anywhere. For your information, I haven’t seen them in years, but nice try.” He quickly hung up the phone before they could trace the call.

	He left the booth and checked into another one about five miles down the road. He took his time walking back to his room. His mind was confused about Batiste’s latest threat to his family. He had to do something. He picked up the phone, asked for the outside line, and then dialed the bar that Doc frequented. “Hello, may I talk to Doc?’

	There was a pause. “Who is calling?”

	“Tell him, Frenchie!” Lance answered.

	A moment later, Doc came to the phone. “Hello, Frenchie. What’s up?”

	“I have another job for you. I will pay five big ones.”

	Doc didn’t hesitate. “Okay, Frenchie, what do you want me to do?”

	“Now listen, there is a train that leaves at ten-thirty this evening for Paris. Get on it and get off one stop before Paris and take a taxi to the Merci motel, on the highway to Reims. I will be waiting. Get going, Doc, you have only thirty minutes.”

	“I am on my way,” Doc answered and hung up.

	Doc arrived at a quarter to one. “Tell me, Frenchie, what is all this about?”

	Lance avoided the question. “Come on, Doc; let’s take you to your room. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow!” he said lightly. They quietly walked toward the room. Doc had shaved and was well-dressed, which pleased Lance.

	“Doc, get some sleep, and we will discuss everything in detail tomorrow morning, okay?”

	“Okay,” Doc said. His eyes were bloodshot, and Lance could see he hadn’t slept much.

	 

	


CHAPTER 39
_______

	Batiste Apollinaire walked around his bedroom, recalling the phone call he had received earlier from Lance Lemmand. He was very confused, and for once, he was scared. The bastard had become a menace in his life and could bring him down. He thought of a very good hitman he had used before. The man was very expensive, but he never failed a job. The expense wasn’t an issue as things stood. The man had to be eliminated immediately. His three important guests were leaving tomorrow, and he didn’t want them to go back to Brussels empty-handed.

	He changed into casual clothes and strapped on his pistol. The time had come to take control of the situation once and for all. Dinner was at eight o’clock, so he could step out and be back in time. He picked up the phone, dialed a number, and left a message to be contacted as soon as possible. Batiste wasn’t a man who drank much alcohol, but today was an exception. He filled his glass with wine and downed it. He carefully walked to his safe.

	He chose a briefcase from one of the closets, walked back to the safe, and packed it with the equivalent of half a million dollars. This was the usual sum the man wanted upfront for this kind of work. He closed the briefcase and locked the safe. Now all that was left was for the man to call and arrange a meeting. Batiste was restless and kept pacing the room, thinking about Lance. He had underestimated the man; otherwise, the fool would be dead.

	A few minutes before, Batiste had excused himself, to the surprise of everybody, claiming he had an emergency to take care of. He had said he would be back in time for dinner. He didn’t want anybody in the house to be suspicious. He walked quickly to the car. No sooner had Batiste left than another of his gentleman guests excused himself to make an important phone call.

	The telephone buzzed, suddenly making him jump.

	“Hello, Batiste, it’s me. How are you?”

	“I need your help!”

	There was a pause. “Get in your car with your chauffeur, nobody else. Make a right at the first stoplight. I will see you.” The phone went dead in Batiste’s hands.

	Batiste picked up his briefcase and walked downstairs. He told his bodyguard to stay put and whispered to the driver to take a particular car that he rarely used. Instantly, the driver disappeared and brought the car around. Batiste quickly got in the back.

	“Take the first right and keep going. I will tell you when to stop,” he ordered.

	The driver did as he was told. It wasn’t long before they saw a blinking light, and the driver stopped. There was a knock on the back window; Batiste opened it and received a note. Monsieur, make a left at the next street and jump out. You’ll be contacted.

	Batiste read the message and gave orders to the driver, who quickly stepped on the gas pedal. He told his driver to drop him off and go back home. As soon as he got out with the briefcase, someone pulled him into a dark corner. A few seconds later, his driver passed by, followed by another car.

	“Come on. I will take you to the man,” a voice said.

	A car was waiting nearby with the engine running. The back door of the vehicle was opened, and Batiste entered. A few seconds later, the vehicle started moving.

	“Monsieur Apollinaire, how are you?” the man said.

	It was dark in the car, as it had been on previous occasions, and Batiste could barely see the outline of the man. “Hello, Sapphire. How are you?”

	Sapphire laughed. “Are things that bad that you answer a question with another, Batiste?”

	Batiste paused. “Monsieur, it’s worse. I want a man eliminated immediately.”

	There was a pause as Sapphire digested the statement. “You know I don’t ask questions, but in this case, it seems that I have two things to do.”

	“What do you mean?’ Batiste asked, surprised.

	“Monsieur, you have somebody tailing you.” Sapphire laughed and then stopped abruptly. “But don’t worry. We have the license number of the car that was following you, so we will know who it is before long. Now tell me about this other problem?”

	Batiste hadn’t recovered from the shock and was still shaking.

	Sapphire noticed this and reached into a cupboard. He pulled out a bottle of Scotch, poured some in a glass for Batiste, and some for himself. Batiste rapidly downed his drink. Sapphire poured him some more and waited patiently for the man to talk.

	“The person I am talking about is called Lance Lemmand. He is the French Intelligence Chief in Congo-Kinshasa. This man is on a crusade to destroy me. He has recorded phone conversations between me and other associates and wants to blackmail me.”

	This time, Batiste was shaking with anger, and Sapphire sensed it. “Calm down, my friend. Have I ever let you down?” he asked.

	“No, Sapphire, but I can’t control my temper with this bastard.”

	“You will have to so that you don’t interfere with my work. Now give me the details of your last conversation, his family, and any friends of his you might know.”

	Batiste told Sapphire all he knew about Lance. As he talked, Sapphire realized that this pompous man knew more about Lance than he needed to track him down. “Did you say he has been seen at the Agency warehouse talking to Nicolas?”

	“Yes, but we don’t think Nicolas knows what Lance is up to. Otherwise, he would have reported it. He is straight as an arrow.”

	“So the man got equipment to listen to and record your phone calls. It sounds like your Monsieur Lance is resourceful.” He paused for a moment. “How did this come about?”

	This question took Batiste by surprise. He didn’t know if he should answer it, but realized he had no choice. “He questioned a fool named Maurice, who worked in Madagascar when Lance was assigned there.”

	Sapphire laughed and completed the sentence. “And Maurice confessed about you?”

	“Not exactly. He warned Lance to stop with the questions.”

	“But Lance became suspicious and persisted by following Maurice around and listening to his calls, am I right?” Batiste nodded, surprised that Sapphire guessed everything as if he had been there.

	“Where is this Maurice?” Sapphire asked.

	“Dead, I’m afraid,” Batiste answered.

	Sapphire laughed hard again. “You don’t waste time, do you, Batiste?” Sapphire suddenly stopped laughing. “This Lance person won’t bother you again, that is for sure, but I have to find out who else is following you, Monsieur. I will be in touch soon.”

	Batiste was relieved that at last somebody who knew how to operate was taking over the job. He had known Sapphire for fifteen years, and not once had he failed to deliver. It didn’t matter where in the world the mark was, Sapphire always kept his word. He believed that if he was paid for a job, he had to complete it, even if the employer was dead. Batiste pushed the briefcase toward Sapphire. Sapphire cleared his throat. “And what if the car that is following you belongs to another man trying to bring you down, monsieur?”

	Batiste thought about this for a minute and then said. “Well, Sapphire, when you inform me, I will let you know how to proceed.”

	“Fair enough.” They shook hands as the car pulled over to the side.

	Sapphire said something to the driver, and the door opened, and Batiste stepped out.

	“I will be in touch,” Sapphire said, and the door shut.

	Follow me, monsieur,” another familiar voice said, and they walked to the main street. Batiste didn’t recognize this place, but soon a taxi pulled over. He turned to say thank you to the man who had come with him, but he had vanished.

	He settled himself in the seat and gave the taxi driver directions to his house. He retired to his room, glad that at last, a capable man was handling the mess.

	 

	


CHAPTER 40
_______

	Sapphire gave directions to his driver, and in a few minutes, he was outside Paris and heading to his residence a few hours away. He was a very careful man and a master of disguise. He could go anywhere during the day and nobody would recognize him. None of his current or past neighbors knew who he was or what he did for a living.

	Sapphire retired to his library and put on a tape of his conversation with Batiste. Slowly, he started mentally drawing a profile of his mark. The man was very unpredictable. He let Batiste know he was in Brussels during the first call and stopped the second call in mid-sentence to avoid detection.

	Sapphire made a phone call using a scrambler. “Hello, it’s me, what do you have?”

	“The man following Batiste is a small-time hustler, probably hired by some big shot.”

	“Okay, no harm in paying him a visit and twisting his arm a little.”

	“I will call you in a few hours.” They hung up.

	Sapphire was happy he had some work at last. In the last few months, since the accident involving a judge, everybody had cooled off on contract jobs. Most contractors had been sent to jail, but not him. He wasn’t known by the law, and the few people who knew him by name didn’t know his actual appearance; that included his driver and his house help.

	He had acquired his current disguise after a botched job during his earlier years. It was a simple addition to his jaw, eyebrows, and eyes.

	He liked to wear hats, so no one knew his actual hairline. He took off this cosmetic addition only when he went to sleep. He locked his door tightly, sat back, and poured himself a stiff drink.

	Sapphire’s mind was on his next victim, Monsieur Lance Lemmand. The man was a tricky customer, but he would locate him. He looked at himself in the mirror to check his disguise. Everything was in place. He was fully dressed in a soft leather jacket with woolen lining. Inside was a black turtle neck, virgin wool gray pants, and black loafers. He checked around to make sure everything was in place before he set his house alarm.

	He chose to drive a small Porsche, his favorite car. He picked up the phone, called the driver, and told him to stick around and play poker with the boys. People who worked for him liked him; he didn’t overwork them and was always generous with money. He looked at his watch; it was about ten o’clock.

	He picked up the phone. “Have you heard anything from this Lance character, Joe?”

	There was a pause. “Boss, the man took a train from Brussels to Paris but got out before. We haven’t been able to establish where he is, but we should know soon.”

	“Good work, Joe.” Sapphire hung up and pulled out of the garage quickly and zipped through the gate, which was already open. Within a few minutes, he was heading to Paris. The Porsche responded to his acceleration beautifully. He checked his side mirror, a habit he had developed long ago, but who would tail him? No one knew who he was.

	Sapphire received a call from Joe. The machine had pinpointed the location of the phone signal belonging to the person who had put a tail on Batiste. His people had squeezed the con man following Batiste and found out that he didn’t know his employer, but had a phone number that he called with information.

	Sapphire slowed down, dialed another number, and asked for Batiste. There was a pause, and some explanations of an emergency, and then the man came to the phone. “This is Batiste.”

	“Come to the very place we met last time. It’s an emergency!” Sapphire stated.

	“But, monsieur, I have guests…” Batiste started to complain.

	“Bring your cell phone with you. Hurry, don’t even change your clothes.” He hung up.

	Sapphire drove to where the car had dropped off Batiste and told him to get in. Batiste sat in silence as Sapphire made a phone call.

	“Do you have anything for me yet?” Sapphire asked and listened for a few minutes before hanging up. He turned to look at Batiste. “We know that your Monsieur Lance didn’t come straight to Paris. He got out sometime before, so we are combing the whole countryside. We have the location of the person who put a tail on you, and he’s in your house.”

	Batiste looked at him in shock.

	“Monsieur, we will have the name shortly.” Sapphire looked at Batiste closely. “Would you like a drink?” he asked, but Batiste shook his head. He looked like he was still in shock. “Very well,” Sapphire said as he lit a cigarette. “Tell me how your guests are distributed in the house if you don’t mind,” he asked, puffing out the smoke.

	“Well…” Batiste paused, thinking. “I have two guests upstairs and one guest downstairs.”

	“I see.” Sapphire took another sip from the bottle. “So there are three upstairs, including yourself?” Batiste nodded.

	Sapphire took another puff on his cigarette. “Tell me the arrangements exactly,” he said.

	“The first floor has a guest room occupied by Monsieur Bertrand. My bedroom is on the second floor. Monsieur Leonardo and Monsieur Félicité are staying in rooms opposite mine.”

	Sapphire nodded affirmatively. “I think we will be sure of your culprit in a few minutes, monsieur; I mean the one that is tailing you.” Batiste forced a smile and thanked Sapphire.

	Sapphire’s cell phone rang, and he picked it up and listened for a few minutes, then turned to Batiste. “Monsieur, it is Monsieur Bertrand who hired someone to tail you.” He paused. “What would you like us to do to this gentleman?”

	* * *

	The news took Batiste by surprise. He decided to take a drink after all. “Don’t do anything to him for the time being. This information is very helpful; thank you,” he said, his voice shaking. Sapphire simply nodded.

	* * *

	A car arrived beside them, and Batiste stepped out of the vehicle and was escorted to another parked car. He was still in shock. There was one question that kept lingering in his mind. Did Lance reveal the information to anybody? The answer was obvious; otherwise, he would be living with the fish. There was another possibility. Maybe the Helpers deemed it necessary to tail him to find Lance. This conclusion made him relax a little. He decided to find Lance one way or another before The Helpers did. The car dropped him off at the corner near his house and waited until he entered his gate before driving off.

	The guards looked astonished to see him walking alone. He murmured something and continued toward the main house. It was ten p.m. and he presumed that all his guests had retired to their rooms. He closed the door behind him and entered the living room. He was surprised to see Bertrand seated there, sipping a drink. “Oh, monsieur, I’m surprised to see you are still up.”

	Bertrand stood up. “I am; come in. Would you like a drink?”

	Batiste nodded, resenting the fact that Bertrand, the man he had just found out was tailing him, was now acting as the host in his house. He wanted to leave the room, but Bertrand proceeded to pour the drinks. He handed one to Batiste and motioned him to sit down.

	“How did it go?” Bertrand asked.

	Since he had been assured by Sapphire that Lance was as good as dead, Batiste answered with confidence. “Well, monsieur, the mark is already in our sights. It’s just a matter of time.”

	Bertrand swallowed his drink. “You know, we will be glad if all this nonsense comes to a peaceful conclusion, without any fallout.”

	This last statement confirmed Batiste’s fears that if anything tied him to The Helpers, he would be compromised. “I assure you, monsieur, everything possible is being done.

	Bertrand got up. “I sincerely hope so, Monsieur Batiste, and may I bid you good night?” He left the room and headed for his guest room.

	Batiste got up and poured himself another drink, and swallowed it. He was scared of what Lance might do. What if the man had copies of the tapes? Every Intelligence officer had an ace in the hole. Something to fall back on if things got rough, but Sapphire had promised that he would find the man, and the famous assassin had never let him down.

	 

	


CHAPTER 41
_______

	Lance woke up early in the morning and went to a nearby restaurant for breakfast. Over his morning coffee, he wrote a note to his boss, Jacques Carat. In the note, he warned his boss of a leak in his inner circle and asked him to prepare additional funds since his work had become harder than originally expected. Lance asked Jacques to give the funds to his secretary, Camille, and somebody would contact her. He had acquired Camille’s home address from Nicolas the day before. He sealed the envelope and inserted it in another envelope that was addressed to Camille. He put on a stamp and then walked out of the restaurant.

	Lance walked to the van and sat down in it, watching the drivers come and go. There was an older driver, probably in his mid-sixties, whom he had overheard talking about the latest crime spree in Paris. He saw the man walking out of the restaurant and quickly approached him with a smile.

	“Good evening, Monsieur. You wouldn’t happen to be going to Paris, would you?”

	The man looked at Lance suspiciously and was about to shake his head, but Lance cut him off. “You see, monsieur, I have a wife in Paris and I just learned that my daughter is sick. I wanted you to put a letter in any mailbox in Paris so that she gets it soon. She could give the letter to my boss and get some money for hospital bills,” Lance pleaded, performing his life. “I will even give you money for your trouble. This is very important,” he added, reaching into his pocket, but the man stopped him.

	“Monsieur, I will drop it off for you. I’m very sorry about your daughter. I hope she gets better soon,” the man said sincerely.

	Lance thanked the man profusely, but the man simply boarded his truck and promised him that he would deliver the letter. The truck rolled off, and Lance smiled as he saw the taillights fading away.

	* * *

	Camille opened her mailbox and then continued to her apartment, which was on the first floor. She entered and closed the door tightly behind her. This was a habit she had developed after the death of one of her friends. It was horrible how her friend had been killed in her apartment. That’s why Camille had gotten an expensive apartment with security, but for her, it wasn’t enough, so she had purchased a burglar alarm.

	She sat down on one of the stools by her kitchenette and looked through her mail. The first few documents were junk mail, but finally, she noticed a letter addressed to her. She opened it, and a note dropped to the floor. She picked it up and read it. Please hand the letter to Jacques personally. See you soon, the note said. She looked inside the envelope again. There was a sealed envelope with her boss’s name on it, written in capital letters. She got up and fumbled with the latch on her bag before depositing it inside.

	She wondered who could have sent a letter to her boss through her. It must have been somebody who didn’t trust the security of the external service. Could it be Monsieur Lance, the good-looking but strange old man that she had helped to get away? The news around the office was that he was a rogue and nobody wanted to deal with him, but the times she had seen him with her boss, she had noticed that the man was treated with respect. She looked at the note again. Nice handwriting. She smiled and put Jacques’s envelope inside her bag.

	* * *

	Monsieur Jacques Carat walked in the door, greeted Camille, and then continued to his office.

	“Excuse me, monsieur. I received a letter…” Jacques waved his hand. “Later, Camille, I’m busy.”

	“But, monsieur, it is for you. I was told to hand it to you personally, and it’s sealed,” she added as he closed the door behind him.

	He quickly opened the door and looked at her. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Hand it to me,” he shouted. She handed it to him, and he noticed that she was hurt by his outburst. “I am sorry, Camille. I am under too much pressure these days,” he said apologetically.

	“I understand, monsieur,” she said meekly.

	Jacques was confused but took the letter. “Thank you, Camille.”

	He entered his office, opened the letter, read it, and then reread it. He walked around his office and then sat down heavily, trying to stop his hands from shaking. So, there was someone among his inner circle who was working for the shadowy group, The Helpers. But his inner circle consisted of Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot, who was retiring in a few days. He shook his head. Which of the two could it be? Although Lance was a pain in the neck, he was the best agent he knew, and Jacques believed him.

	This information was the most disturbing he had received to date, but it all added up. They had tried to assassinate Lance, and this proved one thing: Lance was onto something, and someone was trying hard to stop him from exposing them. He pressed the buzzer, and Camille picked up the phone. “Please make appointments immediately with Adrien Morel, Delmont Lambert, and Fabien Bonnet. This is a security emergency!”

	Adrien Morel was Batiste’s second in command, and Delmont was due to take over Benjamin’s job when he retired. It wasn’t long before all the gentlemen in question arrived.

	“This has to stay between the four of us. Do you understand?” he paused to make sure the men understood the gravity of his words. “I won’t go into details, but we have a situation. I received this note from Lance Lemmand this morning. You all know Lance’s record; the man is a rogue but doesn’t make idle accusations. He has discovered a leak in the office.”

	The men seemed genuinely shocked by the news. Jacques didn’t know whether to trust them, but they were not part of his inner circle, so he took a chance.

	Jacques went on. “As you know, the taxi Lance took was riddled with bullets a week ago, and there is a possibility that the van that blew up by the river was his. He was meeting with Maurice, a former spy from Madagascar.” He paused. “So, gentlemen, assuming that I am right, Lance is in a lot of trouble. I want you to defuse this situation immediately,” he commanded.

	Delmont cleared his throat. “Monsieur, I believe that in situations like these, the best way to deal with the matter is to act normally and wait for the culprit to show his hand.”

	Jacques stood up before Delmont was finished. “Normal!” he shouted. “Did you say normal?” he shook his head repeatedly. “Time is against us, for goodness’ sake. Adrien, since you are in charge of Internal Affairs, I want you to use all your influence to try to find the whereabouts of Lance. I guess that he has already changed his appearance. Make sure you put a tap on some phone lines. I will give you the names.”

	He paused and put on his glasses. “And as for you, Delmont, make sure you get your men to sweep this office for bugs.”

	“Right away, monsieur,” Delmont nodded. He knew Jacques could fire him in an instant.

	“That’s all for now, gentlemen,” Jacques said, and the men left.

	In a few minutes, the sweepers were waiting outside. “Monsieur, the sweepers are here,” Camille announced.

	“Thanks, Camille. Send them in. I will go to the cafeteria for a little while and let the sweepers do their job,” Jacques said to his secretary.

	Everybody in the cafeteria was surprised to see the big boss. He hadn’t eaten there in years. They watched him eat and then saw him leave and take the private elevator to his office.

	“Monsieur, the men left about five minutes ago,” Camille announced as her boss walked in.

	Jacques smiled. “Thank you, Camille, and remind me to talk to you today before you leave, all right?” She nodded, wondering what had happened. Was she going to be fired?

	Jacques entered his office and headed for the liquor cabinet. He chose a rare vintage and poured himself a good portion. He couldn’t believe what Lance had uncovered. His inner circle was small. Which of the two could it be? This was as good a time as any to have a drink. Lance had triggered an avalanche the moment he arrived here in Paris.

	“Lance, you are such a pain in the neck!” he said aloud, then swallowed the liquor.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 42
_______

	Camille closed the office door and nervously punched in the alarm numbers. She had been nervous for the past two days, walking around with a bulky envelope in her bag. She didn’t know what was inside, but whatever it was, it was important, because she had received it from her boss after the emergency meeting between him and the three men. Camille was patriotic, but at this point, she was feeling frustrated. She took the elevator to the first floor of the building, walked to the corner, and hailed a taxi as usual.

	In the past two days, she thought she had seen different cars following her, but she wasn’t sure anymore because she was nervous. The taxi arrived at her building, and she got out and walked toward the entrance, looking left and right, but there was nobody there, so she entered and went to her apartment. She opened the door expecting to see somebody, but there wasn’t anybody, just silence as usual. She closed the door firmly and checked the house to make sure she was alone.

	She felt very vulnerable and scared and needed some company. Even her annoying cousin would be okay, but Camille dismissed the idea after remembering the envelope she was carrying. Today was the day for her favorite television show, and she wouldn’t miss it for anything. She fixed a meal and sat down to eat. She loved her simple life for the time being, but her dream was to grow flowers. She had started saving money and hoped that one day she would have enough to pursue her dream.

	She wondered about Lance. How could an old man who looked that good be a cold-blooded killer? Yet he must trust her. That’s why he had told her boss to give her the envelope. She would not let him down, because even though she didn’t like what he did, she knew deep inside that he was fighting for the country. She said a small prayer for Lance and then concentrated on her favorite show. The show was a family comedy, and it had her laughing in no time.

	* * *

	Lance moved the van, which he had rented, closer to the taxi that Doc had just rented. He transferred the human-looking mannequin from the van to the taxi and laid it on the back seat carefully. He had purchased the mannequin at a store in Paris and had dressed it up. Lance inspected the taxi. It wasn’t bad, and it would have to do. The day before, Doc had acquired a license from one of the forgers Lance knew to rent the taxi.

	“Doc, go to the observation point. You know what to do in case things go wrong.”

	Doc nodded. “Hey, Frenchie, do you believe the boy you hired to confuse the tail will be waiting at the club to pick up the package?” he asked, hesitating.

	Lance smiled but didn’t answer immediately. He had been in this game long enough not to trust anybody, but it wasn’t necessary to alarm Doc. “He will be there the moment I call him. Otherwise, I will go for plan B.”

	Doc smiled good-naturedly. “You know, Frenchie, unless you have the whole of Paris on you, I don’t see how this could go wrong, but I wouldn’t miss it for the world—not to mention the fact that you haven’t paid me yet.” They both laughed out loud.

	Lance looked at his watch. It was time to move.

	“Hey, Doc. Keep the radio on and tell me the very moment she steps out of the building.”

	They both got into their separate vehicles with walkie-talkies. Doc was in the van, and Lance was in the taxi.

	* * *

	Camille had had an uneventful workday until a smartly dressed man walked in at about four o’clock. He was young and handsome and had a lovely smile.

	“Excuse me, Madame,” the young man asked, “is Monsieur Carat in his office?”

	“No, monsieur.” Camille shook her head.

	“In that case, Mademoiselle, would you put this envelope in his office? I have orders to give it to him.”

	Camille knew the combination of her boss’s office but had never dared to enter without authorization. “May I ask who you are, monsieur?” she asked the young man, and he flashed a badge.

	“My name is Jean Laurent. I am with Internal Affairs, mademoiselle,” he said, giving her an envelope. Camille shrugged and hit the combination. She got up and walked to the door, aware that the young man was looking at her. She entered and closed it behind her.

	Jean was fast. He quickly ran to the door and put a stopper on the handle, and then went to her bag and opened it. The envelope was there, all right. He opened it, put some silver straps around the money, and put the money in another envelope that he had brought with him. He heard the twist of the doorknob and quickly put the envelope back in the bag. He took two strides, removed the small stopper, and swung the door open for her.

	“What happened, mademoiselle? I saw the knob turn, but the door didn’t open.”

	Camille was a little confused because this had never happened before. “I don’t know; maybe the lock jammed,” she said weakly. “I have put the envelope on Monsieur Carat’s desk.”

	The young man smiled and shook her hand. “I hope to see you again, under different circumstances. Have a good day, mademoiselle,” he said and was instantly out of the office.

	The first thing Camille thought of after realizing that the lock had not jammed was the envelope. She grabbed her bag and unlatched it, and was relieved to find it right where she had left it. She went back to her desk and soon forgot about the little incident with the young man. She was looking forward to going home, and these days she took a taxi because of the package. She couldn’t wait to part with it.

	* * *

	Doc liked this part of the job. He didn’t have Frenchie looking over his shoulder and stopping him from having some good French cognac. He sipped again from the bottle and almost missed the portly figure of Mademoiselle Camille as she walked out of the office. Frenchie had said she had a blue coat on.

	He dropped the bottle and reached for the radio. “Frenchie, she is on the move, over.”

	“Damn! Thanks, over and out.” Lance started the taxi. He was glad he had parked a block away. He started the engine and slowly joined the traffic. When another taxi tried to pull into his lane, he moved faster, almost hitting it. He saw the driver clench his fists at him. He drove slowly and looked to the right, pretending to be looking for customers. She had just started to wave when he suddenly put on the brakes.

	“Where to, Madame?” She told him the address, and they drove off.

	He reached into his inside pocket and retrieved an envelope with the tapes inside.

	“Camille, don’t give me the package yet. Just take this envelope here and give it to Jacques,” he said, passing the envelope to her through the small opening.

	He noticed the shock on Camille’s face.

	“Just relax, Camille. Tell me, did anything strange happen today or yesterday?”

	Camille shook her head, still in shock that the taxi driver was Monsieur Lance.

	“I will try again. Did you leave your bag unattended at any point?”

	She quickly remembered the young man. “Yes, today a young man brought something for the boss, and I had to take it to his office, but strangely enough, when I tried to get out of the boss’s office, the door jammed. I couldn’t open it until he pulled it open, yet the computer didn’t show any malfunction of the lock. I checked the bag, though, and the envelope was still intact.”

	Lance’s mind started working. Are The Helpers onto me? How did they find me? He had told Jacques that the mole was in his inner circle; Jacques couldn’t have discussed his letter with Batiste. Maybe they have another mole. He looked in the rearview mirror and noticed that a car was following them. Damn! The Helpers. They were everywhere.

	“Never mind, Camille; you did well. Now give me the envelope before you get out of the car,” he said as he turned onto her street.

	“It’s in the middle of the block, monsieur, and whatever you are doing, good luck.”

	He smiled and thanked her before he parked the taxi. “Take care, Camille. I will be in touch. You owe me dinner, remember?” he said.

	She blushed and fumbled to give him the envelope before she stepped out of the taxi.

	Lance looked in the rearview mirror and knew he was right. The sedan was still with him. This was one of the things he had anticipated all along. He carefully opened the envelope and examined it, at the same time keeping his eyes on the road. He saw the shiny money wraps and guessed that the wiretap would be in between. The Helpers wanted to track his movements. He carefully removed the silver wraps and the transmitter from the money and put them in another envelope.

	He sealed the envelope and placed it on the seat beside him. He picked up the radio, but the signal was dead. The car that was following him was joined by another one, and they both had him in their sights. Finally, when he was about two hundred meters from the bar, the boy picked up. “Hello, over.”

	“Get outside quickly! Over,” Lance commanded.

	“But I am still having my beer, over.”

	He didn’t let him finish. “Look, kid, you choose—money or beer. Come out now, and I will buy you a whole brewery, over and out.”

	Lance hoped the boy got the message. He still couldn’t see anybody outside the bar, and he was about twenty yards away. “Damn that kid!” he cursed aloud.

	Suddenly, the boy staggered outside. Lance quickly pulled over, and the kid got into the taxi.

	“Okay, you enter the bar on the corner, go into the restroom, and quickly flush this down the toilet. Understand?” the boy nodded. Lance passed the bugged envelope to the boy, who bolted right out and entered the run-down joint. Lance made a quick right turn and noticed he was still not alone. One of the cars seemed to be gaining on him. He kept his cool, hoping the police didn’t flag him down.

	He stepped harder on the gas pedal and was thankful to see that the mall was around the corner. He headed for the loading dock behind the mall before making a quick left where the employees’ entrance was located. He pulled the mannequin from the trunk and put it in an upright position on the driver’s seat, putting a wig on its head. He closed the door quickly and tried the employees’ entrance, which thankfully was open.

	He entered quickly, got on his knees, and embedded something in the door to jam it. He could hear car brakes outside. He got up, ran up the aisle, and turned to a toilet where he had hidden some work overalls and a small toolbox. He quickly put on the overalls and walked toward a small store in the mall. Whoever these people were, they were very fast, because as he entered the store, he saw some men running to cover all the entrances of the mall. He passed the storekeeper and greeted him cheerfully.

	“Something wrong with the pump again?” the man asked.

	“Yup, as always, something needs checking,” Lance said, continuing to the back. He opened a small door and carefully stepped inside, using his foot to feel for a ladder that used to be here a while back, when he and his buddy George used to play in the tunnels. He finally stepped on it, pulled out a flashlight, and slowly descended.

	When he reached the bottom, he switched on his flashlight and instantly remembered the whole outline of the tunnel. He started jogging through the cobwebs. He arrived at the pump and climbed the ladder again to the main room, located on the ground floor. He removed the small radio from his inside pocket and pressed a button. “Doc, is it there? Over.”

	“Roger, over and out,” Doc answered, with an American accent.

	Lance walked to the door of the drain pump and carefully opened it. Doc was parked right there, waiting patiently. He opened the door of the van, and Lance entered. Doc pulled off, and in a few minutes, they had joined the traffic. Lance removed the overalls and tossed them in the back of the van.

	“Doc, get on the highway, but pull over at the nearest rest area. I need to call someone.”

	* * *

	Doc did as he was told. He didn’t have any more questions about

	Frenchie’s capabilities. He had seen the havoc Frenchie had created at the bar. The man was a genius, and the final episode at the mall was a real classic. He pulled into a parking lot, and Lance got out, brushed himself off, and examined his face in the rearview mirror before walking confidently into the coffee shop.

	Doc shook his head as he looked at Lance. “This man was a God-send,” he thought, recalling how hopeless his living circumstances had been before Frenchie showed up. It would only have been a matter of time before he finally died a down-and-out middle-aged man. He felt a pang of gratitude toward his French friend.

	The waiter showed Lance a phone booth. Lance inserted the card and dialed the number in Belgium. A moment later, there was static as the call was transferred to Paris.

	“Hello?” a voice said.

	“This is Lance. Let me talk to Batiste now. I don’t have much time!” he said in a commanding voice.

	“Hello, Lance. How are you?” Batiste sounded defeated.

	“I beat you again, you bastard. I will call you tomorrow for a meeting, on my terms.”

	Lance quickly hung up and strolled out of the restaurant.

	* * *

	Jean-Laurent sat with Joe in the car, wondering how they would explain this to Sapphire. That bastard Lance was smart. He had given the transmitter to a punk who had run into the bar, but Sapphire had directed Jean to keep up the chase of the taxi anyway, and within a few minutes, it was apparent Sapphire had been right. Lance had outsmarted them.

	They had followed the car only to find a mannequin in the driver’s seat. They had searched every single inch of the mall and finally found out that a man wearing overalls had gone under the mall to fix the water pump. They had followed him into the tunnel, but he was long gone.

	“I'd better call the boss with the bad news,” Joe said nervously. Laurent nodded.

	Sapphire was back at his house, thinking hard when the phone call came. “Boss, it’s Joe.”

	“I already know, you fuckhead. He got away through the tunnel, right? Don’t any of you fools know how they build these malls?” He was pissed off.

	Suddenly, Sapphire changed his tone. “I will give you one more chance, Joe. Go to Brussels immediately and find out what Lemmand has been up to. Leave the rest to me.”

	The phone went dead in Joe’s hands. “Phew, that was close.”

	Jean smiled outwardly, but inside, he was seething. How did Lance know he would be followed? He had to give it to the older man. He had outplayed them. He stepped out of the car and bid Joe a weak goodbye.

	* * *

	Lance and Doc drove out of Paris. Both of them were very quiet and didn’t say much for a long time. Doc finally broke the silence. “Frenchie, when am I going to see you again?”

	“Oh, come on, Doc, you will see me another time, but I want you to be careful from now on. If you decide to go back to Belgium, you should start over in another town. If the heat becomes too much, take precautions and settle here in France.”

	Doc nodded in agreement. “I may just do that, now that I have money to start over. But first, I’ll go back to Brussels and get the telephone unit from your friend’s house, as you suggested. Thanks, Frenchie.”

	“You are welcome, Doc. Whatever you do, do it fast, before they figure you out and try to look for you.” He paused. “Take the first right. I have to mail something.”

	Lance had gone back to the little hotel outside of Paris to retrieve Nicolas’s box and had paid the proprietor generously for keeping it intact. The package would arrive at Nicolas’ home the following day, and by then, he would be far from this vicinity. He was glad that he had already given the envelope containing the tapes to Camilla. His boss, Jacques, would get them in the morning and know who the mole was in his inner circle.

	Doc changed lanes and stopped in front of a post office near the train station. Lance got out and walked toward the entrance, but he froze dead in his tracks. Policemen were all over the station. He quickly pretended to look at his watch and retreated toward the van. Doc gave him one look and knew something wasn’t right.

	“Doc, the place is crawling with cops,” he said. “We have to separate now.” He reached into his inside pocket and pulled out an envelope that had French Francs, the equivalent of ten thousand dollars, and gave it to Doc. “There is no point in your getting entangled in all this. Now that Internal Security is involved, they are bound to know about the car. They are not after you, so just get on the train and bolt to Brussels, retrieve the unit immediately, and then move to another place. I will dump the van somewhere on the way.”

	Doc’s eyes were teary as he picked up his bag. “Hey, Frenchie, I wish you luck and thank you, man,” he said weakly. “I will send a postcard to your wife’s address, so you know where I am.”

	“Hey, Doc, remember, don’t write on your address and don’t sign it. A picture of the town will be enough.” He paused. “I almost forgot. Give me the driver’s license we bought the other day. From now on, you’ll use your real name. Check your pockets; you don’t need any evidence on you.”

	Doc tore up all the false identification and handed it to Lance. He only kept his real driver’s license and birth certificate. He embraced Lance and walked toward the train station, not daring to look back.

	Lance started the engine and eased into the traffic, heading southward. He would miss the Doc. He had gotten used to his company.

	 

	


CHAPTER 43
_______

	“This better be good, Jacques. I have a million things to do,” Monsieur Michel Mitterrand, Jacques’ boss, grumbled. Jacques moved slowly as he showed his boss and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot to their seats. He then sat behind his desk. He could tell that there were questions on the other men’s minds.

	“Gentlemen, I have served honorably for at least thirty years to the best of my ability,” Jacques started. He sounded serious, so nobody interrupted him. “I have decided to hand in my resignation.” He reached over and played the tape with Lance talking to Batiste and a man named Maurice. He turned the tape off and played another tape.

	“I have already weighed all options available to me, and I am fully aware of the consequences if this information becomes public.” He paused. “I was introduced to Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire more than ten years ago. I have worked very closely with him and trusted him. To realize that my office was compromised for all these years without my knowledge leaves me no choice but to resign. If either of you had close dealings with the man, I strongly advise you to do the same.” He sighed heavily, looked up at the ceiling, and then turned to the two men and saw that they were in a state of shock.

	Benjamin cleared his throat. “Jacques, do you have a drink here? I think I need one,” he said. Jacques walked to the cabinet, brought out a bottle of cognac and three glasses, and walked around the table, filling up each of them. He filled his glass last and walked back to his chair. All of them drank their cognac, each wondering about his own future.

	“In light of this information, Jacques, none of our jobs are safe,” Monsieur Michel Mitterrand stated solemnly. “Jacques, please don’t rush to any decisions. I understand your position, but we will need somebody here until we find your replacement,” he said, getting up. “Do not mention your decision to anybody else until you clear it with me, Monsieur Carat.”

	The two men walked straight to the door, and for once, Jacques didn’t escort them as he usually did. He felt weak and spent. He couldn’t believe that all his years of service had come to this. He had considered Batiste a friend and confided in him. He shook his head. Life was a game, and like all games, there was a final whistle.

	He pulled open a drawer and removed a small case, the size of a medium-sized book, and walked with it to the chair. He poured himself another drink and sipped slowly, trying to resist the impulse, but he could see no other way. Jacques opened the case and removed the revolver.

	* * *

	Camille was busy typing some reports that were long overdue when she heard a loud noise. “What was that?” she wondered. She walked to her boss’s office door and knocked for some time, but there was no answer. She hesitantly retreated to her desk, but she was unsettled, so she decided to investigate. She slowly opened the door. Her first impression was that her boss had left with the others because the room was empty, but she decided to look further after noticing the liquor on the table. There was a silence in the room as her eyes darted left and right.

	She stepped on something soft and jumped back in terror, screaming. It was a hand. She willed herself to look again, and that’s when she saw her boss, blood oozing from a hole in his head. He wasn’t moving, and his eyes were closed. He looked like he was smiling.

	“Dear God!” screamed Camille as she ran back toward the door. Her first instinct was to call the police, but something told her to call the top boss who had just left.

	She dialed the number of Jacques’s boss, Michel Mitterrand, and asked to speak to him, saying it was an emergency. It took a few seconds before she was connected. “Camille, what’s the matter?” he asked.

	“It’s Monsieur Carat, monsieur; he shot himself… I mean, he has a hole in his head!” she cried.

	Michel was suddenly alert. “Have you called anybody, the ambulance, or the police?”

	“No, monsieur, I thought…” she cried.

	“You did good, Camille; stay calm. Call Benjamin and Adrien. I will be right there.”

	She replaced the receiver, sobbing. She had liked her boss. He had always been good to her. She hoped he wasn’t dead. “Oh God,” she started crying hysterically, recalling the hand she had stepped on by accident.

	Benjamin and Adrien arrived at the scene a few minutes later. Camille was still crying hysterically, but they ignored her and went into the office.

	Michel arrived shortly after. “Old Jacques has taken the easy way out,” he said. “Adrien, please call your people in the police and have them come and remove him. We don’t want too much noise about this,” he ordered. Adrien left to make the call.

	“As for you, Benjamin, look around for any loose documents or tapes, anything that’s classified.” He started to walk out and remembered the tapes. He walked back and looked under the table for the cassette recorder. Thankfully, they were still there, but to make sure they were the ones, he rewound one and played it, then put both tapes in his pocket.

	Adrien, who had just come back, covered his mouth with his hands; he couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “Monsieur, can I listen to it?” he asked lamely.

	“Sure, come to my office after you’re done here. I will be there all afternoon.” He walked straight out the door without a word to Camille.

	A few policemen came and conducted the necessary investigation before the body was removed, and then the whole place was quiet except for Benjamin, who came by Camille’s desk and offered his condolences. “I am sorry about this, mademoiselle; you keep working until we get in touch with you, okay?” He left quickly, with a pile of papers tucked under his arm.

	Camille felt weak and traumatized. She couldn’t believe what she had just witnessed. First, she had lost her best friend, and now this. She locked up the place and decided to go home early.

	 

	


CHAPTER 44
_______

	Gaston was glad to be on the way home from Paris. He had read the papers and was disappointed that His Excellency had signed the peace agreement. All that was left, the papers said, was to implement it. “What a joke,” he thought. “The man’s fate is already sealed, and only time will tell what will happen after that.” He was seated in the first-class section, which had few passengers; this suited him.

	The pilot finally put on the “Fasten Seatbelts” sign in preparation for landing. Sitting in one place for hours and hours was not Gaston’s thing. It made him feel helpless and vulnerable, and that was one thing he didn’t like. The plane landed smoothly and glided to the gate, then everybody started getting out. Gaston approached the baggage man and flashed his ID.

	“Hurry up, I have things to do,” he said in a commanding voice. Everybody else went into the regular line for the scrutinizing immigration procedures, but Gaston went straight through. After a few minutes, a man appeared with his bags. “What took you so long? Follow me,” Gaston yelled. Most of the people knew him as a big official, so they made way for him.

	A soldier loaded his bags into a taxi as he watched. The taxi driver, as usual, was full of local gossip, and that was fine with Gaston. There wasn’t anything wrong with knowing the news on the street. According to the driver, the war was over, and all that remained was the distribution of power, and then peace would return.

	“What a damn fool,” thought Gaston, but he also knew that most of the country shared the driver’s view. He was glad when the taxi dropped him off at his home. The place looked the same, except for the grass that had grown in the compound. The house was hot, so he walked to the windows and opened them. He poured himself a soft drink and relaxed on a big sofa seat and reflecting on his trip to France.

	He recalled the meeting with his best friend, Chavez. “It has been five years,” Chavez had reminded Gaston as they embraced in greeting.

	“More or less, Cobra. It seems like a long time ago,” Gaston had said, calling Chavez by the name he had given him in their camp in Cuba. “A lot of things have happened since then, but nothing like what is happening now,” Gaston had added.

	Chavez had nodded his head affirmatively. “I have been following the developments in your country lately. Tell me, Demus, what brings you to Paris?” he had asked seriously.

	Gaston had poured himself a drink before speaking. “Cobra, you know me. I don’t normally shake over anything, but this new mission will be demanding. On top of that, I have come to realize that my days are numbered,” he had stated. “I need to have some insurance. These people are so powerful; they can snuff me anywhere in the world. They are the very people who sent me for training in Cuba.”

	“So, do you remember your lessons well, from that Russian bastard, eh?”

	“All too well, my friend. I know too much and that is all I should tell you, and you know why.”

	Chavez had nodded. He knew how these things worked. “Look, Demus, you saved my life once, and I am a man who pays his debts. I will do anything for you. All you have to do is ask,” he had said, looking Gaston straight in the eye.

	Gaston had paced up and down, thinking. “Tell me, Cobra, is there any equipment that could be used to listen to people’s conversations from about one hundred yards away?”

	Chavez hadn’t even paused. “Yes, there is one that can even hear you breathe from that distance, let alone talk. Is that what you need?”

	“Yes. Can I also tape a whole conversation?” Gaston had asked as an afterthought.

	“Demus, leave all that to me, okay? That’s the least I can do. I know that in your country, foreign currency can be a problem. I will take care of it.” Gaston had tried to protest, but Chavez wasn’t having any of it. Gaston had spread his hands in resignation and accepted the offer. Friends like Chavez were hard to come by these days.

	“You know I have to see a man tomorrow morning at eleven. His name is Fabien Bonnet,” Gaston had stated, and started to put on his jacket.

	“Yes, I know him. He is one of the top security chiefs in France. There has been a bit of activity around lately. There is even a contract for one of their men from around your area, the name is Lance Lemmand.”

	“Lance?” Gaston had asked, totally shocked. 

	“You know him?”

	“Of course, I know the bastard, but I didn’t expect the French to put a contract on him,” Gaston had said, not eager to leave anymore.

	“I don’t know much, but this contract isn’t French. It’s personal, you know, the vendetta kind, and the man who has it never fails. I wouldn’t want to be in Lance’s shoes right now.”

	“This is very interesting, Cobra, because Lance disappeared from Congo and hasn’t been seen since. I think he might be on some sort of crusade, and that’s why they might crop him.”

	“Please keep your ears to the ground, buddy,” Chavez had said.

	“I will try to step lightly,” Gaston had said as Chavez escorted him to the door, promising to send him everything before he left. The next day, Chavez sent over a briefcase with state-of-the-art equipment just before Gaston left for the airport.

	Gaston continued to think about his conversation with Chavez as he sipped his drink. So Lance had gotten into trouble with somebody big enough to hire a professional. The question remained who, because it was too much of a coincidence for a man to leave Kinshasa and then come to Paris and walk straight into trouble.

	Lance must have stumbled onto something big. Could Lance have found out about The Helpers in Paris? After taking the journalist’s films, he could have traced the origin of the box and somehow linked it to them. He shook his head because the theory was far-fetched, but Lance was resourceful. Like all spies, he probably had somebody who knew some of the characters involved.

	Gaston sighed. Better stay clear of all these problems and their consequences. But then again, if it was The Helpers after Lance, it was better for Gaston, because they would be too busy to pay too much attention to other details, thus giving him a chance to get his insurance.

	He smiled as he sipped his drink and watched the sun go down.

	 

	


CHAPTER 45
_______

	Lance was getting farther away from Paris. The more miles he put behind him, the better. He occasionally pulled over for gas, but otherwise, his journey was uneventful. The person he missed the most was Doc, with his constant blabbing. If he managed to get through this alive, he would make sure they met again. It took several hours before he finally reached the French Riviera. He decided to take the ocean road, full of tourists, and head toward Barcelona.

	He entered Spain with no problem. He saw signs for Barcelona and proceeded in that direction. He was so tired that even the radio wasn’t helping, but he persisted and drove on. He had spent the previous night at a rest area about fifty kilometers from the border. Without any blankets, he had simply scooped himself into the back of the van, which was uncomfortable. He had kept tossing and turning on the van’s floor, trying to formulate a plan to get Batiste off his back, until one came to him. He had decided that he would send a copy of the tape to Monsieur Bertrand Moses, one of The Helpers.

	Already, things must be getting hot in Paris after the tape he had sent to his boss. The way he figured it, the organization would realize that Batiste was a liability after he sent copies of the tapes to the one man he knew as a member of The Helpers, Monsieur Bertrand. He thought about his reaction after he received the tape. What would he do to Batiste? These people didn’t tolerate liabilities, and Batiste was now one. He shook his head to rid himself of the thoughts that were creeping into his head and concentrated on driving.

	The city of Barcelona was a beautiful sight to see. It was as he remembered it, and he would have liked to walk around, but what he longed for was a bed. He spotted an old-fashioned bed and breakfast, painted yellow and small enough not to attract any attention. He was about to turn when he remembered he needed to change currency. He spotted a bank a few blocks later and pulled over. His Spanish wasn’t good, but it was understandable. He approached the counter, exchanged some money, and then quickly left the bank. He turned the van around and headed back.

	He walked to the front office of the bed and breakfast and asked for a room. He was shown a small room on the second floor. After he had settled in with all his bags, he walked to the front desk and inquired about a delivery service. He was told that his best bet would be to go to the town center. Not having much of a choice, Lance drove to the city center and located the post office, but he needed an address. He went to a phone booth and dialed a number.

	“Hello, Lova? It’s me, Lance.”

	There was a pause. “You didn’t use the house. I came back to see you but--- .”

	“I know, Lova. Look, love, I couldn’t get you involved in my affairs, so I decided to forgo the offer, but I left a telephone unit in the library, which a friend of mine will pick up today or tomorrow. He may have already picked it up because I gave him the keys and asked him to return them to your lawyer, but if you see him, ask him what he calls me. If he says ‘Frenchie,’ then he is the one.”

	“Frenchie?” Lova laughed out loud, then added, “No problem, old friend; take care.”

	“Just a minute, Lova, I need another favor. Can you look up an address in Brussels for me?”

	“Of course, Lance. Go ahead.”

	“The name is Bertrand Moses.”

	Her voice became serious. “You mean Bertrand Moses, the industrialist? He’s not in trouble, is he?”

	“No, I have a special message for him from a mutual friend.”

	There was a pause. “Oh, I see. Just a moment.” She looked through the phone book and gave him the home and office addresses.

	“That will do, my dear. If I ever need a wife, I will look you up.”

	She laughed hard. “You want me locked up for homicide or something?”

	Lance laughed. “It wouldn’t be the worst way to go. So long.” He hung up, still smiling. Lova was something; very energetic. She might have a point, though. He had read somewhere of old men like him having a cardiac arrest during sex. He smiled and put the address in his wallet.

	He walked to his van, retrieved a well-sealed envelope, and carefully wrote Monsieur Bertrand’s address on it. He walked back to the post office and sent the envelope by registered mail. He walked out, relieved he had put everything in motion.

	He drove quietly through the city center until he located a restaurant he had visited on previous visits to the city. The place was crowded, and he had to wait for a little while before they could get a seat for him. He was finally seated, and he ordered his favorite dish of paella. Lance didn’t know what he was celebrating, but he was glad to be alive. He ate the delicious meal with relish and drank a couple of glasses of wine to wash it down. Satisfied, he paid his bill and even left a generous tip. He slept soundly for the first time in days.

	The next morning, Lance had a good breakfast before driving around the city looking for a car dealer. He saw one and offered his van for sale. After what seemed like a long time, he settled and left with his bags. He took a taxi to a fairly good hotel and checked in for the night. He changed into comfortable clothes and then sat down to do a few things. He wrote a check for his son, addressed to his ex-wife, to be drawn from his bank in Paris. Over the past few years, he had accumulated a sizeable income, and the way things were going, he felt it very necessary to complete these little details in case something happened to him.

	He called the airline and booked a flight to Brussels in his name for the next day. He was hoping to throw off whoever was busy following him. He left the hotel with a briefcase, took a taxi to BNP Paribas, and opened an account as well as a safe deposit box. He deposited all his money and made his son the beneficiary. When he walked out of the bank, he noticed a car parked down the street. It was coming up to ten-thirty, and whatever needed to be done, he would have to do it quickly.

	He hailed a taxi and asked the driver to take him to the nearest car rental. By eleven-thirty, he had managed to rent a vehicle. Luckily, the airport was not far, and Lance needed at least fifteen minutes to make his exit. He parked his car and entered a restaurant. He ordered some food and insisted on paying in advance. He sat down, his eyes moving around, and that’s when he noticed the man who was tailing him. Damn! They had tracked him all the way here.

	He walked to the phone and called the airline, and asked to book a last-minute flight for Kinshasa via Addis Ababa. Luckily, there was a seat, but the agent told him to hurry up because the plane was leaving in an hour. Lance went to the toilet and wrote a note. He approached one of the managers and gave it to him. He then walked back to his seat and noticed that the man who was tailing him was relieved when Lance’s meal arrived.

	As Lance was eating, the manager gave the man the note, and the man rushed outside. Lance immediately took the back door and hailed a taxi. “Airport, seňor. I will pay you double if you drive fast,” he said as he glanced at his watch to check the time.

	It was midday. With luck would be able to make his flight. He arrived at the gate and rushed to the counter to pay for the ticket.

	“Your passport, please?” the agent asked, and Lance fidgeted to find the Danish passport and handed it to her.

	“You are very lucky, seňor. The gates are still open, but you have to hurry,” she said as he paid for a one-way ticket. After going through immigration, he knew he was almost home free, though barely, and he proceeded to the gate.

	* * *

	Jean-Laurent was livid. “What do you mean you have lost him, Joe?”

	Joe explained the note he received in the restaurant, only to come back and find a half-eaten meal. He had waited for a while before he asked the waitress why the man hadn’t come back. “She said that he had paid for his food in advance.”

	“Damn, that sly son of a bitch. Where is his car?” Jean asked, thinking hard.

	“It’s right here at the restaurant, monsieur,” Joe answered. This puzzled Jean. The man had checked into a hotel, called the airlines and booked a ticket to Brussels for the next day, and then rented a car. All these were signs that he intended to stay. Jean’s mind raced. But why?

	Because the bastard didn’t plan on staying… He didn’t finish his thought and almost spilled the coffee he was drinking. “Damn, not again. Drive now,” he ordered his French driver, who was also an undercover agent.

	“Where to, monsieur?” the driver asked.

	“The airport. Where else?” Jean barked. All this was a red herring. The man had had a plan all along. The undercover driver was confused but drove quickly toward the airport.

	Jean-Laurent was cursing. The reason that he hadn’t shot the bastard in the first place was that Sapphire wanted him alive. They wanted to get something from him. Jean arrived at the airport, flashed his badge, and inquired if a gentleman named Lance Lemmand had registered on any flight, but there was no Lance.

	“He could have used a different passport,” he said, and then proceeded to describe him. After talking to a few agents on different airlines, one of the clerks remembered a gentleman who had left on an Addis Ababa-bound plane fifteen minutes earlier and mentioned that the man was in a hurry. The description fit Lance’s new look, and Jean-Laurent suddenly felt sick. The bastard had slipped through his fingers again.

	“Goddamn you, Lance, you old son of a bitch,” he shouted, drawing attention from the airline personnel and the passengers standing in line for tickets.

	He put his hands on his face, wondering what Sapphire would say.

	 


CHAPTER 46
_______

	Monsieur Bertrand was on his way back to Brussels when he received a phone call from his wife saying that there was a registered letter waiting for him at the post office and that he had to retrieve it himself. He wondered who the letter was from.

	The past few days had been hectic with people wondering why the head of the French Foreign Intelligence, Monsieur Jacques Carat, had blown his brains out. Everybody was tight-lipped, and not a single clue pointed one way or the other. It had been reported as a plain suicide, but most people didn’t believe it, and the atmosphere among high-ranking officers spoke volumes.

	As for Batiste, he hadn’t left his room in two days, claiming some kind of flu, but Bertrand wasn’t fooled. Batiste was scared. Is it because of Lance? Does Lance have something on Batiste? If so, that would be a catastrophe. If all hell let loose, Batiste could bring down the whole organization with him. He needed to be dealt with, once and for all. Leonardo and Félicité had left days ago, and though everybody wanted him to stay in France, there were many ways of keeping tabs on Batiste. Besides, it’s good to let the man relax a little and give him some room.

	Bertrand was disturbed by Jacques Carat’s suicide. He wondered if Monsieur Carat had found out that there had been a spy in his inner circle. A patriotic Frenchman wouldn’t have any qualms about blowing his brains out, because his country came first before anybody, including himself. Bertrand shook his head. Some people looked at the world from a narrow point of view, and that must have been Monsieur.

	Carrot’s weakness. But then again, Bertrand was also willing to die for the Knighthood of The Helpers.

	He dozed off, only to be awakened by a male flight attendant announcing that they had arrived in Brussels. He took a taxi to his home and was greeted warmly by his wife, who mentioned that the registered mail had come to their house the day before. Though Monsieur Bertrand felt a little tired after the events of the last few days, he decided to call the post office.

	“Hello, this is Monsieur Bertrand Moses. I just arrived from a business trip, and I hear you have a registered letter for me?”

	There was a pause as the postman checked his computer. “Yes, monsieur, we have a package for you. We will be glad to deliver it tomorrow.”

	“Monsieur, I am a very busy man and I won’t be here tomorrow. Would it be possible to get the package today?”

	The postman reluctantly agreed, but made him promise not to leave his residence. Bertrand thanked the man and hung up. The package arrived a short time later, and Bertrand signed for it. He took it to the back room and called his Senegalese gardener to open it while he waited outside. He did this to avoid being blown up in case it was a bomb, but for the innocent gardener, this little act showed that he was trusted by his boss.

	Looking through the monitor in another room, Bertrand saw that the package only contained tapes and ran toward the room. “Don’t touch a thing, Didier,” he cautioned the boy as he joined him in the room. He inspected the tapes closely for any hidden device but saw none. Satisfied, he gave the boy some change and dismissed him.

	His mouth flew open when he played the tapes. So, Batiste had been trying to kill Lance because Lance had found out he was working for The Helpers all along. Everything started falling into place. There were attempted assassinations on Lance by Batiste, which had been clumsy; otherwise, they wouldn’t have this problem. Bertrand recalled the briefcase Batiste had gone out with but never brought back. It seems that Lance had already made his move, and Monsieur Carat was dead. Most probably, Lance had given him a copy of the tapes.

	He checked the postage and was surprised it came from Spain, when the whole of France, including Internal Security, was looking for Lance in Paris. This was a formidable man, thought Bertrand, and the sooner they stopped him, the better. He placed twelve phone calls in Belgium as well as overseas, requesting an immediate meeting, and emphasized the urgency of the matter. This was unusual but very necessary, reasoned Bertrand.

	Within twelve hours, everybody convened at the castle. It was said that the castle was at least a thousand years old, but modern renovations had been made to it, and it had state-of-the-art monitoring equipment; not a single device could go undetected. The castle belonged to Monsieur Constantin Carbonez, a very powerful billionaire with businesses that ranged from computers to rockets.

	The men had come on personal jets, and they had to be collected from Monsieur Carbonez’ airfield, about a mile away. The cars were parked about two hundred yards away from the castle, and the guests were escorted in special carriages to the entrance. They all entered a large room, where food and cocktails were served. The guests included the Supreme Leader’s right-hand man, Leonardo, the three men who had met in Paris, Félicité, Bertrand, Batiste, and the other nine members.

	Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire was the last to arrive and was joined shortly after by Bertrand Moses. Everybody entered a different room and sat down. Each of them was wondering who had called the meeting and why. These kinds of unexpected impromptu meetings worried a lot of members of The Helpers, but they had signed the oath, and nowhere on earth would they be able to get away from the web of the powerful organization. Monsieur Carbonez welcomed everybody, and then Monsieur Bertrand stood up and started speaking.

	“Gentlemen, members of our noble cause, welcome. As you know, we have had trouble lately with certain elements attempting to infiltrate our organization.” He paused, looking around. His eyes met Batiste’s, and he could see the terror in them. “There is a French operative who stumbled on something that compromises us. The agent managed to acquire the name of our comrade Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire from conversations he had with an ex-agent in Belgium and some of his other operatives.

	Batiste couldn’t take this sitting down, and he quickly got up. “Monsieur, you were a guest in my house recently, and not once did you mention any of this. Why didn’t you?”

	Bertrand smiled and continued. “I was ordered by our Supreme Leader to neutralize any threat to you by any means possible.” The mention of the Esteemed Leader silenced everybody, some of whom had started murmuring. “There was no substantial threat to us, so I came back home.” Batiste smiled, but it was short-lived because Bertrand added, “Until this morning when I got home.”

	Bertrand took the tapes from his pocket carefully and put one inside a small tape recorder that he had brought along and played it. Everybody around the conference table was stunned as they listened to Batiste having three conversations: the first with Maurice, the second with Malik, and the final bargaining between him and Lance. Bertrand turned off the tape. “Gentlemen, as you know, we have never been compromised until now,” he said.

	Batiste, who was already sweating, looked relieved when he heard Bertrand say, “The Supreme Leader has seen it suitable to let all you gentlemen be the judge and jury. Please walk to that table,” he said, pointing to a table in the corner, “and write yes for censuring or no for exemption. I will add the results, and the answer will be given to you in a few days; that includes you, Batiste.”

	Each of them scribbled his vote and moved back to the lounge for the usual talks of business or other things. Afterward, people started leaving, including Batiste, and soon the castle was calm again. Everybody had voted for the extermination of Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire; his fate was sealed.

	Half an hour later, Batiste was sitting in the private plane, thinking of the next move, when the copilot came into his chamber with fear registering in his eyes.

	“What’s the matter?” Batiste asked, suspecting the inevitable.

	“Monsieur, we have a problem with the engine.”

	Batiste jumped up, ran toward the cockpit, and shook the pilot. “Do something. Can’t you radio for help?” The man shook his head; the radio wasn’t transmitting.

	“Monsieur, this must have been sabotage. We only have fuel for the next five minutes.”

	The copilot suggested they bail out, but one pull on the door confirmed what Batiste had suspected. The doors were jammed, and the plane was nose-diving. They braced themselves for the crash.

	Batiste’s last thought was of his beautiful daughter Chantal, who was in Congo.

	It was later reported that the unfortunate accident of the plane carrying Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire was caused by an engine malfunction. A lot of people attended his funeral, and many messages of condolence were received from around the world.

	* * *

	Meanwhile, at a friend’s house in Kinshasa, Congo, Lance was recovering from the long journey from Europe when he heard the news about Batiste. His feelings were mixed, and he wasn’t happy about what had happened, but as usual, there was no other way to finish that business, and his son’s life was at stake.

	He sunbathed on the deck in the backyard of his friend’s place and planned his next move. The radio had mentioned a meeting between all East African heads of state to seal the peace agreement. There was one thing that was still bothering him. Was he still a target after the untimely death of Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire? He didn’t have an answer, but it was safe to assume that he still was. He would have to exercise the utmost care in his movements from this point on. He had already sent a message by courier to Pierre and promised him a briefing at a later date.

	The news of his boss’s death had upset Lance very much since he regarded the death as his responsibility. He kept telling himself that if he had sent the tape to Monsieur Bertrand first, and then to his boss, Jacques would still be alive. He shook his head in distress. Sometimes this Intelligence business wasn’t worth the price a man had to pay.

	 

	


CHAPTER 47
_______

	Gaston took a day off and relaxed on his bed, thinking about the events of the previous day. His boss, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, had taken him and other people out and accorded him special thanks for getting additional aid for the country. The celebrations had taken hours, and finally, to Gaston’s relief, they had ended with a very patriotic speech by his boss.

	Among the guests was one of Gaston's friends, the secretary of telecommunications, Monsieur Adnet Busanza. The secretary was very glad to help when Gaston mentioned that there were elements in the country aimed at destabilizing the government, thus the necessity to listen in on their conversations. He was careful not to mention any names, but the secretary offered all the facilities at his disposal.

	At the telephone office, Gaston was warmly received by the young controller named Fabrice. Monsieur Busanza had contacted the office, ordering the personnel to assist Gaston in any way possible, so he had little difficulty convincing the operator at the telephone company to help him. He emphasized that his mission was top secret and urgent. When the operator started working, he noticed that somebody had rigged some of the wires. Gaston was puzzled to hear this, but he decided to leave the wires as they were. As fate would have it, Ludovico’s number, which he wanted to bug, had already been bugged.

	“Tell me, Fabrice, did you do this?”

	The young man shook his head, explaining that the person who bugged the lines had done a sloppy job, and if he had done the work, it would have been professional. Gaston also noticed that the wiring was clumsy.

	“So, somebody must have come in during the night and connected these. Can you check which address they all lead to? I will talk to the security guard outside,” Gaston stated.

	The security guard recalled that another guard had been beaten up a week before and ended up in the hospital. That explained it, Gaston thought. He re-entered the office and was told that the address belonged to the French attaché to Congo, Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe. This information wasn’t surprising to Gaston, considering the Lance saga in Paris. So the French had gone as far as tapping the late Bukana’s and Ludovico’s phone lines? Both men were connected to The Helpers.

	Things were making sense now. He would play a game with them. He sat down next to the young man, who by now believed he was Gaston’s personal friend. “Tell me, Fabrice, how would you like to work for us and make extra income every month?”

	Fabrice’s mouth flew open. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he simply nodded.

	“I want you to add the number of the French attaché and the numbers that are being bugged to my list.” The young man was confused but started to work as Gaston gave him the numbers to route to his home.

	He intended to know every move the French made. That way, he could counter them or lead them down the wrong path. He realized that the discovery at the telephone exchange office was probably his biggest breakthrough. Soon, he would learn what the French knew.

	* * *

	Kai sat on the grass, leaning her back against a tree, and recalled the events following the return of Gaston. He had come back with a case of clothes for her and her mother and another case full of equipment. She had felt relieved when he was away, but now that he was back, his constant sexual demands made her hate him even more. She was developing stomachaches, and she was ready to do just about anything to get away from him.

	Today, she went back again through the man’s window, determined to find out more about his intentions. She was careful, as before, to get in and out of the basement. This time, she found a sealed box and tried to open it, but it was locked. Next to the box, she saw a big round object with a pointed head and another object that looked like a pipe, and some other equipment. She kept looking, although she was terrified, and found nothing else besides what she had seen the last time. She left and went to sit in her favorite place under the tree, and started wondering about the round object and what it could be.

	“Kai?” She turned, fear showing in her eyes, but she relaxed when she realized it was her mother. She came and sat next to her daughter. “Kai, my child, I just saw you go into that man’s house.”

	“It’s not what you think,” she started to protest, but her mother put her hand on Kai’s arm.

	“Child, I know what that evil man is doing to you,” she said, shaking with anger. “All I wanted to tell you is to be strong and remember that your mother loves you.”

	They hugged and cried together for a long time until Kai broke free. “Mother, how did you find this place?”

	“I have been seeing you come here for a long time, my child, but since I am as helpless as you are, I simply pray and wait,” she answered, with tears welling in her eyes.

	Kai wondered if she should tell her mother about the encounter with the journalist and decided that it was okay since it would give her some hope. “Mother, I went to the city and contacted a white journalist, but I didn’t tell her much. She gave me her name and hotel address.” She paused to see if there was an angry reaction from the mother, but there was none.

	“Mother, I have seen a lot of things in this man’s house. He has a lot of guns and equipment, and I am sure he is planning something big,” she said breathlessly. “I want to expose that devil and get us out of here,” Kai said bitterly.

	Tears of pain came into her mother’s eyes, and she held her daughter tightly. “Kai, my baby, if you think you can do it, go ahead. What that man has done to us is inhuman. I will pray that whatever you do, you succeed. Just be careful, child,” she said, squeezing her even harder.

	Kai broke free and looked into her mother’s eyes. “Mother, when I say we are leaving, you are to come to this very place. This is where I will find you. I have a feeling the journalist might help us. She has kind eyes.”

	They clung to each other for a very long time. Kai told her mother that she was going to see the journalist again very soon. They both quietly walked back to their little hut.

	* * *

	Jenny was tired after another party at the diplomatic club with the likes of Jackie, Jewel, Ian Hamilton, and other people that she had met in Kinshasa. WBC had extended their contract a few more months to monitor the developments of the peace process, so Jenny was planning on staying. Many people in the diplomatic community believed that the worst was over and what remained was just follow-up work; all except Ian Hamilton. He had said that people don’t erase years of hatred with the stroke of a pen.

	All in all, everything had gone beautifully, and not a single person took Ian seriously except John. Jackie was friendly, as usual, and Jewel was her usual flirty self, dancing with every man in sight. Jenny, who loathed Jewel’s behavior, avoided her as much as possible, preferring instead to talk to her husband, Ian. She suspected that their marriage was in name only since Ian didn’t seem to care what Jewel did.

	Pierre had withdrawn into himself again and barely spoke to her. She wondered what was going on with him. She was contemplating her next move when her phone rang.

	“Hello, Mademoiselle Jenny?” Jenny recognized the girl’s voice immediately and sat up. “Can we meet at the post office in twenty minutes?”

	“Okay,” Jenny said, her adrenaline suddenly shooting up.

	She put on her jeans and a T-shirt and drove to the post office. She waited, hoping to be contacted, but nobody showed up. She walked to the corner and looked around, but didn’t see the girl. After about an hour of waiting around, she went back to her car and started the engine, very upset. Why had the girl taken her on a wild goose chase?

	She was still seething when she felt something beneath her feet and retrieved it. It was a note from the girl. Feeling relieved, she put the note inside her bag and drove out.

	What Jenny didn’t know was that Kai had been watching her from a distance. She had waited for Jenny to move away from the car, then ran to the car and dropped a note through the driver’s window. Afterward, Kai returned to her hiding place and watched. She had waited until Jenny got into her car and drove off before she left.

	Thirty minutes later, Jenny was in her room reading the note. It was in French, so she read it very carefully:

	When Gaston came back from France, he brought a box with him, but it was locked. Next to it, I saw a big round object with a pointed head and another object that looked like a pipe, and some other equipment. I will tell you more when I find out something else. I think he works for The Helpers, and I am sure he is going to do something bad. Always, your friend, K.

	“Oh my God! Ian and John were right. This is not over by a long shot,” Jenny said out loud.

	The letter from her young friend had her worried. Someone had mentioned the name “Gaston” recently. Wait a minute; it was at the party where she heard that Gaston had secured a lot of aid for Congo from France. In the first note, her young friend had mentioned a powerful official in the government. Jenny’s mind was racing, and then she remembered something. Gaston—wasn’t he the man from Foreign Affairs she had met the day after she arrived?

	She remembered her first encounter with him. The son of a bitch had dug out information about her. From what she had seen, the man was capable of anything. A big government official who had just come back from France; he had to be the same one. Jenny started pacing up and down, trying to decide what to do, but she couldn’t think of anything. She picked up the phone and dialed John’s room.

	“John, I have to talk to you,” she said quickly.

	“Sure, why don’t you come right over? I have a nice bottle of…”

	“Not now, John. Sorry, but something just came up. I will be right there.” She hung up and walked straight to John’s room and banged on the door. She had the note in her hand.

	John opened the door, and Jenny walked past him. She saw the bottle of whatever and changed her mind. She walked straight to the table and poured herself a large glass.

	“Take a look at this, John,” she said, handing him the note.

	John sat down on the bed to read. “Here, you know I can’t read French,” he said as he handed back the note.

	“Sorry, I forgot. It is from the same girl as last time.” She explained what was in the note to John and shared her suspicions about who the man was.

	“I think we have solved part of the puzzle,” John stated.

	Jenny looked at John. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, the weapon she describes here is a missile. We have to…”

	Jenny interrupted him. “John, I can’t betray her. The poor thing seems scared enough as it is,” she said as she sat down on the bed.

	John nodded. “You are right. In any case, I don’t think it would be wise to mention this without conclusive proof, but it would be advisable to keep our bags packed and together in case the shit hits the fan,” he added as an afterthought.

	“Don’t you think you are being hasty?” she asked.

	“Jenny, all these points point to an assassination plot, and I don’t want to be here when it happens. Do you?”

	Jenny thought about it. “You’re right, John. I will pack my bags when I get back to my room.”

	Now she was worried. She believed there was going to be an assassination attempt, which she dared not interfere with because that would endanger her young friend.

	 

	


CHAPTER 48
_______

	Gaston had just gotten home from the city when his phone rang. He waited for it to ring five times so that the other party would pick it up before he listened in. It was Monsignor Olivier calling somebody and saying he had received a message, and it was very important to have a meeting that evening. When the call ended, Gaston called the telephone company, but the young man did not pick up.

	He drove downtown and talked to the security guard, who told him that the young man had left a while ago with a lady friend. Gaston cursed; he wanted the address of the man Monsignor Olivier had talked to. The man had had an authoritative voice, but who was he? He made up his mind to take a little trip to the countryside and check out what kind of meeting these people were having. Gaston knew that, sooner or later, he would find out who was in charge of The Helpers.

	He went back to his house and tried to locate Olivier’s address in the phone book. After getting it, he packed his listening equipment in a small briefcase. By five-thirty, Gaston was waiting down the road from Olivier’s home. The big white Mercedes passed him at seven o’clock when it was just getting dark. Without bothering with the lights, he drove his motorcycle behind the big car. When he couldn’t see the road anymore, he pulled over and waited until he couldn’t see the car’s taillights. He turned on his headlights and followed the car, but kept a safe distance to avoid arousing suspicion.

	They were already six miles out of Kinshasa when the big car made a left turn. Gaston passed the turn as he tried to speculate on the distance to the area these people were heading. After about ten minutes, he decided to make a U-turn and follow the road the big car had taken, but he couldn’t see the car. He passed a high school and noticed that further down there was a residential area. Maybe that’s where the car was going. He saw a man passing by and pulled over.

	Gaston greeted the man in Lingala, the local language, and asked him if he knew of any white people who lived in the neighborhood. The man shook his head and said that only Monsignor Senga lived around there. Gaston felt defeated, but he reached into his pocket and gave the man some bills. He was about to leave when, all of a sudden, the man remembered that there was a retired Monsignor who lived near a monastery on top of the hill. A relieved Gaston thanked the man and forged ahead.

	After about two miles, he saw the sign that led to the monastery and kept riding until he got to the top of the hill. He switched off his lights and carefully pushed the motorbike into some shrubs to camouflage it. He opened the case and attached the night vision to his gun, another present from Chavez, which made it easier for him to see farther. He tried to focus the weapon, but all he could see was the roof of a large house. He started walking slowly with the briefcase in one hand and the gun in the other.

	After about one hundred and fifty yards, he noticed a fence with small shiny wires around it. It was only ten yards away, and Gaston was glad he hadn’t kept walking. He scanned the surrounding area, but all was quiet, too quiet for Gaston’s liking. He suspected that the fence had sensors, so he stepped back slowly. It was then that he saw three cars parked in front of the building. He kept scanning and was surprised to see a guardhouse not more than thirty yards away, to his right.

	He looked around for a hideout, but the foliage was sparse, so he settled for an anthill. He opened his briefcase carefully and prepared all his equipment. With his night vision, he scanned the veranda and noticed two people walking toward him, deep in conversation. Gaston quickly turned on the cassette and pointed the powerful microphone toward the figures that were now turning in another direction.

	Their voices were barely audible, so he moved closer and recorded their conversations until they turned and walked toward the house. One of the men was new to him. He was very old and walked with the help of a cane. The men disappeared into the house, and Gaston put everything away. With his gun in hand, he made his way back to his motorcycle. He pushed it out of its hiding place and started gliding it down carefully with the lights off. He only started the motor when he was sure that nobody from the hill could see it.

	* * *

	Monsignor Pesot and Monsignor Olivier walked slowly back to Pesot’s house and went to the basement. A man got up from his chair, but Pesot waved him back down. Faustin Bonga was one of the sleepers, but he had been recruited when he was already in the army. He had been carefully nurtured to his present rank of Colonel. He was a true radical.

	Pesot sat next to Faustin, while Olivier continued to stand.

	“You know what to do. I have already rehearsed this numerous times with you,” Pesot said. The man nodded. “Colonel, your dream is about to come true; you will be able to command the entire army. Are you sure all the Commanders accompanied the President to the meeting in Nairobi?”

	“Yes, Monsignor,” Colonel Faustin Bonga responded.

	“Very well, then.”

	The men proceeded to rehearse their plan, after which Faustin used the back entrance and left. Olivier left shortly after.

	Pesot went back upstairs and sat in his favorite chair on the veranda. His mind wandered to the events that had occurred in Brussels and the subsequent untimely death of Monsieur Batiste Apollinaire. He made the sign of the cross. “May he rest in peace,” he said out loud.

	He thought about the goal of the Knighthood. The peace treaty threatened to undo the progress they had made toward their goal, but this mission would see to it that progress would continue. After the mission, the rebels would be history, and so would the French influence in the country. They would kill two birds with one stone.

	There was one little problem. This man, Lance, had been able to gather enough information to go to Paris and disorganize not only The Helpers but also the French government. But according to reliable sources, Batiste had put a contract on this man so that the problem would soon be over.

	And then there was his beloved Demus, who had grown into a formidable young man. Unfortunately, the boy knew too much, so they could not let him live. In any case, a replacement wouldn’t be too hard to find. He liked young Demus, but once again, his wishes were not important. It had been decided by the highest order in Brussels that the assassin must perish, too.

	He rang the bell, and the Sister appeared shortly. “Sister, get me a glass of wine.”

	“Yes, Monsignor,” she said and quickly disappeared.

	* * *

	Gaston rode toward his house with mixed feelings. What were they talking about? Maybe his fear was imaginary. The questions lingered in his mind until he arrived at his house and parked his motorcycle. He felt tired as he entered, but he was anxious to listen to what was on the tape, so he poured himself a stiff drink, settled back, and relaxed while rewinding the tape. He pushed the play button, and the tape started playing.

	Gaston sat in disbelief when the tape mentioned that high officials in the government were aware of the plan to assassinate their leader, and a few had been eliminated to avoid future fallout from the catastrophe. The little old man on the tape coughed.

	“You know, our enemies have to be eliminated, but don’t worry about that; it’s already been taken care of. Meanwhile, let’s activate the sleeping lion… Yes, Demus is the right man for this job. The time is now.”

	He ejected the tape and waited for the phone call he knew was coming.

	 

	


CHAPTER 49
_______

	Pierre had not been feeling himself lately and hadn’t eaten much of anything since hearing about the untimely death of Monsieur Jacques Carat, but after a messenger had brought news about his boss’s safe return, he felt better. He lit another cigarette and waited. He had come to this lonely church in the middle of nowhere and taken all precautions to make sure he wasn’t being followed, as his boss had advised him. It was getting dark outside, and he had been here an hour already. He was about to leave when someone spoke.

	“Hold it,” a voice came from the darkness.

	Pierre turned in the direction of the voice, but it was pitch dark, so he couldn’t see anything.

	“Did you know that you were being followed, Monsieur Philippe?” Lance asked as he emerged from the shadows. Pierre was so happy that he stepped forward and gave his boss a hug instead of the customary handshake. Lance put his hand out and patted Pierre’s back. “I am alright, kid. How about you?”

	“Me? Of course, I am fine, boss.” Pierre looked at Lance closely. “Look at you. You have gained some weight.” They both laughed.

	“Son, there was a plainclothes policeman following you.”

	“But I took all the precautions, boss…”

	“There must be a transmitter in your car. I took a taxi and got here thirty minutes ago, and was looking out for your car. He came a few minutes later, but I took care of him.”

	“You mean you killed him?”

	Lance shook his head. “No. I put a banana in his tailpipe. Let’s go; we don’t have a lot of time.” They left together, walked to Pierre’s car, and removed the transmitter. They looked around to see if there were other devices besides the transmitter. The car was clean.

	“Where is his car, boss?”

	“It’s down the street. He tried to drive off, but the car stalled,” Lance said, smiling. He sat in the back and relaxed, happy to be back on his turf. Pierre stopped by a white sedan, and Lance got out and removed the banana from the tailpipe, and they drove on.

	“He must have walked the two miles to the nearest gas station, poor man,” Lance said.

	They drove past the well-dressed man waving them down about one mile from the vehicle, and Lance ducked. Pierre accelerated. “I don’t know that man, boss. I wonder why someone would be following me at this time.”

	“That I will find out soon, my boy; don’t worry,” Lance answered quietly.

	They drove in silence toward the city, passing some beautiful suburbs. At night, Kinshasa was deceptively peaceful, but during the day, one could see the misery on the faces of many of the people. Lance was thinking about all this quietly when Pierre spoke.

	“Are you going back to your house or mine?”

	“My place? You must be joking, son. Take me to Marianne’s residence, and please inform her that I will be staying there.” He paused. “Pierre, under no circumstances are you to come here personally. It’s very important. If you need me, send Marianne over. I have a feeling whoever is following you is looking for me. Otherwise, the man would not have tried to leave when I was a no-show at the small church.” Pierre nodded in understanding.

	“Tell me, son, how is Mademoiselle Jenny doing?”

	This was a question Pierre was not expecting. He shrugged his shoulders, but Lance noticed his strange behavior. “What is it about her that bothers you, Pierre?” Lance asked, very seriously.

	“Well,” Pierre started, “she knows as much about this business, probably as much as I do, and possibly more. I get the feeling she is not telling me all she knows.”

	Lance nodded in understanding. He had seen the reporter, and she seemed sharp, but that wasn’t what was bothering Pierre. Lance believed that Pierre liked the girl more than he admitted. “I suppose you want to know about Paris,” he said, changing the subject. “Oh yes, I do,” Pierre said.

	“I believe you heard about Jacques?” Pierre nodded. “There was a leak from his inner circle. When he found out, he killed himself to avoid the disgrace. Like I told you before, these people are powerful. God help us all.”

	Lance noticed Pierre’s reaction. “Don’t worry, son. It’s me who will have to pay for all this,” he said solemnly.

	The vehicle was still about two hundred yards away from Marianne’s house when Lance told Pierre to pull over.

	“Son, make sure you put back the transmitter, but be aware that you are being followed at all times, okay?” Lance said before he got out of the car with his small bag and disappeared.

	* * *

	Jenny couldn’t sleep and kept tossing and turning the whole night, trying to figure out what was happening. Besides the girl, she and John were the only ones who knew about the planned assassination. She tried to think of a way to reveal the identity of Gaston without endangering the girl, but came up blank. Moreover, she needed more proof, and there was a very good chance the girl might get it. She finally fell asleep at dawn but was soon woken by her telephone.

	“Hello!” she answered sleepily.

	“It’s Jackie. Did I wake you up? It’s eleven o’clock.”

	“Already? Never mind; what’s up?” Jenny asked.

	“I have something important to discuss with you. Can we have lunch?”

	“Sure, what time?”

	“Is one o’clock okay? I will pick you up.”

	“Okay, see you.” She hung up. Jackie sounded subdued, Jenny thought.

	Thoughts about what the girl had told her kept nagging Jenny as she was getting ready, but she brushed them aside and made up her mind to have a wonderful day. She had just finished getting dressed when somebody knocked on her door. “Who is it?” she asked.

	“It’s me, John.”

	She opened the door, and John entered. One look at his haggard appearance and the dark circles under his eyes, and Jenny surmised that he, too, hadn’t slept a wink.

	“You look tired, John.”

	“I didn’t sleep much last night, Jenny,” he confessed. “Are you going somewhere?”

	“Yes, I am having lunch with Jackie.”

	“I came to pick up your things,” he said, looking around. “You haven’t packed? But we talked about that last night. We need to get out of here.”

	“I am sorry, John. It skipped my mind. I will pack now.” She rushed to pack her bags.

	Afterward, John picked up the two bags she had just finished packing.

	“Let’s go, Jenny; you don’t want to be late for your lunch,” he said, walking toward the door.

	“You are right. See you later,” she said as she followed him to the door.

	Jackie was coming through the door as Jenny got out of the elevator. “Perfect timing. Hello, darling,” Jackie said, forcing a smile and hugging Jenny. They walked outside toward Jackie’s car, not talking much; instinctively, Jenny knew that Jackie had something on her mind. Jackie gave the driver directions, and they took off.

	Jenny couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “Jackie, what’s going on?”

	Jackie looked away quickly. “I will tell you soon, darling. Besides, it’s our last day together, so let’s enjoy it a little.”

	Jenny didn’t say a word until they got to Jackie’s house.

	“What’s up, Jackie? Something is bothering you,” Jenny asked as they entered the house.

	“We are leaving, Jenny,” Jackie responded as she motioned for Jenny to join her in the kitchen. They sat down, and Jackie poured some wine for them. “Jenny, yesterday I learned about something I wish I didn’t know.” She paused and sipped some more wine. “I will spare you the details, but my coworker who has access to sensitive information told me that there is a plan for massive ethnic cleansing.”

	Jenny’s mouth fell open in disbelief, but one look at Jackie told her that she wasn’t kidding.

	“Can they do that after the peace agreement?” Jenny asked, and Jackie nodded.

	“Jenny, haven’t you seen some militias walking around everywhere these days?” Jenny nodded.

	“Various militia groups have been deployed in every village in the whole damn country, and they are commanded by Colonel Faustin Bonga. Their mission is to kill all minorities who support the rebels.” Jackie finished and sipped her wine.

	“But can they do this, especially after the peace treaty?”

	Jackie nodded, and for once, Jenny saw real tears coming from her eyes. “Jenny, I have never told you this. I have a daughter almost your age. I had her when I was a teenager. She is now in college. You remind me very much of her. She also wants to be a reporter. Maybe you will meet her one day. I will not leave her motherless. Moreover, I have seen this kind of violence before and…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “Jenny, I am not going to stay here to watch this happen, and I urge you, please, to leave this place. Remember what I said about these youth marauders. They won’t discriminate.”

	There was silence as they both thought about the horror of the situation.

	“I will not take any chances, Jackie. Do you believe that the President knows about this cleansing plan?”

	Jackie was silent for a while, thinking. “I don’t know, Jenny, but considering that he is ready to sign a treaty, I can’t see how he would be a part of this.”

	Jenny’s mind was working fast, trying to put things together. If an accident befell the President, there would be massacres all over the country, and the majority would prevail. She shook off the thought. She got up and went to the window that overlooked a beautiful garden.

	Jackie was looking at her strangely. “Jenny, is something bothering you?”

	Jenny shook her head. “No. I am fine.”

	Jackie got up. “I will warm up our lunch, dear, and hopefully you will change your mind and come home with us.”

	Jenny nodded her head absentmindedly. Her mind was very far away, thinking about the young girl and remembering the terror in her eyes.

	Jackie set the table and kept talking about how she missed home and her friends. She stopped talking when she realized that Jenny wasn’t responding. “Jenny, is anything wrong? I would like to help if I can,” she said as she came and sat beside Jenny.

	Jenny looked at her and was touched by her genuine concern. “Jackie, what would you do if you had a friend who was in the middle of all this?”

	Jackie smiled. “That’s what is worrying you? Relax, tell them to get out of here now when there is still time,” she answered directly.

	“My friend is trapped in this place and can’t leave. What should I do?”

	“Is your friend Congolese?”

	“Yes, and has been a very good source.” She didn’t want to say anymore.

	“Jenny, you already got your story; what’s holding you here? You don’t want to be caught in the crossfire. Don’t endanger your life because of a source. Just leave.”

	“It’s not that simple,” Jenny began, but decided it was a waste of time to have this conversation. The decision was hers and hers only. She smiled and thanked Jackie. “Let’s eat. I am starving,” she said, changing the subject.

	The food was good, and Jenny complimented Jackie on her cooking, then tried to make conversation. “Where is your husband, Jackie?”

	“Oh, he has to take care of some last-minute unfinished business with the bank,” she said.

	“Come to think of it, Jackie, I haven’t met him.”

	Jackie laughed hard. “You haven’t missed much. He is an ordinary guy; you know, the type that works all the time.”

	Jenny laughed at the way Jackie made it all sound. “That’s how I expected him to be, but I also thought he might be in a wheelchair with his age and all.”

	Jackie laughed so hard that she almost fell off her chair. Jenny joined in and they both laughed until tears came into their eyes.

	“It’s strange, the way we met,” Jackie started saying. “I was not initially interested, but he did everything to win me over, and eventually, it worked. I realized that I needed a man who cared for me, and we got married. The rest is easy to guess. It’s been boring ever since because his business takes him away a lot. We only see each other once a month. But things will change when we get back home.”

	They gossiped for several more hours until it was time for Jenny to leave.

	 

	


CHAPTER 50
_______

	Pierre ate his late lunch, feeling uneasy about the current events. Seeing his boss hadn’t helped much, except to know that maybe he was being followed and his phone was possibly bugged. The latter was easy to deal with since he could use a scrambler. Marianne was an exceptional lady; his house looked clean and she cooked all his meals. Though he had protested in the beginning, he was grateful for the help because it gave him time to run around. The past week had been hectic, arranging a security detail for the officials who attended the peace treaty.

	Pierre knew that the peace talks didn’t mean a thing if the Helpers were going to sabotage them. He had advised the French Ambassador about his suspicion that the President might be in danger, but the Ambassador had brushed it off, saying the man had already been warned by Paris and there was no need to say more unless there was concrete evidence to that effect. Pierre didn’t know what to do.

	He was still thinking of these events when Marianne appeared at his side and touched his shoulders. “Yes, Marianne, what’s up?” Lately, they have related almost like siblings.

	“You have a phone call. It’s from the Embassy.”

	“Thanks, Marianne,” he said, walking toward the little room. “Hello?” he said.

	“Hello, Monsieur, this is Piquet. A man named Boudvin called and wanted to see you. He said you knew where to find him.”

	Pierre had been so involved in other things that he had almost forgotten the con man. “All right, Piquet. Thank you for the message. Did anybody else call?”

	“No, monsieur, just Boudvin.”

	“Good day, Piquet,” he said and hung up the phone.

	Pierre excused himself and walked to his car; he intended to search for the transmitter. He got down on all fours, and it wasn’t long before he located it under the bumper. He examined it very carefully, determining its capacity. After some calculations, he guessed its reach to be a quarter of a mile, which meant that his tail was either around the corner or down the street.

	There was a path behind his house that was used only by bicycles and led to a shopping center a mile away. Pierre walked through the bush and carefully examined the dirt path. It wasn’t in good shape, but one could see the small shopping center in the distance. This would have to do, he said to himself, heading back toward the house.

	Marianne was in the office. She looked at him as if she were expecting him to say something. “Marianne, can I borrow your car? Mine has been tampered with.”

	“Here, take the keys and be careful when you use that dirt road, dear,” she said with a smile. Pierre was at a loss for words. He had forgotten that Marianne wasn’t new to the game.

	“Thanks, Marianne,” he said with a smile and left. Was he getting slow, or were the women he met these days too sharp? He shook his head as he started the engine and slowly eased through the undergrowth of bushes beside the house. He negotiated the anthills and ran over small trees for a few minutes, but fortunately, the path became smoother as he neared the small shopping center.

	He kept looking through his rearview mirror, but he didn’t see the tail. He thought of his boss and decided he would see him later. The small street where the con man lived was deserted, and Pierre had no problem parking. He walked slowly toward the house, and the door was open before he could knock.

	“Monsieur Philippe, you look troubled. One can tell by your walk. Come in,” said Boudvin, limping behind him before reaching for his cane. “May I get you a drink?” he asked, heading toward the table.

	“No, thank you. It’s too early for me,” Pierre said.

	Boudvin came back with a beer for himself. Pierre patiently puffed on his cigarette and waited for the mercenary to talk.

	“Pierre, if I may use your first name, the word on the street is that these agreements they are signing aren’t worth a shit since some members of CDR, if not all of them, are preparing a revolution. What do you think?” he asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “Never mind, that’s not why I called you here. I found out that somebody has bugged some lines, your home phone being one of them.”

	Pierre looked at Boudvin quickly and noticed that the man was serious.

	“You know, my friend, this information cost me a lot of money, not to mention…”

	Pierre raised his hand. He was not in the mood for negotiations, and he already knew the man never did anything for free. He produced some money and dropped it on the table.

	Boudvin took it and flipped through it. “The man found out about our little job with the telephones, but insisted they leave them untouched. Smart, eh?”

	“How did you find out about this?” Pierre asked. “Never mind that, continue.”

	“I don’t mind telling you, the young technician visited one of my girls and…”

	Pierre was impatient. “Okay. I want names.”

	Boudvin shrugged. “Okay, but I will need more cash. Besides you, the man bugged Monsignor Olivier’s telephone and also attached Ludovico’s, which we had already bugged.”

	Pierre drank his whiskey and took a cigarette from the pack that was lying on the table. “Okay, Boudvin, I will give more money to my secretary to give to you. What’s the name?”

	Boudvin looked up. “It’s Monsieur Gaston Nkoni, and what surprises me about all this is that even though he works for the Foreign Ministry, his work deals strictly with Public Relations and not Intelligence. Why bug the phones?”

	Boudvin had a point. Why would a civilian bug phones, unless he was working for somebody else? Pierre stood up to leave. “Thank you, and if you find out more, I will pay you handsomely.”

	Boudvin walked him to the door. “Pierre, I don’t know what irks me about that Gaston, but he behaves too much like a soldier. Something isn’t right about him, trust me. I can feel it in my bones,” he stated before closing the door behind Pierre.

	Pierre walked to his car, deep in thought. Something had also bothered him about the man ever since he had met him. He should see Lance, he decided, as he drove away. Right now, they were on the defensive, and with Antoine dead, it wouldn’t be easy to get more information on the man. He stopped the car and called the Embassy.

	“Hello, Piquet; I will leave an envelope for Boudvin on your desk tomorrow.”

	“All right, monsieur. Anything else?” she asked hopefully.

	“No, not now, thanks.” He hung up.

	Pierre sat down and tried to put all the pieces together. Gaston had to know more. Pierre had to pay another visit to Boudvin. He drove at breakneck speed to the Embassy and found Piquet getting ready to close up. “Piquet, I will take care of Boudvin.”

	Pierre opened the office door quickly and shut it behind him. He walked to the safe that was located in the extreme corner and opened it, removing a big wad of money. Time was short, and only money would achieve quick results. By the time he left the Embassy and drove toward Boudvin’s house, it was starting to get dark. He found a parking space not far from the house, walked purposefully toward the door, and knocked.

	Another young teenage girl, whom Pierre had never seen before, opened the door. He pushed past her and went inside. “Boudvin!” he called as he took a seat.

	Boudvin came out of the bedroom with a surprised look on his face. “Monsieur Philippe. I will be damned, that was fast. I guess you’ve met…”

	Pierre cut him short. “We have to talk now.” Boudvin waved the girl out of the room. “Look, Boudvin, you have a line on this exchange operator. I need some information; I mean fast.” He pulled out a big wad of money and gave it to Boudvin. “I need to know everyone that Gaston contacts. Can you do that?”

	Boudvin seemed surprised by Pierre’s sudden unpredictability. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

	Pierre scribbled his cell phone number, handed it to Boudvin, and left.

	Boudvin shut the door deep in thought. “I will contact Divonne immediately. No telling when this young attaché might be of some use in the future,” he said out loud.

	Pierre drove steadily toward Marianne’s house to see his boss. He was thinking of what he was about to reveal to Lance. He parked the vehicle about a hundred yards away and walked the rest of the distance. It was so dark that he almost bumped into the wall of the house. He felt his way to the front door, then heard a click from behind him.

	“Don’t move, you bastard,” Lance’s voice said deeply.

	“It’s me, boss!”

	“Pierre, didn’t I tell you… Never mind, what is it?” Lance asked, putting his pistol away.

	Pierre hesitated. “Can we go inside?”

	“It’s safer here. Did you drive over?”

	“Yes, I did.”

	“Let’s walk to the car.” They walked in silence up to the parked car and got in.

	“You borrowed Marianne’s car. Good thinking, son.”

	“We have a problem, boss. The telephone bugs that Boudvin planted were discovered.”

	“What?” Lance asked, astonished.

	“Monsieur Gaston Nkoni went to do his bugging and discovered that we had been there already.” He paused and lit a cigarette. “I believe you know the man—tough-talking bastard from the Foreign Office.” Lance nodded. “The smart son of a bitch paid the man at the telephone center to bug Monsignor Olivier’s phone, Ludovico’s, and mine.”

	Lance asked Pierre for a cigarette. Pierre was puzzled. “Didn’t you quit smoking?” he asked, but gave him one anyway. They smoked in silence. Lance seemed to be in deep thought.

	“This Gaston is a suitable candidate. I believe he was in France recently,” Lance said as he crushed the cigarette in the ashtray. “Son, head for the city. We have been here too long.”

	Pierre started the engine while still trying to figure out what Gaston was suitable for. “You are coming, I presume?” he asked, looking at his boss.

	“I wouldn’t miss it for a million bucks. Step on it.”

	Pierre was pleased by his boss’s new vigor, and he responded in kind, taking the quickest route to the city center.

	“Did you say that you thought the journalist was holding something back?” Lance asked.

	Pierre didn’t expect the question, but he answered it anyway.

	“What I meant was that she seems to want to exchange information with me, but she doesn’t give me much ground.”

	Lance nodded in understanding. “It’s because you were not straight with her the first time. Women tend to remember everything.” Pierre wholly agreed with the boss about that and was glad Lance hadn’t blamed him.

	“Here is what we are going to do, son,” Lance started. “You will reactivate the tail on the journalist. It should run at least up to midnight every day. Meanwhile, I will try to break into Gaston’s house.”

	Pierre nodded, glad that something was being done at last. “What do you want me to do?”

	Lance thought about it. “You can be my lookout while I break into the house. Okay, let’s head there now. It wouldn’t hurt to know if the gentleman is at home.”

	There was a car outside Gaston’s house, which probably meant that the man was going somewhere.

	“Why don’t you park down the street, son? It’s the best way to wait for a professional, who our mysterious Gaston might be.”

	Pierre parked the car, still in shock about what his boss had just said. Gaston was a professional?

	 

	


CHAPTER 51
_______

	Gaston was now convinced beyond any doubt that The Helpers wanted him eliminated after the job was done. What convinced him, even more, was a phone call he received from Ludovico saying that fifty percent of his fee had already been deposited in his account in Paris. The rest would be given to him in cash after the job was done. Why cash? He hadn’t asked for cash. 

	Gaston ejected the tape from the cassette recorder and also checked the copy to make sure the recording had gone properly. Satisfied, he put one tape in his safe, which was located under the floor in the corner of the room, and put the other in his pocket.

	“I have something on you, gentlemen,” he said loudly.

	Two days had passed since he had gone to his unofficial residence and visited his pretty young girl, Kai, and he felt an adrenaline rush. She made him feel strong and in control of everything. Since the realization that The Helpers would eliminate him, he had felt like a pawn to be used and later discarded. He didn’t have any intention of being discarded; that’s why he had acquired the insurance. The work was done, thanks to his old friend Chavez. He had the conversation from the priests’ meeting on tape.

	Gaston poured himself a good shot of whiskey and lit a cigarette. His whole complexion changed as he recalled the pain his mother had suffered while bleeding and trying to help his little brother. He thought of the revenge he was about to inflict on his enemies before he picked up his keys and headed for the door. He stopped halfway, wondering if he should take the listening device to his hut, but decided against it.

	He closed the door behind him and headed for the car that was parked outside. The fresh air felt good, and he was feeling very satisfied with himself and eager to feel Kai’s young body close to him. He started the engine, moved forward, and then backed up, turning the car around smoothly. He drove straight to the main road and stepped on the accelerator.

	* * *

	Lance looked at Pierre as Gaston’s vehicle went by. “It’s now or never,” he said, opening the door.

	“Boss, you don’t have a flashlight,” Pierre noted.

	“I don’t believe I will need it. If anything happens, just go around and pick me up on the next street,” Lance said and left.

	He walked purposefully toward the house to avoid suspicion, in case there were any guards, but the tap-tap of his shoes was the only sound in the silence. The gate was wide open, and Lance walked up the driveway toward the house. He knocked on the door confidently, but as he expected, there was no answer. He looked through his master keys and picked one with a sharp, pointed pin. He inserted it in the keyhole, twisted once, and the door opened. He quickly entered.

	It was dark, except for a little light filtering in through the window. He felt the wall for the switch, found it, and turned it on. The room was large and well furnished. He looked around carefully; his professional eyes noted everything he saw and came to rest on the briefcase. He walked toward it and tried to open it; luckily, it opened with a snap. Inside was state-of-the-art listening equipment. He knew this type, and it wasn’t easy to get; very interesting. There were two open cassette recorders, a sign that the man had been making a copy.

	He saw a crack in the floor, opened it, and saw the safe. He thought about trying to open it, but it was locked, and he didn’t have time, so he looked at the papers that were lying around, writing everything down in his notebook. He was still sifting through the bookshelf when he heard a small creak. He quickly turned around, his Glock ready, only to notice that by moving the book, he had inadvertently opened another compartment, revealing an arsenal on its shelves. There were various types of guns, attachments, and grenades. Without touching a thing, he carefully put the book back on the shelf, and the compartment slowly closed.

	Lance walked to the bedroom, turned on the light, and checked the closet. Knowing that most men left things in their favorite jackets or pants, he looked through them in vain. He was almost closing the closet when something small caught his eye. It was a picture of a woman with a child. He turned it around and read the words written in French. The pain you suffered shall be avenged, mother. Lance put the picture back and eased out of the bedroom.

	He looked around the living room one more time, but there wasn’t anything more to be found except an ashtray full of cigarette butts. The smell of cigarettes was still in the room. He turned off the light, closed the door behind him, and confidently walked down the driveway.

	Lance opened the car door, which startled Pierre, who was deep in thought. He sat down heavily. Pierre engaged the gear, and the car joined the traffic.

	“Boss, what did you find out?” Pierre inquired anxiously.

	Lance asked for a cigarette and carefully lit it before answering. Pierre hated the habit his boss had of keeping him in suspense. “I tell you, son, the man is a moving barracks. He has all kinds of armaments in his house. Very strange for a non-military man, don’t you think?”

	Pierre nodded. Lance puffed on his cigarette and threw the butt out of the window in disgust. “I don’t know how you people smoke these things. I will stick to cigars. At least they are enjoyable.”

	Pierre ignored the remark and waited for his boss to continue.

	“He has a state-of-the-art listening device that he seems to have used recently. He must have purchased the equipment in France. I wonder why he would do that.”

	Pierre took in all this information and carefully digested it.

	“He also has a picture of someone, possibly his mother, in his bedroom. He has written something about avenging her. Pierre, I think we have our man, but what bothers me is that I couldn’t locate anything that resembled a missile or a launcher, for that matter.”

	Pierre answered quickly. “Maybe it’s somewhere else.”

	Lance nodded. “I believe you are right. We have to shadow this man until we know where he is, and if the man is after the President, we have only hours to do that. The President is returning from Nairobi tomorrow.” They drove toward the city center.

	“Pierre, on second thought, I won’t be going back to Marianne’s. Let’s go to your house.”

	Pierre gladly turned the car around and headed in the opposite direction. They drove in silence until they came near to his residence, and Lance told him to stop.

	“I think we should park here. You run in and call Marianne to come and pick up the car in case your tail is waiting.”

	Pierre ran to the back entrance of his house and entered. Marianne arrived shortly after and drove the car as Lance lay down in the back. Once inside the house, Marianne kissed him on both cheeks. “You look good, monsieur; you even gained some weight.”

	“Thank you, Marianne,” Lance said as they sat down. He wasn’t sure why both Marianne and Pierre had commented on his weight gain positively. Was he too thin before?

	“Do you have anything for us today?” Pierre asked.

	“Yes. There was a phone conversation between Ludovico and a Monsieur D. Would you like to listen to it?” Lance nodded and followed her to the office. The conversation was short but mentioned a package that Monsieur D would get from Ludovico.

	They sat down in the office, totally exhausted, but both men knew that time was short and something would have to be done soon. Marianne left the room, sensing that the men needed their privacy. Pierre got up and fixed both of them drinks. He offered one to his boss and took one for himself. He sat down and waited for Lance to speak.

	“The way to go about this is to start from the beginning and work our way up to the present time,” Lance said as he sipped his drink. “Gaston isn’t what he claims to be, but we don’t have time to track his background. However, he fits the criteria of the kind of professional we are looking for. He is up to date with technology and weaponry, and besides, he is in contact with our suspects, which makes him our man, except that I failed to locate the missile. I think if I stick with him tomorrow, he will lead me to his stash,” he stated as he sipped his drink.

	“You are right, boss. It’s too much of a coincidence to ignore. He has to be our man.”

	“Son, I believe we will have a very long day tomorrow. Since we don’t have anything to lose, why don’t you get in touch with the journalist and see what she knows? Meanwhile, I will tail Gaston. Let’s get some sleep; tomorrow is almost here. I’ll take the couch.”

	He got up and walked toward the living room.

	* * *

	Gaston lit another cigarette and smiled. The girl was washing up before coming to him. She was young and innocent, made for him only, and nobody else. She entered the room and, as usual, got on her knees and carefully unzipped his pants, revealing his hungry member, which she hesitantly put in her mouth.

	He felt the usual zeal as he pumped himself in her small mouth before he roughly turned her around and directed himself into her. She gave out a sharp sound of pain, but he ignored her and kept pushing harder and harder, saying strange things: “I will shoot straight. Oh yes, I will,” he repeated as he pushed. “Oh yes, I will…” he yelled as he made a final push.

	Kai eased herself off him and faithfully cleaned him with a clean cloth. She moved painfully toward the cupboard and poured a drink for him. “Here is a drink for you, monsieur. We want to thank you for the clothes you gave us,” she said, looking at the ground.

	Gaston took the drink and told her harshly never to thank him again for anything before he dismissed her. He looked at his watch, and it was near the time to pick up the rest of the fuses from Ludovico. He still didn’t know why The Helpers had removed both fuses from the weapon before they gave the equipment to him—another sign that they didn’t fully trust him.

	He zipped his pants and walked toward the door, closing it carefully. With the tape in the hut, he could afford to relax; nobody knew about the place.

	He walked to his car and started the engine, heading toward a little-known bar on the outskirts of the city. He was thinking about Ludovico and wondering how much the man knew about The Helpers, but after careful analysis, he realized that the man was just a messenger. He toyed with the idea of plugging him after acquiring the fuses, but discarded it as a dangerous move at this time. There would be other opportunities after this.

	Gaston arrived at the bar at eleven-thirty, parked next to a large black Mercedes that belonged to Ludovico, and waited patiently. The plan was that Ludovico would drive off and Gaston would follow him, and the transaction would take place along the way. Just after Gaston’s car arrived, Ludovico walked out of the bar and entered his car, without even glancing at Gaston.

	The big car backed out of its parking space and drove off. Gaston waited a while before following the Mercedes and pulling alongside it. A window opened, and a package was handed over. He took it and drove off.

	He started thinking about the mission. Since the French were listening in on Ludovico’s conversation, it meant they had heard a lot, but he never said more than two sentences to the man. The French did not know who he was, and by the time they did, it would be too late to do anything. He looked in his rearview mirror and adjusted his speed, glad that everything was going according to plan.

	 


CHAPTER 52
_______

	After Jenny came back from Jackie’s place, she went to her room and tried to take a nap, but she couldn’t. She had a headache, and the ringing in her head seemed to be getting worse. She recalled the conversation she had had with Ian Hamilton at a party the night before.

	“The peace treaty is useless because these people hate one another,” he had insisted.

	“So what you are saying is that there is going to be a bloodbath?” she had asked.

	“That’s precisely what I am saying. There is no question in my mind that this is just the beginning.” Ian had said.

	Jenny was thinking about the young girl and what she must be going through. What could she possibly do to help her? The more she thought about it, the more confused she became.

	“What do you think you will do when all this happens, Ian?” she had asked.

	“We have taken measures to evacuate the British officials and their families; I just hope it will be done soon enough.”

	It seemed that everybody had made plans for their departure except Jenny and John.

	She got up from the bed, headed to the shower, and ran cold water all over her body, especially her head, which was throbbing. She finally stepped out and dried herself. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she was tired as a result of hanging out too much. This had to stop, she told herself, as she stepped inside the room and put on a pair of jeans, a pale blue shirt, and a pair of sneakers; she looked like a schoolgirl.

	She called John to see what his plans were, and he said he didn’t have any.

	“Can we drive to the airport together? Jackie’s plane is leaving in an hour.”

	“All right; I will be ready in a couple of minutes.” Since they had found out about a possible assassination attempt, they hadn’t said much to one another. She knew John’s position on the subject, but she was more concerned about the girl. Besides, they were not one hundred percent sure. She locked her door behind her and almost bumped into John as she stepped into the corridor.

	“There you are. How are you feeling?” he asked.

	“I have a major hangover. No more parties for me.”

	John laughed as they headed for the elevator. “You know that the President is coming back this evening,” John said.

	Jenny looked at him quickly, wondering why he had suddenly brought up the President. “What are you saying, John?”

	“Just that anything could happen tonight. Remember what the girl said.”

	“How can I forget?”

	They settled in their car and John started the engine. “We should think about leaving, Jenny. All the people I talked to are either in the process of evacuating or have plans to do so if it becomes necessary.”

	“Yes, I know. Ian mentioned that he had started arranging evacuation plans.”

	John shook his head as he started the engine. “Shit is about to happen, and the more I think about it, the more I agree with Ian,” he said seriously as he moved the vehicle forward. “As much as I like being in the middle of the action, I think we should make arrangements to leave.”

	Jenny nodded. “Okay. I will call Ian and see what he suggests. We can’t afford to be left behind like sitting ducks.” Her biggest regret, she thought as they approached the airport, was that she hadn’t had a chance to interview the rebels.

	John slowed down and parked behind Jackie’s car.

	* * *

	Kai had hardly slept a wink the night before. Her mother had suggested that she stay home from school and get her homework from a classmate, but Kai had insisted on going, and now she was sleeping in class. She was grateful the school day was coming to an end.

	An announcement on the school PA system woke her up, saying that some of the students from the school were going to the airport to welcome the President back home. This was received with applause from students and teachers.

	Kai felt uncomfortable and left school before the final bell. She was confused by the words Gaston had kept repeating when he was abusing her the night before. What exactly did the horrible man mean by this? The answer continued to elude her, but she had felt the urgency and sheer determination in his voice.

	She recalled bits of what he had said here and there. When she put that together with all the stuff in his basement, she realized that Gaston was going to kill somebody. The thought made her shiver. As she approached her home, she decided to branch off and go to her favorite place to think through everything. She sat down under the tree and thought about Jenny, the journalist, whom, for some reason, she had decided to trust and rely on.

	Kai admired her new friend. Jenny was the kind of person Gaston hated because she was strong, and he preferred weak women like her and her mother, whom he could abuse. This very thought made her even more determined to save both of them from the man. She drifted off to sleep thinking of various things she would like to do in life, but could not because of that evil man.

	* * *

	What exactly is going on? Lance wondered as he scratched his head. He was confused by Gaston’s movements. He had tailed him from his house in the morning up to the office. One thing was certain: this man, Gaston, was unpredictable, but Lance noticed that Gaston was also methodical.

	He stayed in the car, waiting for the man he strongly suspected to be the assassin he was looking for. Gaston was a powerful man; conclusive evidence was necessary before Lance could approach the authorities for a search warrant, let alone arrest him. He had been sitting in front of the Foreign Affairs building for a while, waiting for Gaston to come out.

	Gaston came out of the building shortly after and walked to his car, not bothering to look sideways, which disturbed Lance. The man was too relaxed. Lance kept him in his view until he made the turn into his driveway.

	W

	Gaston parked his car, walked to his front door, and opened it. He was happy about the way things were going so far, except for the little white car that kept following him. This morning, when reporting to work, he had seen it and had sent a messenger boy to find out who was inside the car. The boy had come a few minutes later with a full description of the man.

	At first, Gaston didn’t believe it, but it could only be Lance, the man who had caused havoc in Paris. That’s probably why nothing about him had been heard of for quite some time. The man had gone underground, but all along he had continued his little investigation. He had to give it to Lance. The man was persistent and could make Gaston work harder.

	The question remained. How had the French Intelligence chief found him out so quickly? He had been very careful. If this Lance fellow knew something, why was he following him around? Maybe he was hoping to find something tangible he could use.

	“In that case, keep on looking, monsieur. That suits me fine,” he said out loud.

	His mind moved to Monsignor Olivier. By now, he had received the other tape. He must have been very surprised, Gaston thought, probably not far from having a heart attack. Even though the man was religious, after receiving the tape, he would curse the living into their graves.

	Gaston laughed. He could almost hear the two priests talking.

	“I couldn’t have imagined the little bastard would double-cross us,” the old priest would probably say. “We must have taught the boy well; he was bound to get smart about his situation sooner or later, but he is a small piece of the puzzle.” Olivier would probably respond, “But Monsignor, he might blackmail us.” The older man would answer, “Not if we do as he says—for now.” Gaston figured the old man to be the brains behind The Helpers in Congo, and that meant he was patient and deadly.

	He opened the cupboard and removed a pair of powerful binoculars. He felt good and satisfied, having had a good lunch accompanied by a cold beer. He stepped outside, walked to the tree, and started climbing it, not bothering to remove his jacket. He took the binoculars and scanned the street below him, adjusting them for a closer look. Sure enough, the little white car was parked about three hundred yards from his house. He focused the binoculars on the driver, but he could only see the neck and the left cheek.

	Another car passed by, and the driver turned to look at it. It was the French Intelligence Chief all right, though the hair was different. Gaston lowered his binoculars and climbed down from the tree. He walked back to the house, brushing his coat with his hands. There was no question that he would have to lose the bastard. All he needed was the time to pull the job off smoothly. He walked to the table, picked up a few papers and a pen, and set out to make final preparation plans. He wrote down the departure time of the plane and expected arrival in Kinshasa.

	He checked his watch and saw that it was almost four, which gave him a couple of hours to get ready. He had previously timed the distance between his city house and his hut and then added on fifteen minutes both ways to allow for unexpected events. Not that he was worried that anything would happen, but it was always better to plan that way; he had learned that from experience. He poured himself a drink as he thought about possible obstacles, but there weren’t any since the route he would be taking to the hilltop didn’t have roadblocks.

	He also thought about the person The Helpers would send to take care of him if they didn’t buy his bluff with the tape. The assassin would most probably go to his house, and the method of execution would be a bomb or a grenade, not a bullet. The Helpers didn’t often use bullets because bullets were not a sure kill, and they wouldn’t take a chance, especially with him.

	* * *

	Lance turned and looked in his rearview mirror and cursed. The son of a bitch had outsmarted him again. He tried to make a U-turn, but the road was too small, so he had to back up again. He heard the motorcycle far away as he stepped on the gas pedal, hoping he would be lucky and catch up with Gaston. He slowed when he reached a corner with two junctions and looked around to no avail.

	He heard the motorcycle again and surged the small car forward, but the noise grew faint. Finally, he stopped and asked some young children if they had seen a motorcycle. Their directions indicated that the bike had branched off somewhere ahead.

	He continued driving until he saw a dirt road with recent tire marks on it. He slowly followed the road, but the marks soon vanished. He stopped the car, feeling frustrated. Gaston had done it again. No wonder he hadn’t bothered to look back, Lance thought. He must have known that he was being followed and knew exactly what to do, as if he had planned everything very well. The man was formidable.

	Lance drove farther up the hill, but all was silent except for the soft humming of his car engine.

	* * *

	Gaston jumped off his motorcycle and walked toward his hut with a smile on his face. He had taken the Frenchman by surprise and managed to lose him. He opened the door and switched on the light. The small hut was his ace in the hole. He walked to a small chair in the corner and sat as he checked his watch; it was coming up to six o’clock in the evening. The plane was expected to land between six forty-five and seven, so he calculated that he had a few minutes to get everything ready and get to the top of the hill, half a mile away. He lit a cigarette and carefully rehearsed all the small details.

	He said a small prayer for his mother’s soul and sought forgiveness for the mission he was about to embark on. When he was satisfied, he got up and pulled the brick that opened the basement. He walked down the stairs and turned on the light; everything was in place as he had left it. He took off his jacket, removed the holster, and carefully laid it on the ground. He opened the package he had received from Ludovico.

	He admired the launcher before taking it out. He opened another box and examined the contents. The missile’s pieces were delicate, and he took his time putting them together. He then laid them in the box. He put the box in one compartment of his bag and put the launcher in another. He made sure the safety was on before closing the bag. He checked his hiding spot to see if all the important things were still there. Satisfied, he quickly checked his watch, carried the bag, and put it near the steps. He retrieved the infrared light, placed it inside his jacket, and put on his holster. He looked around to make sure he hadn’t overlooked anything; then he picked up the bag and carefully climbed the steps, closed the basement door with the brick, and walked toward the door.

	He locked the door and headed for his motorcycle. He tied the bag carefully on the carrier and smiled before he put on his helmet.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 53
_______

	Kai had heard the sound of the engine and walked toward Gaston’s hut. After seeing the motorcycle, she had guessed that something was about to happen since it was getting dark, so she concealed herself behind tall grass and watched the hut closely. Gaston had come out about thirty minutes later with a big bag in his right hand, closed the door, headed for the motorcycle, and then secured the bag safely on the carrier. He had smiled ruthlessly as he put on his helmet, started the engine, and rode off. Kai had looked away, overcome by anger and disgust.

	Kai could hardly breathe as she willed herself to stand up; she could still see the man’s smile, which sent shivers down her body. After what seemed like forever, she took a deep breath and walked straight to her mother’s hut.

	“Hello, mother?” she said as she put her books on the table.

	“Hello, child, how are you feeling?” her mother asked, concern in her voice.

	“Fine, mother; I will be right back,” she said as she picked up the flashlight and headed for the door. She walked purposefully toward the window of Gaston’s hut.

	She positioned a brick, stepped on it, pulled on the window, and then squeezed her body inside. She turned on the flashlight, headed straight for the opposite wall, and removed the brick to open the entrance to the basement. Her heart was pounding as she made her way downstairs. It was deadly quiet, and the smell of cigarettes filled the area.

	“Please, God, give me strength,” she said softly as she looked around. The light fell on the box; it wasn’t shut all the way, so she reached for the latch and opened it, only to find that it was empty. The rest of the things had also been removed. She closed it quickly, a certain urgency creeping into her body, and headed for the opposite wall. She looked around, trying to locate the light-colored wooden brick that opened the secret compartment. Her heart was still pounding, but her mind was made up. It was now or never.

	She located the wooden brick and pulled it out quickly, and to her relief, the papers were still in there, and there was something else. It was a tape. She put the documents and the tape in one hand and used the other hand to put the brick back. Then she carefully headed for the stairs, climbed up as fast as she could, and closed the basement entrance. She let herself out through the small window.

	She took a deep breath of fresh air. She closed the window, although she knew her effort was futile since Gaston would soon know that his papers and tape had been stolen. He would know it was she who had taken them since he had never brought anyone to his hut.

	Kai ran to her mother’s hut. “Mother, mother!” she called out.

	“I am here, child. Have you done what you wanted to?” her mother inquired knowingly, as any mother would.

	Kai was quiet for a second. “Yes, mother. I believe this is the time. You should put some things together and get out of this hut, and go to the place under the tree. Please dress warmly. I’m going to see the journalist.”

	Her mother stood up and hugged her, whispering, “Hurry, my child, and good luck.”

	Kai picked up her jacket and headed for the door. She stopped halfway to put it on and put the papers and tape inside her coat pocket. She took a deep breath and stepped outside. It was dark, and she had left the flashlight behind for her mother, but she knew the small path that led to the shopping center, so she ran hard toward it. She soon saw the lights and willed herself to run harder. Finally, she arrived at the first store and slowed down.

	The only place with a telephone was a small restaurant in the middle of the shopping center, where taxis stopped. She walked toward the phone booth, but to her dismay, someone was there. The bus was about to take off, so she made a quick decision and boarded it, not knowing when the next one would leave. The city center was about five miles away, and she prayed that she would see Jenny and get back to her mother in time.

	When they arrived, Kai paid and ran to the post office. She entered a phone booth and dialed the hotel, hoping and praying that Jenny was there. “May I talk to Miss Osborne?” she asked in fluent French.

	“Just a minute,” the hotel receptionist said as she put through the call.

	“Hello, this is Jenny.”

	Kai hesitated and said rather quickly, “Miss Osborne, it’s me. I am at the post office.”

	“I will be right there. Wait for me, please,” Jenny answered with excitement.

	“Okay. I will wait for you,” Kai said and hung up.

	Jenny had been getting ready to meet Pierre for dinner when she received the phone call. The urgency in the girl’s voice was unmistakable. She hung up quickly, ran toward John’s room, and banged on the door.

	John opened the door. He took one look at her and he knew something had happened.

	“Give me the keys, John. The girl just called. I have to see her.”

	John fumbled in his pocket for the keys. “I should come with you.”

	She hesitated, then shook her head. “I will go alone. I don’t want to scare her.”

	John nodded his head. “I understand. Let me know if you need me.”

	The elevator seemed to take forever to come up, and Jenny was about to take the stairs when the door finally opened. She walked out and hurried to the door, trying not to run. The night was chilly with the wind blowing rather hard as she entered the Jeep. She eased out of the parking spot and headed for the entrance to the main road. The post office shortly came into view, and she slowed down.

	She was still looking around for a place to park when she saw the girl walking toward the car. She stepped on the brake, reached over, and opened the door. The girl entered with tears in her eyes. They looked at each other, wordless for a moment, and then Jenny touched the girl’s hand.

	“Gaston took out all the equipment today and…” Kai couldn’t finish what she wanted to say. Jenny was at first confused, but the girl pulled out some papers and a cassette and handed them to Jenny quietly. Jenny turned the car around and drove toward her hotel, instinctively thinking of what to say.

	“Are you sure?” she asked, and the girl nodded.

	Jenny pulled into the hotel driveway and found a parking spot.

	 

	


CHAPTER 54
_______

	Gaston let out a yell as he lowered the launcher and admired the burning plane about half a mile away. I have done it. A few minutes ago, he wasn’t sure he could pull it off.

	The plane had been almost thirty minutes late, and his heart had been pounding so hard in anticipation that it had almost become unbearable. He had been contemplating giving up the mission when he heard the distant engine of a plane. At the time, he had not been sure that it was the one until it had come into view through his powerful telescope. All Gaston had to see was the 747 with the distinct flag of the Democratic Republic of Congo to recognize the Presidential plane. He had seen it enough times to know it was the one. He had waited until the plane made a turn and reduced speed to land before releasing the missile.

	After admiring his work, Gaston quickly descended the hill, got on his motorcycle, and rode toward his hut.

	* * *

	Jenny pulled into the hotel driveway and found a parking spot. They were still sitting in the car when all of a sudden there was a loud noise and the vehicle shook. They both opened the car doors simultaneously, turned their heads toward the noise, and then they saw it in slow motion. A plane was burning up in the sky about half a mile away, and it was nose-diving toward the ground.

	“Oh no, he has done it!” Kai cried out.

	Jenny leaned toward the girl and held her close before she led her toward the hotel entrance.

	* * *

	Pierre was talking to Lance on the phone. “You mean you lost him, boss?”

	“I heard a motorcycle engine later and tried to follow it, but I was too late; that’s how I ended up here, but… Oh shit! It’s happened. Run outside. God damn it!”

	Pierre heard the explosion, and both he and Marianne ran to the door and yanked it open. It was an unforgettable sight. The plane was on fire and it was nose-diving into the ground.

	“Son of a bitch, he did it. The bastard did it!” Pierre shouted to no one in particular and ran back inside the house to the telephone. “Boss, are you still there?”

	“Yes, Pierre,” Lance said. “Wait! I think that’s him. I have to go.” Lance hung up.

	Pierre also heard the loud noise of the motorcycle.

	* * *

	Lance jogged to his car, started the engine, and followed the motorcycle that he could barely see in the distance. He gunned the motor, and the little car responded. The taillights got closer, and he could see that the man on the motorcycle wasn’t riding as fast as before. Why? He kept following Gaston with his headlights on until the motorcycle turned onto a small path.

	Lance parked the car on the side of the road and walked down toward the path he had seen the motorcycle take. He felt a certain danger as he walked further down, so he removed his Glock from the holster and pulled the bolt back. There was a click as the bullet latched into the chamber. The silence was scary, and he squatted down, carefully scanning the surroundings. Something zipped by his head, and he quickly dove into a bush. Two more rounds passed him. The bastard was shooting at him, and it was too dark to see him. The only option was to withdraw. He dived and started to roll on his stomach.

	The response was immediate as three slugs went into the bush where he had been. Lance aimed and released four bullets in the direction of the shooter, then retreated and ran toward the main road. Gaston must have been surprised because his response was slow and too far off. Lance ran to his car, hoping to make it in time. He opened the car door, gunned the engine, and took off.

	* * *

	Gaston had seen the car behind him and hadn’t worried about it until the car drew closer. He had turned the motorcycle engine off and looked at the car closely.

	“Son of a bitch, if it isn’t that Lance bastard again! He had hidden his motorcycle and taken cover near his hut. His first bullet was instinctive; if Lance hadn’t taken cover, he would have gotten him.

	After this last exchange of fire, he had gained more respect for the French Intelligence Chief. The man had come within inches of blowing his head off. He saw the little car disappearing in the distance before he walked toward the hut. The French bastard was resilient.

	What good would it do to chase him around, especially now that he had accomplished his mission? He opened the door to his little hut and entered.

	* * *

	The phone rang, and Pesot picked it up quickly and then hung up. So they had pulled it off after all. He didn’t feel particularly happy. It had to be done. The loss of life aboard the plane couldn’t be helped. The President had been practically untouchable on the ground; that’s why Pesot had personally formulated the plan to shoot the plane down. He called the Sister, who was nearby. “Sister, please bring me some port from the cellar. You know my favorite bottle.”

	He pondered the recent message he had received from Monsignor Olivier about the tape that Demus had made. The boy had guessed correctly that once his mission was completed, his worth would be compromised. Bright as he was, the boy was now a liability and had to face his fate.

	Olivier had been hysterical, typical of him in such situations, but Pesot had calmed him down. Pesot had envisioned this type of situation years ago when they were still recruiting a lot of boys. It was surprising that none of them had ever tried to double-cross The Helpers before, but none of them was as smart as Demus. Pesot had just called off the Colonel, who was supposed to eliminate the boy. He knew he would deal with the boy, but like all things he did, he would have to be patient.

	The long-awaited massacres had already started in most parts of the country, he suspected. Now he would wait for Monsignor Olivier, who would be coming to see him the next day to discuss the way forward. The Sister came back with his drink.

	“Monsignor, isn’t it too late for a drink?” she asked, concern creeping into her voice.

	“No, Sister, it’s not too late yet, not today. I just received a phone call that our beloved President’s plane has just been shot down, so you see, this isn’t exactly good news. It is time for us to meditate for the poor souls of this land.”

	The Sister’s mouth was still open in shock as she left the room quietly. She had been assigned to him straight from Belgium, and she had been well trained from the old school. She did what was expected of her and nothing else. She was very different from the modern Sisters from France and elsewhere.

	* * *

	John was downstairs in the bar drinking scotch when he heard the explosion. He ran outside with a few other patrons to have a look. He saw the plane burning as it nose-dived down. He felt a sudden shiver at the thought of all that burning flesh and looked away. He only looked up when he heard crying and looked over to see Jenny holding onto the girl, who was crying hysterically.

	“Jenny!” he called out.

	“There you are, John. We were on our way to the lobby, and we heard the explosion. Can you do me a favor?”

	“Sure, what is it?”

	“Can you put this in my small black suitcase? It’s very important.” She handed him the documents and the tape.

	“What are these?” John asked.

	“I will tell you later, but let’s say it’s what we’ve been waiting for.”

	John looked at her and seemed to understand what she was talking about. “Okay, I will take care of it.”

	The young girl was now begging her. “I have to get my mama,” she kept repeating. Finally, the girl broke free and ran off toward the city center.

	“I’ll follow her,” Jenny said and started the car.

	“Wait a minute, Jenny. I’ll come along.”

	“No, it’s okay. See you shortly,” she shouted and took off toward the city center. She almost missed the girl, who had crossed the street and was running on the opposite side. Jenny beeped her horn, and the girl looked up and ran toward the car. She jumped in and started giving Jenny directions. Jenny drove fast, and luckily, the roads were deserted.

	 

	


CHAPTER 55
_______

	Gaston turned on the lights and headed for the basement. He climbed downstairs and snapped on the light. He moved toward his hiding place, feeling a certain sixth sense of urgency, and pulled the wooden brick to open his hiding place. He almost shouted when he realized that it was empty. Someone had removed both the tape and the documents. He looked around in vain.

	His first thought was that the Frenchman had taken them, but that didn’t make sense because the man hadn’t known the place until he followed his motorcycle. He climbed upstairs, his mind working a mile a minute, and checked the windows. That’s when he realized that it had to be Kai because she was the only one who could have opened the window on previous occasions. What convinced him that she had done it was that the place hadn’t been roughed up and everything was where it was supposed to be, except the most important package, his ace.

	“The little bitch!” he shouted as he walked to her mother’s hut and kicked in the door.

	There was silence everywhere, and the place was dark. He lit a match and looked around, but nobody was in the house. He went back to his hut and brought back a flashlight. He looked all around, but everybody was gone. When he got outside, his light fell on some recent footprints going down the hill. They were small, so they probably belonged to a woman. He followed them slowly like a hunter looking for his prey, and at times bent over to examine them, hoping that he would find Kai and her mother and make them pay for their betrayal.

	He knelt to examine the footprints that seemed to have stopped. Both mother and daughter must have been planning this for quite some time. Not that he would blame them after witnessing that massacre, but he had foolishly thought that they had come to accept him as their savior.

	“Ungrateful bitches!” he cursed.

	He was still pondering his next move when something took off from a bush nearby and headed in the opposite direction. He sent a burst of two slugs in the direction of the movement.

	* * *

	Kai and Jenny heard the gunfire, and Kai started crying uncontrollably while giving directions to her place. They kept moving up the hill until suddenly the lights shone on the figure of a woman staggering up the hill.

	“Stop!” Kai shouted urgently. “My mama,” she said, leaping out of the car that hadn’t fully stopped. She fell down but quickly regained her balance and headed toward the woman.

	Jenny tried to get out, but another sound of gunfire made her look back, and she saw another figure. It was a man aiming a pistol at both Kai and her mother. Jenny instinctively turned off the light as another bullet whizzed by. She kept flicking the lights on and off to confuse the man, who was now very close.

	Kai’s mother moaned, and that’s when Kai saw some blood on her mother. She quickly picked up her mother’s bag and helped her into the car. “Let’s go, Jenny, please,” she pleaded, as she closed the car door.

	Jenny tried to turn, but the road was narrow, so she looked back at the road and made a mental map; she then turned off the lights completely and drove. It was pitch dark, but she had an idea of how the road went, so she kept reversing. Two more bullets passed by, but a third one hit the windshield, causing the glass to splinter. She turned on the lights quickly.

	The man must have been surprised because he dove into a bush, and Jenny could see that he was out of the way. She turned the Jeep around and drove very fast with the light on, although she could barely see because of the shattered glass. When they were a few miles away, Jenny pulled over to help Kai’s mother. She looked closer and saw that the older woman had been shot in the thigh. She removed a headscarf from her handbag and used it to stop the bleeding temporarily.

	“Where is the hospital? We have to get there quickly,” Jenny said. If they didn’t stop the bleeding, the girl's mom would bleed to death.

	But Kai shook her head with fear in her eyes. “It’s not safe to go to the hospital now. Let’s go to the Red Cross,” Kai said. “I will show you the way.”

	Jenny climbed over the seat and gunned the motor. They drove for about fifteen minutes until Jenny saw soldiers in the middle of the road with barricades. She put on the brakes very quickly, and suddenly, army men surrounded the vehicle. Their leader shouted something, and the ladies were dragged out and thrown to the ground. Jenny landed on her back and felt dizzy.

	She didn’t know what was happening. “Croix Rouge!” she managed to shout, using the French for “Red Cross,” as the soldiers aimed their guns at them.

	She closed her eyes and waited for the inevitable, but nothing happened. The leader said something, and all the soldiers squeezed into the Jeep and threw the suitcase and their handbags outside. The armed men turned the vehicle around and headed in the opposite direction.

	Jenny couldn’t believe what had just happened. How could they steal her car just like that? She got up and approached the older woman. The scarf was already loose, and blood was running down her leg. She bent down and tightened the scarf on the wound again.

	Kai got their bags together, and she and Jenny helped Kai’s mother, one on each side, and they slowly made their way down the hill. The girl pointed to a place further down, but Jenny’s mind was reeling. She could hear gunshots from all directions, and an occasional vehicle passed by, loaded with soldiers wearing combat uniforms. This is what John and Ian had told her would happen. It had already started.

	They walked farther down the hill, but it was difficult with Kai holding a bag in one hand and courageously helping her mother with the other. Jenny was holding the other side of the woman and had just started to lose her strength when Kai said something.

	“Croix Rouge!” she shouted, pointing ahead.

	Jenny took a deep breath and willed her body forward. They arrived at the building and knocked on the door. Somebody peeped through a window, and the door was opened by a white lady, probably in her mid-fifties.

	“Hello, Madame, we have an old lady who has been shot. Can you please help us? She will bleed to death if we don’t stop the bleeding,” Jenny pleaded.

	The lady opened the door wide and showed them a small room. They put Kai’s mother on a small metal bed and waited for the white lady to come back. She returned with medicine and bandages and then cleaned and dressed the wound.

	“My name is Elizabeth. I am from Ireland,” she said in English.

	“I’m Jenny, a journalist from the United States, and this is my friend Kai and her mother.”

	“Rebecca. My mama’s name is Rebecca,” Kai interjected, holding her mother’s hand.

	Jenny and Elizabeth both smiled at Kai’s mother, who was smiling back.

	A door banged loudly in the back, and everybody stiffened. Elizabeth cautioned them to keep silent and left, shutting the door to the room behind her. She came back shortly.

	“It’s the driver. He says there is a full-scale massacre going on in the city, so we have to move all the patients, and we only have one ambulance,” she said gently.

	There was a commotion in the other rooms as patients were being taken to the ambulance. Kai whispered something to her mother in her language, and the older lady started crying softly. Kai’s mother motioned to Jenny to come closer. She took Jenny’s hand and her daughter’s hand and clasped them together and said something in Lingala. Although Jenny didn’t understand the language, the meaning was clear. Rebecca was telling them to stick together.

	Kai hugged her mother with tears in her eyes, promising to look for her before Elizabeth took her and her things. Shortly afterward, they heard the sound of the engine as the ambulance left. Elizabeth came back shortly after and sat down on the corner of the bed, looking troubled. “I think things are going to get worse, so I will go and arrange a place in the basement for the two of you. I believe a little prayer couldn’t hurt.”

	When Elizabeth left, Jenny managed to get more out of Kai. According to Kai, she had read every document she found in Gaston’s basement and found out that he was working for The Helpers and had been trained in the Far East and Cuba. He was then brought back and somehow ended up working for the government, first as a soldier and then as a civilian for the Foreign Ministry. From what Kai was able to gather from Gaston’s notes, The Helpers had both Belgian and Congolese members.

	She said Gaston was very intelligent but also cruel and unpredictable, which was not a surprise to Jenny. He had brought both the girl and the mother to his place after soldiers under his command had massacred everybody, including the girl’s father. This happened when Gaston was still a soldier. Since then, he had used them as concubines. He started with the girl’s mother, and when Kai turned fourteen, he had started abusing her.

	Kai’s expression was one of pure anger as she related this part of the story to Jenny. She told Jenny she had decided to end this vicious cycle partly to avenge her father’s death and partly to stop the sexual abuse she and her mother had suffered at the hands of Gaston. By the time Kai finished telling her story, Jenny had tears in her eyes. She felt a fierce determination to help Kai. This was more than enough for a young girl to go through.

	Elizabeth came back shortly and told them to follow her. She took them to a little room in the back that looked like an office, then slid open a cupboard that revealed some stairs going down. She motioned them to follow her, and they went cautiously down the stairs. The light from the flashlight was barely enough for them to see.

	“Stay there while I find the light,” Elizabeth said as she moved toward the other end of the room and switched on the light. There were a few things: a bed, a mattress, and a little table with two chairs. Some sheets and blankets had been laid on top of one of the chairs. In the corner was a stove; apparently, Elizabeth had been cooking something earlier because a few plates were scattered around in the corner.

	“Now, this won’t be very convenient, but it will have to do. This place was built by a priest, who owned this house before the Red Cross moved in,” Elizabeth said as she moved toward the other end of the room and removed a sheet that was hanging by two posts. “This is the bathroom. It has never been used, but I believe that now is as good a time as any.”

	Jenny walked to where Elizabeth was and looked down apprehensively at the hole in the ground. Elizabeth smiled at her. “You know you don’t have to stay down here since you are a foreigner. I don’t think we have much to worry about as far as retribution is concerned.”

	Jenny nodded. “I will stay here with Kai until we figure out what to do next.”

	Elizabeth looked at her and smiled. “There is another thing I almost forgot to show you.” She hesitated for a second as she walked to another side of the wall and pulled on a small lever. “This is an exit out the back of the house. I hope you never have to use it.”

	She went over to the corner, removed some plates, and started serving soup. She reached into another box, took out some bread, and put it on the table. “Eat; you must be hungry.”

	“How about some food, Kai?” Elizabeth said, smiling and offering her a plate. They ate hungrily and took some more soup. Afterward, Kai took their plates to wash them.

	“Elizabeth, I want to thank you…” Jenny started to say, but the woman protested and shook her head emphatically.

	“Don’t mention it. I accepted this job years ago for personal fulfillment,” she said firmly. She got up and walked toward the door, but stopped halfway. “I will knock twice before coming down. That will be my signal. Have a good night.”

	Kai came back, and Jenny held her hand. They continued talking softly. Jenny sensed that Kai was a bright girl and could learn English quickly, given the chance. They made their beds, and Kai insisted on sleeping on the ground, saying that she and her mother slept on the floor. They went on talking as they lay down, with Kai enlightening Jenny about the situation in the country.

	She told her about a lot of incidents that had occurred involving the mass extermination of her ethnic tribe. Jenny had never imagined the magnitude of ethnic hatred.

	“I can’t believe these things still happen in this century,” she said loudly.

	“Yes, they do,” Kai said quietly.

	They went to sleep shortly after that, and Jenny dreamed about seeing houses burning with people in them, but when she tried to help, she was held back. She woke up from the horrible dream in a cold sweat. Kai came to her bed and sat there until Jenny went back to sleep.

	* * *

	John was worried sick about Jenny, who had left hours ago and still hadn’t returned. What could have happened to her? he asked himself over and over again. It was almost nine o’clock, and the sounds of gunfire were rampant. Apart from him, the bar was empty. People had left after it had been confirmed that it was indeed the President’s plane that had been shot down.

	Someone touched his elbow, and he turned around quickly. It was one of the waiters telling him that he had a phone call. John almost tripped rushing toward the phone. “Hello, this is John.”

	“John, this is Ian; how are you?”

	“Okay, but Jenny is missing. You haven’t heard from her, have you?”

	“No, John. What happened?” Ian asked with concern.

	“She left with a young Congolese girl, supposedly to pick up the girl’s mother, and that’s the last I heard of her. That was several hours ago.”

	There was silence on the other end before Ian spoke. “John, don’t worry. Since she is a foreigner, she’ll be all right. Just stay put, and if she hasn’t shown up by the morning, we shall take further steps. Meanwhile, why don’t you get all your things together and be ready to evacuate? I am preparing an emergency evacuation tomorrow.” Ian hung up.

	John felt partly relieved by what Ian had said, but he still felt responsible because he hadn’t insisted on going along. But what if what Ian just said doesn’t come true? These people don’t seem to have any rules. He went back to the bar, got a refill, and gulped down the drink. He checked his watch; it was almost midnight.

	The possibility of Jenny’s coming back tonight was very slim, given the situation. He wasn’t particularly religious, but he said a small prayer for her safety. The very thought of anything happening to Jenny scared him stiff. He left the bar and walked toward the elevator like a zombie.

	He entered and lay down on his bed, trying to figure out where Jenny could be. He decided to take a bath, hoping it would calm him down, but he was even more anxious as he dried himself. He made up his mind that if Jenny didn’t show up that night, he would go to look for her at first light.

	 


CHAPTER 56
_______

	“Marianne, thank you very much. You have been tremendously helpful. Why don’t you go and get your things together? I will call you if there are any plans to evacuate the country, but tell your friends to start getting ready,” Lance said as he entered the communication room.

	“Thank you, monsieur; I will be available if you need me again,” she said, walking toward the room that she had temporarily been using.

	“Just make sure you are ready if we need to leave,” Lance added.

	Marianne gathered her things and said goodbye to Lance and Pierre and then walked to her car. Pierre was still sitting by the telephone, waiting for any possible emergency calls. Pierre sipped his drink quietly, looking vacantly at the wall. Lance went to the kitchen and came back with two mugs of coffee. Neither of them had slept since the assassination of the President the night before.

	“Boss, why don’t we go after these people?” Pierre asked.

	Lance looked at Pierre and smiled. “It doesn’t work like that, son. Our job was to find out what the missile was for, and now we know. Moreover, there are a lot of political ramifications with this thing, and as far as I’m concerned, this mission is over.”

	Pierre looked at Lance, not believing his ears. “Did you say it’s over?”

	“Affirmative. Until we get new orders, I will regard this matter as closed.”

	They both sipped their coffee in silence. Pierre, who was still confused, looked at Lance. “Boss, don’t you think it’s about time you told me more about these so-called Helpers?”

	“Fine, son, I will tell you what I know. The original members were from the International Association of the Congo, and they were tough and strict disciplinarians. Some members of this association created a secret society called The Knighthood of The Helpers, which came to the Congo under the auspices of the church. There were also immense financial benefits if The Helpers assisted Belgium in controlling this area of Africa, especially Congo-Kinshasa. In terms of natural resources, this area is a gold mine. To be successful, they had to create a rift between the different ethnic tribes of the Congo because they believed that if tribes were fighting one another, they would not look closely at The Helpers’ activities. Again, they were right, and over the years, they became very powerful by making smart investments, especially in Brussels. The members now include prominent businessmen around the world.”

	Lance poured both of them some more coffee and sat back, lighting a cigar. He puffed slowly, inhaling the smoke and twirling his drink. “Now that you know who they are, I will tell you the bottom line. They simply don’t want any peaceful settlement that might bring about stability and jeopardize their business, so it’s no longer about religious aspirations anymore. It’s business. A peace agreement would weaken their hard work and influence.”

	Things started to make sense to Pierre. “So they assassinate the President and, as usual, blame it on the rebels, and then we have a massacre on our hands.”

	“Precisely. It’s all happening like clockwork. Whichever way you look at it, this country will go back a few decades after all this is over, and to The Helpers, it’s a blessing because of their foreign trade increases. They have been doing this for decades and are responsible for certain massacres in the earlier period. Some even think they are responsible for Pascal Langani’s death. Don’t forget they also recruited people like Gaston and others and put them in good positions inside the government. I’ll bet anything they have a perfect candidate for President right now.”

	Pierre could not believe what he was hearing. “Why doesn’t somebody put an end to this organization, boss? To me, it sounds like some big Mafia.”

	“Good analysis, son. A lot of governments in Europe are aware of The Helpers, but view them as harmless, so they primarily ignore them. But don’t forget, this organization is so secretive, and the fact that the group doesn’t touch anything illegal as far as trade is concerned makes their discovery even more difficult.” Lance finished and sipped his drink.

	“But they stop at nothing to get what they want. They are not harmless; they are willing to kill. Like the assassination of the President and his entourage,” Pierre said.

	“Precisely, and people they consider a threat, like your friend Antoine.”

	Pierre looked at Lance in disbelief. He hadn’t thought of Antoine as a threat to these people. But of course, he was. It all made sense now, and he suddenly felt responsible for his friend’s death. He took a big chug on his coffee and lit a cigarette.

	“So, this thug Gaston is untouchable?”

	Lance coughed to clear his throat and shook his head. “As I said before, this organization is precise, and I will bet anything, he is either dead already or will soon die, so there is no point in our worrying about him.”

	This time, Pierre was shocked. “You mean they will kill their operator?”

	“He will be eliminated to wipe the slate clean. They don’t like loose ends.”

	Pierre got up and walked around the room, deep in thought, and then turned to Lance quickly. “From what you have said so far, Monsieur, these people are even more deadly than the Mafia. I wouldn’t put it past them to assassinate our agents.”

	Lance nodded in agreement. “Son, there is something I didn’t tell you. Some attempts were made on my life, and two people were killed in the process, so I believe that answers your question.” He paused and pursed his lips. “The Helpers have a few moles inside our very department; that’s why I warned you that they know we are onto them.”

	Pierre was still in shock when the phone rang. He got up and answered it, and then hung up and walked back to his seat. Naz, who had been shadowing Jenny, told him that she had followed Jenny’s car to the outskirts of the city the night before, and apparently, she had stopped to pick up an older woman, but there was gunfire, which made Naz stop her car.

	“There was something strange going on there. Some nut was firing at a Congolese woman. The journalist rescued her and then accelerated her car backward, with no lights. Very clever, I must say. I think she got away. I lost track of her after that.”

	“Thank you, Naz. I will check it out. Can you tell me the location?” Naz told him the general area. Pierre related the story to Lance. He wanted to go and check the place out, but Lance insisted that they wait for more news.

	* * *

	Jenny sat up slowly and looked around the room. She smiled at Kai, who smiled back, and then she checked her watch and was surprised to find that it was already nine o’clock. There was a knock and then another, the signal that it was Elizabeth coming down. All of a sudden, Jenny recalled where she was and sat up. Poor John must be having a fit by now.

	Elizabeth came in with a flask in her hand. “I hope I didn’t wake you out of your sleep?”

	Jenny shook her head. “No, but I had a really bad dream last night. I hope you didn’t hear me upstairs.”

	Elizabeth shook her head. “No, dear, I wouldn’t be able to hear you at all, unless you shouted. Your friend Kai must have heard you, though.”

	“Yes, she came and sat with me until I went back to sleep,” Jenny said and smiled at Kai.

	Elizabeth put the thermos flask on the table and got a couple of cups from the corner.

	“Now you people should have some tea. I have to go out. Is there anything you need?”

	Jenny nodded. “Yes. My colleague, John, must be worried sick, and I left my cell phone in the hotel room. Here is the number of the hotel we are staying in; his room number is 408.” Jenny scribbled down the number and handed it to Elizabeth. “If you could call him and say that I am all right, I would appreciate it, and please, can you find out if it’s safe for Kai and me to leave this place?”

	Elizabeth nodded. “I will call your friend from down the street. Our phone was cut off. To answer your question, it is not yet safe. Yesterday, some soldiers in the United Nations peacekeeping force were shot. People are being shot on the streets as we talk. I will be back as soon as I can,” she said as another blast of machine-gun fire went off in the distance.

	“Will you be okay?” Jenny inquired with a concerned look.

	“Yes, I am not going far,” Elizabeth said before she went up the stairs.

	“Kai, are you all right?” Jenny asked, noticing the tears in the girl’s eyes.

	“They’ve started to kill people already,” she managed to say.

	Jenny held her closer. “Yes, dear, but we must not give up.”

	Jenny asked Kai about the location of the Red Cross in the city. From Kai’s description, Jenny guessed that they were about five miles from her hotel, which would not have been much under normal circumstances. But now the safest way was to go up the hill and down to the valley.

	They could hear the heavy thump of artillery fire and occasional machine guns. They said a little prayer to keep them safe, and then Jenny walked back to her bed and lay down. Kai did the same, and in a few minutes, they were both asleep. Jenny was woken up by two knocks on the door and the subsequent sliding of the cupboard door.

	“Elizabeth, is it you?” she asked. It was pitch dark, and Jenny hesitated to put on the light.

	“Yes, dear, it’s me,” Elizabeth answered, and then Jenny reached over and turned on the light.

	Elizabeth walked toward her, but by the look on her face, Jenny knew something bad had happened. “I just saw someone being shot,” Elizabeth said, obviously shaken. Jenny touched her shoulder in sympathy. Kai was sound asleep.

	Elizabeth gained her composure and continued. “I managed to make the phone call to your colleague. I had barely said that you were all right when we were disconnected. I tried again, but the line was dead. Oh, there is news coming in saying that the rebels have mounted a new offensive, but I’m afraid it’s already too late.” She got up, climbed the stairs, and was gone.

	Kai woke up, walked to the corner, and started to wash her face.

	“Come on, Kai, it’s getting late. Let’s prepare something to eat.” Jenny said, trying to conceal her anxiety. “We will get out of this hell and find your mom.”

	Kai smiled faintly.

	 

	


CHAPTER 57
_______

	John started pacing around the lobby, waiting for Ian, and thinking of what to do next. He had told Ian that Jenny hadn’t returned and mentioned the phone call from the lady. Ian had insisted on evacuating him from the hotel before things got worse.

	Ian walked in, and John walked over to him. “Thank God you are here, Ian; I am going out of my mind. I don’t know what to do,” he stated in frustration.

	“Look, John, there is no point in staying here, getting upset. You just received a phone call saying that Jenny is okay. Our priority should be to get you out of this hotel and evacuate you with the rest. I am sure Jenny will be all right.”

	John looked at Ian in disbelief and shook his head; he was still worried about Jenny. “Ian, people are dying everywhere. I am not leaving Jenny in this place!” he shouted.

	Ian let it pass because he could see that John was upset. “John, I have lived here for many years, and I know how people think. Attacking foreigners is rare. Besides, she wouldn’t have called and said she was fine if she wasn’t, so get yourself together,” he said firmly.

	John knew he was behaving like a brat, but he couldn’t help it. “Okay, Ian. We will go to your house and join the others, but I won’t leave the country without Jenny.”

	Ian nodded and helped John carry his bags. They walked out of the deserted hotel and got into Ian’s car.

	John tried to keep his cool in front of Ian, but he knew that the situation could get out of hand, and foreigners would start being targeted. He hoped to God that Jenny would find her way back before then. On the way to Ian’s residence, they saw the devastation that had been done in the past twenty-four hours. Several buildings were still burning, and there was debris everywhere.

	Although their car was marked with diplomatic plates, they were stopped at a roadblock by soldiers, and their car was searched. Some people were standing around, probably waiting for the inevitable. Their faces revealed sheer terror and helplessness.

	John couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He recalled the stories his grandparents had told him about what the Jews had gone through under Hitler, but that was over half a century ago, and here it was happening all over again. What was this world coming to?

	“Did you see the looks on the faces of those people, Ian?”

	Ian nodded. “John, I am also stunned. Although I suspected it would happen, I didn’t think this place would deteriorate this quickly. Knowing something is going to happen and witnessing it are two different things altogether.”

	John shook his head. “Although I was in the army, I was never in combat. I wonder what goes on in someone’s mind when he knows he is about to die.”

	Ian didn’t answer.

	John continued talking. “You can bet Jenny is somewhere trying to help someone, no matter how hopeless the situation may be. As tough as she comes across, the girl has a bleeding heart. I hope she is okay.” He sat back in his seat, his mind moving from one scenario to another.

	* * *

	On the other side of the city, Jenny checked her watch. It was coming up to six p.m. The thumping sound of the artillery was gaining momentum. They put some soup on both of their plates and ate in silence. When they finished, Kai started to tell Jenny about her school and the courses she was taking.

	Suddenly, there was a loud noise as if something heavy had fallen or the door was being kicked in, and then there was a sound of gunfire. This time, there was no doubt it was coming from upstairs.

	“Quick, Kai, open the latch,” Jenny said, pointing to the place Elizabeth had shown them.

	Kai went and started pulling. They heard voices upstairs and then more gunfire. Jenny realized that something was wrong; she picked up her handbag, turned off the light, and rushed to where Kai was. Kai yanked the latch, and the wooden wall tilted in. She stepped out, quickly followed by Jenny, and then suddenly, gunfire engulfed the whole basement, and they could hear Elizabeth’s voice pleading, “No!”

	Kai quickly moved through the path and entered the small bushy area; Jenny took quick steps and joined her in the bush, where they could see the road.

	“Do you think they will kill her?” Jenny asked, thinking of Elizabeth.

	Kai shook her head. “No,” she said confidently.

	They ran through the bush and kept parallel to the street as the sound of gunfire was all around. Kai, who was walking ahead, suddenly stopped. Jenny moved closer to her to see what she was looking at. Jenny looked once and looked away, and then she looked again and almost fainted. People were being paraded like animals with guns pointed at them by what looked like a militia group. Then they heard the cries from a woman and looked in that direction. The woman was being roughed up by some of the militiamen while the others gathered around a big campfire, drinking and smoking as if nothing was happening.

	Jenny felt sick to her stomach. “Enough, Kai. Let’s go.” Jenny pulled Kai away.

	They could hear cries mixed with laughter and shouting; as they eased away with tears flowing down their faces, Jenny felt like she was in a movie. How can people treat their fellow human beings like that? Her thoughts were interrupted as Kai, who was more alert, suddenly pulled Jenny down.

	Someone lit a match not more than five yards away, and they quickly squatted down. The man must have heard something because he lit another match and looked in their direction. Jenny prayed that the man wouldn’t spot them. After what seemed like a very long time, there was a shout, and the man slowly walked away.

	“My God, that was close,” she whispered to Kai. She guided them out of the area, but they could still hear gunfire and people shouting farther down the hill.

	Jenny sat down completely exhausted as they approached the hilltop. Seeing that her friend was tired, Kai sat next to her, and they each pondered their situation in silence.

	* * *

	Gaston was angry that the two girls had gotten away again. Damn! This was becoming a habit. The woman had pulled another spectacular escape from him. He sat down on the path outside the basement and was joined by the two military men he had picked up at the roadblock down the street. “Amateurs,” Gaston thought. Had they not shot some bursts inside the house, he would have talked his way in nicely to the old woman and found the two girls. He thanked the soldiers and got in his car.

	The last twenty-four hours had been the longest of his life looking for the girls. He had been looking for them since the night before, when the journalist almost ran him over. He had later found out that Jenny’s car had been commandeered by soldiers. The soldiers had told him where they had left the women, and he had searched the whole area in vain, so he had decided to go back to his house in the city for his car. The next day, intelligence had prevailed, and a few questions later, it was revealed that the girls were at the Red Cross. He had been so close, only to lose them again.

	He had taken a chance by threatening The Helpers, and now the girls had the only insurance he had against them. He had had a sleepless night, thinking of both The Helpers and the girls. He wondered what the girls’ next move would be. Suddenly, an idea came to him.

	He drove toward the summit that overlooked the airport, parked his car, got out, and then positioned himself under a tree and waited.

	* * *

	Jenny and Kai were behind a big tree stump, wondering why the car had stopped.

	“Just a minute, Jenny,” Kai said and quietly slid further into the bushes.

	Jenny kept looking in the direction of the car and almost missed the figure of a man who passed a few yards from her. She held her breath and looked down as the figure moved off the path and sat down under a tree. What was all that about? she wondered. Is he following us?

	Jenny didn’t have long to wait for her answer. Kai came back and knelt next to her. In her hands, she had two big sticks, and in the moonlight, they looked humongous.

	“It’s Gaston! I saw the car.”

	Jenny looked Kai straight in the eye and saw what the girl had in mind. She suddenly felt the same way. Kai was right. They couldn’t be sitting ducks anymore. It was time to fight back. This running up and down wasn’t leading them anywhere. She took one of the sticks and pointed to where Gaston was sitting.

	They made their attack plan and separated. Jenny started moving and then froze in one place. She had never really hit anyone before, and the very thought of causing serious harm to somebody sent chills down her spine. However, recalling what the man had done to Kai and her mother, she proceeded. She stopped a few yards from the man. She saw Kai also moving slowly until she was almost on top of him.

	Gaston did not know what hit him. He turned around only to realize, too late, that he had become prey. He tried to move, but Kai’s heavy blow landed on his shoulder blade. He let out a scream, but before he could raise his weapon, Jenny landed a hard blow on his forearm, which caused him to drop his gun. Gaston screamed again, and Kai gave him another blow, causing him to fall to his side.

	Kai kept hitting him repeatedly on the head and across the side of his face, and with each blow, she remembered every time he had humiliated her and her mother. Jenny looked at Kai and got worried. The look in the girl’s eyes worried her. She seemed like she was possessed by a demon as she kept hitting Gaston.

	“No, Kai, stop!” Jenny yelled.

	“Leave me alone, Jenny. This man must die for what he has done to us.” She kept hitting him until Jenny moved forward and forcefully grabbed the big stick from her. Kai’s dazed eyes looked angrily at Jenny before they reverted to Gaston, who was lying on the ground unconscious, with blood oozing from the wound on his head. She kicked him hard in the stomach and walked away.

	Jenny searched the unconscious figure for other weapons, but apart from his wallet, there was nothing else. The pistol was still on the ground where it had fallen when she hit Gaston’s forearm. She picked it up and looked at it closely. How could something so well-crafted be so deadly? She mustered all her strength and threw it far into the bush. Their immediate problem was over, but somehow Jenny didn’t feel relieved. Kai came back and shook Jenny on the shoulder.

	“Come! Let’s tie him. I don’t trust this evil man. He will hunt us down when he wakes up.”

	Kai walked to the car and searched everywhere. She finally found a rope and some rags in the back of the car and headed back. They pulled the limp figure further into the woods and tied him with both hands in the back to a tree. Gaston groaned in protest as they secured him tightly, but both girls were determined, and a few minutes later, they left his limp body and walked back to the car.

	 


CHAPTER 58
_______

	Pierre was still wondering about Jenny’s whereabouts when he got a phone call. He finished talking and looked at Lance. “Jenny’s car was found a few yards from the city center with the windscreen shattered by bullets, but there was no blood in it,” he said with concern.

	“That’s very strange. I don’t see why she should be shot at, unless she is involved in something else. Who called?”

	“It was the person I hired to follow her,” Pierre said. “I’ll call the hotel.”

	He turned around, visibly shaken, and rang the Meridian. He was told that Jenny hadn’t been seen since the previous night. He hung up the phone, his mind imagining all sorts of things that could have happened to her.

	It was at that point that Pierre realized how important Jenny had become to him.

	“Boss, I will go and find out. The agent told me where the man shot at Jenny.”

	Lance got to his feet. “I’ll go with you. We'd better take some flashlights.”

	Pierre went back to the communications room and switched on the machine to receive messages. He ran into the bedroom, took some flashlights and a few extra clips for his big gun. Since the President’s assassination, Pierre preferred the Uzi to the pistol he normally carried. By the time he closed the front door behind him, Lance was already in the passenger seat.

	“The place my agent mentioned is not far from where you followed Gaston. Do you think he is still there?” Pierre asked as he started the engine.

	Lance shook his head. “I doubt it very much, but we shall soon find out.”

	“If Gaston is involved in this affair, then Jenny may be in danger,” Pierre stated.

	Lance leaned back in his seat, trying to put things together. There was something significant about the place where he had exchanged fire with Gaston. It must have been where he kept the missile. But who was the woman? Was it Gaston who was trying to knock her off? If so, why do that after the mission was complete? Maybe the woman had something that he wanted, but what?

	“Slow down, son. Let’s park right here and walk to the place,” Lance said.

	They got out of the car with their weapons in hand and went down the darkened path. After walking for about ten minutes, they saw two huts. They separated, and Pierre went toward the one on the left. He pushed open the small door and then looked all around the room with his flashlight. Judging by the things that were hanging on the wall, it was a woman’s residence. There were also some schoolbooks. Maybe a student lived here. Seeing nothing else of importance, he turned off the flashlight and stepped out.

	He walked to the other hut. It was a full moon, so he could see Lance still outside trying to get in. “What’s the matter, boss?” he asked.

	“This one has a tough lock and I don’t have my spares,” he said, referring to the special keys he used in cases like these.

	“Here, try these,” Pierre said, handing Lance his own set.

	Lance took them, and in a moment, he had the lock open. Pierre switched on his flashlight, and they entered. The small bed was turned upside down, and so was a table. It was evident that this hut was special because the floor was finished with tightly fitted wooden planks. They entered further and noticed that one part of the floor wasn’t fully covered. Lance bent over and inspected the little opening.

	“Pierre, I think we have an entrance of some sort,” he said, shining his flashlight inside the hole. He stood up and examined the wall closely. That’s when he saw the brick that wasn’t fully pushed in. He pulled it out, and the floor creaked, revealing an entrance and stairs going down. Lance and Pierre looked at each other in amazement before they descended the stairs.

	“It’s very dark in here, boss,” Pierre commented, flashing the light all around him. His eyes fell on a piece of string, and he yanked on it. Suddenly, the whole basement lit up, revealing different objects. Most of them had been turned upside down as if someone had been looking for something.

	Lance’s eyes rested on a big box. He walked toward it and yanked it open. “This must be the box that held the missile. It is postmarked from South Africa.”

	Pierre saw another box with a similar postmark, picked it up, and looked at it closely without being able to make anything of it. “Boss, what do you think was inside here?” he asked, handing the box to Lance.

	The older man examined it. “Perhaps it contained some kind of fuse or a switch, very interesting. This appears to be separate from the rest.”

	Pierre bent down, picked up a piece of wood, and then walked to a hole he suspected it had come from. The hole was made to hold something. He switched on his flashlight and looked deep inside. There was a small notebook. He reached inside and removed it. It looked like some sort of a journal.

	He read the last entry. Now that I have evidence on the tape, it should hold them down.

	Pierre’s mouth opened in disbelief. He tapped on Lance’s shoulder and handed him the notebook.

	Lance read it. “I’ll be damned. Where did you get this?”

	Pierre showed him the hole and the wooden brick.

	“A secret safe,” Lance said aloud. “This is beginning to make sense.”

	They looked around one more time and turned off the light before they ascended the stairs. Lance put back the brick, and the floor was sealed again.

	“What is in the other hut, Pierre?” Lance asked, walking to the door.

	“It seems to be occupied by a woman or maybe a student,” Pierre answered as they stepped outside. Lance shut the door with a padlock and suggested that they go back to the hut on the left. “Let’s look around more carefully. We might find something.”

	They entered the other hut together and searched the place carefully. The exercise books revealed the name, Kai. They read everything, but could not find anything else significant written down. The clothes revealed that an older woman and a young girl resided in the hut. They were about to leave when Pierre’s flashlight picked up a photo that was upside down. He picked it up and looked at it closely. It was a picture of a man and a woman with a young girl.

	He handed the picture over to Lance. “What do you think?” he asked as they left the hut.

	“Well, I guess that the woman and daughter probably lived here with Gaston, although there is no indication of him in the picture. Why don’t you keep the picture? It might come in handy later,” he said, handing it over to Pierre.

	They walked back to the car in silence. Pierre was trying to remember the last time he had talked to Jenny. She had referred to her source as she. He figured that somehow Jenny had contacted the girl or the mother for information. Only one person would know more about this, and that was John.

	“Boss, let’s drive to the Meridian hotel,” Pierre said as he headed for the city.

	“Good idea. Maybe we can learn more about what is going on.”

	Along the way, they saw scattered groups of militiamen drinking beer and bodies being ferried away. The stench of death was everywhere, but the sound of gunfire wasn’t as bad as the night before. Pierre figured that the soldiers were taking a break and would resume their atrocities at first light.

	They entered the almost-deserted hotel, and Pierre approached one of the porters who was seated in the vacant lobby and asked about the whereabouts of Monsieur Spencer, the photographer in room 408. The porter mentioned that Monsieur Spencer had left earlier with another man who spoke the same language. He took out the visitors’ book and showed Pierre where the man that taken Monsieur Spencer had signed.

	Pierre looked at the name. It was Ian Hamilton. Pierre thanked the porter and gave him a bunch of crumpled bills. They both walked back to the car.

	“Boss, Hamilton took John this morning. Where do you think they went?” Pierre asked.

	“I think he took him to his home or wherever they are all assembling for evacuation.”

	Pierre decided to try Monsieur Hamilton’s residence. They arrived at the house in about ten minutes and found it full of expatriates. There were at least twenty-five people, some of them children. Ian let Pierre in with questioning eyes. Both of them knew that they held similar jobs, for different countries.

	“Monsieur Hamilton, we would like to talk to John Spencer if we can, please. It’s about Jenny Osborne.”

	Ian was a bit suspicious, but he relented, knowing that both these men were like natives in this country, and if anybody could find Jenny, they would. “All right, gentlemen, follow me.”

	They made their way through the masses of people and found John cooped up in a bedroom, looking miserable. John stood up quickly as they entered. “Is Jenny with you?” he asked before extending his hand to greet them.

	Pierre shook his head. “We would like to help. Can you tell us something that can help us search for her?” Pierre asked as he assessed the man that Jenny worked with. John was very worried about Jenny.

	John looked at Pierre and seemed to hesitate before answering. “All right, I will tell you what I know if it will help. She left last night and didn’t come back. I was worried sick, but I got a call this morning from someone saying Jenny wanted me to know that she was okay, but the phone was cut off before I could get any more information.”

	Pierre felt somewhat relieved. “Good. I want you to think carefully. Did you see Jenny with somebody yesterday?”

	John nodded. “She was with a girl at the time the plane was shot down. The girl ran off, and Jenny followed in her car. She didn’t return.”

	Lance and Pierre nodded in understanding. Pierre reached into his pocket for the picture and handed it over to John, who examined it closely. “It could be this girl. They look alike, but the one I saw was older. Jenny has been in contact with the girl for some time.”

	John shook his head and put up his hands in resignation. “I might as well tell you this. The girl lived with Gaston and gave Jenny information about him.”

	Pierre nodded. “We figured that much after searching Gaston’s place outside the city.”

	John was surprised, but he quickly recovered. “So what exactly did you want from me if you already know everything?” he asked in frustration.

	Pierre quickly glanced at Lance, having noticed that John was on edge.

	“What we would like to know is whether the girl brought something to Jenny because we believe that if Gaston is after the girl, the situation could turn nasty,” Lance stated.

	John was still skeptical, but he didn’t see any other choice. “All right, the girl had been in touch with Jenny a few times regarding Gaston’s activities,” John said, looking away.

	They realized there was no point in pestering John, who was very worried about Jenny. “Monsieur Spencer, we will do all we can,” Lance said. John nodded absentmindedly.

	“I guess we'd better be going. So long, John,” Pierre said as he walked out of the room.

	“Please find her,” John said. The two men nodded and left.

	Pierre started the car and drove off. He was more worried about Jenny than he let on, and right now, he didn’t know where to begin. “Tell me, boss, what are the chances that Jenny will leave the country before Gaston catches up with her?”

	Lance thought about it for a moment. “Not very good, I’m afraid, but her chances are better with the current confusion, so I would say fifty-fifty. It could go either way.”

	Pierre absorbed all this quietly. “What would you do if you were in her shoes?”

	Lance smiled. “That’s easy. I would take the first flight out of the country. Why don’t you stop at the Hotel Gombe? I want to pick up some cigars,” he said, changing the subject.

	Pierre drove toward the hotel and saw that the hotel sign was still lit. “It must be the only place open in the whole city,” he said as he turned into the parking lot and cut the engine. Lance jumped out and headed for the entrance.

	Pierre tried his best to imagine how Jenny would react, assuming she was with the girl. Jenny didn’t seem the kind to abandon anybody who needed her. That’s one of the things that drew him to her; of course, she was also intelligent and a knockout. He felt a pang of sadness mixed with determination to find her.

	 

	


CHAPTER 59
_______

	Kai joined Jenny in the front seat of Gaston’s car, and they drove off. Jenny’s mind was working very fast. She believed they had several hours before Gaston came after them, keeping in mind that he would need medical attention. She had a plan in mind, but it included cooperation from Ian Hamilton. She started the car and headed for the city.

	The sound of gunfire had subsided, and Jenny hoped it would stay like that for a while. They drove down the hill, trying to avoid running into the now-common roadblocks. She could not believe that she was in a war zone. The most disturbing thing for Jenny was seeing scattered bodies on the side of the road. She started making all kinds of promises to God about the things she would do if she survived the ordeal. She glanced at Kai and could not believe how calm the girl was. The poor girl had seen so much for one so young and seemed resigned to her circumstances.

	Kai urged Jenny to leave the main road and pointed to a dirt road. Jenny quickly glanced to the right, and sure enough, Kai had seen the roadblock; she breathed a sigh of relief. They drove on the dirt road that curved around the small hill for a while before Jenny saw a rope that was tied across the road. “Damn!” she cursed as she eased off the gas pedal. Kai’s eyes registered fear, and Jenny looked away, thinking about what might happen to them if they were stopped. Two or three militiamen were standing near the road.

	Jenny looked at Kai again, and their eyes met, and suddenly she made up her mind. They had come so far, and nobody, not even these crazies, was going to stop them. Jenny judged the distance and noticed the curve ahead.

	“Okay, girl; let’s rumble,” she said, motioning Kai to duck under the dashboard.

	Jenny switched the headlights on full beam and slowed down the car as if she were going to stop. Then, without warning, she switched off the lights and stepped on the gas pedal. There were shouts as the soldiers took cover before she heard gunfire, but by then she had already taken the bend. She tried to avoid running over a goat and ended up hitting a signpost. The car was damaged, but it was still running. Two miles later, they passed the Belgian Embassy, and Jenny stopped the car.

	“Kai, we can walk now. It’s a bit safer.”

	As they were jumping out of the car, Jenny saw car lights coming from the direction they had come and pulled on Kai. “Let’s go. They’re right behind us.”

	They jumped into the bush, barely avoiding the headlights. They saw a big building in the distance and ran toward it. The people in the other car must have seen them because the next thing they saw was flashlights following them. Jenny was praying that they were going in the right direction. They arrived at the building and ran to the back. They saw a guard heading to the front to investigate.

	The fence around the place was too high to climb, so Jenny lifted the barbed wire. “Hurry, Kai.”

	Kai slipped under the fence smoothly and held the wire for Jenny to go through. There was the sound of gunfire and the subsequent sound of a yelping dog. These crazies are killing dogs, too? Jenny couldn’t believe it, but she quickly dismissed the thought and moved on. They arrived at the road, which Jenny thought she remembered, and quickly followed it. They had just turned onto another road when they heard the sound of an engine behind them. They jumped into a ditch, and they saw the car pass by, and then they made their way through the alleyways.

	It was by chance that Jenny saw Hamilton’s house. It was a large, gray house with a unique gate, which is how Jenny recognized it. They climbed the fence and then walked toward the house. The front light was on, but all was silent around the place as if it had been abandoned.

	Jenny approached the front and knocked, praying someone was inside. To Jenny’s relief, they heard murmurs inside.

	It was Ian who looked through the screen to see who it was. His eyes registered surprise and relief at the same time as he fumbled for the lock and let them in.

	“Jenny, oh, thank God, you are still in one piece,” he said, hugging her. All of a sudden, they were surrounded by a lot of people. Kai looked a little confused, but she managed to smile. Jenny introduced Kai to everybody.

	“John hasn’t been able to eat anything since you disappeared, my dear,” Jewel chipped in.

	“Where is he?” she asked.

	Jewel led the way and opened the door to a bedroom. When John saw Jenny, he jumped up and gave her a bear hug and wouldn’t let go. In the end, he did and looked at her with anger. “How could you disappear like that, Jenny? Don’t you know people are dying out there?”

	Jenny looked at her best friend caringly. “Sorry, I worried you, John. It’s a long story, and we don’t have time to go through all the details, but Kai and I have been on the run since we left the hotel yesterday. You did get my message, didn’t you?”

	“Yes, I did. Thank you. I was going out of my mind before that.”

	John led Jenny and Kai to comfortable seats, and Jewel brought some tea, which they drank eagerly. The night had been quite chilly, and though the house was warm, it took them quite a while to warm up.

	“By the way, your friend, the French attaché, came by with an older man,” John said.

	“Pierre? He came here?”

	John nodded. “Yes. They went out to look for you. They asked me a lot of questions, and I’m afraid I told them about you and the girl; sorry.”

	As he expected, Jenny was upset. “How could you, John?” she snapped. “Tell me exactly what you told them.” John recounted the conversation, including the fact that the two gentlemen had been to Gaston’s place and had already concluded what was going on.

	“I’m sorry, Jenny. I was desperate and I wanted you rescued,” he added.

	Jenny nodded her understanding. John must have been worried when she disappeared. “Don’t worry about it, John. I probably would have done the same thing.” She turned to Ian and Jewel. “Thank you both.”

	“Do you have any room in the house where Kai and I can rest a little?” she asked Jewel.

	Jewel got up. “I’ll show you and let me know if you need a shower.”

	Jenny smiled and nodded. Compared to Jewel, they must have looked like they’d come from a mineral factory. She hugged John and shook Ian’s hand. “Ian, can we talk later?”

	Ian nodded. “Let me know when you are ready.”

	Kai and Jenny followed Jewel to the other side of the house, and she showed them their bedroom. “I will have your things brought to you in a moment, dear,” she said to Jenny and left.

	“How do you feel, Kai?” Jenny asked.

	“Very good,” the girl answered with a smile. “I am just worried about my mama.”

	“Your mom will be okay, Kai. She is in safe hands with the Red Cross. Don’t worry. We will find her,” Jenny said, touching Kai’s shoulder.

	Ian knocked on the door and brought in Jenny’s suitcases, which John had brought from the hotel. He showed them the bathroom and left. Jenny opened the suitcases and chose some dresses that she thought would fit Kai, and gave them to her. “Here, Kai, choose what you want to wear after washing up,” she said.

	“You mean they are for me?” Kai asked excitedly.

	“Yes, dear. Here, take this towel.”

	Kai took the towel and went to the bathroom, but then came right back. “Can you show me how it works?” she asked shyly. Jenny was taken aback. She hadn’t stopped to think about how new everything would seem to Kai. She went to the bathroom and started the shower, making sure it was warm, and then showed Kai how to turn it off before she left.

	Jenny started looking through more of her things. She removed the clothes that she thought weren’t appropriate for a girl of Kai’s age, put them in one case, and then put some dresses and a few pairs of pants in another bag for Kai. She was happy to find new underwear that she hadn’t worn. Kai could use them for now until they bought more. All Kai had was the little bag that her mother had managed to carry.

	Kai came back shortly, and Jenny went to take a shower. The water was refreshing after twenty-four hours without a bath. When she went back to the room, Kai was already dressed in a simple red dress that looked great on her.

	“You look lovely, Kai. I will show you the other things I have for you.” She showed a beaming Kai the suitcase she had arranged for her. Kai excitedly tried on one dress after another, admiring herself. Jenny couldn’t help but be moved, and tears came into her eyes.

	She left the room to look for Ian but met Jewel instead, who offered to look for Ian. Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door.

	“Hello, Ian, come on in and have a seat,” Jenny said as she opened the door.

	There was a little chair in the corner. He pulled it up and sat down. “What is on your mind, Jenny?”

	Jenny looked directly at him. “Ian, you have diplomatic privileges, don’t you?” Ian nodded, wondering what was on Jenny’s mind.

	“I need your help in getting Kai out of the country.” Ian looked at her but said nothing, so Jenny continued. “I thought that maybe you could arrange for her to get some British papers until I can think of something.”

	Ian smiled. “That, we can do now. I keep some documents for such emergencies, but we will have to take her photograph.”

	Jenny took Kai to the side and explained that Ian needed to take her photograph for her to get traveling papers. She saw the hesitation on Kai’s face and told her that Ian was a nice man and not to worry.

	He stood and smiled at Kai. “Come, my dear. We are going to take your picture. It won’t take long,” he said in French.

	Kai followed him, but not before she glanced at Jenny; Jenny nodded, assuring her that it was all right. Ian took her to the basement, turned on the light, and took two headshots of her. In a few minutes, it was all over, and he cut them to the right size. “That’s it. I will escort you to your room,” he said, turning off the lights.

	Jenny was surprised when they came back. “That was fast. Is that it?”

	Ian nodded. “Yes. It is a temporary document. I will bring the paper for her to fill out and sign,” he said, smiling.

	Jenny thanked him profusely, but she was still afraid that something might go wrong. She wondered if it had been wise to let Gaston live. Could her shortsightedness ultimately lead to their death? Ian looked at her with concern and wondered what had come over her. He tapped on her shoulder, and she turned and looked at him strangely as if she were sizing him up.

	“Jenny, something is bothering you. What is it?” he asked, looking her straight in the eye.

	Jenny looked at him, wondering if she could tell him about Gaston. She knew that Ian was a spy for the British and probably had access to ways of smuggling someone out of the country. She made up her mind to tell him.

	“Okay, Ian. I will tell you what is bothering me. I have to get my friend Kai out of the country without anybody seeing her. Someone is after her, and possibly me, too.” She told him about Gaston following them and how they had beaten him up.

	Ian ruffled his hair and hesitated before asking, “Is this the Gaston who was recently honored for getting overseas aid?” Jenny nodded. “I am surprised that the man is dangerous, Jenny. I mean, if the papers are right, I don’t see how he can…”

	She cut him short. “Ian, I know it’s hard to understand, but the man was armed and shooting at us. I am sure he killed the nurse at the Red Cross who sheltered us last night. We would have died if he had caught up with us. Believe it or not, Ian, the man is dangerous.”

	Ian thought about this for a moment. Jenny had no reason to make up a story like that. “I believe you. Given his position, the man thinks he is above the law, and he is very influential, so we must be very careful.”

	Jenny was relieved by Ian’s quick perception. “Is the plane arriving tomorrow?” she asked. Ian nodded quickly. “Ian, how would you get somebody on it without raising suspicion?”

	He looked at her with a rebellious twinkle in his eyes. “That I would have to think about,” he answered confidently.

	Jenny nodded. “Think fast, my friend. Time is against us.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 60
_______

	Gaston was in a lot of pain. Every move he made hurt him terribly. The pain in his forearm was unbearable, but the fact that he could still move it meant that it wasn’t broken. It was almost five in the morning. He imagined that he must have been out for almost four hours. He cursed himself for putting his guard down. The women had pounced on him from both sides. He felt a wave of anger run through his body. He had to get up and find them, but his arms were tied behind him.

	He recalled what his instructor had taught him. “When you are hurt, relax your body and identify the source of your pain.” He took a deep breath and slowly used his fingers to untie the knot in the rope holding his hands. He freed his arms, and the pressure subsided. He took another deep breath and yanked hard on the cloth that was still holding his feet hostage, and it loosened up. He stood up and straightened his limbs, which still felt numb.

	He thought about his current predicament and felt bitter. Why had he ever even considered keeping people in his secret hideout? The woman had pretended to be scared of him, all the time planning something. His instructor had once said: A cornered animal is the most dangerous. He tried to move, but the pain in his head was immense. He stopped to recollect himself. “Relax,” he repeated to himself over and over. He did numerous breathing exercises and felt a lot better, and then he made his way to the road.

	On arrival, he discovered that his car was missing. “Damn those bitches!” he hissed quietly as he walked ahead. His throat was dry, and there was the bitter taste of blood in his mouth. He spat out and willed himself to continue walking. He stopped at the crossroads. A right would take him to the airport and a left to the city. He decided to take the right. At least he would be able to find people at this early morning hour and possibly get a vehicle to take him to the hospital and his house.

	Luckily, his feet felt fine as he walked to the airport. The pounding in his head increased, and he thought about stopping but dismissed the idea as a sign of weakness. Always concentrate on the task ahead, and the pain will subside. He kept moving. As he got closer to the airport parking lot, he could see a few people and some soldiers inside the airport.

	A soldier stopped him, and Gaston told him who he was. Upon taking a closer look, the soldier recognized him, and his face changed to horror. “What happened, monsieur?”

	Gaston took a deep breath. “I ran into a rebel ambush, young man, and this is what I got. Get me a car, quick.” The soldier ran inside the airport as Gaston leaned against the wall; he couldn’t go inside in the shape he was in. Thankfully, the soldier came back with a man dressed in civilian clothing. Gaston got into the civilian’s car and they zoomed off toward the military hospital, which wasn’t far from the airport.

	At the hospital, a nurse took him into a room, washed his hair, and located the wounds on his head. She treated them gently and also treated his shoulder. She tried to explain the extent of his injuries and the healing process, but Gaston wasn’t interested.

	“Just give me something for the pain, will you? I have to go,” he ordered the bewildered nurse.

	“But monsieur, your arm is in a sling…” she started complaining, but Gaston cut her short.

	“Don’t you think I can see that? Hurry! I don’t have all day,” he shouted, looking at his watch.

	The nurse saw his expression and quickly turned around. She put some tablets into a bottle and then offered them to him.

	Gaston swallowed two tablets quickly before heading for the door. It was already six-thirty, and if his guess was right, the two girls would be making a move soon. He nodded to the man who was waiting patiently, and together they strolled out of the hospital and headed for the vehicle.

	“Listen,” Gaston said as they settled in their seats. The man paused and looked at him intently. “The situation has become very serious, security-wise. I am going to need you for some time while I go around fixing a certain number of things. I will personally recommend you highly. Do I make myself clear?”

	The young man looked excited. “Yes, monsieur, I am at your service.”

	Gaston smiled faintly and gave him directions to his residence in the city. The city was silent, although the military presence was obvious. They were stopped from time to time by roadblocks that had cropped up suddenly, manned by ill-trained militias with self-appointed ranks. Dead bodies were thrown all over the place so that even a hardcore like Gaston wondered what the country had come to.

	The radio was even being used to incite riots. The whole thing was a mockery of the national order. Without order, the army would soon be demoralized, and the rebels would have an advantage. All this carnage would make it easier for the organized rebels to overcome the ill-trained militias and soldiers, Gaston thought. This sudden realization made him angry as the driver turned into his driveway.

	“Drive up to the house,” he ordered. The driver drove up and parked in front of the garage.

	“I will be right back,” Gaston shouted as he ran to his front door. Luckily, the bitches hadn’t taken his keys. He entered the house, and everything was still the same. It was almost seven-thirty. Damn! Time was running against him. He hurried to his bedroom to get fresh clothes. The pain in his head had subsided earlier, but now he could feel the sting coming back. His arm wasn’t as bad, but it hurt him when he removed the sling.

	He walked to one corner of the bedroom and opened a drawer, which contained all his cash. He grabbed a briefcase nearby, put the cash inside, and closed it. All these things he did instinctively as if he were preparing to flee. Come to think of it, that was what he ultimately had to do since everything had fallen apart, although originally he hadn’t planned to do that.

	He cursed the miscalculation he had made and feared that it would be his downfall. He walked to the bathroom and washed up, using his good hand. He looked at himself in the mirror; his face looked haggard and swollen. “Never mind my damn face!” he said out loud. He got dressed, walked to the living room, and reached for a cigarette pack on the table. He extracted a cigarette, lit it, and then opened the door to his gun collection.

	He selected the Uzi and another small pistol and placed them on the bed next to each other, then closed the door. He painfully put the Uzi around his neck, making sure it was easy to reach with his good arm. He put the small Beretta in the small of his back before he slipped on his leather jacket and then put the sling back on his arm. He put extra clips in his jacket pocket along with some cigarettes and picked up his briefcase.

	He grabbed his briefcase and a suitcase that was still unopened from his trip to Paris. He put on his sunglasses and headed for the door. He closed the door hastily behind him and headed for the car.  He could see that the man had dozed off.

	“Okay, driver, let’s go,” he shouted as he entered the car.

	The man woke up quickly and forced a smile as he started the car engine. “Where to, monsieur?”

	“Take me to the Hotel Meridian,” Gaston said.

	Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot of the hotel and parked the vehicle. Gaston put on his sunglasses before he got out and approached the hotel, which looked deserted and quiet. He pushed the front door, and it opened. He carefully looked around the lounge with his trained eyes. It wasn’t very obvious, but the place had been looted of items like flower baskets, ashtrays, and chandeliers.

	He went further and was amazed by the silence in the building. He removed his pistol from the small of his back and walked cautiously toward the restaurant. There was a faint sound emanating from the bar, and Gaston instantly crouched down and peered cautiously in the direction of the noise. He saw some movement on the side of the bar.

	“Come out with your hands on your head, quick,” Gaston ordered, ready to fire.

	There was a moment of hesitation, but an elderly couple came out, followed by a younger man and a girl. Gaston asked them if there were any more people behind the bar, but the terrified group shook their heads. Satisfied but still cautious, Gaston took a quick look at the corners of the room and found nothing. He turned around and smiled at the group, trying to reassure them.

	“Which of you is in charge here?” he asked.

	The girl raised her hand slowly. “It’s me, monsieur.”

	“Well, young lady, I have a few simple questions for you,” Gaston said in a gentle voice. She nodded her head, though her eyes showed fear. He decided that the softer approach would yield the best result in this situation. “I have two friends staying here. I wanted to know if they are safe. They are journalists. One of them is Jenny Osborne, and the other is her photographer, John Spencer. Do you know where they are?”

	The girl nodded, apparently relieved. “They left yesterday. I have it in the register, Monsieur.”

	Gaston smiled. “Would you mind showing it to me?”

	The girl turned and headed toward the lounge, with Gaston closely behind her. This was going to be easy, he thought, as the girl moved behind the reception desk and handed him the register. Gaston took the book and carefully perused the guest list. He looked closely at the register and noticed something strange. The name Jenny Osborne was missing from the list.

	He looked at the book again, dropped it on the table unceremoniously, and looked at the girl. “Look, this is very important. I want you to recall everything about the lady journalist.”

	The girl looked shocked but answered him. “Her room was vacated by her photographer friend when she failed to show up, and the photographer left with an English-speaking diplomat.” She paused and, pointing to the name on the register, added, “Here is where he signed out her property.”

	Gaston was no longer listening. His mind was moving at supersonic speed. Where could she have gone? He slowly smiled as he realized that there was an easy way of finding out. He looked at the girl, who was still puzzled by everything. “Young lady, do you keep telephone records? I need a list of all calls that were made by Jenny Osborne.”

	The girl nodded, still not knowing where all this was leading. “I will check the computer,” she stated and reached for her keyboard, and punched in the details. The computer quickly printed the details, and she gave a printout to Gaston.

	He took it and thanked the girl. “Please stay indoors and be careful. Lock the door as well,” he said as he strolled out of the front door with the list in hand.

	The driver had dozed off again by the time Gaston opened the door and got in. He woke up and tried to start the car, but Gaston stopped him as his eyes concentrated on the names that were on the list. He was puzzled by the number of calls that had been made. Many of them were official calls. He lit a cigarette as he realized how cumbersome this exercise would be. He tossed the paper on the dashboard.

	It suddenly came to him. When chasing prey, always look for consistency. He quickly picked up the paper again and perused it. There it was. The number for the Dreyfuses appeared numerous times, as did the one for Ian Hamilton, the fellow who had signed John Spencer out of the hotel. He knew the numbers because it was his business to know these things.

	What he didn’t like was the third number that appeared. It was the number for Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe, the French Intelligence officer who worked with Lance. He threw the piece of paper back on the dashboard with disgust and told the driver to start the engine.

	“Go to the diplomatic residence near the golf course and please hurry up,” he said as he looked at his watch. The driver quickly turned the car around, causing the tires to screech.


CHAPTER 61
_______

	Colonel Faustin Bonga was still looking for Gaston. His orders were to search Gaston’s residence and confiscate all the tapes in the house; if Gaston was there, he was to use a tranquilizer gun. He was supposed to capture Gaston alive—under no circumstances was he to kill the man. He wondered why that was, but his orders were explicit and they had to be followed to the letter. The son of a bitch had escaped with that fast motorcycle of his after the President’s assassination.

	Faustin didn’t like Gaston. In high school, Gaston was always top of his class and popular. Then he disappeared for some years, and everybody thought he was dead. It was later over drinks that Faustin learned that the son of a bitch had left for special studies, whatever that meant. To make matters worse, on return to Congo, Gaston had only served in the army for a short time and then moved on to a bureaucratic job, while Faustin had stayed in the army. Gaston made highly publicized trips overseas. The papers were full of his achievements abroad, which annoyed Faustin even more.

	He couldn’t believe his assignment at first when the Monsignor told him of it, but as usual, he never questioned the ethics behind it because what The Helpers said was final. Oh, how he wanted that asshole Gaston to get his due, he thought as the radio buzzed with an incoming call.

	He picked it up. “You have news for me? Over.”

	“Affirmative, Colonel. The mark has been sighted in zone D, over.”

	Faustin digested this new information with relish. “Make sure you register the direction and relay it, over,” he responded.

	“Message understood, monsieur, over and out.”

	Faustin put the radio down, wondering what Gaston was up to. What would a marked man do? He asked himself. Gaston was well-trained and smart, so he probably knew he wasn’t safe here anymore. It suddenly dawned on Faustin. Damn, why hadn’t he thought about it before?

	“Turn the car around, quick. Drive to the airport,” he ordered the driver. “Damn!” he cursed aloud, hoping to God he wasn’t too late.

	* * *

	The van with a British diplomatic flag moved steadily toward the airport. Behind the van was a Land Rover, also full of British citizens. Everybody in the van was quiet except for an occasional scream from the baby of one of the passengers.

	Today was different from the previous days. Instead of the usual gunfire, there were boom-boom sounds all over the place every few minutes.

	Jenny leaned back. “Kai, are you all right?”

	The reply was faint. “Shh, yes.” Jenny straightened and smiled.

	They had decided to smuggle Kai in a box that looked like a suitcase, and they had labored all night to insert small holes around it for ventilation.

	They were stopped at roadblocks a few times, but the soldiers let them go when they saw the flags. When they got closer to the airport, they came to a roadblock that was heavily armed, and everybody was ordered out of the van. Jenny started to panic, but Ian jumped out of the van, brandishing his diplomatic passport, and quickly said something in French. The soldiers who had started yanking the door open suddenly froze.

	A young man fully dressed in uniform approached Ian, pistol in hand. Ian told him who he was and pointed to the British flag and all the people in the car. The man nodded, and together they proceeded to the four-wheel-drive that was parked behind. The soldiers had already overpowered its driver and were starting to pull people out. Low moans, mostly from mothers, could be heard. Jenny glanced back and saw Ian still explaining something to the man.

	Finally, the man shouted something to his men, and everybody got back into the vehicle. The tree trunk, which was being used as a roadblock, was removed, and the van proceeded. Jenny felt helpless; she couldn’t wait to get on the plane.

	“Relax, everybody,” shouted Ian. “By golly, we shall go home.”

	He picked up his walkie-talkie, spoke into it, and then turned around to face the passengers. “Ladies and gentlemen, our people are waiting for us in the lounge, and the plane is ready to go,” he announced.

	He had barely finished saying that when a white car pulled alongside them and a man drew something that looked like a gun. Jenny recognized him instantly.

	“It’s Gaston. Ian, don’t stop!” she shouted.

	Instantly, Ian’s driver gunned the engine. There were a few screams, but the van surged ahead. The driver made a quick turn toward the airport entrance. Gaston’s car couldn’t turn quickly enough, so it surged ahead and stopped about thirty yards farther up the road and then backed up.

	At the entrance, everybody jumped out of the van, including Ian, who was waving his diplomatic passport at the security men who were all over the place. The occupants of both vehicles got out of the cars and headed for the entrance; Ian followed, carrying the diplomatic suitcase.

	Jenny looked behind her and instantly froze. Gaston was no more than ten yards away, and the entrance was still a little farther. “Oh God, is this what it had come to?” she mumbled softly.

	* * *

	Colonel Faustin Bonga was watching the whole scene from where his car was parked. The van had stopped in front of the airport departure area, and behind it was a Land Rover, also loaded with white people. Who the hell was that man brandishing an automatic at the two vehicles? Oh God, it was his mark, Gaston.

	He drew his tranquilizer gun. “Remember, no shooting,” he shouted to his men and jumped out of the car, followed by his escorts.

	He was now three to four yards behind Gaston. Why was Gaston going for the lady and the man with the big suitcase? It didn’t matter. Gaston was one of the most dangerous men on the planet, and if he asked why, that might be the last word he would utter. It was now or never.

	Gaston shot a bullet in the air, and that’s all Faustin was waiting for. He quickly raised his tranquilizer gun and shot three darts into Gaston’s shoulder. Faustin’s men moved in instantly and quickly carried Gaston’s limp body toward the Colonel’s car. Faustin picked up the Uzi and handed it to one of his men.

	The grateful foreigners couldn’t believe what had just happened and were relieved. Faustin’s men got back in their cars. He smiled at the foreigners, turned and walked straight to his car, and then drove off with a whole convoy of Jeeps following him.

	* * *

	All this mesmerized Jenny, who was still rooted to the same spot. “Oh my God, who was that angel? May God bless him,” she said quietly as Ian urged her to continue inside the airport, where many people were trying to get out of the country.

	Once everyone was inside the airport, four white men in dark suits approached the British crew. One could tell by their walk that they were from some form of military.

	“Is everybody here?” one of them shouted. Ian, who seemed to know the men, nodded.

	The Congolese soldiers, who had witnessed the scene outside, abandoned the usual procedures for leaving the country. They backed away without checking as the group was being led through customs. John and Ian were carrying the large suitcase, and the whole group walked onto the airport tarmac toward the plane. One by one, everybody climbed the stairs and boarded.

	The four men climbed aboard last as the plane’s engines were revving. To Jenny, that was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard as she loosened Ian and John’s fingers from the large case and pulled it toward her. She leaned to one of the ventilation holes and whispered, “Kai, are you all right?”

	There was a small silence, which worried Jenny at first, and then a soft “Yes, Jenny.”

	“Just hold on, Kai. The plane will be taking off soon, and then we will get you out,” Jenny said, suddenly realizing that Kai had never been on a plane before and might be scared.

	The plane picked up speed on the runway, and everybody tightened their seatbelt, and in a moment, the plane was airborne. It finally straightened, and Jenny quickly opened the suitcase. There was a gasp from the people on the plane. Nobody knew that Kai had been smuggled on board. Jenny had insisted on secrecy, in case the passengers were questioned and one of them squealed out of fear. Only John, Jenny, and Ian Hamilton knew about it.

	Slowly, Kai stood up, and she and Jenny hugged each other, tears running down both of their faces. The people on the plane couldn’t hold back their own emotions, and soon most of them were cheering and hugging one another like a big happy family. Bottles of champagne were opened, and the celebrations began as the plane got out of Congo’s airspace. Mr. Stevenson, who was in charge of the rescue, stayed away from the group, as did the four men who came with him.

	Jenny pulled Ian toward the back of the plane. He looked at her with questioning eyes as they sat down. She looked at him seriously before she spoke.

	“Ian, I still have a problem. Kai’s mother was shot by Gaston, and she was taken to a Red Cross place in Brazzaville. We need to help her. Kai is very close to her mother, and I promised her that I would look for her. I know you are powerful. Do you think you can find out where she is and reunite them in Britain for a short time, while I make arrangements for them to come to the States?”

	Ian chuckled, and Jenny looked at him, confused. He composed himself and looked at her. “My dear, I am not as powerful as Jewel would have people believe, but things like that are not beyond my capabilities.” He looked at her. “I will help Kai’s mother. You have my word.”

	Jenny’s eyes lit up, and instantly Ian knew how much this meant to her. “Will you be able to find out where she is?” she asked.

	“Sure, just give me the name and leave it to me. By the way, I almost forgot to tell you. Marc called from Brazzaville. He and his mother will be leaving for England tomorrow.”

	“Oh yes, of course; Marc’s father is English, isn’t he?”

	“Yes, and he insisted on taking his mother along until the situation calms down. His mother protested, but Marc wasn’t having it. So you see, my dear, we have two young people who refuse to leave their mothers behind,” he commented and got up.

	“Thank you, Ian,” she said and watched him walk to the front of the plane, where he called one of the men. She was thankful to God for having met a man like Ian. She got up and joined others.

	 

	


CHAPTER 62
_______

	The ringing phone woke Pierre with a jolt. He was lying on a couch since he had given his bed to Lance. He had spent the previous day gathering all the known French nationals for a quick evacuation, and at night, he looked for Jenny. He felt exhausted.

	The phone rang again, and he got up slowly to take it. “Hello?”

	“Hello, chéri, this is Chantal. Can you get me out of this country?”

	Damn it! Did she think he was her savior? He had already helped a lot of people get out.

	“I don’t know, Chantal, but I could give you some money to help you get out.”

	There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I know you are looking for the journalist, and I have some information about her.”

	Pierre was suddenly alert. “What information?” he asked in an even voice.

	“My dear, I have a sudden amnesia. You know, I have had the condition since puberty. It happens sometimes.”

	“Damn!” Pierre looked at his watch. It was approaching seven o’clock in the morning. “Okay, where are you right now?” Chantal told him.

	“Hotel Africana? What the hell are you doing there?” he asked angrily. The Hotel Africana was about three miles from where he was. These days, one mile was like a hundred miles, with all the shells bombarding the city as well as the roadblocks. Pierre had already made up his mind to quit the Foreign Intelligence business and go back to school; that was if he could get out of Kinshasa alive.

	“Okay, Chantal. I will be there as soon as I can.” He replaced the phone and headed for the bathroom. To his surprise, Lance was standing in the bedroom doorway, fully dressed.

	“Morning, boss!” The phone rang again, and he turned toward it. He listened and turned to his boss. “That was from the Embassy. The plane has arrived at the airport, and buses have already started evacuating our people,” Pierre announced. They had received orders from the top to evacuate with everybody else.

	Pierre looked at Lance, and their eyes met with understanding. They had to destroy all the documents and communication equipment.

	“I will take care of everything. Just get ready, quickly,” Lance said.

	Pierre left the bathroom and walked to his room. He had already packed his things. He got dressed and then looked around the room to make sure he hadn’t left anything important behind. He picked up his two bags and walked out of the room. He glanced at it one more time before heading toward the living room.

	“Are we ready?” Lance asked, and Pierre nodded.

	Lance did something to the timer, and together they walked out of the house. Neither of them bothered to close the front door. Pierre opened the trunk, put inside Lance’s suitcases, and added his own before he sat in the driver’s seat and started the car.

	“Stop, son,” Lance said in a commanding tone.

	Pierre stopped and looked at him questioningly. He didn’t have long to wait. The explosion was deafening as Pierre glanced back at his former house. Half of the front was gone, and the house was still burning. He clenched his teeth, trying not to show any emotion.

	“Let’s go,” Lance said, and Pierre drove off.

	“Son, would you like me to take the wheel?” Pierre nodded and stopped the car.

	They exchanged seats, and Lance gunned the engine. “Come on, son, you will get over it,” Lance said. “There will be other houses.”

	Pierre forced a smile. The house wasn’t what he was thinking about. He was worried about Jenny. “You remember the phone call I got earlier?” he asked.

	“Not really. What was it about?”

	Pierre reached into his pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes, extracted one, and lit it. “Well, it was from Chantal, one of my informants. She says she has information about Jenny.”

	Lance looked at him quickly. “You mean the journalist we’ve been looking for?”

	“The one and only.”

	It dawned on Lance that it was Jenny that Pierre was worried about and not the house. He smiled. “Come on, what’s the catch?”

	“Well, the deal is that she gives us the information, and we get her out of the country. She is at the Africana hotel.”

	Lance laughed out loud. “She is not that dense after all, is she?”

	They were still laughing when they were stopped at a militia roadblock. They gave their French passports, and the bogus soldiers quickly removed the barrier.

	“These murderers believe they have us on their side,” Pierre commented.

	“They always did,” Lance answered.

	“I will tell you something, son. I was young when the same thing happened in France, courtesy of Nazi Germany, but I failed to understand it then. Over the years, I have come to learn that when leaders start preaching division among people of different backgrounds, people listen; the average person doesn’t question their motives, and eventually, things get out of hand. In Cambodia, it was the communist dogmas, and here it’s all about control.”

	Pierre looked at his boss inquisitively.

	Lance’s face had taken on a serious expression. “When the Belgians got here, this society was organized and peaceful and had a structure under kingdoms. It would have been almost impossible to siphon out the wealth without the leadership questioning it. So what do they do? They put one side against another, thus encouraging a civil war that never ends. It is called divide and conquer.” He paused. “Here, we are,” Lance added, pulling into the hotel parking lot.

	Pierre looked at Lance and smiled. “Boss, you should consider becoming a professor,” he said, laughing as he stepped out of the car and headed toward the hotel entrance.

	He was suddenly anxious, bracing himself for what Chantal might tell him about Jenny. There were soldiers all over the place. Pierre showed his passport to them, and they let him through. He couldn’t believe the number of people who were in the lounge. How was he going to find Chantal?

	Thankfully, she appeared at his side. “Pierre?” He turned around and faced her.

	“Chantal. I don’t have time, so say it now, or I am out of here,” he stated seriously. He had no intention of leaving her behind, but he wasn’t in the mood to play games.

	“The journalist was evacuated yesterday morning with the British. I learned about it last night. The receptionist at the Meridian hotel told me that you were inquiring about her.”

	Pierre breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. He wouldn’t have left the country without knowing if Jenny was okay. “Get your bags; we are leaving.”

	“I have everything I need right here, but you have to sign me out at the desk.”

	Pierre turned around and made his way through. The faces of people were begging for help, and he avoided their eyes as he approached the soldier at the desk. He pulled out his French passport and explained that he wanted to take Chantal out.

	“Does she willingly agree to go with you?” he asked Pierre.

	Chantal, who was right next to him, interjected. “Yes, I do.”

	The soldier pushed a book toward him and told him to sign his name. The man wrote down a few details from the passport and handed it back with a small note to show the guards at the door. They hurriedly left the place and walked toward the car.

	Lance was smiling. “That was fast,” he noted as he turned the car around and headed in the direction of the airport.

	Pierre turned to Chantal. “Did all of those people leave their homes to congregate at the hotel?” he asked her.

	“After last night’s heavy bombardment, the rebels took over the two hills at Kabaza, so the people fled, and many were brought here.” Pierre absorbed all this and then leaned back in his seat.

	“So, how are we doing for time, boss?” Pierre asked, trying to distract his thoughts away from the pitiful eyes he had seen.

	“Pretty good; we should be there in five minutes.” They passed another militia roadblock and waved their passports. Chantal showed them her pass with her ethnic identity stamped on the top. If she had had the wrong ethnic origin, they would have pulled her out of the car, raped her, and then killed her before depositing her body on one of the numerous piles on the side of the road.

	The car surged ahead. “This is utter madness,” Pierre commented, and Lance nodded.

	“Tell me, Chantal. What ethnicity were all those people in the hotel lobby?” Pierre asked.

	“They are from the same tribe as my mother and all the militias. They are at the hotel seeking protection from the rebels.”

	Pierre saw no point in asking more about this madness and its outcome.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 63
_______

	“Here we are. Let’s hurry,” Lance shouted as they pulled inside the airport parking lot. He opened the trunk and pulled out the bags. Pierre picked up two, and so did Lance before they walked toward the departure entrance. Pierre looked back at the scenery one more time before entering the airport lobby. He had mixed feelings about leaving the country where he had spent the last couple of years, but he was glad to go home.

	There were people in every corner of the airport. They had to squeeze their way through to the immigration desk. The man at the desk tried to stop Chantal, and Pierre quickly interjected, “That’s my wife, and the kids are already on the plane.” The man let them proceed to the plane.

	They made it just as the staircase was being removed. It was pushed back, and they hurried to climb into the big Boeing 707. Surprisingly, the plane wasn’t full.

	“Come on, I will get you a seat,” Pierre told Chantal and proceeded down the aisle.

	“You’ll find me upfront, Pierre,” Lance called after him.

	The racial mix on the plane was about even. The Congolese were either married to French citizens or were French nationals. Pierre found a seat for Chantal and sat next to her. They looked through the windows as the huge Boeing picked up speed. In no time, they were airborne, and the objects on the ground started getting smaller. The plane leveled itself after it had selected its direction, and there was the usual announcement.

	“Chantal, tell me more about the journalist.”

	Chantal looked at him and smiled. “As she was leaving yesterday morning, Gaston tried to stop her but was, in turn, stopped by Colonel Bonga, who shot something at him. Gaston passed out and was carried off by the soldiers. I know the journalist left on the British plane because the story was told to me by an airport security chief.”

	Pierre listened to all this with welcome relief. He was relieved to hear that Jenny had managed to get out alive. He patted Chantal on the shoulder and stood up. “I will send the flight attendant with some refreshments, and don’t worry, everything will be fine,” he said before walking toward the front of the plane. He whispered something to the flight attendant and proceeded to the first-class section.

	Lance was seated with a man who looked familiar, but Pierre couldn’t place him.

	“There you are,” Lance said as Pierre entered the cabin. He noticed that Pierre was uncomfortable. “Pierre, this important gentleman flew in personally to evacuate us. You can talk freely in front of him.”

	The waitress brought breakfast and left. Pierre helped himself to the coffee, not bothering with the sugar, and swallowed it down. He hadn’t had his morning cup yet. He started on his breakfast, as did the others.

	“Young man, go right ahead with your brief,” said Monsieur Patrice Charmer, chief aide to the President on Intelligence matters. Pierre looked at the man again. His eyes widened when he realized who it was. Why hadn’t he known that the man was on board the damn plane? He poured himself another cup of coffee and swallowed it down.

	“Chantal just confirmed that Jenny left with Ian Hamilton’s entourage. I assume she was with John, the photographer.”

	Lance looked at Pierre. “That’s good news. Did she give you more information?”

	“There was a ruckus at the airport before her departure.” Pierre went on to explain the commotion caused by Gaston and his ultimate removal by Colonel Faustin Bonga.

	Lance was deep in thought. “So now that brings us to the question. What the hell would an assassin like Gaston want with the journalist?”

	“The way I see it, boss, is that Jenny must have something that Gaston desperately wants. I wonder if she got it with the help of the girl?” he casually asked.

	Lance looked at the window. “So, Gaston gave chase but failed to catch his prey. I deduce that Jenny managed to get to Hamilton’s house after we left. How she eluded Gaston and the militia is anyone’s guess. Now, that’s a lady I would never want to go against.”

	Pierre and Patrice smiled and sipped their drinks.

	Patrice cleared his throat. “Monsieur Ian Hamilton was spotted in Nairobi, getting out of a jet with his group. There were twenty-five on the British dossier, but in Nairobi, twenty-six people got out of the plane.”

	Pierre looked at the man, bewildered.

	“Well, gentlemen, if I may excuse myself, I want to find out something,” Pierre said and walked quickly to the back of the plane. Chantal, who was comfortably having breakfast, gave Pierre a big smile as he sat down.

	“Chantal, try to remember. Did your friend say that the journalist was carrying anything?”

	Chantal’s eyes widened. “Actually, yes. He said the photographer and Monsieur Hamilton were carrying a very large suitcase. Gaston shot in the air and tried to accost the journalist and stop the photographer. The Colonel came from behind, and suddenly Gaston went limp.”

	Pierre laughed hard, and the flight attendant who was nearby looked at him.

	“Get us your best bottle of wine, will you?” he said to him. The hostess left smiling and quickly came back with a good vintage bottle and two glasses. Pierre opened it and filled both their glasses. He raised his glass. “To your new life in Paris, Chantal!”

	“You mean you won’t leave me in Ethiopia?” Chantal asked, surprised.

	Pierre shook his head. “No, we passed Ethiopia an hour ago. I believe we are somewhere over Egypt, heading toward the Mediterranean Sea. Besides, you know French very well, so you can easily work in France.” They downed their drinks.

	Chantal couldn’t hold herself back. She leaned over and kissed him on the mouth.

	Pierre suddenly became serious. “Chantal, make sure you don’t mention your past in Paris. They will debrief you when we get there. Just tell them the truth about your circumstances, but not about Bukana or us, understand?”

	She nodded. “I understand. I am thinking about looking for my father in Paris. He always calls on my birthday, but this time, he didn’t, so I am concerned.

	Pierre poured her some more wine. “I hope you find him. Thank you for everything.”

	“And thank you,” she said as she drank her wine with tears of gratitude.

	Pierre offered her his handkerchief and stood up. “I will see you later, Chantal,” he said and walked to the front of the plane.

	The two older agents were conversing in low tones.

	“There you are, Pierre. What took you so long back there?” Lance asked, knowing very well that Pierre was trying to put facts together.

	“Well, it was a long call. I must have picked up a diarrhea infection back in Kinshasa.”

	Both Lance and Patrice laughed hard.

	Pierre sat down and poured himself some water. He was getting lightheaded from the wine. Pierre went on to elaborate on Gaston’s abduction. “I am not a betting man, but I bet you The Helpers are behind his abduction. After Gaston finished the job, he was of no use to them. The way I see it, few men would pull off a job like that and live to tell about it.”

	Patrice looked at Pierre with new respect. “Tell me, Lance, how did a smart young man like this end up in a Central African country?”

	Lance laughed and spread his hands. “I guess you and I know the answer: bureaucracy. I have worked in the entire third world, and what do I have to show for it?”

	Patrice shook his head. “No, Lance, your case was different. If you hadn’t fucked up in Madagascar, you’d be the second in command in Paris.” The two older men laughed hard.

	Pierre just sipped his drink. He remembered the rumor he had heard earlier in his career about Lance letting a double agent get away. Pierre hadn’t paid it much attention, and now this man was talking about it so casually.

	Lance cleared his throat. “Well, my theory is more or less the same as Pierre’s, but why wait so long to get rid of him, unless Gaston did the unexpected? Come to think of it, the bastard chose the most unlikely spot to shoot the missile. I give it to the man, he is good.”

	Pierre was looking at Lance closely. “Tell me, boss, how did you lose him that day?”

	Lance shook his head. “The bastard’s motorbike was fast, and he was aware that I was following him. I was probably a hundred yards away, but it could as well have been about thirty-five. You can’t move an inch without a branch scratching your face. Tell him, Pierre.”

	Pierre nodded. “It’s true. In that area, you can’t shoot a man nine yards away in daylight, let alone at night.”

	Lance went on to tell the story of that fateful day. “I shot a few rounds, but I realized that the whole thing was futile, so I crawled back to the road, got in my car, and took off. I don’t know where the man got his training, but I’ll bet you anything it wasn’t in Congo.”

	Pierre nodded. “I will second that, boss. The way he set up his hut and the bricks that opened the basement; that’s elite stuff. Not too many people in the world could set up a place like that. I know I’m not in that league.”

	Patrice had been listening to this narration in amazement. He turned to Lance. “You know, you could head up the center if you wanted to, since your boss is not with us. Fabien Bonnet is temporarily acting as head, but I can talk to Michel,” Patrice stated. Michel Mitterand, the late Jacques Carat’s boss, reported to Patrice.

	Lance smiled. “You know, old friend, I think I will pass. I have a son I barely see, a woman who left me because of my work, and as if that isn’t enough, I have lost my operation.”

	Patrice spread his hands in resignation. “Lance, I am no different from you. My wife and I sleep in separate bedrooms. My kids can’t stand me and are convinced I don’t love them. This is the life we all chose, and we can’t do anything about it.”

	Pierre had been listening to this exchange with interest. For once, he realized his decision to quit was right. “You know, gentlemen, my earlier fantasy of being an agent has worn off. I am going to quit this job the moment we touch down,” he said, looking at his watch. “That’s in fifteen minutes.”

	Both men looked at him silently, and it was Patrice who spoke. “Pierre, have you thought about what you would like to do in the future?”

	Pierre smiled, and his eyes revealed that a weight had just been lifted from him. “Yes, monsieur, I would like to get a master’s degree in teaching.”

	Lance laughed hard and coughed. Pierre looked at him. “What’s wrong with teaching?”

	Patrice smiled and took a sip of his drink. “Do you know how many people are unemployed in France with master’s degrees, Pierre?”

	Pierre looked down at his drink. “Alternatively, with the little stash you people owe me, I could always start a bakery or a bar somewhere far away and marry an innocent, beautiful country girl who doesn’t know shit about suffering, and we could live happily ever after.”

	Lance, who had been quiet, nodded. “I will contribute to the bar. I wish you a lot of luck.”

	Pierre looked at Lance with surprise. “Well, thank you, boss.”

	Patrice, hearing all this, interjected. “We really can’t afford to lose good agents like you, especially at a time like this, when we have been compromised.”

	Pierre looked at Lance. “Boss, when did you know the bastards had infiltrated our agency?”

	Lance nodded. “I knew almost as soon as I got to Paris, and that’s when they went after me. I think you got the cable not to deal with me.”

	Pierre shook his head in disgust. “I knew something was fishy about that cable. I can’t believe these bastards aren’t even scared of the French Intelligence.”

	“It was embarrassing. I believe that’s why Jacques killed himself,” Patrice chipped in.

	Pierre nodded his head in agreement. “I can see how this would have rolled a few heads.”

	The pilot announced that everybody should fasten their belts, and in ten minutes, they touched the runway and the plane decelerated toward the terminal.

	Pierre stood up quickly. “I will be right back. There is something I have to take care of.”

	He walked toward the back and found Chantal reading a magazine. When she raised her eyes and saw Pierre, she smiled and put the magazine on her lap. Pierre sat down quickly.

	“Look, Chantal, I have a lot of business to attend to, so I will get people to help you settle here in France.” He retrieved money from his inside pocket and handed it to her.

	“Pierre, am I going to see you again?” she asked calmly.

	“Yes, Chantal, I will look for you when my business is finished, but it may be a while. Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” he said and kissed her on the cheek.

	He asked the flight attendant to send one of the officials. When he arrived, Pierre stood up and shook hands with the man, and asked his name. 

	“My name is Pascal Minow.”

	“I am Pierre,” he said, flashing his badge. “Pascal, I am entrusting you with this lady. Please get her all the necessary documents and accommodation. She is one of us. Make it a top priority.”

	“Yes, monsieur, you can count on me. I will take care of everything.”

	“Good. I will be in touch.” Pierre turned around and squeezed Chantal’s hand. “I will contact you through François,” he said, looking at the man. He left them talking and went back to the front.

	 

	


CHAPTER 64
_______

	Gaston felt weak, and he couldn’t move his head; his jaw was in a lot of pain. That ape Faustin must have broken it when he was hitting him. He was tied to a chair, and his clothes had been removed. He vaguely remembered the beatings and torture, but he must have passed out at some point.

	He looked up and saw the priest. “Monsignor, if you check out the whole story, you will find out that I am telling the truth.”

	Pesot shook his head. “Do you expect me to believe that, Demus?”

	The door opened, and Faustin pushed inside. “Monsignor, this double-crosser is right. He went to the Red Cross center, where he tried to apprehend the two girls, but they escaped from him. The bastard and some goons even shot a foreign nurse in the arm.” He paused and looked at Gaston with venom in his eyes.

	Pesot raised his hand. “Colonel, I know you don’t like Demus, but don’t let your hatred overrule your judgment. Treat this like any other case, do you understand?”

	“Yes, Monsignor, and I apologize. Anyway, the next time anyone saw Gaston was at about six o’clock in the morning, without a car and battered up. He managed to secure a car to take him to the hospital and his house before he went to the Hotel Meridian and questioned the receptionist about the journalist. From there, he went to two diplomatic residential areas and later to the airport.”

	Gaston looked at Faustin with new respect; the man could investigate. He also felt better because the big oaf had just corroborated his story. Not that this would save his life, but it might buy him some time.

	“Monsignor, when I neutralized him, he was trying to attack the journalist,” Faustin added.

	Pesot got out of his seat with the help of his cane, walked to a counter, and poured himself a brandy. He swallowed it and then turned around. “Colonel, wait upstairs for a few minutes, will you?”

	The house that had looked homey now resembled an interrogation center, with armed men patrolling the perimeters. Monsignor Pesot sat down and asked softly, “So, you decided to tape me and other holy knights in the hope that you might use the tape as a bargaining chip?”

	“Yes, Monsignor. I knew it was a matter of time before you people eliminated me, so I was trying to protect myself.”

	“Tell me, Demus, how long have you known about me?” Pesot asked.

	“I only knew about you a few weeks ago, but I already knew about Monsignor Olivier and Bukana.” Pesot looked at him and waited. “No disrespect, Your Holiness, but Monsignor Olivier wasn’t hard to follow, and he led me to your doorstep. I had acquired powerful listening devices in Paris, so I listened to your conversation.”

	Pesot got up again, poured a brandy into a glass, and handed it to Gaston. “Oh, I forgot, you are tied up.” He knocked his cane on the ceiling, and a soldier came. “Untie this idiot. His time hasn’t come yet,” he said to the surprised soldier, who hesitated but did as told.

	“Here are my orders: If this man tries to use me as a hostage, shoot us both. Now put two men by the door and behind that window, understand?” he stated, pointing to the window.

	“Yes, monsieur.” The soldier answered and left quickly.

	“You can drink your brandy now, Demus,” Monsignor Pesot said.

	Gaston couldn’t move his right arm, so he painfully reached for the drink with his left hand and swallowed it down.

	“Let me tell you something that I never told any operative,” Pesot began saying. “Once you join the Knights of The Helpers, it’s a lifetime commitment. What I mean is, your life ceases to be your own. In all my time in the Knighthood, nobody has ever crossed us. You are the first. I will drink to that.” He raised his glass, took a sip, and then proceeded to laugh sarcastically. “Just know that anywhere you go in the world, the Knights will be watching you.”

	Pesot looked at Gaston. “It was wrong to double-cross us, you understand? The little intelligence you acquired from abroad misled you. You obeyed us by completing your mission, but then you thought that you could put the Knights on a leash. That was a big mistake. A mistake that should have had you killed instantly.”

	“Monsignor, it was the devil that taught me self-preservation,” Gaston pleaded.

	Pesot nodded his head and made a sign of the cross. “We underestimated the will of our soldiers to fight back. Pour me another drink, Demus.” Pesot cleared his throat. “This war is being lost due to a lack of leadership. We rightly believed that the civilian population would pick up arms alongside the soldiers, but as you have seen, the army has run off, leaving untrained militias. By the way, who put the Army Commander on the President’s plane?”

	Gaston thought quickly and remembered the memo of the Presidential escort. “Monsignor, the memo I saw was signed by Mr. Mapenga, a very close confidant of the President and especially of his wife. I have heard rumors…”

	Pesot raised his cane to stop him. “Never talk about rumors, just facts. Did you say the man signed the memo?” Gaston nodded. “This must have been done by the late Bukana. He had mentioned a close friend who worked with the President, and I believe he had recruited him as a contact inside the President’s inner circle. It’s his greed that made him put all the Commanders’ names on the list and compromise us.” Pesot paused and looked at Gaston. “I have instructions to kill you, but I am having second thoughts.”

	Gaston knelt and tried to kiss the Monsignor’s ring.

	Pesot brushed him off. “Sit down, you fool,” he commanded. “I am sending you to New York to retrieve the tape from the girl. We will have someone watching all her moves. We will know when you destroy the tape. After you do that, get out of there. And Demus, don’t try to let the New York police arrest you. It’s not worth it because we can get to you, even inside the American jails. Try to complete the mission without bloodshed, if possible, and get out of New York. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, Monsignor, I do. The Virgin Mary has spared my life, and I won’t derail again.” He made the sign of the cross.

	“Okay, Demus, you should thank God for your redemption, but you should also undo what you have done. Get the tape by any means and destroy it. But you should rest assured that even this tape can’t destroy the Knighthood of The Helpers. Now go clean yourself and put on some clothes. You are running late!” Monsignor Pesot stated as he picked up the walkie-talkie that was on the table and called the Colonel to come in.

	“Colonel, how long do we have before the rebels take the city?” Pesot asked.

	Faustin looked at the ceiling in thought. “Two weeks give or take. The morale of our men is very low, and so is the ammunition.”

	Faustin’s eyes narrowed. He looked like he was going to say something more, but Pesot cautioned him to silence and pointed toward the bathroom.

	When Gaston came out, Monsignor Pesot picked up an envelope in the corner and handed it to him.

	“You will find your new identity and all the necessary documents in there. You are to take only cash with you and no weapons. There is a card inside with which you will get all you will need on your arrival. Remember, you will be watched every step of the way. If you need anything, call the same number. Is everything clear?” Gaston nodded, not believing his ears. “Colonel, have this man’s wounds treated.”

	Faustin barked orders into the walkie-talkie, and instantly, a soldier appeared. “Take this man upstairs and give him treatment. I believe there is a medic in the back room.”

	Pesot looked at Gaston. “Oh, the visa is already stamped in the passport. Now go upstairs and see a doctor.”

	After Gaston left, Pesot said, “Faustin, I owe you an explanation. As you already know, this fool double-crossed us, but somebody else double-crossed him and gave the tape to the journalist. The reason we have chosen him for this is that it’s a suicide mission. After completing the job, he will be eliminated.” He explained the plan to Faustin.

	“That’s ingenious, Monsignor!” Faustin exclaimed and proceeded to pour himself some brandy and toasted with the Monsignor.

	“Now, let’s get this fool to the airport. Frisk him before he leaves. He is not to take any weapons,” Pesot added as he started to stand up. Faustin got up to help Pesot, but the Monsignor brushed off his hand.

	Before leaving, Pesot turned to look at Faustin. “We shall leave together up to the road leading to our monastery, and then I will proceed to Ligoma via the river. Take your battalion to Luguru Island through the hills and wait. We will meet in a week as planned.”

	Faustin nodded in agreement, knowing that his only hope of being a Commander rested with the powerful Helpers.

	About thirty minutes later, the whole house was empty of everything except the furniture, which the Monsignor insisted they leave behind. The convoy took off, and when they got to the junction, they separated.

	 

	


CHAPTER 65
_______

	Jenny was enjoying being back in New York. The muggy air felt good for once, and she felt a sense of freedom that she hadn’t had in a while. She was walking downtown toward her apartment near Washington Square Park. All of a sudden, she had an uneasy feeling and quickly looked back, but saw nothing. Damn her imagination! She had almost reached home when she remembered that she had no milk. She turned back and headed to a store. Again, she thought she saw a shadow duck into a doorway across the street.

	Was she being followed? The thought made her shiver, but she had to know for sure. In the past month, she had learned more about life than most people would learn in their entire existence, and she wasn’t going to take any chances. She entered the store, went to the fridge, and picked up a pint of milk. She paid, stepped out, and headed back toward her apartment. She paced herself evenly, but her sixth sense was telling her to do something.

	She made a split-second decision, turned into an alleyway, and climbed a fire escape to the first-floor landing. Though it was getting dark, she could see half the block and everything that was below her. A short, stocky man ran down the block and then walked across the street, coming toward her. He stopped and looked around, and then he reached into his coat, pulled out a phone, and spoke to someone. Jenny almost peed in her pants as the man came closer and stopped just below her. She was in a squat position and feeling uncomfortable, but she dared not move.

	A late-model Cadillac pulled over, and a man of medium size jumped out. He was taller than the stocky man. He started shouting, “How the fuck could you lose her, you piece of shit?”

	“I don’t know, Ricky. You are the one who told me not to follow her too closely.”

	Ricky leaned on the car. “Well, did you at least bug her phone?” 

	“Yes,” the stocky man responded.

	“You go get your car and babysit her place. She is bound to show up sooner or later. And don’t fuck up again. You hear me, Casty? Let’s go.” The car drove off.

	Jenny staggered as she stood up. She almost fell, but she held onto the metal handle of the fire escape ladder. She took a deep breath and steadied herself. This was beyond her comprehension. Why was someone following her? She picked up her grocery bag and quickly climbed down the fire escape and ran toward her apartment.

	She didn’t stop until she opened her front door. She banged the door shut, put the milk in the fridge, then ran to her bedroom and picked up a small overnight bag in which she stuffed a few clothes, toiletries, and books. She picked up her handbag and took off toward the door. She walked down the stairs and opened the front door. No point in peeking; if they were already there, they would be watching her door. She stepped out quickly, ran to the corner of the street, and flagged down a taxi.

	She quickly got in. “Take me to Jersey City,” she said.

	The driver looked back at her. “Did you say Jersey City, young lady?”

	“Yes, I did,” she said breathlessly.

	The taxi driver smiled happily. Jenny could almost read his thoughts. His night was made. “Jersey City, it is.”

	He backed up and headed downtown. Jenny looked back, but there wasn’t any car behind them. Who was following her and why? She suddenly remembered the tape. Oh my God! It had to be the goddamn Helpers; who else could it be? Damn! What had she gotten herself into this time?

	She again wished Pierre were around. He had been on her mind since she’d been back, and she missed him. But what was the use of dwelling on what might have been? Most likely, she would never see him again anyway. She felt a pang of sadness but quickly snapped back to the present. This was no time for sentiments. Someone was after her. The taxi went into the Holland Tunnel, and she could hear the buzzing of water that surrounded the tunnel.

	“Where to, lady?” the driver asked.

	“What?” she asked absentmindedly.

	“I said, where do you want to be dropped off?” the taxi driver repeated.

	“Oh, I’m sorry; take me to Journal Square. I will show you where to drop me off. A friend of mine is picking me up there,” she said with a smile.

	The taxi driver smiled, and Jenny wondered what the man was thinking. Probably that she had had a fight with her boyfriend and was now moving in with a friend.

	“Sir, this is good enough,” she said as they approached Journal Square. “How much do I owe you?” she asked, thinking the old taxi driver was going to overcharge her.

	“Thirty-five dollars, young lady,” he said.

	She gave him two twenties. “Keep the change,” she said as she stepped out of the taxi. The taxi driver thanked her, made a turn, and headed back to New York City. She looked around to see if she had been followed and saw nothing. She was safe for now.

	Jenny didn’t have any idea what she was going to do next, but she needed to rent a car. She looked around and saw a taxi stand. She hurried there and got in one of them. “Please take me to the nearest car rental place.”

	The taxi driver scratched his head. “Most of them are closed, lady, but there is one not far from here. You should be able to get some wheels there,” the man said in a Middle Eastern accent. He smiled, and Jenny smiled back, wondering why most taxi drivers were almost the same age as her father.

	She had taken a taxi from New York to avoid being followed, but, come to think of it, the train would probably have been safer. She cursed herself for not thinking quickly. The taxi pulled into the rental car center, which was about to close, but the nice taxi driver honked to get the attention of the attendant. “That will be five bucks, ma’am,” the taxi driver told her.

	Jenny paid and thanked him before she walked to the office. The young attendant was hesitant when Jenny told him she wasn’t using a credit card to rent the car. “You have to leave a deposit. We normally take credit cards as policy,” he said.

	She paid a deposit for two days. The young man showed her the available vehicles, and she chose a Buick simply because its windows were darker than the rest of the cars. He brought the car around and gave Jenny the keys. She sat behind the wheel and tossed the bag with her clothes in the back seat. She drove aimlessly for a while, trying to assess her present circumstances. She had traveled thousands of miles running away from trouble, and yet here it was, on her doorstep.

	She drove through the Lincoln Tunnel and entered Manhattan in the midtown area. She saw a phone booth, pulled over, and dialed John’s number. It rang three times before he picked it up. “Hello?”

	“John, it’s me.”

	“Jenny, where are you? I have been calling your place, but there was no answer.”

	There was a pause on the other end.

	“Jenny, what’s going on?”

	“John, they are here and they are watching my place as we speak. If you look carefully, you’ll see the car.”

	“Oh shit! The bastards followed you? This is unbelievable. Where are you?”

	“I am on the road. I can’t tell you right now, but I will keep in touch.”

	She hung up and walked to her car. She needed a hotel, but first, she had to find a restaurant with a fair number of people so that she wouldn’t stand out. She managed to locate an Italian restaurant, went in, and ordered some food. She devoured the spaghetti and meatballs, finishing the whole large plate. The waiter came over and asked if she wanted anything else.

	“No thanks,” she said, looking slightly embarrassed by the amount of food she had consumed. The Italian man grinned and left her bill on the table. She picked it up, went to the counter, and paid, then she walked out feeling a lot better than before.

	She had to stop somewhere to think. She remembered an Irish pub on Eleventh Avenue, not far from the tunnel, and walked toward it. She had been there a while back with a good-looking Irish guy who worked at the nearby Javits Center. It was a semi-dark regular pub with a long bar that curved on one side. It also had a sitting or dining area in the next room. The place wasn’t the dressy-expensive-stick-up-your-ass type. It was a more laid-back, happy-go-lucky, what's-your-phone-number, and by the way, what-are-you-doing-the-rest-of-the-night type. The bartender was friendly, and so were the patrons.

	She walked into the bar, ordered a beer, and looked around before she chose a seat on the far side of the bar, where she would not be disturbed. Fortunately, the pub was not busy, and she didn’t recognize any of the faces. She wondered what had happened to the Irish guy. He has been a good guy, and she had liked him. That was a long time ago. She sat on the barstool and pondered her current problem. 

	Somebody tapped her on the shoulder. “Hello, my name is Jay. Can I buy you a drink?”

	Jenny looked at him and quickly responded. “I am Mrs. Spencer. I am waiting for my husband, but thanks anyway. You can go back now.” 

	Jay withdrew without another word, and Jenny smiled to herself. She couldn’t have done that a year ago. Was she getting bitchy, or was she getting older? She didn’t know the answer to that.

	She took a sip of her drink and thought of Kai and her mother, safe in London. Ian Hamilton, God bless him, had managed to contact the Red Cross in Brazzaville, and within days, Kai had been reunited with her mother. Marc had invited Kai and her mother to stay at his father’s place in London, which Jenny appreciated since they didn’t speak English.

	Jenny had sent Gaston’s tape and documents to her college professor, Dr. Stapleton, as soon as she arrived, as a precaution, but she hadn’t given it much thought after that. Jenny and her professor had developed a friendship while she was at Columbia after they both realized that they were from the same town and his parents were friends of her grandparents. He had been her journalism professor.

	At the time Jenny sent him the package, she hadn’t realized that the contents were important enough for somebody to go to the trouble of tracking her to the United States. She had to find a way of getting out of this shit in one piece. She paid her bill, walked out of the bar, and headed toward her car.

	She drove up the street, her eyes darting left and right, looking for a phone booth to call John. She finally located one and parked the car. She dialed John’s number.

	“Hello?” It was John’s voice, but it was strained.

	“Hi, John, are you okay?” she asked.

	“I am fine, Jenny. Did you get me the newspaper?”

	What newspaper? Jenny knew something was wrong. Jenny could tell that John was far from all right, and he wasn’t alone, for that matter, but she decided to play it cool. “Yes, I did,” she said cautiously.

	There was a pause as if John was getting some instructions. “Listen, Jenny, I need to read it. Can you bring it over?”

	Jenny instantly made up her mind. “John, put on the goon standing next to you.”

	Someone got on the line. “Hello, Miss Jenny?”

	“Don’t Jenny me, Ricky, or Casty, whatever your name is. You want something, you deal with me and only me, do you understand?”

	There was a pause. “Yes, ma’am.”

	“Okay. Here is the deal. Give me a number where I can reach you, and if you touch a hair on John’s head, I will go to the press. In case you forgot, I am a journalist. I am not bluffing. I just got out of a real war, you creep!”

	“Alright, keep your shirt on.” He gave her the number. “When are you going to call?”

	Jenny thought about it. She had been on the phone too long already. Shit!

	“Soon,” she said and hung up.

	She got into the car and drove, all the time checking her mirrors to see if she was being followed. She entered the Lincoln Tunnel, which connected Manhattan and New Jersey, and kept driving. She planned to get out of Manhattan, but stay within a reasonable distance so that she could get back in contact with the hoodlums. She was now more angry than scared. Since the massacres in Congo and her close call with death, she felt she could take on the whole of the New York City mob. What the hell did they know about real battle anyway? I just came out of a real war zone, you assholes.

	Her mind replayed the conversation on the tape that confirmed the intentional downing of the President’s plane. She knew Gaston was a small fish working for The Helpers, but of course, the tape could expose them, which they couldn’t afford. That fool Gaston had recorded their conversation, probably to double-cross them. And now they knew that Jenny had the proof to expose the whole plot wide open. She was so disturbed that she almost lost control of the car.

	As she entered New Jersey, she saw a sign for a motel, and she pulled into the parking lot. She stopped the car but didn’t get out. She took a deep breath and tried to get herself together. The realization of the danger she was in was starting to sink in. She took her bag from the back seat and walked to the front desk. She booked a room under some name that popped into her head. Jenny was glad the man hadn’t asked many questions. She picked up her bag and headed for the room.

	The room was unexpectedly spacious and homey. She dropped her bags on the bed and headed for the bathroom. She stepped into the shower to loosen some of her tension. She realized that the goons would have bumped her off already if they knew where the tape was. She intended to hold onto it until she was sure of her safety and John’s.

	She wondered if John was okay as she slipped between the sheets and lay in the dark, thinking about her situation. Her mind wandered farther and ended up in London. Could these people hurt Kai? Her instincts told her that though The Helpers were dangerous, they didn’t engage in unnecessary killing. She shivered as she realized the danger she was in, as were John and Kai, and who knew how many others. Her only ace in the hole was the tape. Everything depended on how she handled this situation.

	She smiled, realizing that if she managed to keep herself alive, she would write the mother of all articles. She needed to get rid of the car, though. The best way was to abandon it near a similar rental car place and then use public transportation.

	Jenny guessed she had a little less than six thousand dollars on her, all the money she had withdrawn, hoping to pay her rent for at least three months in advance. As a freelancer, she never knew when the assignments would come in, so she always paid her rent months ahead, whenever she got paid. The next day, she would pay her rent. She didn’t like the idea of walking around with all that money. 

	Before she fell asleep, Jenny decided she would visit a beauty salon to change the color of her hair. Next, she would buy some contact lenses to change the color of her eyes and possibly even buy new clothes, all of which would cost money. She had less than one thousand dollars left in her account, and this ordeal was bound to dry her up. Fatigue finally caught up with her, and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

	 

	


CHAPTER 66
_______

	Gaston woke with a jolt, looked around him confused, and then took a deep breath. The flight attendant had touched him, waking him out of a bad dream.

	“Please give me some coffee,” he said as he smiled at her. She nodded and walked off smiling. 

	It was the strangest dream he had ever had. His hands were tied to a large cross, and his legs were spread-eagled. There was an evil-looking creature about three feet tall, giggling and pulling on a rope that had been secured tightly around his neck. On his right was another evil-looking creature of the same size. He was still sweating when the flight attendant offered him his drink.

	“Are you all right, monsieur?” she asked.

	“Yes, thank you,” Gaston responded absentmindedly. He recalled the dream. Since the torture at the Monsignor’s house, something inside him had changed. He had felt his dear mother closer to him, and she was telling him to stop hurting the girls. Gaston was convinced that it was his mother’s request to the Virgin Mary that had kept him alive.

	He knew better than to believe that the evil Monsignor Pesot would let him live, but at the same time, he had been taught that every man was accountable for his mistakes; now was his time. He felt some pity for Jenny and Kai, and he promised himself that he wouldn’t hurt them as long as he got what he wanted; he owed his mother that much.

	The flight attendant was pouring his drink. He asked her when they were arriving in New York City. He had stopped in Paris for two days to get his French passport and visa using the documents that Pesot had given him. Because of “The Helpers'” connections, everything went very fast. 

	“We are already in New York, Monsieur. We are waiting for clearance to land.”

	He sipped his drink contentedly; he was fully rested. The Captain announced the time in New York and asked everyone to fasten their seatbelts for their descent to Kennedy Airport. The plane must have taken at least eight and a half hours to get there, but Gaston’s watch said something different. He reminded himself to adjust it the moment they landed. The seatbelt light came on in preparation for the landing. Gaston couldn’t wait to get off the plane. The jumbo jet smoothly touched the ground and coasted toward the airport gateway.

	There was the usual “Welcome to New York” announcement on arrival at Kennedy, but Gaston wasn’t listening. He wanted to be among the first to get off the plane. Luckily, the immigration line wasn’t too long, and within a few minutes, he went through and retrieved his luggage. He started lifting it, but his arm was still painful. An Indian-looking taxi driver wearing a turban approached and assisted him. He breathed in the chilly, fresh morning air as he followed the taxi driver, and in a few minutes, they were headed for midtown Manhattan.

	“Places don’t change much, but people do,” his mother had once told him when he was young. This seemed true, at least for New York. He had come here years ago for a United Nations conference, and he could swear the place hadn’t changed a bit. He toyed with the idea of booking into the Plaza but discarded it immediately. He wanted a hotel near his first appointment so that he could walk there in the morning.

	“Is there a good hotel around Eighteenth Street near Union Square?” he asked the taxi driver.

	“There is a decent one on Twenty-sixth and Sixth, a few blocks away.”

	“That will be fine. Take me there.”

	“Okay, sir,” the taxi driver said as he maneuvered his way through traffic.

	There was one thing that always amazed Gaston: the speed and control of taxi drivers in this large city. Surprisingly, there were not that many accidents here. The taxi finally came to rest in front of the building.

	“Can you check to see if they have a vacancy?” Gaston asked politely.

	The taxi driver was gone in a flash and promptly returned. “Sir, there is a vacancy,” he said with a grin.

	Gaston jumped out as the bellman retrieved his luggage from the trunk. He paid the taxi driver generously and thanked him. The man walked away happily. Gaston settled the hotel bill in cash for a couple of days. He followed the bellman to his room and was pleased by its size. He gave the man a tip and proceeded to unpack his clothes and hang them neatly in the closet. Next, he took a shower and ordered a light breakfast, which he ate with relish as he checked his briefcase.

	He had the name and address of the dentist he was supposed to see. After that, he would call Tony DeMarco, a connection from his friend Chavez, who lived in Paris. Gaston and Chavez had trained together in Cuba and remained friends to this day. They had seen each other in Paris, and Gaston had explained his predicament. Chavez had given Gaston the contact, assuring him that Tony would take care of everything he needed. 

	He felt strange not being armed, having gotten used to feeling the steel next to his body. He got dressed, put some money in his wallet, and the dentist’s address in his other pocket. He had already left a message for Tony using a number that he had memorized.

	Gaston looked at himself in the mirror with satisfaction before he walked out of the room. The streets were already getting crowded, even at this early hour. The difference in attire was evident. People here seemed less concerned about their appearance than their Parisian counterparts. Gaston stopped at a store to get change before he walked to a phone booth.

	He dialed the dentist. It rang for a long time without a reply, so he dialed the other number he had been given. A lady picked up the phone. “Hello!”

	“Yes, may I talk to Doctor Woody Starks, please?”

	There was a moment’s hesitation. “May I ask who is calling?”

	Gaston thought quickly. His alias wouldn’t do, but neither would his real name. “Tell him his patient from Paris.”

	In a moment, a deep voice came on the line. “How was your journey, sir?”

	“Good. I will be at your office in fifteen minutes, doctor,” Gaston said quickly.

	“Make that thirty,” the doctor said and hung up.

	So the bastard needed time to mix something for himself. He stayed in the booth for a few seconds and then called Tony’s number. “Hello, who is this?” said a harsh voice.

	“Never mind who it is. Let me talk to Demarco. He is expecting my call. I am a friend of a friend,” he said firmly.

	A voice came online. “Hello, Demus, you are already here?  When can we meet?”

	“I am on my way to see the doctor,” Gaston said and went on to mention the location. “Most likely, I will be followed.” He gave Tony the address of the dentist.

	There was a pause. “My people will be watching, and they will see you get out. When you leave the doctor’s place, walk toward Fifth Avenue, and then make a sharp right onto the next street. A taxi will stop for you. Just get in and leave the rest to me.”

	“Got it. See you later.”

	Gaston hung up and got out of the telephone booth. He asked a lady who was passing by what time it was and adjusted his watch. It always amazed him how a plane seemed to move faster than time. Or was it the other way around? He smiled as he walked downtown.

	He arrived at the doctor’s building a few minutes later and opened the door. He checked the listing on the opposite wall, and there it was, Dr. Woody Stark, in big letters. He used the stairs and, within a couple of minutes, he was on the second floor, knocking on the doctor’s door. A woman opened and ushered him inside.

	“Sir, are you the gentleman from Paris?” she asked politely.

	“Yes, I am,” he answered.

	“Please follow me, sir.” She turned and walked down a hallway past one door and stopped at the second one, and knocked.

	“Come in,” said a deep voice from inside. She opened the door and stepped back.

	“Welcome, sir; come in,” a tall, heavy-set man said, extending his large hand.

	Gaston shook it, and the man shut the door behind him. Gaston looked around. Apart from one recliner chair and a small counter, the place didn’t have any dental machinery, although it was well furnished with two large sofas in one corner, a marble table, and a refrigerator.

	“Sir, I will be as brief as I possibly can,” Gaston said to the man seriously. “I know you aren’t a dentist, and if you are, my mother’s name is Madonna. Now give me all I need, and I will be gone before you know it.” This took the man by surprise, but he recovered quickly.

	“Okay, sir,” the man said as he walked toward the counter and picked up a note. He came back and dropped it on the table. “Here are the numbers to contact. I will get us a drink.”

	The huge man walked toward a refrigerator in the corner. One of Gaston’s eyes looked at the note, while the other was watching the fake dentist. With a flick of his wrist, the man dropped something into a glass. Interesting; exactly as Chavez predicted.

	Gaston put the note in his pocket as the fake dentist came back with the drinks and sat opposite him. “Tell me, sir, do you get a lot of patients like me?” he inquired, trying to make conversation.

	The doctor smiled. “No, sir, not too often.”

	Gaston faked a sneeze. “Doctor, do you have a tissue? I haven’t adjusted to the New York weather yet.” The huge man walked toward the counter long enough for Gaston to switch the glasses. Gaston picked up his glass and swallowed the contents.

	The fake dentist sat down and smiled. “Here you go. The weather here is something in the spring. You should adjust within a few days,” he said.

	“Probably jet lag,” Gaston said in a groggy voice. “Doctor, I am suddenly feeling very tired,” he managed to say before he slumped into the sofa with the drink still in his hand.

	A few seconds later, he felt a hand remove his glass and heard footsteps moving away. He opened his eyes a little and saw that the doctor was pouring both drinks into the sink. The doctor opened a cupboard and removed some equipment and a little box. From the box, he extracted a small capsule before he turned around and headed back toward Gaston.

	Gaston had to use all his relaxation techniques to calm himself down. Huge hands opened his mouth, and something was inserted into the extreme right molar and pressed hard. He felt like throwing up, but knew that would give him away, so he restrained himself by thinking of other things. Finally, the man finished and closed Gaston’s jaw. He stood there watching before he turned and walked away.

	Gaston stole a glance and noticed that the man was picking up the phone.

	“Hello, Louis,” the heavy voice echoed. “He is sleeping like a baby, and I have already put the cap on. He should wake up in a few minutes.” He hung up, turned around, and walked out.

	Gaston took two long steps to get to the liquor cabinet, opened it hastily, and pulled out the small package the fake doctor had used. He opened the box and removed a capsule, which he put in his pocket. Then he carefully closed the box and cabinet and rushed back to the sofa. He tilted his head as someone opened the door and glanced inside.

	After what seemed an eternity, the heavy footsteps of the doctor approached the door and came into the room. Gaston started groaning, but didn’t want to overdo it, so he started to open his eyes. The fake dentist was standing there, looking at Gaston’s sleepy face.

	“Poor guy, you must have had a long flight,” echoed the heavy voice as Gaston cleared his head by shaking it.

	“Damn! I’m sorry, doctor. I must have dozed off,” he said, trying to get up. The quack doctor gave him a hand and walked him toward the sink, where Gaston splashed his face with water. The man handed Gaston a fresh towel.

	The fake dentist smiled as he led Gaston to the door, promising to see him again.

	“In your dreams, you quack,” Gaston was thinking as he walked down the stairs. His trained eyes picked up a possible tail across the street, pretending to buy a newspaper. He crossed the street, passed by the man, and then headed toward Fifth Avenue. Whatever it was that had been put into his tooth was smooth. He wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t felt the quack dentist install it.

	Following DeMarco’s instructions, he made a sharp right and walked down the street. As if in a movie, a taxi pulled alongside him, and the man opened the passenger door. Gaston quickly jumped in and closed the door. The taxi driver drove fast and made a few turns before he stopped suddenly.

	He turned to Gaston. “Quick, through that green door!”

	Gaston jumped out, ran to the door, and opened it. A big man walked him through a building to a parking lot where a sleek vehicle was parked. They opened it and pushed him inside. It was dark inside, and the vehicle had tinted windows.

	“Let’s go, Sal. Hello, Demus,” a voice said at his side.

	Sal closed the door behind Gaston, ran to the driver’s seat, and started driving.

	“Hello…” Gaston said, turning to the man sitting next to him.

	The man smiled and extended his hand. “Call me Tony, and that’s Sal, my nephew,” he said, nodding toward the driver.

	Gaston smiled and shook Tony’s hand. “Nice to meet you both,” he said, glancing at Sal.

	“How was your trip?” Tony asked.

	“It was all right. Your people are smooth.”

	Tony smiled. “It’s a necessity. We will talk business later. Just lie back and enjoy the scenery.”

	The man fell silent as the vehicle moved smoothly out of the city and traveled for probably thirty minutes before it pulled into a driveway with a high fence surrounding it.

	“Hey, Sal. Stop the car here. We will walk the rest of the way,” Tony announced.

	The tall, muscular guy, who was probably in his late twenties, opened the back doors. Gaston got out and followed Tony DeMarco.

	 

	


CHAPTER 67
_______

	The compound surrounding Tony DeMarco’s large mansion was impressive. Gaston could tell that the landscape had been professionally designed. The soft green grass was freshly cut, and the different types of trees were well-trimmed. There were flowers blossoming in various places and along the entrance. Tony got out of the car, and Gaston did the same. The house was about sixty yards away. They started walking toward it.

	“So, how is my buddy, Chavez?” Tony asked Gaston.

	“He is in good health. There was a sweep of some sort all over town, so he was lying low.”

	DeMarco nodded. “That’s just like him. Play it cool until the fire moves on.”

	They continued with the small talk for some time before Tony dropped the inevitable bombshell. “These fuckers that are after you mean business. They seem to have many people around the city, the quack dentist being among them. They had three goons tailing you today. Where are you staying?”

	Gaston told him.

	“We will make arrangements to get you another place. What happened at the dentist’s office?”

	“Well, the man isn’t a real dentist. He had one reclining chair and nothing else,” Gaston started, but was cut short by the loud, uncontrolled laugh that emanated from Tony. Gaston continued to tell Tony what happened at the dentist’s office, but Tony stopped him in the middle and looked at him closely.

	“Son of a bitch; you are serious.” He laughed even harder this time.

	Gaston paused as he waited for Tony’s laughter to subside. He continued, “The fucker then made a phone call to a certain Ricky and walked out of the office. That’s when I quickly ran to the cabinet and removed that capsule.” By the time Gaston concluded his story, they had reached the front terrace. They sat down in reclining chairs, and soft drinks were brought out.

	Tony raised his glass, “Salute!” Gaston did likewise, and they gulped them down.

	“Say, Tony, do you know who these guys are?” Gaston asked, handing him the paper with two names and their addresses. Tony took them, and his eyes popped open.

	“These guys are nobody. Ricky and Casty work for ‘Louis the Nose’ down in Little Italy. They are scum. You mean you are supposed to report to these bums?” Tony asked seriously.

	“No, Tony, they have been keeping tabs on somebody for me, but I already know they are amateurs, given that they have failed to get my package.”

	Tony smiled and refilled their glasses. “Hey, Sal, come over here!” he shouted to his nephew Sal, who was not only his driver but also his bodyguard. The young man came running.

	“Did you call the biotech doctor?” Tony asked.

	“Yes, boss, he should be here anytime. Wait a minute, here he is,” he said, pointing to a car.

	“Tell him to go set up and then call us,” Tony said before he turned to Gaston.

	“So tell me, do you like New York?”

	Gaston sipped his drink before answering. “To tell you the truth, I like the vibe of the city, but I find downtown a little too tricky.”

	Tony nodded his head in agreement. “You are right. Downtown is a bit tricky, but New York is where the money is, so we have to roll with the punches,” he said philosophically, looking into the distance.

	“Boss, the doctor is ready,” Sal announced.

	“Come on, Demus, let’s get this over with,” Tony said as he got up and started walking. Gaston followed him through a maze of doors until they reached a room that looked like a garage.

	“You see these walls,” Tony said, tapping one of them. “They are two feet thick and completely padded. No sound can go through them.”

	Gaston felt a bit uneasy with a dentist nearby, although the doctor was a little old man with thick glasses who must have been pushing seventy or so.

	“Hello, doc, meet my friend, Demus. Are you ready to work?” Tony asked as he shut the door.

	The doctor nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	“All right, Demus, have a seat over here,” Tony said, pointing to a reclining chair in the middle of the room. He sat across from Gaston.

	The doctor pulled out a small gadget that looked like a calculator and turned it on. It beeped instantly, and then he moved closer to Gaston and told him to open his mouth wide. He used a small flashlight to see inside Gaston’s mouth.

	“Mister Demarco, all I can see is an electronic sensor. It’s very rare. I have only heard of this kind of device, but I have never seen it. It’s amazing,” the doctor commented.

	“Shut your trap, old man. I am not interested in your bullshit. What I want to know is: can you remove it?” Tony barked.

	“Of course, Mister Demarco, I just…”

	“Shut up and get to work,” Tony said, with finality in his voice.

	The poor doctor fidgeted in his bag for the equipment, and in a few seconds, he had extracted the cap from Gaston’s mouth. He put it carefully on a steel tray, and both Tony and Gaston automatically moved in for a closer view.

	“Doctor, can you explain to us in simple language what the fuck this device is?” Tony asked, clearly amazed.

	The doctor smiled, obviously proud that his work was being appreciated. “Gentlemen, this here is…” he said, pointing to a little yellow cylindrical object, “a capsule most probably containing cyanide, wrapped in a highly combustible plastic strip. On top is a sensor, controlled by a remote unit. When the unit is pressed, boom! The plastic will burn the capsule, and a big horse would die within seconds,” he finished and smiled.

	“I’ll be damned!” Tony exclaimed and shook his head. “What’s happened to people these days? Why go to all this trouble?” he said as he pulled a big wad of money from his pocket and gave it to the doctor. “Can you fix it in such a way that nobody knows that it has been removed? You know, like a cuff link or something?”

	The doctor nodded. “I know what to do, sir. Give me a few minutes,” he said and bent into his bag for some more tools as Tony and Gaston walked back to their seats.

	“Well, Demus, someone wants you dead,” Tony stated, but Gaston didn’t comment. He had been swung back to reality and was a little withdrawn. They sat there quietly as the doctor went about his work. Finally, after about ten minutes, he announced he was done.

	He had made something that latched under the collar and was detachable, which meant one could move it from one shirt to another. Gaston was impressed, and so was Demarco. They both patted the doctor on the back as they walked out of the room.

	“Hey, Sal, give the doctor one of my vintage wines, will you?” Tony said as they walked through the house toward the terrace. They settled down in the reclining chairs, and Tony poured both of them a drink.

	“Demus, I guess these people want you to get their package for them first; otherwise, I don’t see why they’d go to all this trouble.” he paused and lit his cigar. Gaston lit a cigarette from the packet he had picked up on the airplane.

	Tony took another swig of his drink. “These people know you are capable of pulling off the job, but there is a snag. You have become a liability, so what do they do?” he paused and puffed on his cigar. “They hook you with the quack doctor so that there are no mistakes. Now that you are one step ahead of them, the package will become your life insurance.”

	Gaston suddenly laughed hard, and tears rolled down his cheeks. Tony looked surprised by his reaction. Finally, Gaston sobered up. “Everything you said is right except one thing.” He paused and used a hankie to wipe the tears from his face. “I will still die.”

	Tony stood up and motioned for Gaston to follow him. They headed into a room at the back, and then Tony pushed some buttons; the door opened, and they both entered.

	“Hi, boss,” Sal said when he saw them. Tony asked Sal to open the door. Sal used some kind of combination; the latch loosened, and they entered a dark room. Sal flicked on the lights as he pulled the door shut.

	“Demus, here you are,” Tony said as he swung a large cupboard open.

	A large arsenal of weapons was lined up inside. Gaston inched closer as Sal pulled some drawers open. He saw one of his favorite Uzis—although it was a fairly large gun, Gaston liked it. It had a holster and a few clips beside it, and he smiled as he picked it up and checked its lever. Without a word, he removed the coat he was wearing, tossed it on a chair behind him, and then he strapped the gun on and inserted the clips into their compartments.

	He looked further down, searching through an assortment of pistols. Finally, his eyes rested on the Beretta, a small automatic pistol renowned for its deadly accuracy. He retrieved it with its ankle holster, bent over, and secured it on his ankle. Then he stopped and smiled at Sal, who was watching him closely, like a student watching a teacher.

	“Sal, you wouldn’t have a silencer, would you?”

	Sal opened another compartment, which had different sizes of silencers. Gaston picked the latch-on kind, which fits anything. Tony and Sal watched in amazement.

	“Boss, I’ve never seen a man handle guns like that,” Sal commented.

	“Voilà, we are finished,” Gaston announced. He picked up his coat and put it on as Sal opened the door for the two men, and they walked back toward the terrace.

	They had a quick lunch before Gaston announced that he had to leave and start his business. DeMarco walked Gaston to the car and opened the back door for him, promising to see him later. Sal took the wheel of the Limousine, and Gaston sat back and made himself comfortable as he took in the view while contemplating his next move. He reached for a button and pressed it; the window separating him from Sal slid open.

	“Hey, Sal, can you pull over at the nearest phone booth? I want to make a call.”

	“No problem,” Sal said as he pressed the button to close the window. Gaston sat back, enjoying his drink. The Limousine finally stopped, and Sal opened his door. Gaston stepped out and entered the phone booth ten paces away.

	Quickly searching his memory, he recalled the number, deposited a quarter, and dialed.

	“Hello, who is this?” somebody said.

	“Never mind. Is Ricky around?”

	There was a pause. “Ricky here.”

	“What do you have for me, Ricky?” 

	Ricky didn’t have to ask who it was. “The lady has disappeared, sir.”

	“How did you let that happen?” Gaston asked flatly.

	“Well, sir, it’s not that we haven’t tried, but she has been elusive, and she knows the city. We even tried to squeeze whatchamacallit… John’s balls, but the bitch threatened to go to the press, and Louis told us to lay low and wait for you.”

	Gaston smiled. “Did you by any chance record any of the telephone calls from the journalist?”

	“Yes, I think we recorded the first one when we had her boyfriend. Why?” Ricky asked.

	Gaston didn’t answer but took another swig from his bottle. “Let me hear the tape. We are running out of time.” He could hear Ricky shuffling things in the background. 

	Ricky came back on the phone. “I have it, sir.” 

	“Just play it,” Gaston shouted.

	Ricky did as he was told, and Gaston listened. He heard Jenny speak. Give me a number where I can reach you, and if you even touch a hair on John’s head, I will go to the press, and I am not bluffing. I just got out of a real war, you creep!

	Gaston puffed on his cigarette. “When is she calling again?”

	“She said soon. I believe she will call tonight or tomorrow. “

	“Wherever she is calling from, it’s on the street. See if you can put spotters with walkie-talkies near most of the booths heading out of Manhattan. I’ve got a feeling she is driving and will look for open booths near where she can park her car,” Gaston added thoughtfully.

	“Consider it done, sir,” Ricky said.

	“Okay then, get to work. We don’t want her to catch us with our pants down. Do you have anybody on this Spencer guy?” Gaston asked.

	“I don’t have to. I have the whole house wired in places he can’t reach.” 

	 “She may be driving a car with out-of-state plates. Look out for that, too. And Ricky, there is a good possibility she has disguised herself. Forget about how she looked before; hell, you might even have lunch with her without knowing. Trust me, that woman is very smart. I should know,” Gaston hung up the phone and crushed the cigarette. He walked back to the car.  

	 “Where to?” Sal asked.

	“To the hotel, Sal. Thank you.” Gaston suddenly fell silent as he remembered the two mishaps he had had with Jenny. He raised his bottle and swallowed, thinking about the night he was attacked by Jenny and Kai. He also remembered that Jenny was the one who stopped Kai from killing him.

	 

	


CHAPTER 68
_______

	Lance sat back in a swinging chair and looked at the beautiful grounds. He thought about his former boss Jacques, who had left all this behind. Sadness engulfed him, but he made himself snap out of it and started reviewing the current situation. 

	Pierre came outside and handed him the phone. “It’s for you, boss.”

	Only one man knew how to get in touch with him, and that was Patrice Charmer.

	“Hello, Patrice,” Lance said.

	“Good morning, Lance. When can you be available to come to my office?”

	Lance thought about this for a moment. The President’s aide on Intelligence wouldn’t want to meet him unless it was important. “Is forty minutes okay?”

	“See you then,” Patrice said and then hung up.

	“Say, Pierre, can you make me a sandwich. I’ve got to go, but I promise I will be back soon.”

	Pierre reappeared with two bacon and egg toasted sandwiches. Lance took the plate from him, devoured the sandwiches, and washed them down with what was left of his coffee. As usual, Pierre went ahead to do some reconnaissance. He was good at that kind of thing. This time, Lance moved out of the garage and drove through the gate that Pierre had already opened. Pierre gave him a thumbs-up sign, and Lance headed toward the city.

	Lance opted to park three blocks from Monsieur Charmer’s office and walk the rest of the way. As always, he used the back entrance and took the elevator up. He was asked for identification as he got out of the elevator, and then he headed to Patrice’s office. The secretary announced his arrival, and Patrice opened the door quickly as if he had been expecting him that very moment.

	“Come in,” he managed to say. Lance detected anxiety in his voice.

	Lance walked in and sat down. Patrice closed the door carefully and locked it. “Would you like a drink, Lance? I think you might need it!”

	Lance shook his head. “I am still recovering from last night. What’s new?”

	Patrice walked to the chair behind his large desk and sat down. He was playing with his knuckles, and Lance noticed that they were as white as a sheet.

	“Tell me, Lance. Does the name Demus mean anything to you?”

	Lance’s heart skipped a beat. “That’s the man we told you about on the plane; Gaston.”

	“I thought so. Well, I have bad news. Demus is already in New York, and although our agent couldn’t find out much, we have reason to believe that the man is after something there. If he has gone on behalf of The Helpers, there is a possibility that the fallout might be extensive, and we don’t want to antagonize our friends in the United States.”

	Lance kept silent and watched Patrice. The man was visibly shaken.

	“Lance, you are to follow this man and get him back here. I have been in touch with our counterparts at Langley in Washington, DC. They can’t get involved since it’s domestic, but they’ll get the FBI to help.”

	Lance recalled the events in Congo, especially the scuffle at the airport. He was now almost positive that Jenny Osborne had something to do with Gaston’s trip to New York. What did the journalist have that the man wanted? The answer wasn’t too far away, but whatever it was, it had Patrice nervous, and that meant Paris and Brussels were nervous. There was one thing he knew for sure—the girl’s life was in danger.

	“Will that be all, monsieur?” he asked, getting up. Patrice nodded.

	“I will go and pack my bags. Pierre will come with me.”

	Patrice got up and walked him to the door. “Lance, this has come straight from the top. There won’t be any room for compromise. Good luck.”

	Lance looked at him for a moment. “When did Gaston arrive in New York?”

	“This morning.”

	Lance thought about this. “Get me a private plane. We will be ready in an hour.” He walked out without glancing back. He was thinking of the best way to tell Pierre that Jenny might be in trouble. He knew that the kid liked her a lot, although he tried to conceal it.

	When he got outside, he passed his car and continued walking almost two blocks, trying to clear his mind. He needed to focus clearly on the events before and after the assassination, to pinpoint exactly what Gaston was after.

	He recalled Gaston’s little hut and the story about his chasing Jenny at the airport, but couldn’t come up with a good explanation. He pondered the information they had gotten from Chantal. She was almost certain something of importance had been taken away from him. Was it money? Unlikely. All of a sudden, he remembered the false brick in the basement. Yes, it had to be something that tied him to The Helpers or the recent assassination of the Congolese President. The journalist had somehow gotten her hands on it.

	“Oh my God!” he said aloud to the surprise of bystanders and sprinted to his car while talking on his phone. “Pack up a few clothes for us, Pierre. We are leaving,” he said and hung up.

	He drove home at breakneck speed, entered the already-open gate, then parked the car roughly alongside Carat’s fancy Audi. Pierre was standing in the doorway, wide-eyed, knowing that something was wrong.

	“Are the bags ready, son?” Lance asked, and Pierre nodded, “Come on, let’s go. I will brief you on the way. No guns!” 

	“What?” Pierre asked in disbelief.

	“Never mind. Come on!” Lance said as Pierre deposited both bags in the back of the car, opened the passenger door, and jumped in.

	Lance didn’t bother looking back as he backed out of the garage and closed the garage door with a remote unit. He smoothly turned the car around and joined the main road. They drove for a while in silence and then joined the traffic heading for the airport.

	Lance picked up his phone, dialed Patrice’s office, and told the secretary that he urgently needed to talk to Monsieur Charmer. A moment later, Patrice’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”

	“We are on our way to the airport. Is there any more news?”

	“No, go to the private area and you will be met and given everything. Good luck.”

	Lance could feel the tension building up in Pierre, and he decided to calm him down. “Son, we are going to New York. Our friend Gaston has gone there,” he said flatly.

	Pierre turned to Lance with his mouth open. “What in hell would Gaston want in New York?” he said out loud and then sat back silently, buried in thought.

	The car pulled into the parking lot, and they both got out. Each picked up a bag and headed toward the private-jet airstrip. They were met by two young men, a pilot, and a co-pilot, who led them toward the plane. There was silence as the four men walked on the tarmac. Only the sound of their shoes could be heard. They climbed up the stairs and entered the aircraft.

	“Monsieur, I have been given instructions to pass on to you. Can we have a seat?” one of the men asked.

	Lance smiled at the rookie. “By all means, young man. After you.”

	They sat down, and the copilot opened a briefcase, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to Lance while the pilot walked toward the cockpit.

	“Is there anything else?” Lance asked the man.

	“No, monsieur. Everything you need is in there. I will be going now, Monsieur,” the man said as he stood up and walked away.

	Lance opened the envelope, and there was a bunch of dollars, separated into groups of twenties and fifties, and a small note written in special code. He handed the note to Pierre.

	“Please decode that. My brain is fried,” he said.

	Pierre pulled out a small piece of paper and started decoding, while Lance was busy counting the money.

	Finally, Pierre finished. He had written: A lady in a black dress with a red scarf will be standing in front of a fire hydrant opposite the hotel, between twenty and twenty-one hundred or twenty-two and twenty-three hundred. Buy something in a restaurant across the street. He handed the note to Lance, who read it, tore it up, and put the pieces in his pocket.

	At that moment, the powerful jet engine started, and the jet cruised forward slowly and finally came to rest behind the other planes. There were instructions to fasten their seatbelts and then, without warning, the plane thrust rapidly down the runway. Suddenly, they were airborne as the plane tilted backward, picking up altitude. A few minutes later, it leveled off.

	“You know, Pierre, in this sucker, we should cross the Atlantic in a few hours.” Pierre looked at his boss and fell silent. He knew that his boss was keeping something from him.

	“Don’t they have a flight attendant on this thing?” Lance shouted. As if she heard him, the attendant suddenly showed up by their side. Pierre suppressed a smile after seeing the expression on Lance’s face.

	“Excuse me! Can you get us some coffee?” Lance said, lamely avoiding her eyes.

	Pierre burst out laughing after she left, to Lance’s embarrassment. “Serves you right, boss, for keeping something from me.”

	The flight attendant brought a tray. “Anything else, gentlemen?” They both shook their heads. She smiled. “Please ring the bell if you need me.” She walked away and disappeared into another cabin.

	Lance poured both of them some coffee, handed Pierre a cup, and started speaking.

	“Son, I didn’t want to upset you, but like I said, Gaston is in New York, where he doesn’t have any particular ties, and considering the events at the airport in Kinshasa, I figure everything points to your friend Jenny Osborne.” He finished and sipped his drink.

	“I know. I have been thinking the same thing since you mentioned Gaston’s trip to New York. I just hope we get there in time.”

	Lance nodded but didn't say anything more.

	* * *

	Pierre fell silent as he thought about Jenny. He had missed her a lot, although most of the time he tried to push her out of his mind—unsuccessfully. She was very pretty, feisty, yet very compassionate, as well as brave. Hadn’t she eluded Gaston before? Hopefully, she would do that again.

	He thought about the kiss they had shared outside a pub in Kinshasa and how it had felt. There was no longer any doubt in his mind about his feelings for her, and he hoped and prayed that he would get a chance to tell her.

	 

	


CHAPTER 69
_______

	Jenny felt a lot better than she had in the last few days. The day before, Jenny had gone to meet her professor, Dr. Stapleton, at a little diner that was located near Columbia University. She had been wearing a long blonde wig and had schoolteacher glasses, which made her look ten years older. Jenny had walked over to him and asked if the seat was free. The professor had been reluctant to share a seat with a blonde middle-aged stranger. He had almost choked on his coffee when he realized who it was. She had proceeded to tell him her current predicament and made him promise to put the package in a safe place.

	Strangely enough, the professor had seemed intrigued by the whole saga, having not had an adventure in a long time. He had immediately offered her the use of his summer cottage and his car, promising to take care of inquisitive neighbors. She had checked out of the hotel, dumped the rental car, and then taken a train to the Jersey shore. The train ride had provided a welcome distraction as Jenny looked out the window and saw the trees and grass becoming greener the farther south the train moved. No wonder they called this the Garden State. Jenny had felt the breeze from the ocean as she got off the train and had taken a deep breath of the crisp air before she went to find a taxi.

	She was now posing as the professor’s niece, Erica Stapleton. The professor’s neighbor had warmly greeted her and told her to call her if she needed anything. Jenny had thanked her, opened the door to the cottage, and almost stepped on an envelope on the floor. She had picked it up, opened it, and inside was some money and a small note that read: “Dear niece, have a nice vacation.” She had dropped the envelope on the table, surprised and pleased that her old professor had given her some money. 

	The day before, she had deposited her rent money in the bank and transferred it to the rental agency. She had also spent money on changing her image, so she was running low on funds. She had looked around the cottage with interest. The professor had decorated it modestly with contemporary and comfortable furniture, not too rustic. She had opened a few windows to let in some fresh air and then headed for the kitchen. The fridge had ample provisions. When had the professor done all this? She had then lounged around trying to distract herself by watching TV before heading to bed.

	This morning, she woke up well-rested and took a long bath, thinking about her predicament. She then made herself a breakfast of oatmeal, boiled eggs, and orange juice. She finished eating, cleaned up everything, and put her things away. She hadn’t talked to her professor, preferring to ride the murky waves alone. She picked up her car keys and her handbag and walked to the door. She secured the door without the usual backward glance she had now become accustomed to and walked confidently to the professor’s car.

	“I have no use for this car anyway, Jenny. It belongs to one of my kids, who is now in college and only uses it on vacation. You are welcome to it,” he had said.

	She drove for a few minutes before joining the main traffic. She got on the parkway and proceeded north. It was much better, she thought, to drive back and forth to Manhattan and make the calls from there. The car was not a rental, and the goons didn’t know that she was staying out of the state. She paid the toll booth for the parkway and continued to Manhattan without stopping.

	Jenny was slowly coming to terms with her new situation. Her mind was busy balancing her options. She thought of Ricky and Casty. Who do they work for? Could they harm John? Her immediate concern was John’s safety. One thing was certain—she had to protect him.

	She entered midtown Manhattan and started looking for a phone booth. She saw one near a subway entrance and stopped the car. 

	Just before she called the goons, she decided to call her producer. After a short wait, Conrad’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”

	“Hi, Conrad. It’s Jenny. I won’t be coming in for a while, but you can get the latest report from John Spencer.”

	“I see. Jenny, can we meet for lunch somewhere?”

	“Not yet, Conrad. I am tied up.”

	There was a small pause. “That’s fine, Jenny. I wanted to tell you not to write any more about the Congo. There is no interest in it. Let it go, okay?”

	Jenny was stunned. Why the sudden loss of interest? Her mind worked fast. 

	“Okay. Bye, Conrad,” she said and hung up.

	She was completely shocked by what Conrad had just said. The goddamn Helpers had somehow managed to get to an Executive of a major television network. How far was their reach?

	She walked to her car and sat down for a while, trying to digest this new development. She decided to enter the coffee shop and buy a cup of coffee while she figured out what was making her nervous. She paid for the coffee and sat facing the street. Maybe this would calm her down. 

	* * *

	Jenny’s mind went back to Pierre. If he were here, he would know what to do. She wished she hadn’t given him such a hard time in Kinshasa. There was no way of contacting him. Jenny recalled the conversations she had had with Pierre. She suddenly burst into tears when she remembered the warning Pierre had given her about The Helpers. Why hadn’t she listened? Pierre had tried to warn her, but her stubbornness had taken over and landed her in deep shit.

	She had to come up with a plan soon before the goons got to her. She sipped her drink as she weighed her options. Whatever she did, she would never use the same phone more than once. Even the Mafia couldn’t cover all the phone booths in New York City. She tried to keep calm. She finished her tea, paid the bill, and walked out. She had been tempted to order a glass of wine but had decided against it for fear of being tipsy and making mistakes.

	Her nerves were a lot calmer as she turned on the ignition and cruised down the quiet street looking for a phone booth. She drove for two blocks before finding one that was well-located and pulling over. She entered the booth and dialed the number that she had by now memorized.

	She had to make a phone call to the goon named Ricky.

	“Hello, Ricky.”

	“Who is this?” asked a harsh voice.

	“Get Ricky on the phone. Otherwise, I’ll hang up,” she answered in a similar tone.

	“Okay. Keep your pants on. I’ll get him.”

	In a moment, a voice came on. “This is Ricky. Who is this?”

	“Ricky, it's Jenny. Listen carefully. Stay away from John. Oh, and Ricky, I am not dealing with foot soldiers anymore. Next time, I want to talk to your boss or Gaston. Tell them that I made copies of everything.” 

	Jenny didn’t know why she had just mentioned Gaston. Could he be here? She shook her head. He couldn’t be. Her train of thought was interrupted by the voice on the other side. 

	“Okay, I get the picture, Jenny. I swear to the sweet Madonna, I won’t touch a hair on Spencer’s head, but what is this shit about copying everything?” 

	“Well, Ricky, it’s called insurance. In case I fall off an elevator or get run over by a train. Even you know what that is, don’t you, Ricky? I have had it. I either talk to your boss or else I will have the whole tape on the wire before you can say hello—got it?”

	There was a momentary pause. “Okay, Jenny. Call back and I will have the number for you.”

	Gaston, who had been listening to Ricky, asked him what Jenny said. He was at Ricky’s hangout in Little Italy. 

	“She wants to talk to the boss or a man named Gaston,” Ricky said.

	Gaston almost choked on his cigarette. “Did she say, Gaston?” 

	“Yes, sir,” Ricky answered.

	“I wonder how she figured that?” he commented more to himself as he puffed on his cigarette. “All right, here is the plan. The next time she calls, give her my phone number.”

	Ricky smiled. “Will do.”

	* * *

	When Jenny called back, Ricky gave her Gaston’s phone number and quickly added, “Jenny, you better give up, babe. You can run, but you can’t hide. Soon or later, we’ll get you.”

	She hung up the phone, shaking. All the bravado she had used talking to the goon earlier suddenly evaporated. She stepped out of the phone booth and almost fell, but luckily regained her balance. She walked like a zombie to her car and fidgeted with the keys until she finally managed to open the door and slump behind the wheel.

	Jenny decided to drive to a nearby shopping mall and do a little window-shopping while trying to get herself together. She walked around the mall aimlessly. It was almost three o’clock when he saw a phone booth. She entered and dialed the number. 

	The phone rang a few times before someone answered it.

	“Hello, this is Demus. May I help you?”

	Jenny recognized the voice immediately. Shit! Gaston was in New York. She almost hung up, but she quickly composed herself. 

	“Hello, Gaston. How are you?”

	There was a pause. “Jenny?” She didn’t answer. “Look, Jenny, we need to finish this tape business as soon as possible. You are putting me in an impossible position.”

	Jenny was quiet, trying to get herself together. “Gaston, I don’t like you putting a tail on me. Tell your people to stop, and then we shall come to an understanding. Otherwise, I will expose you and your Helpers. I am not bluffing. It would make a good cover story.”

	Gaston snapped, “Jenny, don’t threaten me. I get the tape and my documents, and nobody gets hurt. You have my word.”

	“I will call you back.” She hung up quickly, not trusting herself in a war of words with the deadly assassin. She walked to her car and, surprisingly, felt calmer. At least now she knew who she was up against.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 70
_______

	Lance ate his food in silence, thinking of the best way to tell Pierre everything he suspected. All he had told Pierre was that Gaston was in New York. There would be time to tell him the rest later. Pierre, on the other hand, was unnaturally quiet, as he had been since they arrived in New York. Lance knew Pierre well enough to know that the young man sensed that he was not being told everything.

	They had arrived in their rooms at the fancy Waldorf Astoria hotel and found new clothing and weapons. Hours later, Lance had abandoned Pierre at a restaurant nearby where they had grabbed a late lunch and gone to the hotel lobby to meet an FBI man named Melvin Jackson. Lance’s explanation to Pierre was that the man would be their local contact, but he hadn’t said anything else, not even when he returned. They paid the bill and left in silence, with Pierre leading the way.

	Pierre hailed a taxi and entered, closing the door before his boss could enter. “I want to be alone for a while,” Pierre said to Lance.

	The taxi took off, leaving Lance behind, cursing in French. Lance hailed another taxi and followed Pierre. Pierre got out and walked toward Central Park. Lance looked closely and registered Pierre’s coordinates. He got out of the taxi and crossed the street to a liquor store. He bought a silver flask and a medium-sized bottle of cognac, then headed toward Central Park, trying to locate Pierre.

	Lance had heard about the park from Pierre but had never imagined that it was this beautiful. Spring was on the horizon, and the plants were blooming. He kept walking on the small paved path surrounded by a well-kept lawn and tried to locate Pierre, but the kid was nowhere to be found. Finally, he decided to rest on a bench. He unscrewed the bottle of cognac and poured the contents into the flask. He deposited the cover in a nearby trash can and sipped the cognac.

	“Pierre! I give up!” he shouted as he took another sip.

	“Talking to me, boss?”

	Lance almost choked on his drink, and some of it came through his nose. He turned around, and Pierre was standing a few feet from the park bench, smiling.

	“Now, what’s funny about almost giving an old man a heart attack?” Lance asked.

	Pierre walked over and sat down next to him. Lance took a big swallow from the flask and offered Pierre some, but he declined. “Okay, son, I am going to tell you the whole thing against my better judgment,” he began. “Give me a cigarette, will you?”

	Pierre offered him the pack.

	Lance extracted one, lit it, inhaled deeply, and released the smoke. “Son, I couldn’t tell you anything because I hadn’t pieced everything together, and I was as confused as you are now. When I remembered how The Helpers infiltrated our government with people like Batiste Apollinaire and who knows how many others, resulting in Jacques’ suicide, then all the pieces started to fit together as to why our government would be interested in someone like Gaston. The bottom line is that our government has been unknowingly collaborating with The Helpers for a very long time, and we cannot afford to let this come out.”

	Pierre’s eyes popped wide open. “Monsieur, I think I will take that drink now,” he said, taking the flask from Lance and taking a swig.

	Lance looked at him and smiled wryly. “I think something happened to make our man Gaston rethink his role in the organization, so he decided to take some insurance.”

	Pierre puffed on his cigarette. “I figured he was after something that Jenny had, but it never occurred to me that Gaston would try to double-cross The Helpers,” he said in disbelief.

	Lance nodded. “Precisely. The information Gaston collected may not only implicate The Helpers but others as well, including us. Now do you see France’s dilemma, if it were made public that she was infiltrated by such an organization?”

	“I see what you mean,” Pierre said, handing the bottle to Lance. “Go ahead, boss.”

	Lance took his time and sipped a little more. “I think your friend Jenny and the young Congolese girl managed to steal Gaston’s insurance, and frankly, I am glad they did.” He paused and sipped on his drink. “Your Jenny is very good. She has managed to elude Gaston and some of his local hoodlums for some time now. I see why you like her.”

	Lance saw the effect his words were having on Pierre. The young man appeared calmer.

	Pierre felt both relief and concern for Jenny, but he was still confused about something. “You mean we know where Gaston is and we can’t touch him?” Lance nodded.

	“Why?” Pierre was looking straight at his boss.

	Lance looked away. “Son, our orders are to keep an eye on him until he gets what he is looking for, and then I believe The Helpers will eliminate him, or we will get him. Either way, our country doesn’t want the information to fall into the wrong hands.” Lance’s jaw clenched in suppressed frustration. “That’s the way it has to be. Fortunately, the FBI is working with the local police on this, so things should move faster.”

	Pierre stood up and paced up and down for five yards. “You know, boss, when this is finished, I am out of the business,” Pierre said weakly. He was drained, and the strain was apparent in his face.

	“Come on, son. Let’s take a walk in this beautiful park. There are a lot of things I don’t know about New York,” Lance said as he stood up.

	Pierre smiled in relief. “Okay, boss. I will show you around.”

	They walked deeper into the park and passed the skating rink, the pond, and the great lawn. They saw various statues and a beautiful castle. There were people all over the place, either singing, playing sports, or rollerblading. Pierre’s tension slowly evaporated. He started looking forward to showing his boss the rest of New York, but in the back of his mind, he was worried about Jenny, and there was no way to contact her.

	 

	


CHAPTER 71
_______

	Jenny woke up from her afternoon nap panting and drenched in sweat. She had had a nightmare in which she was running away from an assailant, and she could not run fast enough. She woke up just before the assailant caught her. She crawled out of bed and opened the curtains. There was still some daylight left. In the morning, she had woken up and gone grocery shopping, then she had taken a walk by the water to think things through before she came home and had something to eat. For some reason, she had felt very tired and decided to take a nap and passed out like a light.

	When she woke up, she was hungry, so she went to the kitchen to look for some food. She kept re-evaluating her situation as she fixed a sandwich. This wasn’t the way she wanted to live. She decided that she wanted to get this mess over with and go back to her old life. She quickly ate the sandwich and washed it down with a glass of orange juice. She checked the clock—it was a quarter past six in the evening. It was time to go and make a deal with the devil.

	She got in her car and started driving toward the Parkway. She would make a phone call and make a deal with Gaston once and for all. She felt a sense of relief after making her decision. Jenny was getting anxious and felt cold chills run through her, but she kept driving. All she wanted was to put this whole deal behind her.

	She got out of the car and walked to the phone booth to call John. She reached for some change and made the phone call.

	* * *

	After failing to reach John, she called a neighbor and found out that John was missing. It seemed like everybody on her block knew that something had happened to John. Nobody knew exactly what, since the police seemed more eager to disperse the crowd than worry about an anonymous photographer. Jenny banged down the phone and walked to her car.

	“Damn you, Gaston!” she cried out, banging both hands on the steering wheel.

	She walked back to the phone booth and called Gaston’s number, hoping to strike a deal, but an unfamiliar voice with a strange accent answered, saying that they had John. The man also threatened that failure to deliver the goods would result in the receipt of John’s body parts one at a time. At first, she thought it was a bluff, but now she was scared and angry. Where was Gaston? And why had he gone back on his promise?

	She drove calmly to a coffee shop and purchased a cup of chamomile tea to relax. She was white as a sheet, which prompted the waiter to ask her if she was all right. She nodded, paid for the tea, and walked out of the coffee shop without another word.

	Once inside her car, she popped the lid off and sipped the tea as her mind raced. She realized she was sweating and opened the window. She took a deep breath and willed her body to stay calm. Her mistake had been in believing she could outsmart the bastard Gaston and his Mafia buddies, but she also realized that it was too late to turn back. She started the engine and cruised toward uptown.

	Jenny had no fear of running into the Mafia hoods anymore. All she was thinking about was John’s welfare. She recalled the time he had told her to lay off, but her insistence had cost him dearly. She held back tears as she drove heading uptown. She spotted a phone booth at a rest stop and pulled near it. She dialed her professor’s number. The phone rang twice before the familiar voice asked who it was.

	“It’s me. Can we meet in about thirty minutes, and could you please bring the stuff?”

	The older man didn’t even hesitate. “All right, I will meet you at the same place as last time.”

	Jenny dialed Gaston’s number, and the same man picked up the phone. She told him to pass on the message that she was ready to make a deal, but it would have to be tomorrow, as it was too late to make a deal tonight. The man warned her coldly about what would happen to John if she attempted to double-cross them, but agreed to relay the message.

	She was still thinking about the voice as she stepped out of the phone booth. She felt chills down her spine. The man, whoever he was, was the meanest-sounding human being she had ever talked to.

	The air was a little chilly, with the wind blowing from the Hudson River. Jenny got in the car and took a deep breath, still shaken by the phone call. With John’s life on the line, all the previous plans she had devised fell by the wayside. Why had she believed Gaston? She was still mentally beating herself as she started the engine.

	She drove steadily for ten blocks before slowing down and looking for a parking spot. She walked toward the little restaurant where she had met with the professor before. She opened the door and immediately saw the professor walking toward her.

	“Hello, my dear. Are you okay? You look pale.” It was more of a statement than a question.

	Jenny forced a small smile. The professor led her to a small table in a corner. Thankfully, the place was deserted, and they could talk in relative peace.

	Jenny shook her head. “They have John,” she said breathlessly.

	Stapleton’s eyes kept darting left and right, but he didn’t say a word. He seemed to be visibly shaken by the news. He knew John very well, too, as John had also attended his class. 

	“He was kidnapped from his apartment yesterday. All I know is that he is in danger and I am the cause of it all,” she said. She explained everything with tears running down her face. 

	The professor gave her a handkerchief, and she took it gratefully.

	“Stay put, Jenny, I will be right back,” he said and walked toward the bar. He returned a moment later with two drinks. Please take this. You will feel a lot better,” he said gently.

	Jenny started sipping her drink. She didn’t even know what it was, but she didn’t care.

	“So tomorrow is the day? How can I help?” he asked.

	Jenny nodded without raising her eyes. “I guess that they will tell me to come alone, and they will also choose the place. I really want to thank you for everything, but right now I can’t accept any more help. Enough lives have been compromised by me,” Jenny said firmly.

	The professor tried to protest, but it was of no use. Her decision was final.

	 


CHAPTER 72
_______

	The next morning, Lance and Pierre met Melvin downstairs in the lobby. Lance made the introductions.

	“Melvin, meet my colleague, Pierre.” Pierre shook the hand of the haggard-looking elderly man, and the three men walked toward the door. Melvin told the two Frenchmen that Gaston was still at large. 

	 “Now tell me what the hell happened?’ Lance asked quickly.

	“Your man must have sidestepped and switched cars or something because we lost his trail.”

	Pierre sighed and snapped in frustration. “Damn!” Without Gaston, they couldn’t get to Jenny.

	Seeing Pierre's reaction, Melvin continued. “I have some news. Michael, our electronics expert at FBI headquarters, says he detected a suspicious individual on our communication system around Union Square. The person keeps moving as if he is trying to avoid detection. Never mind, it might be nothing.”

	Lance was suddenly alert. “Melvin, let’s go to your man, now.”

	“My car is across the street. You can follow me,” Melvin said as they all turned toward the exit. Lance rushed through the door. Melvin and Pierre rushed after him. A few minutes later, Melvin’s car and the Frenchman’s rental car were both heading downtown at breakneck speed. Since Pierre knew the city, he was the designated driver.

	When they arrived at FBI headquarters, the two Frenchmen followed Agent Melvin. They entered the elevator and Melvin punched the floor number. They rode up and stepped out on the Telecommunications floor. Melvin stopped in front of a large door and inserted a card in the slot, then placed his hand on a bar, and the door opened.

	They walked down a long hallway before Melvin stopped and knocked on another door.

	The door was opened by a young man in his late twenties. “Gentlemen, come in,” he said as he ushered them in and closed the door.

	“Mike, this is Lance and Pierre from French Intelligence. I think you have heard of them.”

	The young man nodded in acknowledgment. “Nice to meet you, gentlemen. I am Michael Irvin,” he said as he nervously extended his hand, which both Lance and Pierre shook.

	“They would like to know about what your system picked up,” Melvin said before they all sat down.

	Michael smiled and walked to a big console with all kinds of electronic gadgets. “Well, it was only by chance that I detected the transfer from one wavelength to another.”

	Lance took his chance. “Did you listen to the conversation?”

	Michael turned a little confused and nodded. “It was a man’s voice talking to a woman. The man had a strange accent. Just a minute, because it’s only today that I managed to narrow it down and listen in.” He fidgeted with some switches. “This unit has been in place for some days,” he said, and started rewinding the tape. After a few minutes, he stopped it. “Here we are. The call was registered here,” he said, pointing to another unit.

	None of the men knew what he was talking about, but they stayed attentive nonetheless. Then they heard the voices. “Hello. May I talk to Gaston?” (Lady’s voice)… “He is not here.” (Man’s voice)… “Tell him it’s too late to deal tonight; it will have to be tomorrow.” (Lady’s voice)… “Listen, bitch, your time is running out. If you double-cross us, your friend will be delivered to you piece by piece, but I will deliver the message” (Man’s voice). The phone went dead.

	All three men looked at one another in silence. Pierre was in a trance. Hearing Jenny’s voice made him worry even more.

	“Gentlemen, that’s all I could pick up,” Michael said.

	Lance told Melvin that the woman on the tape was the one they were looking for and the reason for Spencer’s abduction.

	He forced a smile. “You did good, Michael. Keep your eyes on that thing today. We want to know the moment another call comes through, and Michael, this is very important. Don’t mess it up,” he said, looking the kid straight in the eyes. Michael shivered.

	“You heard the man, Mike. This is a high priority. Stop the rest of the stuff you are doing. I will tell Margaret to bring your lunch from the cafeteria,” Melvin said sternly.

	The young man nodded, clearly shaken. “Yes, sir.”

	Lance got up from his chair. “Michael, call us the moment the call comes in and find the punk’s location and where they are meeting the girl. Okay, kid?” Michael nodded. 

	“Good day, gentlemen,” Michael managed to say.

	Lance started walking toward the door, and Melvin and Pierre followed suit. Michael got up and closed the door behind them. None of them spoke a word as they walked to their respective cars.

	“Don’t give up, Pierre. We have come a long way. We will nail the bastard, trust me. Let’s go get something to eat, okay?”

	Pierre didn’t answer, but he had relaxed a little, knowing for sure that Jenny was still alive. Hearing her voice had brought back all the memories and feelings. He longed to see her one more time—if only to tell her how he felt. No other woman had ever affected him that way. He laid his head back and prayed to God that she would be safe. 

	Lance was silent but anxious, like a leopard waiting for prey.

	* * *

	The next morning, Lance and Pierre were sitting in Melvin’s car in front of the hotel, talking about Jenny’s phone call, when Melvin received a call.

	“Good morning, sir.  This is Mike.”

	“Hi, Mike. What’s up?” Melvin’s heavy voice answered.

	“The guy who’s been using just received a call. I’m recording everything. He is in the same area as last time.” Mike told him the man’s location, which Melvin repeated.

	The Frenchmen quickly jumped out of Melvin’s car and into theirs, then they followed Melvin’s car toward Union Square. When they arrived, Lance and Pierre got out of their car, and Lance approached Melvin.

	“Melvin, please stay back where you can monitor everything. Trust me on this. You look too much like a cop, and we don’t want to spook the guy.” Melvin nodded.

	Lance started walking, and the walkie-talkie crackled. He reached inside his coat and turned it off; his eyes were scanning the vehicles on both sides of the street. The man wasn’t hard to find since he had his telephone to his ear.

	Lance approached the brown Ford and tapped on the window. At the same time as Pierre was putting a powerful transmitter beneath the bumper. Pierre finished and walked back to the car while Lance was pretending to get directions. Lance thanked the man and then walked off to join the other two gentlemen where the two cars were parked.

	* * *

	 “Where is the receiver unit, Melvin?” Lance asked sternly.

	“It’s in my car.”

	“Okay, please get it and put it in the Pontiac.”

	“What!” Melvin said, visibly annoyed.

	Lance shook his head. “Look at it from a civilian point of view. Who drives the most Plymouth cars?” he asked. Melvin got the message—cops. “I bet if anybody sees your car, they will vanish, so let’s not waste time. Moreover, we will be in constant communication,” Lance added.

	Melvin had one of his men move the unit to the other car. The transmitter worked perfectly, and they all breathed a sigh of relief. They were tired, having had little sleep the last few days, but none of them seemed to be concerned. He handed Lance a radiophone. “We’ll use this to communicate,” he said.

	Lance looked at the radiophone. “Thanks, Melvin.” He turned to Pierre and patted his shoulder. “Pierre, everything is going well so far. Trust me, very soon all this will be concluded.”

	Melvin’s cell phone rang, and he answered. “Yes, Mike. Go ahead.”

	“The man is talking to the woman now. She will call back in an hour.”

	“Good job, Mike.” Melvin hung up and relayed the information to Lance and Pierre.

	“Have your men ready,” Lance stated.

	“Already in progress,” Melvin said and walked back to his car.

	Lance checked his watch. “Hey, son, can you get us some sandwiches, and please ask Melvin what he wants?” Pierre was gone before he finished talking.

	They ate their sandwiches and washed them down with coffee. They were still eating when a call came in from Melvin. Lance threw the remainder of the sandwich in a paper bag and answered the call.

	“They’ve set a meeting point, over and out,” Melvin said.

	Instinctively, Pierre started the car. The man in the Ford drove off, and Pierre eased behind him, ignoring the angry hooting from other motorists. 

	Lance called Melvin on the radiophone. “He’s on the move. Do you read me? Over.”

	“Loud and clear. Keep the channel open, over and out.”

	Both cars followed the burly guy in the brown Ford but kept their distance. The Ford was parked on the west side in the midtown area. Pierre parked in a no-parking zone close to where he could see everything. A street cop approached his car, and Pierre waved her off by flashing the temporary badge Melvin had given him.

	The goon approached a petite blonde and said something to her. She followed him to the car and entered. The lady was Jenny’s height and size. Pierre’s heart sank. The car drove off, heading uptown.

	Pierre let a few cars pass before he joined the traffic. 

	Lance picked up the radiophone. “A woman just entered the car. They’re on the move again, over,” he said, looking closely at the car.

	“Roger. I’m right behind you, over and out.”

	The driving was slow, but Lance wasn’t worried. With the transmitter, he could pinpoint the location of the car. They moved for possibly twenty minutes until the car stopped near a building uptown, on 113th and Seventh. The man seemed to be giving instructions to the woman, and she entered the building.

	Lance reached for the radiophone and called Melvin. “The woman has entered the building. Have your guys move in and get the punk. He is still here, over.”

	“My men are closing in as we speak. Turn on the local frequency and listen in, over, and out.”

	Lance did just that and heard that the man had been apprehended. “Come on, Pierre, let’s go.” 

	Lance grabbed his binoculars before they jumped out of the car and walked toward the building. They saw the culprit being led by the plainclothes officers. Lance and Pierre broke off and crossed the street to the building where the woman, presumably Jenny in disguise, had entered.

	They yanked the door open and flashed their badges. Lance heard his radiophone and picked it up.

	“This is Lance. Come in, over.”

	“We have some information. One of the boys squeezed the punk’s balls, and he spilled. The exchange will be on the roof, over,” Melvin said.

	“We are on our way there. Get a spot where you can watch the two entrances, over and out.” Lance put the radiophone in his jacket pocket, and they started climbing the stairs on the opposite side of the building.

	They were perspiring by the time they reached the last floor. They pushed open the door to the roof with difficulty and moved quietly to a spot where they could watch everything.

	“I wonder why Gaston chose the roof,” Pierre commented quietly, more to himself than to Lance.

	“Let’s move behind the water tank, son. You take the right. I’ll take the left,” Lance said as he crawled toward the tank. Pierre did the same until they were on both sides of the tank.

	Lance chose to study the situation. He could see Jenny with something in her hand. Suddenly, from the other end, two figures appeared. One was John, whose hands were tied, and the other was Gaston with a gun pointed at John’s back.

	Gaston had changed his appearance completely, and unless one knew his exact height and size, he could have been mistaken for a local hood.

	Lance aimed his gun at Gaston’s leg. But he hesitated when he noticed that John Spencer was kneeling next to Gaston with his hands tied behind his back, facing Jenny. Pierre noticed the same thing. He inched toward where Lance was.

	“Boss, shall I take the shot?”

	Lance’s orders were to shoot Gaston after he completed the transactions, not before. “Son, we have to follow orders all the way,” he said.

	“No, boss. Jenny is in danger.” Pierre started running toward Jenny.

	


CHAPTER 73
_______

	Gaston agreed to let Spencer go first before he received the tape. He bent over and selected the key to the handcuffs. As he was getting up, the light from the reflection of Lance’s rifle hit his eyes. He instinctively aimed in the direction of the flash, letting off two rounds.

	The impact of the bullet made Lance fall behind the tank. It had barely missed Lance’s chest and creased his arm. 

	Pierre rushed back to where Lance lay bleeding and, at the same time, pointed his gun in the direction of the fire, but he couldn’t pull the trigger because he noticed that Jenny was very close to the edge of the roof. He eased his boss toward the tank.

	“I am okay, Pierre. Help the rest!” Lance shouted.

	* * *

	Jenny spotted Pierre just as the gun went off. She tried to move, but tripped on a ledge and lost her balance. 

	John, Pierre, and Lance watched in horror as she started to slip over the edge, but in a split second, she grabbed onto a ledge while her body dangled over the building. 

	As if they were in a movie, they watched as Gaston pounced with lightning speed to catch Jenny and pull her back to safety.

	For a second, Jenny's eyes met Gaston's. Something changed in Gaston’s facial expression. It went from panic to relief as he pulled her off the edge. He looked at her hands. They were empty.

	Gaston’s eyes looked past Jenny and down to the ground to where the tapes and documents had fallen. The documents were scattered, and the tape looked shattered. He quickly moved to where Spencer was kneeling and threw the keys next to him before running toward the door leading to the staircase.

	* * *

	Pierre started running after Gaston but turned around and removed the radiophone from Lance’s jacket pocket and pressed SOS. 

	“Lance has been hit. Get an ambulance, over and out,” he managed to say before he dropped the radiophone next to Lance and sprinted after Gaston.

	* * *

	Jenny got to her feet and ran to where John was struggling to sit . She reached for the keys and knelt to unlock the cuffs. She hastily untied John and helped him to get up.

	“John, are you all right? I am so sorry, John. It’s all my fault. I should have listened to you, but you know how stubborn I am and…” 

	John stopped her. “Thank God you are all right, Jenny. I was worried about you.”

	Tears welled in her eyes as she hugged him. “You big lug, you were the one abducted, and you were worried about me?”

	Jenny turned and looked at Lance, who was on the other end of the roof, and ran toward him. He seemed to be okay except for his arm, which was bleeding. She pulled her scarf from her neck and placed it on his wound to stop the bleeding. Lance tried to protest, but Jenny wasn’t listening. “Hold on to that,” she said, almost in a commanding tone. She turned to John. “John, can you help him downstairs?”

	Before John could answer, Jenny was running toward the door leading to the stairs.

	* * *

	Melvin, who was covering the entrance, saw a man coming down the stairs with a gun in his hand. He had heard the shots on the roof in addition to Pierre’s SOS call, and he wasn’t going to take chances with an assassin. He aimed before the man could see him and squeezed off a couple of shots. Both shots caught the man in the chest, and he staggered backward and fell.

	Melvin called an ambulance and gave them directions. He turned around and saw Pierre running out, a weapon in his hands. Pierre stopped in his tracks when he saw Gaston lying down, bleeding. He turned around and saw Jenny coming down the stairs and froze.

	Lance and John walked out next, with Lance holding on to his arm. Melvin sprinted toward them. Lance saw him and waved. “I am okay, Melvin,” he said, looking around.

	* * *

	Jenny’s heart almost jumped out of her chest when her eyes moved from Gaston’s body and turned to Pierre. He was glued to one place, looking at her. He seemed to be trying to say something, but nothing was coming out of his mouth. Instead, he opened his arms.

	Jenny ran toward him and they embraced for what seemed like forever, forgetting that John was there. Pierre finally released Jenny and then shook John’s hand.

	“It’s good to see both of you. For the past few days, we have been looking everywhere for you,” he said, sounding relieved.

	“What! You have been here all this time?” Jenny asked.

	Pierre nodded. “Yes, just a few days. We have been working with the FBI and the police, trying to find you two.”

	Jenny was surprised, but then again, these guys always seemed to be everywhere. She turned and looked at Pierre, and they continued to gaze into each other’s eyes until they heard John’s voice.

	“If you two will excuse me, you will find me at home. It’s been a long time since I had a drink and a shower,” he said and walked away smiling. 

	* * *

	“Who is the man on the stretcher?” Lance asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “I will go take a look,” Lance said as he moved closer. Melvin followed him.

	Lance approached the man lying on the stretcher and looked at him closely.

	Gaston stared back at him. “You know, Serpent, I wasn’t going to kill her. All I wanted was the tape.”

	Lance was surprised to hear Gaston call him by his nickname. Nobody had called him Serpent in a long time.

	“Thanks for saving Jenny’s life,” Lance stated with a smile.

	“It was about time I did something good,” Gaston said weakly and then closed his eyes.

	The doctor stepped over and checked him, shaking his head. “He’s gone, sir.”

	Lance looked at Gaston. “He was a damn good shot.”

	Somebody touched his arm, and he turned around, and in front of him stood Melvin. 

	“I am okay,” Lance stated. 

	* * *

	Pierre pulled Jenny closer and kissed her on the mouth for a long time, oblivious of the law enforcement personnel all over the scene. He finally released her and looked into her eyes. “I’m glad you’re all right, Jenny. I was so afraid that something would happen to you before I got the chance to tell you that I missed you, and I love you.”

	“I love you, too, Pierre,” she said. “All that time I was on the run, I kept wishing there was a way to contact you,” she said, tears coming to her eyes.

	He hugged her again. “You are okay now, my love,” he said and held her tight.

	All of the tension that had built up finally left Jenny’s body, and for the first time in a long time, she felt safe. She held onto him until somebody said something, and both of them turned. It was Melvin smiling at them.

	“Pierre, you dropped this.” He reached into his coat pocket and passed a gun to Pierre.

	Pierre shook his head. “No, Melvin, I don’t need it now or ever. You can keep it, and this.” He handed him the badge before he took Jenny’s hand and walked away, leaving behind a bewildered Melvin. 

	* * *

	Melvin walked over to Lance, whose wound was being treated by the paramedics, and chatted with him.

	After he was bandaged, Lance thanked Melvin and tossed him the radio phone, promising to call before he left town. He said goodbye and started to leave, but not before he picked up the documents and the damaged tape.

	 


CHAPTER 74
_______

	Lance was waiting for a phone call from London. He sipped his coffee slowly and thought about how things had changed. A week before, the situation had looked hopeless, but now everything was different. Melvin had arrested Louis and his punks. Louis’ operation was shut down. His boys, Ricky and Casty, had also been arrested. They remained behind bars pending a court date and Jenny’s testimony. Tony DeMarco and his nephew, Sal, had been questioned and released for lack of evidence. 

	Lance had received a call from Monsieur Patrice Charmer congratulating him, but Lance had asked him to recommend both Pierre and Agent Melvin instead. 

	Patrice had insisted on getting the whole story, so Lance had explained the events. Patrice had been ecstatic to hear about the destroyed tape and the documents, which Lance had torched. 

	“Gaston stopped the journalist from falling off the rooftop,” Lance had added.

	“Hold it there, Lance. Wasn’t Gaston in New York to finish her off and retrieve a tape?”

	“I guess you can call it a final act of redemption,” Lance had stated.

	“Amazing.”

	“Gaston took off after the tape, only to be shot by Agent Melvin. Melvin knew he was an assassin, and I believe he didn’t want to take any chances, so he pumped lead into Gaston’s chest without hesitation.”

	“How bad is your arm, Lance?”

	“Fine, sir. It will be okay.”

	“Take a few weeks off and heal. You have done well. Both of you,” Patrice had said before hanging up.

	Lance thought about how close he had come to death. “Damn! I’m a lucky guy.” He reached for his lighter and started to light his cigar, but decided to close his eyes instead.

	The phone rang and jolted him from his thoughts. He jumped up and reached for it breathlessly.

	“You all right, Lance?” Hamilton asked.

	“Well, I couldn’t be better. It’s just my arm, which is still itching a little. How are things going over there?” Lance asked

	“Well, the girl and her mother got their visas.”

	Lance was glad to hear this. “Ian, thanks for expediting things. Jenny will be very happy.”

	He called Melvin after that. Melvin was in high spirits. With Patrice’s recommendation, Melvin had been promised a desk job with a fat pay raise. Lance was happy to hear that. He started to pack his things. His flight was at eight-thirty that evening, and he wanted to stop by Jenny’s place and say goodbye.

	* * *

	Pierre was in Jenny’s apartment watching American football with John Spencer and trying to figure out the rules. Jenny was nearby, working on her computer. Pierre had been staying with Jenny for the past few days, but he went to the hotel every day to check on Lance and change clothes. He was so in love with Jenny that he couldn’t imagine life without her.

	“There is no doubt in my mind that some of these guys could flip over a large truck if they wanted,” Pierre said, sending both Jenny and John into uncontrollable laughter.

	Suddenly, the doorbell rang and Jenny went to open it.

	Lance entered. “I have come to say goodbye. I have a taxi waiting to take me to the airport,” he announced.

	“So soon? I thought you took time off?” Jenny asked.

	“I have things to do back home. I want to visit my ex-wife and son. You are in good hands,” he said as he glanced at Pierre.

	Pierre interjected. “Tell me, boss, with The Helpers still out there, what's next?” he asked.

	Lance looked at him with a smile on his face. “By now, they know everything that’s happened, and they don’t want any more friction between them and all the powerful countries. But make no mistake; we haven’t heard the last of The Helpers. However, as far as you and I are concerned, this mission is over.”

	“Boss, I’ve heard that one before.”

	John looked at Lance. “Damn! Can’t anybody get rid of these Helpers?”

	“No, I don’t think anybody can, young man,” Lance said and looked at Jenny. “So, are you planning on writing a story about this?”

	Jenny shook her head. “I don’t have a death wish.” She held Pierre’s hand. “I have a second chance and I won’t mess it up for a story.”

	“What about you?” she looked at Lance. “Are you going after The Helpers?”

	“Not, Jenny. Like you, I don’t have a death wish,” Lance said. “By the way, Kai and her mother got their visas. They can come as soon as you are ready. Hamilton will give you the details.”

	Jenny was so excited that she jumped up and gave Lance a big hug.

	Lance, who was not used to that level of excitement, was uncomfortable. John and Pierre looked at him and laughed.

	Soon after that, Lance said goodbye to Jenny and John and left, escorted by Pierre.

	“You know, boss. I am handing in my resignation,” Pierre said as they stepped outside the building.

	“I understand, son. Have you decided what you are going to do?”

	“I am going to take time off and travel with Jenny as I make a decision.”

	“I am sure you will come up with something,” Lance said as he waved for a taxi. 

	The taxi stopped. Lance gave Pierre a pat on the back, promising to call, but Pierre gave him a quick hug before he entered the taxi. As the taxi took off, Lance looked back and waved. Pierre waved too and watched his boss’ taxi until it rounded the corner. 

	* * *

	Pierre came back in a few minutes and sat next to Jenny. “About that trip to New Orleans, we can wait until Kai and her mother are settled before we go.”

	“Are you kidding? No way. We will go right away before they arrive.”

	Pierre smiled, looking at Jenny. In his wildest dreams, he never thought that one day he would fulfill the fantasy that he had had back in Kinshasa, the day after he met Jenny.

	* * *

	Sapphire listened to the report about Lance's activities in New York and fell into deep thought. He was on Interpol's most wanted, and going to the US would have caused him more problems than he needed. The contract would have to wait until Lance gets back to France to see his superiors. Moreover, Batiste was dead, so there was no hurry.

	He wondered if the hassle was worth it, but he had been paid, and he always fulfilled his obligations. He would finish the assignment in due time. The only question was when. 

	 


EPILOGUE
_____

	Monsignor Pesot sipped his wine while seated on the verandah of a mansion, looking at the horizon, at the peaceful bay of Pagani in Congo. Though the scenery at this lakeside resort was breathtaking, he wasn’t seeing it. His mind was busy recalling the meeting they had had years ago, at this very spot, with Monsieur Logiest, a descendant of King Leopold II. They had mapped out a strategy of keeping the triangle, referring to Angola, Congo-Brazzaville, and Congo-Kinshasa in check. He shook his head to clear the daze that had overcome him. He reached for his glass and sipped his wine.

	“Excuse me, Monsignor?” said an elderly Sister who had just appeared at his side.

	“Yes, Sister, what is it?” he asked, turning his head a little to the left.

	“Monsignor Olivier and another gentleman are here to see you. They just arrived.”

	“Oh? Please send them in, and Sister, get rid of this red wine, and bring in the cognac.”

	She nodded, removed the tray, and disappeared. Moments later, she ushered the two gentlemen in and then left. The men shook hands and took their seats. Monsignor Olivier introduced Monsieur Menlo, who simply nodded without uttering a word.

	Pesot was barely able to mask his surprise at the unexpected visit. The man was one of the most dangerous men he had ever met.

	“Monsignor Pesot, I have orders from the Supreme Leader,” he said and extended an envelope with the usual large seal to Monsignor Pesot.

	Pesot took it reluctantly and opened it, reached into his pocket for his glasses, and started reading. At first, he was confused. Is it possible? He read on and finished the letter. He folded it neatly, put it in his pocket, and looked up at Monsieur Menlo.

	Monsieur Menlo was about to say something when the Sister walked in with a tray and proceeded to pour drinks for each of them. “Is there anything else you want, Monsignor?”

	“No, Sister,” Monsignor Pesot answered quickly, and she was gone instantly. The men lifted their glasses and drank.

	It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon, and the breeze coming from the lake was a little chilly. Monsieur Menlo looked at the horizon before he spoke. “The decision has been made for The Helpers to go back.”

	“Monsieur, you understand what this means?” Pesot asked. Monsieur and Menlo nodded. “Okay, then. I have a good Commander on that island,” Pesot said, pointing to a rather large island on the lake. “I believe we can regroup all the forces and set up some kind of government.”

	The other two men nodded their heads in agreement.

	“The most important thing is to keep them unified,” Olivier interjected.

	Monsignor Pesot looked at Monsieur Menlo. “Very well, monsieur. As you already know, we will do everything we are ordered to do. We are expecting a visitor who will brief us on the latest situation in Congo,” he said, tapping his stick on the door.

	The Sister appeared moments later. “Sister, has Colonel Bonga arrived yet?”

	“Not yet, Monsignor.”

	“Good. Just send him in when he arrives. That will be all,” Pesot said and bent over to pour them more cognac, but Monsignor Olivier quickly got up and refilled their glasses.

	Monsignor Pesot had spent all day listening to communications among the units of the former government, and there was no question in his mind that this round of fighting was over. Many had fled either to Angola or Namibia in the south or to Uganda and Rwanda in the east.

	The Sister came in a little while later to announce the arrival of Colonel Bonga.

	The Colonel was a big man by any standards, and his entry was imposing. He greeted each of the men with respect before taking the only empty seat on the patio.

	“Monsieur Menlo, this is Colonel Faustin Bonga,” Pesot said. The two men shook hands.

	“So tell us what is happening right now, Colonel,” Monsignor Olivier asked. His eyes looked tired, and there was an edge of anger in his tone, which Pesot noticed. He was happy to see Olivier display resolve.

	“Monsignor, my command was overwhelmed, so I withdrew my men safely to the island with few casualties. There was a breakdown among the various units, which led to every battalion working independently and thus becoming weak against the rebels.”

	Monsignor Pesot knew the Colonel was a well-trained man, and he trusted his judgment; the man was also ruthless, which was needed for their upcoming mission. He reached over, poured a drink, and handed the glass to Faustin. “Colonel, that is in the past. You are to maintain discipline in your command. You will receive more ammunition and weapons.” He paused and sipped his drink, watching the effect his words were having on the Colonel.

	Faustin reacted instantly, sitting straight up in his chair.

	Monsignor Pesot liked that. “I also want you to move around in areas where the refugees might be and start mobilizing the people and campaigning. It’s time to start putting our plan in place. Colonel, we will make sure that you become the next President of Congo-Kinshasa.”

	“Monsignor, I am sure with your help, we shall accomplish this mission,” Faustin said. Everybody smiled.

	“Gentlemen, I believe this is a good beginning for The Helpers to gain back their rightful place in Congo,” Monsignor Pesot announced, and all of them raised their glasses.
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	CHAPTER 1
________________

	  
	I was feeling relieved after my high school exams. I also felt confident about my performance, though I tried my best not to show it to my fellow students. Education hadn’t been easy, especially for us students from northern Uganda. Endless wars that brought about untold misery and poverty had been going on for as long as I could remember. Fortunately the constant encouragement by my mother coupled with the fear of disappointing her transformed me into a good student.

    I always remembered my mother saying, ‘Edgar, your father worked hard but had no education, and look how he ended up.’ She would pause and then continue, ‘Mark my words, son. With education, people may not like you, but they will respect you.’ She even insisted on fetching water herself from the borehole a mile away so that I would not take time away from my studies. Luckily for me, I had been given financial support by the Catholic church to fund my education.

    All these thoughts went through my mind as I walked towards the nearest pub with my three best friends: Wilbur, Sam, and John. We had decided to celebrate the end of the final exams by having drinks.


    ‘Eddie, you are too quiet. What’s the matter? Aren’t you happy we have finally completed the exams?’ Wilbur asked me.


    My friends called me Eddie most of the time. Wilbur, or Willy, as we called him, was very carefree. His family was well-off and lived in the capital city of Kampala, so I wasn’t surprised by his easy attitude. At six feet, Wilbur was the tallest of the group. Sam, John, and I were about an inch shorter, but Sam and I were bigger in size.


    I smiled and patted Willy on the back. ‘Relax, Willy. I am coming to the pub with you to celebrate, aren’t I? And here we are.’


    All four of us were joking and laughing as we entered the pub. At my insistence, we chose the booth farthest from the door. I didn’t want any of my teachers to see us in a pub. I still respected them even though I had finished high school.


    Wilbur ordered some beers, and we started drinking and talking about everything else but school. This went on for a while as Wilbur, good on his promise, kept our bottles coming. We talked about our plans for the next several months while we waited for the exam results.


    I slowly realized that out of all my friends, I was the only one who didn’t have any plans for the immediate future. Wilbur Ochom had a job with his father waiting for him in the city. John Kimuli had already started working at his uncle’s gas station in Jinja, and Sam Ssenyonjo would be driving his minibus taxi and pocketing the money. I kept my thoughts to myself, not wanting any pity from my friends.


    Suddenly, an idea popped into my head and I raised my beer bottle for attention. There was instant silence as they all turned to me. I put the bottle back down.


    ‘Guys, I have made a decision to be a volunteer worker for the Catholic church that sponsored my education. I want to teach children in the camps.’


    Everybody looked at me in disbelief. John tried to say something but merely shook his head in resignation.


    It was Wilbur who finally found words. ‘Look, Eddie, you don’t have to act like a saint.’ He paused and took a sip of his beer. ‘I know a few people who want to hire honest people like you. I could get you a job,’ he finished.


    ‘Hey, Eddie, you could work with me in the minibus until you get steady work,’ Sam added with a big smile.


    I was moved by the offers from my friends, so I looked down at my beer to get my composure back. ‘Thanks a lot for your offers, guys. You’re true friends, but I have made up my mind. This will give me a chance to be with my mother for some time. I really haven’t spent much time with her since I started high school. I’m sure things will work out for the best,’ I said.


    All of them nodded slowly, even though I could tell they were not happy about it since the area was not safe. I checked the time and noticed it was getting late.


    John eased out of his seat and headed for the phone booth. More drinks were brought before John came back with a big smile on his face. ‘Gentlemen, you will be staying at our place for the night,’ he said, looking around.


    I sipped the beer in silence and then looked at my friends in wonder. We were about to embark on different paths. Some were going to be successful while others were not. Life is always like that, I thought with sadness. We finished our drinks and took a taxi to pick up our luggage from school before heading to John’s residence.


    We were welcomed by his sister and brother and shown where we would sleep. After a nice dinner, we sat in the living room, where we got involved in different discussions. Finally, one by one we retired to our respective bedrooms. I could not fall asleep for a long time, as I was thinking about my future and weighing the uncertain period ahead.


    Sleep finally came in the form of a strange dream. The little I could recall the next day was that: I was being chased by armed men through a dense overgrown tobacco plantation while trying to move away the leaves that were hitting my face. I kept running harder, urged on by my mother. Somehow she reached out and caught me with both hands, but some sort of force kept pulling me further and further from her until she was out of sight. She kept pleading for me not to abandon her.


    I woke up suddenly with tears in my eyes, unable to understand what was happening. I felt better when I realized I had been dreaming, but I still kept wondering why the dream had felt very real. I checked my watch and realized it was six-thirty a.m. I got up and went for a run to clear my head. I tried to figure out the meaning of the dream, but I couldn’t make any sense of it. The more I thought about it, the more disturbed I became. I didn’t care what people said about dreams not being real. In this dream, my mother had seemed too real to be ignored.


    I arrived back a little after eight o’clock. I had been gone for a whole hour and a half. Everybody had already freshened up and gone to the dining room for breakfast. I greeted them and went straight to the bedroom for my shower kit. I felt a lot better after showering and changing into fresh clothes for the journey, but the dream was still in my head. I tried to ignore it. Who knows, maybe I had too much to drink last night, I thought to myself as I joined others at the breakfast table.


    ‘Morning, Eddie, how was your night?’ all of them intoned in unison.


    ‘Pretty good, although I had a strange dream,’ I answered with a smile.


    Everybody around the table laughed heartily, including Maggie, John’s sister, who teased me and wanted to know about my dream. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I avoided her eyes and concentrated on eating breakfast.


    We finally finished the breakfast and thanked our hostess. I snuck away to the bedroom and straightened the place out before picking up my suitcase and mattress and walking into the living room. Students always took their own mattresses to boarding schools.


    ‘Gentlemen, we would not want to keep the bus waiting now, would we?’ I said with humor.


    John looked at his watch quickly. ‘Well, we still have some time, but let me check on my uncle and see if he can give us a ride to the station. I’ll be right back,’ he said, walking towards the door. His uncle lived nearby.


    I put my luggage down and joined the others in the living room. In a few minutes we heard the sound of a car engine, and then John hurried inside the house. ‘Eddie, you are lucky. We just got a ride. Let’s get you on that bus.’


    I got up, shook hands with Maggie, and started to pick up my luggage.


    ‘I will help you with your things,’ Sam shouted, taking the suitcase from me. Wilbur picked up the mattress, and we all headed for the door.


    ‘Thank you for the ride,’ I said to John’s uncle, Mr Bill Kimuli.


    He brushed off my gratitude and opened the passenger doors. ‘Anything for my nephew. Get in quickly,’ he said jokingly as he started the car.


    As the car pulled off, I waved to Maggie until the house was out of sight. She was an impressive girl, very humorous and obviously very intelligent.


    ‘You know, the road to your area is dangerous these days,’ John’s uncle shouted above the noise of the car. ‘You should disembark at Malaba and wait for the usual military convoy.’


    I nodded in agreement but did not commit myself by saying anything since I did not have a lot of money.


    We got to the Jinja bus station as they were announcing the bus to Gulu.


    ‘There is your bus, son, hurry,’ Mr Kimuli shouted as he parked the car on the shoulder of the road. We quickly got out and ran towards the bus. I inquired about the fare, and to my relief not much had changed in the four months since I last took the bus.


    ‘Well, what are you going to do, Eddie? Will you wait for a convoy or head straight to Gulu?’ Wilbur asked, looking me straight in the eye.


    I shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Willy. But don’t worry. It’s not the first time I’ve gone home, you know.’


    Sam and John looked at me with uncertainty. ‘Eddie, I haven’t kept up with the situation up north; but let me write down the license plate number of your bus anyway,’ Sam said as he walked to the back of the bus with a pen and a piece of paper.


    Sam came back with a concerned look on his face. ‘Look, Eddie, I really think you should change vehicles at Malaba and wait for a military convoy.’


    I nodded, and we sadly hugged one another before I climbed onto the bus.


    ‘Don’t forget to send us some kind of message when you arrive home,’ Wilbur shouted above the noise of the bus engine.


    I got a seat next to a window so that I could talk to my friends before the bus took off.


    ‘Hey, guys come around here,’ I shouted loudly through the window.


    John arrived first, but the bus was starting to take off. ‘Don’t forget to write,’ he shouted.


    ‘You can call the number I gave you for the Catholic mission. I will definitely be there tomorrow,’ I shouted back.


    They were now chasing after the bus while waving to me.


    ‘I will call you tomorrow morning!’ John shouted.


    The bus was moving very fast, and it was impossible to hear their words as we waved hard at each other. The bus joined the main road, and the station started fading until I lost sight of my friends. I sat back in my seat and relaxed. The boy next to me seemed too young to engage in a constructive conversation, so I reached into my jacket pocket for a Sidney Sheldon novel and started looking for the right page. It was going to be a long journey.


    Along the way I must have dozed off because I suddenly woke up feeling uncomfortable.


    The conductor was tapping my shoulder. ‘Excuse me. Your fare, please,’ he said.


    I rubbed my eyes, sat up, and looked around. ‘How much does it cost to Malaba?’ I asked him.


    The conductor looked at me in surprise. ‘You mean they didn’t tell you? This is a direct service bus.’


    I shook my head. ‘They said something about a military escort at Malaba because of rebel activity.’


    The conductor smiled and shrugged. ‘You know, young man, there are times when the rebels hit even when they see the military. It’s all in God’s hands.’


    I reached in my pocket and paid the full fare to Gulu.


    The conductor took the money and thanked me. He must have seen my concerned look because he said, ‘I tell you what—we shall talk to people at the next rest area and get the full picture of what’s ahead of us.’ Then he walked off.


    I reached down to the floor and picked up the little novel that I had dropped. Maybe I am being paranoid. How else could these buses keep moving on these roads if there isn’t any degree of safety? Every time I went home, it was a nerve-racking experience.


    I looked at the boy on my right. He was about fifteen years old. I decided to talk to him. I learnt that his name was Rob and that he went to school in Kampala. He said he was going to visit his grandparents for the holidays.


    ‘Don’t you think it’s unsafe to venture so far from home?’ I asked.


    He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Papa said it’s safer than it’s been for years, especially since they introduced military convoys.’


    I learnt that he was in senior two at a reputable school and wished to continue with his education up to university, for engineering. I sincerely hoped the boy would achieve his dream.


    The driver announced that the bus would stop at a rest area in a few minutes for some minor repairs. I checked my watch. It was getting late, and I was feeling hungry. I welcomed the idea of stopping and getting some food. Also, the conductor would hopefully find out more about the rebel situation in the area. The bus slowed down and made a turn into an area where numerous vehicles were parked.


    ‘Welcome to Kali. We shall leave here at six-thirty. You have roughly an hour and a half. Please be back on time, otherwise we will leave without you,’ the driver announced through the microphone.


    I got up and followed the rest of the passengers off the bus.


    ‘Hey, Eddie, it looks like it’s going to be a long journey to Gulu,’ Rob said to me with a big smile. I squeezed his shoulder and smiled back. He was about six inches shorter than me, but he was built like a wrestler. I thought he was pretty big for his age.


    As we descended from the bus, Rob pulled on my hand and said, ‘Come on, Eddie, I have been here before. I know a good restaurant where we can eat.’


    I obliged and followed him through the maze of cars. I could use a good meal, not to mention the restroom. The restaurant was clean and newly painted, which meant it might be expensive. Oh, what the hell, I thought to myself.


    ‘Hey, Rob, where is the restroom?’ I asked.


    He pointed to a white door in the corner. ‘Don’t forget to get the toilet paper at the counter if it’s a long call,’ he said, smiling.


    I nodded and changed directions. I got the roll at the counter and then went straight towards the restroom. Afterwards I washed my hands and face and also combed my hair. I felt much better as I walked back into the dining room.


    ‘Over here, Eddie,’ Rob shouted when he saw me. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I ordered for us and the food is on me.’


    I was surprised and embarrassed. How can I let this boy buy a meal for me? I started to protest, but something in the boy’s eyes made me relax. There wasn’t any arrogance, just happiness.


    ‘All right, Rob. I will accept this one time on the condition that I buy the drinks.’


    ‘Okay, let’s shake on it,’ Rob said, giving me his hand.


    I took it and squeezed it. He jumped up from his seat like a demon. I let go of his hand and burst out laughing.


    ‘Damn! I’d be crazy to let you do that to me again,’ he exclaimed as he shook his hand.


    The waitress brought our meals of meat stew, mashed potatoes, and lettuce on the side.


    ‘Excuse me, Miss. Can you please bring us a couple of soft drinks?’ I asked. Rob asked for a Fanta, and I ordered a Sprite. ‘Oh, and can you make two separate bills, one for food and the other for drinks?’ I asked. She nodded and left to get the drinks.


    I prayed before our meal, a habit I had picked up at home from my mother, and then we dug in. The meal was delicious and very timely. I ate all the food on my plate in silence and didn’t look up until I was finished.


    ‘Thanks, Rob, I really needed that,’ I said, reaching for my drink. Rob raised his Fanta in a toast, and we both gulped them down. I looked at my watch and noticed we had spent about an hour in the restaurant. We still had about thirty minutes, so we chatted some more before we settled our bills and headed for the bus.


    By the time we got there, everybody was back in their seats getting ready to go.


    ‘Hurry up! We almost left without you,’ shouted the conductor.


    The bus started moving before we were fully seated. The conductor was checking tickets and at the same time issuing new ones for the newcomers. When he got to our chairs, I reached over Rob and touched the conductor’s hand.


    ‘Did you find out if the road is safe?’ I asked.


    ‘There hasn’t been any rebel activity in a while, so we are heading straight to Gulu,’ he said. He checked his watch. ‘If all goes well, we shall arrive at around nine.’


    That meant we still had a journey of two and half hours before we got home. I thanked him and sat back in the seat. I closed my eyes and started daydreaming about home and my new volunteer job.


    Some people in my hometown lived in protected areas that were sustained by contributions from various churches and organizations. I was looking forward to teaching in these areas. I liked teaching; it gave me a sense of self-worth. I also wanted the children to have a better future. I hated seeing hopelessness in our people.


    The bus slowed down. I opened my eyes and elbowed my young friend Rob. ‘Hey, what’s going on?’ I asked.


    He stood up to peep through the front windshield and then quickly sat down, his eyes wide with fear. ‘Oh no, I knew I should not have come.’


    I stood up and leaned over to take a look. We had stopped in a park, not too far from the road. We were stopped in a park near the road. There was some kind of roadblock, but something didn’t seem right. A lot of thoughts started running through my head. Suddenly, something exploded very loudly, and I was thrown towards Rob. Another loud explosion followed, and then silence reigned all around. The bus headlights went off and everything became dark.


    ‘What’s going on, Eddie?’ Rob asked.


    I didn’t know what to say. I just put my index finger on my lips. ‘Shh … I believe we are in deep trouble,’ I whispered.


    There was some commotion outside the bus, and then a powerful light emanated within the bus. The light moved silently from face to face, slowly going towards the back. I felt a surge of fear. These couldn’t be the rebels. They were just too relaxed. They didn’t seem to be in any kind of hurry. Nobody dared say a word. I could feel my body shaking.


    ‘Listen, everybody!’ a male voice shouted in fluent English. ‘I want you to walk towards the front and out of the bus, starting with the seat in the back. Now!’ he finished harshly.


    People started walking out of the bus, and Rob and I followed silently. The man with a flashlight was standing next to the driver’s seat. Behind him was another man with a pointed gun. I noticed a leg protruding from under the driver’s seat, and I recognized the clothing. It was our driver. My heart sank. Oh, my God. The explosions! The bastards had murdered him. But why? He had slowed down the bus as they requested, but they had still killed him.


    Suddenly, the reality of our situation dawned on me. These were the rebels. I prodded Rob to hurry up. I didn’t want to see any more death.


    ‘You! Stay!’ a voice barked.


    I hoped it wasn’t me they were calling and kept walking down the stairs.


    ‘I mean you, going down the stairs, come back.’


    I turned around to face him, scared stiff. He motioned with a flashlight for me to climb back up, which I did. He kept looking hard at other boys and kept motioning the strong-looking ones to stay behind until there were five of us. One woman tried complaining about her son, and they simply told her to go and wait for him outside. When she refused to go, they laughed and told her to take him. As the two were walking down the stairs, they were mowed down by bullets. The woman and her son fell outside the bus.


    ‘Okay, everybody! That should be a lesson to you. We are not here to play around, understand?’ the man with the flashlight said.


    We all nodded, too dumfounded to say anything.


    ‘I want everything cleared out of this bus and thrown through the windows on the right in ten minutes flat,’ the man said to the five of us boys. ‘Now move!’


    We almost fell on top of each other as we hurried to unload the luggage. We worked fast, throwing things out the windows. Urged on by the rebels, we even broke a few windows. We finished quickly and were told to step out of the bus to join the others in the line. A lot of flashlights were outside, either pointing at us or at the bus.


    ‘Now listen, you morons, I don’t like to repeat myself! Everybody get your things quickly and form a line,’ a man with a big flashlight shouted.


    I was extremely frightened. I realized that the only hope we had was if by chance an army convoy passed by, but the odds of that happening were one in a million. In the meantime, all I had to do was try my best to cooperate with our captors.


    They ordered us to start walking towards a hill deep inside the park.


    ‘No talking. You hear!’ the man with the big flashlight shouted again. I took him to be the leader because he was commanding everyone.


    We kept climbing up for what seemed like eternity until we arrived at a flat area.


    ‘Halt!’ the leader screamed. ‘I want everybody to sit down and turn around. Look this way!’


    We all did as we were ordered. He stepped back from us. Suddenly there was a big explosion and our bus was on fire way down in the park. Our captors all laughed loudly as if it was funny. I felt sick to my stomach.


    ‘Attention!’ the leader shouted. ‘As you have seen, we punish with death, so don’t push us. If you behave, your time with us won’t be bad,’ he said and then walked away to join the other rebels.


    I was trying to figure out what I had done to deserve this, but I kept drawing a blank.


    ‘On your feet, we have a long journey ahead of us!’ the leader shouted.


    I didn’t look back, I just picked up my things and followed the rest. My nightmare had just begun.


    -----------------------------------
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    CHAPTER 1


    _______



    “I knew this job wasn’t going to be easy,” thought Capt. Pierre-Jean Philippe as he looked at his floor full of scattered papers. He had been stationed in Congo for the past two years, working as the French Military Intelligence attaché. He sat down and started sifting through the large pile of papers. The papers contained information on people who were believed to be working for the rebels. They were organized according to the level of importance and the date the information had been received. He picked up one of the papers and read a few lines.



    “Damn this war!” he shouted. He had never seen anything like it. There was deep ethnic hatred in the population that made reconciliation almost impossible. Matters were made worse by elements within the government that didn’t go along with the central command and ultimately made their own decisions.



    He went to the kitchen, grabbed a beer, and gulped down almost half the bottle. He thought about the latest information he had on some so-called political parties. People were being massacred in the countryside without the government batting an eye because the very people that ordered the killing worked for the government. Morale among the troops was down. The only way to bring the situation under control was to negotiate with the rebels and discard the bad elements in the government.



    “Enough of this nonsense,” thought Pierre. It was time he got to the bottom of this.



    Pierre stood by the window, lit a cigarette, and stared at the beautiful grounds, in a setting of green grass and lush trees that surrounded the compound of his house. He really liked his quiet residence. It was an ideal place for his covert operations. He inhaled deeply and felt the frustration ease. The smoke started to swirl, evoking images of his past and the events that had brought him here.



    Pierre had attended Pantheon-Sorbonne in Paris, where he had studied political science and graduated with honors. In his early twenties, he had moved to New York to study for his undergraduate degree at Columbia University, but when he decided to join the Foreign Intelligence, he moved back home.



    After the military training, he was posted to Special Forces in various Francophone countries around the world. His dream finally came true when he was selected to study Counter Intelligence. He’d been sent for training to a little farm in the north of France but, to this day, he couldn’t tell you the location, since he’d been drugged on his way to and from the place. His qualifications and language skills were good, so he easily landed jobs in various embassies abroad as a military attaché. Now, here he was stationed in the Democratic Republic of Congo.



    The phone attached to the radio transmitter rang and jolted Pierre out of his daydream. It rang once, twice—an emergency! He quickly rushed to a room behind the kitchen. He glanced at the switchboard: the call was from Code Quarto, on the Island of Comoros. This was not a good sign. Pierre started to sweat profusely. He jumped to lock the door, flicked on the switch, latched a scrambler on the mouthpiece, and grabbed a pad.



    “Yes, A1, come in,” he said as he took a pen. He listened intently to the caller, then quickly started to write down some notes—all the time perspiring.



    After what seemed like an eternity, he asked, “Is this for certain, A1?”



    “Yes, monsieur,” came the reply.



    “Thank you.”



    He put the set down and stared at the transmitter in disbelief. Sweat turned to rivulets of perspiration as he considered the implications of what he had just learned.



    “Goddamn it! Why didn’t anyone notify me earlier?” he shouted out loud as he placed a call to his boss.



    “Boss, we need to meet immediately. I just received a call from Code Quarto.”



    “I will meet you in the office in an hour,” his boss responded.



    He looked at the paper of code that was still in his hand. Years of reading coded messages had made him an expert at decoding information. He took a match from his pocket and burned the paper. It turned into dust.



    This new information was disturbing. A few days ago, he’d heard a rumor of plans to get rid of the Congolese President if he signed a peace agreement with the rebels. Subsequent investigation had revealed that the culprits were extremists who had no contacts whatsoever with either the government or the rebels.



    He got up slowly and made his way to the living room. He picked up all the scattered papers in a daze and deposited them in the safe. He was drenched and his clothes were sticking to his back as he headed to the bathroom and jumped in the shower. He dried himself still thinking about the message. He put on a pair of baggy khaki pants and a jean shirt with a white T-shirt underneath and then combed his hair. Pierre didn’t like cologne; all he used was aftershave.



    He looked at his reflection in the mirror and saw a man with black hair, cut almost military style. At thirty-two years of age, Pierre was in excellent shape. He was six feet two inches tall and very handsome, but he did not seem to be aware of it, which made him even more appealing. He had never been a ladies’ man, and his job was not conducive to a relationship, so he shied away from committed relationships. One last look in the mirror convinced him that he was ready. He looked around the room before he picked up his briefcase and headed toward the front door.



    Once outside, he could hear guns going off in the distance. Pierre had heard about the conflict, corruption, and craziness in Congo before he arrived, but nothing had prepared him for the chaos of Kinshasa. There was a war still going on between different facets of the government and the rebels. The city itself was full of people, soldiers mixed with civilians. Nobody seemed to understand completely what the war was about, except for the fact that the rebels belonged to the minority group and they were closing in.



    Unlike other expatriates who lived in the Gombe area, the political and business district of Kinshasa, Pierre lived alone, outside the city center of Kinshasa. He wasn’t particularly fond of the city and the large crowds, and sometimes the temperature could be hot and unbearable, but he enjoyed the culture, music and local food. Still, he preferred his privacy and needed it for a good reason. If his colleagues were aware of his activities, their lives would be jeopardized. He locked the door and turned on the alarm system, which he had installed the moment he rented the house. The system was sufficient to ward off ordinary burglars, but it wasn’t much of a deterrent to professionals.



    His garage was only about twenty paces from his house. Pierre looked around carefully to make sure everything was in order before he opened the garage. He cursed the idiot who had built the house for not having been a little sharper; a lot of things could happen while a man walked that distance. The car he had acquired was a white Peugeot that was over three years old. He liked it because it was inconspicuous, and he loved the sound of its engine. He got in the car, deposited his briefcase on the passenger seat, and started the engine. He felt the surge of power at the sound of screeching tires as he took off.



    He joined the traffic on the main road heading to his office as he mulled over the repercussions of the disturbing information he had just received. A hand-held surface-to-air missile had been acquired a week ago in South Africa and transported to Congo without anybody noticing anything. It had been shipped to Kinshasa, although it was not on the list of incoming ammunition. Pierre glanced outside his right window. Visibility was much better and he could see the Congo River clearly in the distance. Thank God it was April and the rainy season was mostly over. Pierre hated to drive in the rain.



    When he finally arrived at his office at the French Embassy, the Congolese security guard quickly opened the gate to let him in. Pierre was so preoccupied that he barely noticed the man, who waved in greeting. He pressed the intercom and announced himself. A buzzer went off and Pierre punched some numbers on the red phone that was mounted on the wall before another door opened. His mind was working overtime as he walked hurriedly toward his office. He checked his watch to make sure he was not late. It was almost seven o’clock in the evening, the time he was supposed to meet his boss. His secretary, Piquet, greeted him cheerfully, but Pierre barely noticed her and instead asked her sternly if his boss had shown up.



    “No, monsieur, he hasn’t called in,” she answered meekly.



    “That’s all for now, Piquet,” he said before he closed his office door firmly behind him.



    Piquet’s phone rang and she quickly picked it up. “Hello?” she inquired.



    “You can go home now Piquet. I know you are tired,” Pierre said. He wanted to ensure privacy during his forthcoming conversation with his boss.



    “Thank you, monsieur. I will direct all communication to your office.” She put away the files and checked the telephones and computers before she left.



    Pierre tried to keep his cool as he waited for his boss. He started to pour himself a drink from a bottle he kept in his desk for emergencies, but decided against it. He needed to be alert. He reached across his desk, turned on the switch for all the cameras in the Embassy, and monitored the movements for a while. Most of the staff had already left, which suited Pierre just fine. Once they were gone and his boss arrived, he would switch on the motion detectors, a routine procedure when using the office after hours.



    Pierre’s boss, Monsieur Lance Lemand, was the head of French Intelligence in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Lance was in his mid-fifties but he still had a full head of dark brown hair with some gray at the temples. He was an inch taller than Pierre and was still in good shape, having been in the French military for most of his life before joining Foreign Intelligence over two decades ago. Pierre liked and admired his boss. In the beginning, he’d been intimidated by the man, but over the last year they had become friendly.



    Lance was very intelligent and knowledgeable; he also knew the inner workings of the African continent better than anyone Pierre had ever met. Pierre had learned a lot from his boss, and he knew that he could rely on Lance to provide insight into the current situation. He was agitated and shaken as he anticipated his boss’ reaction to the news. Pierre knew Lance’s short temper—he would fly off the handle when he learned of what was happening in the country under his watch.



    Pierre sat in his office wondering why he was in the Congo in the first place—a country that was known for having some of the most unending, brutal wars on the continent. Now there was a missile practically at his doorstep. He considered the domestic and international repercussions. He wondered if his education at Columbia and the Sorbonne had prepared him for this. His thoughts were interrupted by Lance’s arrival. There was a buzz on the telephone.



    Pierre pressed the button after checking the screen to make sure it was the man himself. Satisfied, he got up and quickly opened the door.


  



  
    CHAPTER 2


    _______



    Lance greeted Pierre with a grunt and proceeded to the inner office. He headed straight to the table where the bourbon was and poured himself a nice shot.



    “I hope you have a good reason to bring me out here at this godforsaken hour, young man!” he grumbled as he poured the glass’ contents down his throat.



    Pierre closed the door behind him. “Please have a seat, boss. We have a situation.”



    Lance sat down uneasily and looked straight at Pierre, waiting for an explanation. He had a lot of respect for the younger man. “What’s up, son? It’s not like you to be this tense.”



    Pierre sat down, then stood up and started pacing back and forth, still agitated.



    “Some important information has come to my attention; that’s why I called you.” He tried to pour another drink for Lance, but the older man waved his hand to stop him.



    “Come to the point, Pierre. I know you didn’t call me in here for a simple discussion.”



    “Very well, boss,” Pierre answered and recounted all the information he had gathered so far, ending with the missile that had been shipped from South Africa to Kinshasa.



    Lance jumped up from his chair as if somebody had punched him. “Did you say a missile?” he asked sharply.



    “Yes. A hand-held, surface-to-air missile,” he said, and then added, “with a launcher.”



    Lance’s face turned red, and it was his turn to start pacing in the small office. “How could this have happened under our noses? Never mind … Pierre, you might as well turn off those gadgets of yours. We don’t want this conversation recorded. I need to think.” He was pointing to the machine that controlled all the listening devices that had been placed within the Embassy. Pierre turned off all the switches.



    Lance sat down and reached for his cigar. He was seriously disturbed by this new information. “Son, go and get us some coffee from the kitchen, will you? This is going to be a long night,” he said quietly.



    Pierre was out the door almost before his boss had finished the sentence. He came back in a few minutes with two mugs of coffee and sat down opposite Lance who was lighting his cigar.



    “Boss, I have been thinking about this,” Pierre began. “The person or people who bought the missile must be well entrenched in Congo and powerful enough to bribe a high-powered official in order to pass the order through without any control. I have a feeling this has to do with stopping the upcoming peace talks.”



    The young man is right, thought Lance as he continued puffing on his cigar. There were radical groups that were working relentlessly to try and prevent the peace talks. The possibilities were immense. He continued to sip his coffee and puff on his cigar as he immersed himself in deep thought. He looked at Pierre. If they failed to solve this problem, the young man’s career would be finished. Lance himself was almost at the end of his career and could only lose credibility, which he had lost once before, so he didn’t care.



    He shook his head, trying not to think of failure.



    “We will have to be very careful here, young man. If they catch on, whoever they are, our investigation will be halted; even worse, we may lose our lives,” Lance said before he got up again and started pacing rapidly. “Do we have a mole in the Ministry of Defense?” he asked.



    The question came so abruptly that it caught Pierre off guard.



    “Ah yes, we have a Captain who is an artillery specialist. He studied in France.”



    The old man put his cigar in the ashtray and continued pacing, though much more slowly. “How high is he in the military?” he asked grimly.



    “He is the second to the Captain in charge of long-range artillery and very bright I may add. He is the one who provided us with the information about the threats on the President. I trust him, boss.”



    Lance stopped and looked at Pierre. “Yes, I think I remember him—Antoine something.”



    “You have a good memory, monsieur. His name is Antoine Giza, a very good man.”



    Lance continued pacing. “Who do we have in the radical party?”



    Pierre gulped his coffee down and lit another cigarette before replying. “We have two.”



    Lance suddenly stopped and sat down opposite Pierre, looking him straight in the eye. “I started this gig as a fall guy, something people in your generation will never understand,” he started, then changed his mind and reached for the bourbon instead of the coffee. “This situation may get nasty if we don’t control it immediately. Trust me on this.”



    “I understand the full implications, boss,” Pierre answered quietly.



    “Good. Why don’t you call this Antoine and ask him to meet you. Don’t forget to use a scrambler. I will wait here until you get back. Now hurry!”



    “All right, boss.” Pierre said, getting up. He connected a device to the phone line before he quickly dialed the number.



    “AG, is that you?’ Pierre asked. “It’s PJ here. Can we meet at point zero in about ten minutes? It’s a matter of extreme urgency!” He hung up quickly and picked up his keys. “Boss, you are familiar with—”



    Lance interrupted him and waved his hand, motioning him to leave. Pierre got the message and quickly made his exit.


  



  
    CHAPTER 3


    _______



    Pierre smiled and greeted Edmond, the Congolese security guard, indicating he’d be right back. No need to show how tense he was really feeling.



    “À tout à I’heure, Edmond,” Pierre said to the security guard, indicating he’d be right back. “Don’t lock me out now,” he joked.



    “Working late tonight, Monsieur Philippe?” questioned the guard with a smile.



    Pierre nodded, automatically pasted a grin on his face, and revved up the engine. Act normal. Try to act normal. But he felt the tension tighten his muscles. This was what he dreaded, what he figured every agent dreaded most: uncertainty.



    The ride was smooth as there was no traffic. It was almost eight o’clock and as he drove uphill to point zero he could see that the lights had been turned on in most of the buildings. Pierre rolled down the window and breathed deeply to try to relieve the tension headache that had suddenly started. After the rain, the evening breeze was refreshing but his head continued to ache as he struggled with questions. He needed to activate all his resources to get to the bottom of what was happening.



    He arrived at point zero, parked his car, and extinguished all the lights. He sat back and smoked a cigarette while waiting. His thoughts turned to Antoine. The Congolese man was smart and had trained at a superior military facility in France. He wondered why he had chosen to come back to Congo. If Pierre had been in Antoine’s shoes, would he have come back? He doubted it. Too bad such a smart man was born into this kind of situation. All the same, if all went well and peace was achieved, the man had a bright future here in Congo.



    A soft knock on his window startled him and he glanced quickly sideways; he saw Antoine and smiled, waving to him to go around to the passenger side. He reached over and opened the door. Antoine struggled to fit his two-hundred-pound frame into the front seat of the car.



    “Hello, Antoine. How are you?” inquired Pierre as he felt Antoine’s firm handshake.



    “Fine for now, Pierre, but I don’t know for how long. You have never called me at home before. What’s up?”



    Pierre retrieved another cigarette and took time lighting it. “Are you alone?” he asked.



    “Of course. Why?”



    “No bodyguards?” Pierre asked again.



    “Only the driver and we don’t have to worry about him.”



    Pierre paused and puffed on his cigarette. “Tell me, Antoine, when your people order arms, who processes and receives the items?”



    Antoine Giza turned to look at Pierre. “It’s normally the Secretary of Defense. But then again, one of his assistants could always represent him, although I have never known it to happen.” He paused. “I have a friend in the receiving department of the armory. I could find out,” he answered, suddenly sounding worried.



    Pierre continued smoking his cigarette. “My friend, we had better find out who received the consignment that arrived today from Pretoria! I might as well tell you since we are in this together. A surface-to-air missile was purchased and brought right here to Kinshasa,” he said punching his forefinger on the dashboard.



    Antoine’s eyes went wide open in disbelief. His mouth opened, but nothing came out.



    Pierre flicked the cigarette out of the window. “Antoine, we must find the missile,” he said firmly.



    “What you can do for us is to find out who handled the final paper work or who received the arms here in Kinshasa,” Pierre finished, suddenly realizing the magnitude of the work involved.



    Antoine appeared to have been digesting the information quietly. He cleared his throat. “Son of a bitch!” he cursed. Pierre, who had never heard Antoine curse before, turned to look at him.



    “I will find out who received the shipment,” Antoine said firmly.



    Pierre looked at him and smiled, trying to conceal his own anxiety. “Look, Antoine, I believe we will solve this. We are ahead of the game. We have an advantage because they don’t know that we know.” He paused and smiled trying to convince himself of what he had just said.



    Antoine suddenly relaxed and smiled. “I will get the information you want tomorrow.”



    “That is what I wanted to hear. You have my cell phone number and here is my home number,” Pierre said as he scribbled it down. “Better call me there. I don’t think I will be in the office tomorrow.” He handed Antoine a card on which he had scribbled his home number.



    They shook hands and said goodbye. Antoine walked toward his Renault, which was parked in the shadows.



    As Antoine drove off, Pierre sat there a little longer and waited; he always did this to give Antoine time to get away without arousing suspicions. He looked at his watch—it was almost nine o’clock. He thought about Lance, who was probably seething by now. He accelerated and arrived at the Embassy gate in ten minutes.



    The security guard opened the gate, cheerful as ever. How could somebody be cheerful about opening gates? Pierre wondered as he pulled into his parking spot and rushed upstairs.



    Lance opened the door and ushered him in without a word. “What took you so long, Pierre?” Lance grumbled before he sat heavily in his chair and lit his customary cigar.



    “Sorry, boss, I didn’t realize the time.” Pierre said as he walked in and sat down behind the desk. He explained everything that he had discussed with Antoine. “AG will get the information for us tomorrow.”



    “Good work.” Lance paused and continued puffing his cigar. “We may find out who received the weapon, but we still won’t know who ordered it. I made a call to South Africa. Well, according to Hendricks, who worked in Madagascar with me and is now stationed in Pretoria, an anonymous person bought the damn thing and included it in the military shipment. The bad news is that we don’t have any way of knowing who it was!”



    “Goddamn it!’ Pierre cursed loudly. “Why don’t these so-called arms empires have a transparent way of doing business?” he asked, more to himself than to the old man.



    Lance waved his cigar to calm Pierre down. “We have done more than you think, my boy. At least we now know the device came along with the rest of the arms,” he said as he reached for his glass. His face suddenly looked serious. “Look, son, don’t think of relaxing for one second. The game has just begun. What we have here is a group rich enough to purchase a missile and smart enough to know how to conceal its shipment.”



    Pierre knew that Lance was right. If these people had that kind of determination, anything could happen. He stood up, walked to the window, and spoke without turning. “These people must have a very important target in mind in order to purchase a missile. The target is probably difficult to shoot with a regular gun.” He turned to look at Lance, waiting for an answer. None came immediately.



    Lance slowly lit his cigar and puffed. “Yes,” he finally responded, his eyes solemn and resolute. “I came to the same conclusion. I have a very bad feeling about this one. I really do. Due to the gravity of this situation, I will have to contact Paris immediately. You have until tomorrow night to do your investigation. Meanwhile, I will contact some people.”



    Stubbing out his cigar in the ashtray, Lance stood up. “Those women contacts of yours. It wouldn’t hurt to see them tonight.” He picked up his coat and headed for the door.


  



  
    CHAPTER 4


    _______



    Pierre sat down heavily in the chair and started contemplating his next move. His sources in the CDR radical party were two girls. One was the mistress of the CDR party’s Chairman and the other was the Chairman’s secretary. He was uncertain which one of them to contact; Nazarene, the secretary, or the beautiful Chantal, who was also Pierre’s lover.



    Pierre picked up the phone and dialed the secretary. Nazarene always had reliable information, and she had an axe to grind, since she held the CDR party responsible for killing her brother. His views had been contrary to those of the party, and he had started getting popular in the political arena. She had changed her name and taken a position with the party to find out which of the members was responsible for her brother’s death. Pierre waited, but nobody answered the phone.



    He dialed Chantal’s number and waited. He had first caught a glimpse of the beautiful girl through the window of a sleek BMW, when his car had stopped near hers at a traffic light. She was of mixed heritage, slender and seemed taller than average. The wind was blowing her dark curly hair, and he could see her stunning face. She was laughing at something, showing her white set of teeth. Pierre thought she was the most beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes on. He decided to find out more about her.



    It wasn’t long before he found out that she was the mistress of one of the most powerful men in Congo, Monsieur Bukana, who also happened to be the Chairman of the radical CDR party, but Pierre still made his move and shortly after, they started a love affair. Everything



    Pierre wanted to know about the man, he found out easily from Chantal.



    One day when they were laying in bed, she confided to Pierre that when her mother died, Bukana had looked after her and paid her school fees, and later they had become lovers. She also told him that her mother was Congolese and her father was French, but she didn’t remember him. She just received a birthday card from him every year. Pierre felt a bit sorry for the girl but then again she was under the protection of Bukana. Thankfully the big man never found out about Pierre and Chantal because he was always busy campaigning.



    “It’s time now for you to find out something for me, sweet Chantal,” Pierre said aloud before he started the car and drove toward the Embassy.



    “Hello?” her voice almost startled him.



    “Chantal, it’s me, Pierre, how are you?”



    “I am fine, chéri. Why haven’t you called me lately?” Chantal hardly ever called Pierre by his name; Pierre always wondered if it was her way of avoiding getting caught by either of her two lovers.



    Pierre had anticipated her reaction. “I called a few times and nobody answered. I figured you were out having a nice time with the old man.”



    “Oh, I’m sorry, chéri, you know he gets too demanding sometimes, but don’t worry, I resisted his advances,” she lied smoothly.



    Pierre knew better. “Say, Chantal, can we meet tonight at the usual place? I really have to see you.”



    “Chéri, it’s too late! It’s almost ten o’clock.”



    “Listen, Chantal, I might be leaving for Paris so I wanted to see you before .”



    “I will be there; see you soon,” she said, and hung up.



    Pierre knew Chantal’s weakness. She thought Paris was paradise; if she only knew! He shook his head and smiled as he dialed their usual hotel for a reservation.



    Pierre set the Embassy alarms and left the office. His car was the only one left in the parking lot. He inserted the key in the door and entered the car as he thought about the work he had to do. If this thing blew up in his face, he would be walking the streets of Paris looking for a job. Not to mention that his current gig didn’t carry any recommendations. He laughed aloud and started the engine. He let it run while he mentally categorized his plans. After making up his mind, he slid out of the parking space and headed for the gate. He reached into his pocket for some Congolese franc notes, which he gave to the cheerful security guard.



    “Merci, monsieur,” said the man as Pierre drove out.



    It didn’t hurt at times like these to help someone. One good deed deserves another. That’s what Americans always say. He recalled his days at Columbia University in New York. He had decided to live in Harlem because he wanted a different experience and it was next to his school. At the time, he had shared an apartment with an Italian girl named Lisa, who was a lesbian, and a black guy named Marcus, who worked as a bartender in midtown.



    As far as Pierre was concerned, he had the best of both worlds. He spent Saturdays with Lisa walking around Manhattan and the boroughs, going to places like Central Park, Soho, Battery Park, Coney Island, Long Island, and even Staten Island, while with Marcus, Pierre got to know all the nightspots and meet the ladies. The roommates sometimes threw all-night parties, and all kinds of people would attend, including boys from the neighborhood whom Pierre had befriended. His only rule was to stay in during the week and study, but weekends were another story. He smiled, remembering those days.



    * * *



    He decided to take a chance and pass by Nazarene’s apartment on his way to the hotel to meet Chantal. He arrived more quickly than he had expected and pulled into the parking lot. He was taking a risk as they had never met at her apartment before, but things were different now. He walked toward the building, which was a modern structure, and looked for her apartment. He pressed the bell and waited. The light came on and he heard a movement as someone came to the door. The outside light came on and the door opened.



    “Pierre?’ Nazarene questioned as she let him in. “What are you doing here?”



    “How are you, Naz? Why didn’t you answer your phone?” Nazarene was almost six feet tall and very beautiful, with a smooth ebony complexion. She was shapely and always well dressed. Her elegant features reflected themselves in her apartment; Pierre looked around, very impressed.



    “Oh, I had to go with my boss to a meeting and I just got back about five minutes ago. Pierre, don’t say that you were worried about me. I know you,” she stated.



    He spread his hands in resignation. The girl was sharp. Their relationship was strictly business. Pierre paid cash for the information he got from her.



    “Okay, Naz. Can I have something to drink, please?” he asked, getting up and opening the mouthpiece of the phone and checking around for bugs. Pierre had the habit of checking everything when he intended to talk seriously with somebody.



    She came back with two beers, sat down, and looked at him with amusement. “Is this what you do? Barge into people’s apartments and open their phones? What were you checking for, anyway?” she asked, still smiling.



    Pierre took his drink and swallowed. “Bugs. Never mind.”



    She looked at him. “Pierre, this is the first time you have come here. It must be very important, so what can I do for you?”



    “I will explain everything, but first I have to make a phone call,” he said, retrieving his cell phone from his jacket. He quickly dialed the hotel and mentioned his name. The manager told him that his party had already arrived. Pierre explained that he had had a puncture on the way but would be there in about thirty minutes. He asked the manager to please relay the information to his party.



    Nazarene was laughing her head off. “Who could that be that you’re bullshitting about a puncture, Pierre?” she asked, but Pierre was serious when he answered her question.



    “Come on, Naz. You would want our little arrangement to end up in the Gazette newspaper, would you?”



    She sobered up quickly. “Sorry Pierre, I didn’t mean it like that,” she said apologetically.



    Pierre decided to get to the point. “Naz, we have some problems. I hope you can help me.” He inched in closer. “Has your boss been behaving strangely in the past few days?”



    Nazarene’s eyes opened wide, and she nodded her head. “Now that you mention it, the whole group has been acting strangely lately and keeping me in the outer office to stop people from interrupting them,” she said, shaking her head trying to recall something. “Come to think of it, my boss has been anxious for the past few weeks until earlier today, but this afternoon he was very happy. I overheard him say that they have it now but I didn’t know what ‘it’ meant,” she finished finally.



    Pierre got up and reached in his pocket, peeled several banknotes and deposited them on the table.



    “Was that helpful?” she inquired anxiously.



    “Yes, Naz, more than you will ever know. Just keep your ears extra open from now on,” he said and stepped out of the apartment.



    Pierre’s mind was racing as he stepped behind the wheel. What was Bukana happy about? He didn’t want to make any assumptions. He was annoyed with himself for not having had the foresight to deploy more operatives.



    He started the car and headed for the hotel where Chantal was waiting for him. On arrival, he inquired about his reservations. The manager, who was familiar with him, directed him to a room where Chantal was waiting. He knocked and the door opened suddenly.



    “Where have you been?” she asked impatiently in a sexy voice. “I have been bored as hell!”



    Pierre gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and entered the room. He turned to look at her and, once again, he was struck by her beauty. Chantal was exotic looking, a product of a Belgian father and a Congolese mother. She was dressed in a white shirt, tight black jeans and short pumps. With her tall, slender shape, she looked like she belonged in a magazine, but she was twenty-two years old, and in Pierre’s mind she still had a lot to learn.



    “Chantal, didn’t you get my message?” She reluctantly nodded.



    He picked up the phone and ordered a wine bottle while watching Chantal. The girl was quite irresistible and he liked her a lot, and hated using her to get information, but he had no choice. What made it worse was that she liked him too.



    The bottle arrived; Pierre popped it open, poured it into two glasses, and offered one to Chantal. “Tell me, Chantal, how have you been?’ he asked, his eyes looking for any clues.



    “I have been busy you know, with school, and the CDR keep using my apartment to have their meetings. Really, chéri, I don’t like it a bit,” she said slightly shaking her head.



    They drank wine, made small talk, and kissed. Pierre’s thoughts kept returning to the missile. He was thinking of a way to ask her questions without spoiling the mood.



    “Chantal, I will be going abroad soon,” He stated as he stroked her face. “I would have liked to take you with me to Paris, but what would Bukana say?” He kissed her fervently. “I am sure by now he has some big plans for you.”



    Chantal was breathing faster. “Chéri, it is you that I want. I don’t plan to stay with him.”



    By now, Pierre had opened her bra and was caressing her upper body. “Did he mention anything about his plans for the immediate future?” he asked as he kissed her. “You know, chérie, if he has big plans for you, we may have to find another way to get you to Paris,” he lied smoothly in between kisses. He was now discreetly pulling down her underwear.



    “He said soon everything would be different and we would have everything we wanted,” she said between soft moans.



    Pierre had his answer.



    Chantal moaned harder as he finally entered her. They made serious passionate love, moving together with ease as they always did. Their breathing got heavier and they moved together faster and faster, until they finally slumped on one another, exhausted and spent. Their lovemaking was always like that; very passionate and demanding. She put her head on his chest and fell asleep.



    Pierre looked at his watch; it was almost one in the morning. He hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep in the past sixteen hours, let alone a decent meal. He set his alarm for six o’clock. Tomorrow was going be a very busy day, he thought, as he fell sound asleep.


  



  
    CHAPTER 5


    _______



    Pierre was awakened by a ringing which he first thought was in his head before he realized what it was. “Damn the alarm!” he said as he pressed the silent button. Chantal was fast asleep beside him. He toyed with the idea of waking her up but discarded it. He got out of bed, dressed quietly, and started for the door, but stopped half way.



    What if she didn’t have money for a taxi? He might as well leave her a note explaining his departure. He wrote a quick message to her saying he had gotten an emergency phone call and left some bills next to the note before he silently stepped out, closing the door quietly behind him.



    The morning breeze was refreshing as he headed toward his car. A lot of questions lingered in Pierre’s mind as he drove out of the hotel parking lot. The hotel had a large compound surrounding it, which was very well kept. Some palm trees had been planted on the grounds, which gave the place a more exotic feel, and it was near the Congo River. He liked the hotel because of its location. It was secluded and not many people knew about it.



    He contemplated his next move. Last night had brought more things to light and he had to find out what they meant. He knew one thing for sure; he had to use clandestine methods to obtain more information. He could not rely on the girls to deliver specific information, so he decided that he would tap the lines of all the radical suspects. He knew the right man for this kind of work, an ex-paratrooper of French origin who had done freelance mercenary work until a bullet tore his leg off. Since then, he had surfaced in Congo, married a local girl, and started a construction business. Inquiries had revealed that the man had outstanding warrants in France. This information had put him in Pierre’s pocket. He had to get in touch with Boudvin, the fugitive contractor, right away.



    He headed to Boudvin’s house and parked on a street behind the house. Pierre knew that Boudvin was a wiretap specialist. He was also very smart. He smiled as he thought about Boudvin. The man had only one good leg, but he could move faster than most people. Pierre got out of the car and walked toward the little brick house in the middle of the block. On arrival, he heard voices inside the house, a good sign that Boudvin was already awake. He knocked hard on the door and waited. The door was opened by a beautiful teenage girl, with a surprised look on her face. She seemed young and innocent, but she was half dressed, which meant she must have spent the night with Boudvin.



    Pierre pushed by her without a word. “Boudvin! Come here!” he called out before taking a seat.



    “Damn it! Who is calling me at this awful hour?” Boudvin asked, coming out of the bedroom in his pajamas. He stopped in his tracks when he saw who it was.



    “I see you are still abusing young, innocent girls. What happened to your wife?” Pierre commented.



    Boudvin smiled. “What do you expect? I’m semi- retired and in the prime of my life.”



    Pierre’s face took on a stern look as he motioned Boudvin to take a seat. When Boudvin sat down, Pierre looked him straight in the eye. “Your little vacation is over,” he stated firmly, looking at the middle-aged mercenary. He gave a side look at the girl. “We have work to do. Privately.”



    Boudvin nodded to the girl, who disappeared into the bedroom.



    “I don’t care about your personal life, Boudvin, but one thing should be clear: If you ever fuck up with these young girls, and the parents come after you, I can’t help you,” Pierre said, looking toward the bedroom door.



    Boudvin just nodded his head and shrugged. “I know, Pierre; my wife and I are separated. Anyway, you didn’t come here to lecture me about my domestic affairs. What is it that you want?” he demanded.



    Pierre retrieved his cigarettes from his pocket. “Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked as he offered the pack to Boudvin.



    “No problem; I will join you,” he said as he took one.



    Pierre lit Boudvin’s cigarette and then his own. He inhaled deeply and blew out the smoke before starting to speak. “Boudvin, I have been saving your ass for some time, as you know,” he said as he puffed on his cigarette. “I have a special assignment for you and if you complete it successfully, I promise not to bother you again!” He paused to let the message sink in.



    * * *



    Boudvin was suddenly alert. His years of experience in dealing with officials told him that something big was unfolding; otherwise, such an offer would be unheard of. He looked at Pierre, trying to find any clues that would shed some light on the matter, but Pierre’s face was impassive. “I’m listening.”



    * * *



    Pierre took his time puffing on his cigarette. “Boudvin, I need your wire-tapping expertise,” he said. “I have a few people that I’m interested in, and since you know your way around phone systems, I don’t think it would be hard for you to tap their phones and route them to this number,” he said handing him his home number. “This should be a piece of cake for someone with your experience. Think you can handle it?” he asked.



    Boudvin was looking at Pierre blankly. “Yes, but I need some time to …” Boudvin started to say, but Pierre didn’t let him finish.



    “Boudvin, I am dead serious. Get a uniform or whatever. This has to be done today—tomorrow at the latest. I need results as soon as possible.” He paused. “Here are the names of the individuals and their telephone numbers,” he said getting up.



    “Monsieur Philippe, as you know, this kind of work demands some ah … oiling here and there, especially on such short notice,” Boudvin said with a smile.



    Pierre dropped some money on the table. “This should do it, and stop fucking around with babies. It is not healthy, you old bastard,” he said slamming the door behind him.


  



  
    CHAPTER 6


    _______



    Boudvin was relieved when Pierre left. He quickly pocketed the money and headed for his bedroom. The young attaché wasn’t bad, Boudvin thought. He had found out about the warrants on him in Paris but had ignored them for some time, threatening to collect later. That time was now, and considering the little work he had to do, it was worth it. He went to the bedroom and quickly dressed in his customary jeans as the girl watched. As he left, he told the girl that he would be back in a few hours.



    The best way to tap the phones was to get into the building where the central terminal was located. He entered the battered truck where he kept his tools of trade—pliers, wires, microphones, and all kinds of equipment.



    At least his job wasn’t to monitor the wiretap. All he needed to do was make sure the phone buzzed at both places. He checked; the names on the list were Bukana, the CDR Chairman; Ludovico, a CDR member; and Buimbo of the youth militia. He had to be very careful. These were high-ranking officials. Very well, his mission wasn’t going to be a bed of roses, but he would find a way. Maybe he should have asked for more money.



    He had to get to the telephone company and find the central terminal for the phones. He started his truck and headed toward the city. It was about eight o’clock in the morning and there was a lot of traffic. His mind was working rapidly. The only way to enter the central terminal was by getting a key. He had to find a way to duplicate the original.



    It wasn’t hard to find the telephone company, which was located behind the main post office. He decided to engage a porter in conversation.



    “Hello, monsieur, how is work?” he asked with a smile.



    The porter was pleasantly surprised to be called ‘Monsieur,’ so he happily engaged in a conversation with Boudvin. It wasn’t long before Boudvin found out what he wanted to know. There was only one controller in the central terminal that day. He was a young man in his early twenties whose weakness was girls. Maybe he could use the controller’s weakness in his favor. He also found out the controller’s name from the porter.



    At about eleven o’clock, Boudvin decided to visit Divonne, a call girl he had befriended. Divonne was a gifted operator. She could pick any man’s pocket in a split second, without batting an eye.



    They exchanged greetings, and then Boudvin got right to the point. “Divonne, I have a job for you and as usual, I will pay for it.”



    Divonne giggled. “Name it, Mr. Married man. Is this something to do with your wife?”



    Boudvin seethed. Earlier he had had to deal with Pierre’s intrusion, and now this. Why was everyone prying into his personal life? Didn’t they have anything better to do? “I told you before and I will tell you again, my private life is none of your goddamn business!” he seethed.



    Divonne was suddenly alert. She knew this man’s temper and didn’t feel like sampling it today. “Sorry, it’s just that I haven’t seen you for some time and I kind of miss you,” she said apologetically.



    Boudvin looked at her for a split second and smiled. “Okay, Divonne, apology accepted. The work I have for you shouldn’t be hard, considering your talent,” he said while lighting his cigarette.



    Divonne became quiet listening to Boudvin. “There is a young man who works at the telephone exchange center. I want you to pick his keys for me. I will pay after the job is done.”



    Divonne smiled. She had done this kind of work many times. Come to think of it, she had met Boudvin after picking his pocket. At the time, she was afraid that he would punish her but he had simply laughed in admiration. “Anything for you, my dear. When do we start working?” she asked.



    Boudvin checked his watch. The young man would probably leave for lunch at noon, so they had less than an hour to get there. “Divonne, go put on your best clothes. You need to meet him before lunchtime. Now get going,” he said urgently.



    One thing he knew about these call girls: They had a talent of transforming themselves at a moment’s notice. Divonne was ready in ten minutes, and they got into Boudvin’s truck and drove as they rehearsed their plan. She would invite the telephone controller to lunch and pick his keys before leaving the restaurant, and then pretend to need the bathroom because of a stomachache. She would then leave by the back door and meet Boudvin in his truck, where he would take impressions of all the keys. She would then rejoin the unsuspecting controller.



    They arrived at the telephone company at about eleven forty-five, and Divonne approached the porter doing what she did best, swinging her hips left and right. Boudvin watched Divonne as she talked to the porter while pointing to the door of the central terminal. The porter quickly walked to the door and knocked. It wasn’t long before the door was opened by a young man. Boudvin saw the porter say something to the young man and point to Divonne.



    * * *



    She smiled and walked toward the controller “Hello, my name is Divonne,” she said in her most seductive voice.



    “I am Fabrice. Nice to meet you, Divonne,” the young man said breathlessly, looking at her up and down.



    This is going to be easy, she thought. She was always amazed about how some men got hard just by looking at a woman’s curves.



    “That’s a nice name, Fabrice. I just started working at the post office and don’t know many people. Would you like to have lunch? My treat,” she said, still smiling.



    Fabrice couldn’t believe his luck—a Kinshasa beauty asking to treat him to lunch? “Sure, Mademoiselle Divonne, I will have my break in half an hour.”



    “All right then, Fabrice, I will make reservations at Mama’s Kitchen. Do you know it?”



    “It’s my favorite restaurant,” he said. At least it was today.



    “Later, then,” she said and walked away swinging her hips seductively.



    Fabrice closed the door, quickly trying to control the bulge that was building up between his legs.



    Divonne walked behind the exchange control center to where Boudvin’s truck was parked.



    “How did it go?” he asked anxiously.



    She giggled. “Piece of cake. Make sure you park behind the restaurant. I have never seen an easier prey. That Fabrice kid is a horny bastard!”



    Boudvin looked at his watch, smiled, and started driving toward the restaurant. They still had a few minutes to wait. “I have been thinking,” he said lighting his cigar. “Keys are normally heavy, so you might as well take a pair of these and switch them while pretending to do whatever. If worse comes to worse and he notices he has different keys, you could laugh it off and check your purse, pretending to be surprised.”



    “You are very resourceful, Boudvin. This will make my job much easier. See you behind the restaurant,” she said stepping out of the truck.



    Within a moment she had disappeared around the corner, and Boudvin started the engine and drove slowly to the designated area behind Mama’s Kitchen. He reached under the seat, got his impression kit, and thoroughly oiled it as he waited. There was no room for mistakes.



    Boudvin was starting to get impatient when a breathless Divonne opened the door and entered the truck. “What took you so long?” asked a relieved Boudvin, taking the keys from her.



    “The guy is like a cassette player. He doesn’t shut up but the switch was perfect; I will tell you later. Please hurry up,” she said as Boudvin busied himself with taking impressions.



    Luckily, there were only three keys, and he quickly finished his work and gave her back the keys. He reached inside his pocket and gave her a bundle of cash. “Thanks, Divonne, this is for you,” he said as he handed her the money. “Find out if anybody works the night shift and ask him about his work. I will call you later,” he said before dismissing her with a gesture.



    Divonne stepped out of the truck and disappeared through the back door of the restaurant.



    * * *



    Boudvin started the engine and drove toward his home; he had some work to do. Monsieur Philippe had said the job was urgent. He cursed as he engaged the gears. He arrived at his house shortly after one o’clock. The work he was about to embark on was precise, and he didn’t need any unnecessary interruptions.



    He entered his house and kissed the young girl before he sat down to eat. “Say, chérie, how about you go to visit your sister for the afternoon?” he asked, squeezing her hand.



    “No problem. I will see you later.” She sounded sad for some reason.



    Boudvin felt sorry for the little teenager, blind to the ways of this world. He shook his head and got up. “Get ready. I will serve myself,” he said, pushing her toward the bedroom.



    He got a plate in the kitchen, filled it with the rice, meat, and vegetables the girl had prepared, and headed for the dining room. One thing he appreciated about the Congolese girls was their cooking. He opened a bottle of beer, sat down, and started eating slowly while thinking about his plan.



    The girl surprised him when she came out of the bedroom; she was well dressed and looked older with the makeup on. He gave her some francs and told her to take her time coming back. “Chérie, do you still have the spare key?” he asked.



    She nodded then kissed him goodbye before she left the house.



    Boudvin quickly cleaned the utensils and headed for the truck. He retrieved the imprints and took them to his house. Then he brought in the toolbox and closed all doors before he started. The work wasn’t easy since he had to use hard steel and a milling machine, which he kept in the garage. “These things were much easier in Europe,” he thought to himself.



    First things first. He walked to where the phone was in the bedroom and dialed.



    “Hello?’ Divonne answered in an anxious voice.



    “Yes, Divonne, what did you find out?” he asked.



    There was a pause on the other end. “Chéri, I have some bad news. There is a guard at the phone center who works all night,” she said, “but Fabrice said that they use the automatic exchange at night, whatever that means.”



    Boudvin thought about the new complication. He would have to knock down the guard.



    “Good girl. He didn’t suspect anything, did he?” he enquired.



    “Oh, no, I told him I would meet him later. Is there anything else you wanted to know?”



    Boudvin laughed out loud. “Yes. When are you going to give him a ride on the horse?”



    She laughed. “He gets paid at the end of the month. That’s a week from now. I guess he can wait that long. It will be interesting, since I told him that I work for the post office.”



    “I can’t wait to hear how you’ll get out of that one,” Boudvin said, laughing.



    “I’ll let you know.” She was still laughing when she hung up the phone.



    Divonne had always amazed him. It was all business for her. He laughed when he remembered the first time he had made love to her, only to wake up with no money and a note apologizing about the cash and promising to pay him later. She was a true genius, a girl that no man could get angry with. He put the phone down and proceeded with his preparations.


  



  
    CHAPTER 7


    _______



    It had been a long journey from New York, with one long stop in France. By the time Jenny Osborne and her business partner and friend, John Spencer, arrived at the airport in Kinshasa in Democratic Republic of Congo, it was about eight o’clock at night. Kinshasa airport was like a military station. There were soldiers everywhere dressed in military fatigues, deadly serious and very alert. The immigration and customs officials who were equally as serious asked them why they had come to Congo at such an unsafe time.



    Jenny and John showed them their passports and press badges which indicated that they were journalists working for the World Broadcasting Corporation (WBC) network. They mentioned that they wanted to cover the government side of the story on the war that was going on in Congo.



    Their bags were roughly opened and every inch was searched. Eventually they were allowed to proceed and they made their way toward the taxi stand. There was massive confusion outside, with lots of taxi drivers trying to grab their bags to get their business, but fortunately the hotel had sent a minibus to pick them up.



    The drive to the hotel was smooth and they could not see much except the headlights of the other cars, but they could tell they were going downhill and the wind started to pick up as they got closer to the river. From what Jenny had read, the city of Kinshasa was located along the southern bank of the Congo River, directly opposite the city of Brazzaville, the capital of the Republic of the Congo. The long river separated the two Congos. Jenny was looking forward to touring the city, although she knew that it would be difficult since the country was at war. The air smelled almost musky—a mixture of soil and rain.



    They reached their hotel, and the driver helped them to get their things inside. The Meridian Hotel where they were staying was located in a relatively quiet area in Gombe, just outside the city center and a block away from the river. The entrance of the hotel looked respectable from the outside, although they couldn’t see much. The lobby was spacious and well lit, and to Jenny’s relief, there were no signs of soldiers as there had been at the airport. The reception was directly in front of the lobby and the elevators were to the right. There were several sofa chairs in the lobby and further left, there was an outside terrace and a bar. Beyond the terrace was a swimming pool.



    The receptionist managed to get rooms for Jenny and John on the same floor, just opposite each other. John’s room was 408, near the stairway, and Jenny’s was 411. They both decided to take a nap before they reconvened in a few hours.



    Jenny’s room was tidy with and a small TV that showed just two channels. The linen looked clean enough, but the mattresses were somewhat worn out. The bathroom had clean towels, hot running water, and working electricity. All in all, Jenny was happy with the accommodations since she had been warned about the deteriorating conditions of the hotels in Kinshasa. She and John had been told that the hotel had a generator for backup in case of electricity cut-offs, which happened quite frequently.



    * * *



    Jenny was woken up from her nap by a loud sound. She sat up abruptly and looked around but did not recognize her surroundings. She felt panic until she realized where she was. She looked through the window of her room in the Hotel Meridian in Kinshasa to see what was going on, but it was pitch black and all she could see was the semi-deserted parking lot. Had she imagined the noise? She couldn’t tell.



    Jenny quickly dressed in jeans and a sweater and put in a call to John. The phone rang for a while before John answered the phone.



    “Hello?”



    “Hey John, are you awake?” she asked.



    “What time is it?” he asked, sounding sleepy.



    “Did you hear that sound a few minutes ago?” Jenny asked.



    “Yeah. It woke me up.”



    “I thought it was thunder, but when I looked out, it wasn’t raining. I wonder what it was.”



    “That was gunfire. Welcome to the battle zone, partner.”



    “Oh my God, really? Anyway, we’ve already had two hours of sleep. We’ll get more sleep later. Do you want to go downstairs and grab something to eat?”



    “Sounds good.”



    “I’ll be right there.” She hung up, put on her sandals, walked to John’s room, and knocked.



    John quickly opened the door and looked down at Jenny with a grin on his face. She was five foot two and John was almost six foot four. “Come in,” he said enthusiastically. He stood aside and let her pass. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and loafers. Jenny walked toward the only chair in the room and sat.



    “Are you hungry?” Jenny asked.



    “Sort of, but mostly I want to stretch my legs,” he stated, heading toward the door.



    “Maybe we can take a walk and then get something to eat,” Jenny said as they walked toward the elevator. They got out on the ground floor and made for the entrance, but before they stepped out, the manager approached them.



    “You’re not thinking of leaving the hotel now, are you? It’s not safe,” he said with a serious look on his face, and then walked away.



    With resignation, they turned around, went to the outside terrace and chose the table in the farthest corner. It was almost midnight and nothing was visible except the chairs at the bar and the pool.



    The bartender came to their table and asked them what they wanted to drink. Jenny asked him if there was anything to eat.



    “I am sorry, madam. The kitchen is closed. The only thing I can offer you is chips and peanuts.”



    “We’ll have both. Can I get a beer?” John asked.



    “Would you like to try some local beer?”



    “Yes. That sounds good,” John said.



    “And for madam?”



    “Local beer sounds good, as long as it’s not dark beer. Thank you.”



    The bartender came back a short time later with two beers and some chips and peanuts. They drank and munched in silence, enjoying the night breeze. John’s face suddenly became serious. He fished for a cigarette and lit it. He took a long pull, exhaled the smoke, and shook his head.



    “What’s wrong, John?” Jenny asked.



    “We are in the middle of it, kiddo. Those guns you heard? They are heavy artillery guns. It means the rebels can’t be more than twenty miles from here. All hell will break loose soon.”



    “I know, and it’s scary, but this is a chance of a lifetime, John. I have been dreaming about this for a long time. I will not let my fear stop me from getting a story.” She sounded defensive.



    John simply looked at her and chugged down his beer. “Want another beer, Jenny?” he asked as he got up and walked toward the bar. He came back with two beers and more chips.



    She waited for him to sit down, and then she spoke in a soft voice. “I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean to sound defensive. It was more for me than for you.”



    “You are right. We’re here for the story and we’re going to get it.”



    They quietly sipped their beer.



    “I wonder who the white soldiers were—the ones that passed by us on the way from the airport,” John commented. “All western countries have denied involvement in this war.”



    “Maybe they are UN peacekeepers. But don’t they usually drive white vehicles?”



    John looked down and pondered the question. “They are probably military advisers,” he stated with a smile. “You know, governments are not always truthful. The U.S. denied some stories coming out of Vietnam until body bags started coming from Saigon.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, pulled one out, and lit up. “Maybe they belong to Belgium or France?”



    Jenny was having fun listening to John posing questions and answering them himself. She finally looked at her watch. It was getting late. “Let’s go over tomorrow’s program.”



    She pulled out her notebook and started writing. “First, we will get press permits to enable us to travel around, do interviews, and take pictures. Then we will take it from there. We will also need a car and an interpreter, not to mention cell phones.”



    John nodded. “In that case, we should go upstairs and catch some more sleep. We have a long day ahead,” he said, yawning. He stood up and tried to help her with her chair, but Jenny was already up and moving toward the elevator. John smiled and walked behind her.



    When the doors opened on the fourth floor, Jenny gave John a quick kiss on the cheek, and they each walked toward their respective rooms.



    “Good night, Jenny,” John said, still smiling.



    “Goodnight, John. See you tomorrow,” she said, heading toward her own room.


  



  
    CHAPTER 8


    _______



    Jenny lay in her bed thinking about her childhood sweetheart, Timothy. The boy had been strange from the start. She knew he loved her but never wanted to be close because of his religion. She tried to wait for him to change his mind, but by the second year at Columbia, Jenny had had it with his preaching. One day, she went to a bar near her school for a quiet drink. A young Italian kid named Marcello approached her and bought her some drinks, and they joked all night.



    They ended up at his place, and then it happened. She was fuzzy about the details, since she had been inebriated when she lost her virginity. In the morning, she had quickly left, embarrassed by what she had done. Jenny didn’t return any of Marcello’s calls because she couldn’t face him and tell him that it had all been a mistake. One thing was for sure: she would never go for a one-night stand again.



    That was over five years ago. She had since had a few short-term relationships just to pass the time. Then there was John. He was an easygoing guy with a good sense of humor. John was funny, well-traveled, and in good shape and had shoulder-length dark hair that he sometimes pulled in a ponytail. He had the classical good looks that were considered very attractive by many women, but to Jenny, he was her best friend. She knew that John was attracted to her but she didn’t feel the same way, and she liked their friendship too much to jeopardize it. To John’s credit, he never pushed the issue.



    She snapped back from her romantic failures and started pondering the events that had led her to her present situation. She recalled her graduation day at Columbia University a few years ago.



    Her whole family had come: her father, her mother, and her two younger brothers. They had seemed overjoyed at the success of the oldest child, and Jenny knew they expected her to go back to their hometown near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to start her career. She had waited until the last moment before she broke the news that she wanted to stay in New York City. All of them were astounded except for her father, who simply hugged her.



    “Child, it’s your life and your choice. Just remember, we love you,” he said. Unfortunately, he didn’t live long after her graduation.



    Her mother, on the other hand, had become distant after that and things had never been quite the same between them. From time to time they talked, but Jenny could sense a big change. Jenny knew that one of the reasons her mother was distant was because Jenny had spoiled her plans. Her mother had expected her to move back home and marry Timothy and have babies, but Jenny had changed after she went away and there was no looking back. Her destiny wasn’t back home anymore or anywhere near there.



    After all the years at Columbia University, she knew New York was her future. Tough as the city was, the alternative was worse. Working in a little town, with all those country folks nosing in her business, plus the gossip about who was bedding whose wife, or even attending the local fair wasn’t appealing to her anymore. She had outgrown the place—it wouldn’t provide a real challenge for her as a journalist, so she applied for jobs all over New York in her senior year. She finally landed one with a local television network, Channel 8, and got a little apartment downtown in Manhattan.



    She had spent a few weeks with her family in Pittsburgh, and then tearfully said goodbye to them to start her new life in New York. She had kept in touch with some of her Columbia schoolmates, so her new life was good. One of her good friends was John, a freelance photographer, who lived a few doors away from her. John had willingly shown her the ropes and warned her about some of the obstacles she would face as a woman.



    She soon found out what John meant when one day her boss, Mr. Webber, called her to his office and offered to take her out for a drink after work. She declined and walked away. A day later, she was sent on the sorry assignment of covering endangered species in Alaska, working on a strict budget for two months. She was cold and miserable and glad when she finally came back home, hoping for a better assignment. A month later, she got another assignment to go to Washington DC to cover new fashion trends among the women on Capitol Hill. What is there to know? she thought, and made an appointment to see her boss that afternoon. He kept her waiting for three hours, and finally she walked out fuming, collected her things, and went home.



    Jenny found out later that the man had forgotten their appointment. She couldn’t contemplate giving in to Webber’s demands. She was so miserable and thought about getting another job but she knew she would need her boss’ recommendation, which she was sure would not be glorifying.



    A few days day later, John stopped by her place and found her near tears. “Jenny, what’s wrong?” he asked, clearly concerned. “Please tell me. I might be able to help.”



    Jenny tearfully told John the whole story.



    “I’m sorry about this, Jenny, but I can’t say I am surprised. Men like that are all over our business. Don’t worry about it. Give me a few days and I will come up with something.” He hugged her and walked out.



    A day later, John presented her an alternative proposal to work with him as a freelance journalist. At first, Jenny was hesitant to leave a secure job for freelance, but at least she wouldn’t have to sleep with that fat slob Webber, so she jumped at the chance. Because of his connections, John landed them some assignments and life started looking better for Jenny. They worked together presenting the human element of current events. Jenny found out that she had a gift for getting to the heart of the story and making people talk.



    After some time, their stories were in demand by major newspapers and television studios. John started to appreciate Jenny’s journalistic instincts and enjoyed working with her. Jenny was offered a few jobs by major networks, including her former employer, but she had started to like the independence that came with freelancing and the choice to do the stories that interested her, so she declined the jobs.



    John was already a well-known photojournalist who had worked in Europe, Asia, and Latin America. His preference was working in developing countries where people were still struggling to achieve peace. One day he mentioned this to Jenny, who was not only receptive, but excited. She told John how she had secretly dreamed of being a foreign correspondent. John had served in the army before he became a photojournalist. Jenny knew that John had a knack for smelling trouble and could defend both of them if need be.



    They started looking for interesting stories in developing countries and stumbled upon the Congo conflict. They pitched their idea to WBC television network, which contracted them. Soon after, they started packing.


  



  
    CHAPTER 9


    _______



    John lay heavily on his bed and started thinking about Jenny. She never ceased to surprise him with her quick decisions. She could switch from one topic to the next without missing a beat, and that was one of the things that made her a good journalist. He recalled their first meeting at Columbia University years earlier. They had met by the elevator. She looked at him and smiled, and asked his name. He thought she was making moves on him, but when he told her his name, she just said it was nice to meet him and left.



    John shook his head as he recalled how large his ego was during those days. They had one class together, so they kept running into each other until they started talking. It never occurred to him that Jenny was just being friendly until they got to know each other and he realized that she was like that with everyone. He didn’t know how and when it happened, but he started to like her. He recalled the day he found her in tears after that episode with her editor, Webber. That’s when John knew he had feelings for Jenny. He had felt the urge to hold her and kiss her, but he refrained from doing so, not knowing exactly how she felt. He could not remember the last time he had really liked a girl the way he liked Jenny.



    Of course, there had been admirers he barely knew and had brief affairs with, but the results were always the same—no mental or emotional stimulation. Jenny was different. He respected her as a person and he could relate to her challenges, which were more or less like his own. She wasn’t his usual type, which was the tall, blonde, model type. By contrast, Jenny was petite with brown hair and big, brown eyes. She was very much a tomboy, but she had one of the prettiest faces he had ever seen. She was friendly, attentive, and very compassionate. People found her approachable, which worked to her advantage as a reporter.



    He thought about her lovely figure, perfect mouth, and beautiful teeth before he finally fell asleep. He had vivid dreams of the two of them together.



    The next day, John woke up quite late and it took him a little while to get his bearings. In his dreams he had been in New York, with Jenny. He opened his eyes and realized where he was. He got out of bed and started to get ready. He toyed with the idea of walking straight to Jenny’s room, but decided against it. He was still feeling uncomfortable about his dreams. He opened the curtains and had just started to open the windows when there was a knock on the door.



    “Just a second!” he called out as he rushed to open it. He had barely turned the handle when the door opened and Jenny walked in.



    “Good morning John. Did you sleep well last night?” She was wearing a stunning turquoise blue dress and beautiful earrings and her hair was set in a pony tail. She looked beautiful, very different from the Jenny that John was used to. Gone were the jeans and slacks. Come to think of it, it was first time he had ever seen her wearing a dress.



    “Come in,” he finally said, not yet fully recovered.



    She strolled in smiling and instantly read his thoughts. “Well, are you going to say anything or just stare?” she asked mischievously.



    “I’m … I mean, you look fantastic,” he murmured.



    “Thank you,” she answered as she sat on the bed. “I found out that women here don’t wear trousers, so I figured I would get more respect from the government officials if I dressed conservatively.”



    “Good thinking, but I doubt it will make a difference to some of them.”



    There was a momentary silence as John sat on a chair and started inspecting his camera equipment. He looked into his camera case to make sure he had packed enough film and batteries. Then he took the camera apart and started cleaning the lenses methodically. He was trying to keep himself from looking at Jenny.



    Jenny studied John before she got up and stood by the window.



    It was a bright, sunny morning and she could see the Congo River since the room was on the fourth floor. The river was supposed to be the main mode of transportation to and from Brazzaville, which was across the river from Kinshasa. It was also used to travel upcountry but not many boats were evident.



    “The war seems to have brought everything to a halt,” Jenny said but didn’t wait for an answer. She turned around and started walking. “We have a very busy day ahead,” she stated as she sat on the bed next to the phone. “John?”



    “Yes, I’m listening.”



    She drew out her notebook from her handbag. “Let’s first call the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and make appointments to get the press permits. Then we will call the contact at CARE International. Can I use your phone?”



    “Go right ahead.”



    Jenny picked up the receiver and dialed the operator. “Hello, can I please get the number of the Foreign Affairs Ministry?”



    “I call you back. Your room number, please, madam?” The lady’s French accent was very marked.



    Jenny was glad she understood French. “Room 408,” Jenny answered. “Merci.”



    “I call you.” The lady hung up the phone.



    Jenny looked at the receiver before she put it back down. John looked at her questioningly. Jenny shrugged. “She will call back. These people seem to be overly cautions. All she had to do was give me the number,” she said sounding frustrated.



    John shook his head. “Jenny, we are in a war. Some of the people staying in the hotels may be spies, so they have to be careful.”



    The telephone rang and Jenny picked it up immediately. “Hello!”



    “Madam, the number for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 72471. I will connect you,” the woman said. Jenny waited to be connected.



    Somebody came on the line. “Hello?”



    “My name is Jenny Osborne and I am a journalist. My partner and I would like to make an appointment to get press permits,” Jenny said.



    There was a pause on the other end and she could hear voices conferring in the background, and then a male voice came on the line. “Excuse me, madam; there is no need for an appointment. You can come to our offices and we shall give you all the necessary documents.”



    “Thank you, monsieur,” she said gratefully.



    “You are welcome, madam.”



    She put the phone down and started looking through her bag. She finally found what she was looking for and dialed. “Oui, may I help you, madam?” asked the operator.



    “Yes, I would like the number of CARE International in Kinshasa.”



    The contact from CARE had been provided by Mr. Conrad Williamson, the television producer who had hired them for the Congo assignment. Conrad and Mrs. Jackie Dreyfus, an American, had worked together in the past on different projects. She had been working at CARE in New York and now she was the head of the office in Congo. Before Jenny and John came to Congo, Conrad had spoken to her and she promised to do her best to help. Conrad said that Jackie would be a good source of information because the non-governmental organization she worked for, CARE International, was one of the world’s leading aid agencies, fighting poverty and injustice.



    “I will call you back,” the operator said and hung up.



    Jenny put down the receiver resignedly. “Do they have to keep doing that?” she snapped.



    John, who was busy fitting his camera equipment in a bag, didn’t even look up. Jenny stared at the window. She could hear the distant sound of heavy guns.



    The phone rang and Jenny answered. “Hello!” she said.



    There was a momentary pause on the other end before the same female voice as before said, “Madam, the number for CARE International is 44342. I will connect you.”



    “CARE International, may I help you?” a man asked.



    “Yes, please. My name is Jenny Osborne. I would like to speak to Mrs. Jackie Dreyfus.”



    There was another pause before a second man’s voice came on the line. “Miss Osborne, Mrs. Dreyfus isn’t available at the moment. Can I take a message or have her call you back?” The man sounded like he was reporting the weather, as if he’d practiced his impartial tone.



    “Thank you. I am staying at the Hotel Meridian. She can call the hotel and ask for Jenny Osborne, but I will try to call her later.”



    “Sure, madam, I will let her know,” he answered and hung up.



    John straightened up and looked at Jenny inquiringly. Jenny looked at her watch and then stood up. “Well, we might as well start early. We can’t sit here and wait for Mrs. Dreyfus to call,” she said as she headed out of the room.



    John picked up his camera bag, grabbed his jacket, and then followed Jenny out. They took the elevator to the hotel lobby, where they dropped off the room keys and called for a taxi, which arrived shortly after. As soon they stepped out, they were hit by the morning heat and a strong smell of dirt mixed with the breeze from the Congo River. They could see intermittent spots of blue on the horizon, between the buildings and some vegetation.



    “Ministry of Foreign Affairs, please,” Jenny said. The driver nodded and engaged the gears.



    The taxi sped smoothly through the city—there wasn’t much traffic. The road was paved but strongly in need of repair, and there were no sidewalks. The city seemed to be full of contradictions. Some buildings were modern and tall, while others were low and run down. It was evident that most of them had seen better days. There were people walking up and down the streets and things looked normal, but on closer inspection, the soldiers seemed to outnumber the civilians.



    One could hear sounds of Congolese music coming from the few shops that were open, but they were mixed in with sounds of heavy guns coming from the distance. What bothered John the most were the looks on people’s faces. They seemed almost resigned to their situation. They were going on with their lives as if the war was not happening. Some were even smiling and dancing in front of their small shops.



    Jenny and John kept on taking in the scenes as they approached the more modern part of the city, with smoother roads, sidewalks, and some trees here and there along the main road.



    They arrived at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs without any problems. The building was heavily guarded, and they had to identify themselves several times before they were shown the lobby. They waited for a while before a young man in a military uniform approached them and asked them to follow him. He took them to an office on the second floor and motioned them through. He then closed the door behind them.



    Within a few minutes, a tall, good-looking light-skinned Congolese man in his mid- or late-thirties entered the office and greeted them. He was clad in a navy blue suit with a matching tie and a white shirt; he was big, like a football player. His hair was cut short in military fashion and his face was closely shaven. The man exuded an effortless air of authority.



    “Madame et Monsieur, please sit down,” he said as he walked toward his seat behind a large table.



    “Thank you,” they said in unison.



    He examined them for what seemed like an eternity. He had deep, piercing eyes that darted left and right as if they might miss something.



    “My name is Gaston Nkoni. I am the Officer in charge of Foreign Affairs,” he said.



    “I am John and this is Jenny,” John said, not appreciating the scrutiny.



    They tried to show Monsieur Nkoni their WBC press cards but he didn’t look at them.



    “I believe you called us from the Meridian,” he said in perfect English with almost no accent. Gaston Nkoni was good with languages. He spoke perfect French, English, Spanish, as well as Swahili, Lingala, and other Congolese dialects.



    Mr. Nkoni got up from his desk, walked to the window, and looked outside. He turned around and looked Jenny squarely in the eyes. “Tell me, why are you here? There is a war going on and you are in potential danger.”



    Jenny seemed taken aback by the question, but quickly recovered her composure.



    “Monsieur, as journalists, we have to report the facts of what is happening in the world. These are chances we must take, and we fully accept the conditions,” she answered firmly.



    The man smiled faintly and sat down again. He reached for a file and opened it. He perused it and then spoke without looking up.



    “I see that you worked briefly with Channel 8 network in New York and now you freelance with the highest bidder. Not exactly loyal to anyone, are you, Miss Osborne?” the man commented.



    Jenny stared at the man. She looked astonished and started to say something but quickly put her hands on her mouth to stop herself. John knew how dangerous a smart remark from Jenny would be in this situation. He clenched his fists and tried to think of a way to stop the impending trouble, but quickly sat down after realizing that Jenny had restrained herself.



    Gaston watched all this drama with satisfaction. He clasped his hands together, leaned forward, and looked at both of them closely.



    “In these hard times, we must be certain of who we are dealing with,” he said as he closed the file, picked up the phone, and mumbled something in French.



    He stood up as the door opened and a uniformed soldier entered. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Miss Osborne, and you, too, Mr. Spencer,” Gaston said as he offered them his hand. “Your permits will be given to you the day after tomorrow, in the morning. Don’t hesitate to let me know if you encounter any problems.”



    They both shook his hand mechanically and followed the soldier toward the lobby.


  



  
    CHAPTER 10


    _______



    Jenny and John left the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building and walked toward the main street, hoping to catch a taxi. They were in a hurry to leave but they ended up waiting for a while. John glanced at Jenny. She had withdrawn into herself and was quiet. He put his arm around her.



    “Jenny, don’t worry about that moron. He wanted to get a rise out of you. Look at it this way—at least now you know what to expect from the next asshole you meet.”



    She looked up at him and smiled weakly as a taxi pulled over.



    “Can you please take us to a good restaurant?” John asked the taxi driver; luckily, the driver spoke English.



    “There is a good one at the Hotel Afrique.”



    John looked at Jenny, who was still silently gazing out of the window. Finally, the taxi pulled up in front of the Hotel Afrique. They paid and then walked inside, trying to avoid the stares of the local people, and settled in the corner of the lounge. The restaurant was decorated with traditional art work and the table cloths were made of local fabric. There was soft Congolese music playing in the background.



    They ordered some cold drinks and sat back, absorbing the scene.



    John waited patiently for Jenny to recover.



    “Jenny, some of these men can be rude, especially to women,” John said.



    “Rude! You call it rude when governments disrespect people’s privacy? God knows what else that asshole knows about me,” she said in disgust.



    John was relieved that Jenny’s fighting spirit was back. “Wonder if they found out about my beautiful Peruvian twins,” he said abruptly.



    “What did you just say?”



    “Well …” he started saying, but broke out laughing again. They laughed for a good five minutes, making up all kinds of secrets that could be in Gaston Nkoni’s files.



    “I think we should call our contact at CARE International and see if she is free to see us tomorrow. Hopefully we can get a general picture of the situation from her.” She smiled cheerfully like her old self. She pulled out her pocketbook and perused the contents. “Judging by our encounter with Gaston, this is not going to be an easy assignment. Talking to a neutral person is our best chance.”



    John’s mind was working on the same wavelength. Rumor had it that there were about six thousand rebel soldiers camped nearby. Common sense told John that if the rebels were near the city, with the knowledge of the government, they were a force to be reckoned with. He looked at his watch and was surprised to see that it was almost one o’clock. He looked up, but before he could say anything, Jenny got up.



    “I will go and ask to use the phone. I want to try Mrs. Dreyfus again. Hopefully she is now available. Be right back.”



    She looked at her watch and started walking swiftly toward the hotel reception area. John turned and looked at her, but quickly looked away, not wanting to be sidetracked. He thought of what Jenny had just said about their best sources for the story. He was convinced that the way to get a great story was to contact the rebels and, hopefully, photograph them. “But how?” he asked himself. He headed to the bar and started chatting with the bartender.



    In the meantime, Jenny was calling the offices of CARE International. Finally she got through to Mrs. Dreyfus’ secretary, who, to Jenny’s surprise, apologized and then connected her.



    A pleasant voice came on the phone. “This is Jackie Dreyfus. May I help you?”



    “Hello, Mrs. Dreyfus, this is Jenny Osborne. I believe Mr. Williamson informed you about our coming to Congo. I was wondering if you had time to meet with me …” Jenny started saying, but Jackie cut her short.



    “I was about to call you. Are you free for lunch tomorrow?”



    “Yes. I have a colleague with me.”



    “No problem; bring your colleague. Let’s meet at Hotel Diplomat tomorrow at twelve thirty. I will make reservations. See you then,” she said and hung up.



    Jenny walked back to where John was sitting and sipping his drink absent-mindedly. She tapped on his shoulder lightly. John turned abruptly. “You startled me. That was fast; what’s up?”



    Jenny pulled up a seat and smiled. “I just talked to Jackie Dreyfus. She has invited us for lunch tomorrow. She sounded very pleasant.”



    “Sounds good,” he said, motioning the waiter for the menu. John lowered his voice. “I thought about what you said earlier and I think we shouldn’t limit ourselves to solely neutral sources. I just heard that some of the rebels walk around in the city dressed as civilians. We should try to contact them and get their side of the story.” He leaned back, waiting for her reply.



    She nodded her head. “You are right, of course. The story won’t be worth much if we don’t cover every side. Hopefully we will get some pointers from Mrs. Dreyfus.”



    They opted for a light lunch of salad and omelets, which they ate quickly and then left.



    John got a taxi and, once again, the taxi driver spoke English. John asked him to take the scenic route so that they could see more of the city. The driver obliged, taking them through different side streets, and they sat back and took it all in. The city center was modern, but the side streets were run down. It was more of the same as they drove around town.



    As soon as they got out of the city center, John noticed a truck full of people entering a big enclosed area and asked the driver to stop. In an instant, he was taking photographs of the trucks, which were also loaded with guns. The taxi driver seemed to be trying to warn him, but before he could say anything, one of the soldiers saw them and rushed to their car with his gun pointed at them and ordered Jenny and John out of the taxi.



    They produced their American press badges, and told him that they were picking up the local press permits in two days. After glancing at their badges, the soldier threw them back at John and Jenny and then ordered them to get back in the taxi and turn the car around. The taxi driver obediently turned the car and drove for a while before Jenny asked him to pull over.



    She ran out of the car and started gasping for breath. She looked like she was hyperventilating. Her heart was hammering and she broke out in a cold sweat.



    John sat on the hood of the taxi and lit a cigarette, wondering what exactly was going on in that stadium or barracks, or whatever it was. “Bastards,” he said bitterly. He could not maintain his usual calm composure. He looked at Jenny and walked over to her.



    John touched her shoulder. “I know how it feels. The first time a gun is pointed at you is scary.” He suspected that it was more than that. Maybe it was a combination of exhaustion, jet lag, being in a war zone, and that asshole Gaston.



    Jenny turned toward him. She seemed to have recovered. “John, let’s go back to the hotel. I am tired and I just want to get out of here.”



    “Good idea. Let’s go,” he said opening the taxi door. They entered the taxi and took off.



    “I have a feeling we are going to experience more of this, or even worse,” she said.



    “I think you are right. This is the beginning. Let’s go,” he said opening the car door.


  



  
    CHAPTER 11


    _______



    The taxi ride to the Hotel Diplomat the next day took about fifteen minutes. Most of the ride was uphill and the scenery was breathtaking, with the tropical vegetation more visible than in the city center. Eucalyptus trees had been planted on either side of the beautifully paved road as they got closer to the hotel. Jenny and John were quietly looking outside the taxi. The lawn leading to the hotel was very well kept with a big waterfall in the middle, and the lobby was impressive. The staff was immaculately dressed in white uniforms.



    The restaurant was on the second floor. They were led to a table that was on the extreme left side of the room with a nice view of the city below. Since the hotel was on a hill, the lake was clearly visible; they could see the shores of Brazzaville in the distance. The view was breathtaking.



    “Wow! Look at the view,” Jenny exclaimed.



    “My sentiments exactly. Can’t say I blame anybody fighting for this beauty,” John said.



    She looked at him and shook her head. “No beauty is worth the bloodshed.”



    “Aren’t we getting sentimental?” John taunted back.



    They turned around and saw a tall, elegant woman walking toward them. They both guessed, correctly, that she was Jackie Dreyfus.



    * * *



    Jackie Dreyfus was quite a sight. She was tall and slender with blonde hair pulled backward, and she was very well dressed. She could have been in her late thirties or early forties. She moved like an athlete and exuded self-confidence.



    “Wow, quite a looker,” thought John to himself.



    “Hi, Jenny, I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, sitting down between John and Jenny.



    “That’s okay; we were enjoying the view,” Jenny answered.



    “Yes, it’s great, isn’t it? Now, tell me what is going on back home. I can’t wait to hear everything.” She sounded like someone who had just met long-lost relatives.



    “Well, the good old U.S.A. is the same as usual. Nothing really changes much.” The comment came from John Spencer. Jackie looked at John for an instant.



    “Sorry, this is my partner, John Spencer. He is a photojournalist and a very good friend.”



    “Nice to meet you, John. Mr. Williamson told me all about you two. Welcome to Congo,” she said smiling and extending her hand. “I was born on Long Island. My husband and I have been here for the past three years. When we got here, it was relatively peaceful, but now the war has changed things. I can’t wait to go back home.” She quickly changed the subject. “Have you seen any sights?”



    Jenny shook her head. “We got in the night before last.” “Well, good, I will show you some of the safe areas, but I must warn you the International Community is going to bail out soon.”



    This was exactly what Jenny had been waiting for—a way to start a conversation about the real situation. “Mrs. Dreyfus, can I asked you something?”



    “Go right ahead, and please call me Jackie.”



    “Before we got here, we heard that there was some kind of truce being hammered out, but there are still guns going off. Did it fall through?”



    Jackie laughed. “I will tell you something that anybody living here will tell you. There have been numerous so-called truces, and all of them have been broken. Meanwhile, the rebels have been advancing steadily toward the capital.” She paused. “Don’t quote me, but the way I see it, there is a lot of division in the government on what course to take, so the rebels have been gaining an upper hand despite the support the government gets from France and Belgium.”



    “You mean the agreement with the rebels won’t be honored?”



    Jackie shook her head. “I don’t think so … simply because nobody wants to honor it. Many civilians of minority tribes are being massacred in the countryside, and we have received numerous reports of massive rebel recruitment from neighboring countries. I have also heard that there are other factions whose interests would be hindered by peace. I fully believe that war is inevitable,” she said, looking at both of them.



    John Spencer had been listening to what Jackie was saying with a lot of interest and couldn’t think of a better time than now to ask a question that had been nagging him. “Tell me, Jackie, I am sure in your work you come across both rebel and government soldiers. How can we contact a rebel spokesman for a comment without the government’s knowledge?”



    Jackie thought for a moment before answering. “Mr. Spencer, to do that during war time would be tantamount to espionage, but if you insist, one way to make contact would be to go through the United Nations or the Red Cross. It is still risky. By now, you must know that you are being watched. I suggest you interview the civilians and stay away from rebels, for now.” Jackie sighed, looked in the direction of the waiter, and beckoned for the menus.



    “What is good to eat here, Jackie?” Jenny asked as she looked at the menu.



    Jackie glanced at the menu again. “Well, there is smoked fish, crocodile, or snake stew if you want to eat something different. But you can also have something familiar, like fish and chips.”



    “How is the crocodile stew prepared?” Jenny asked the waiter, who was still standing there.



    “We fry it first in vegetable oil with onions, tomatoes, and curry spices, and then we let it cook. The snake stew is done the same way. You can have it with rice or potatoes, and any vegetable or salad.” He spoke in broken English, but they could understand him.



    “The crocodile sounds good. Can I have that with rice and salad?” John asked.



    “Me, too, but instead of salad, I prefer string beans if you have them.” Jenny said. The waiter nodded.



    “I will have the same as she is having,” Jackie said in crisp French. The waiter smiled and asked them what they wanted to drink. They all opted for mineral water.



    “I guess some of us will have to use sign language to get some food around here,” John commented and they all started laughing. “Maybe I have to note down a few orders and make sure I don’t change my diet?” he continued, making them laugh even more.



    “Jackie, do you know a good interpreter? We need someone who understands the local languages.” Jenny said after composing herself.



    “As a matter of fact, I know just the right person for you. We use him sometimes. His name is Marc McKay, and he is fluent in English, French, and Lingala, the local language. In English, he would be called Mark with a “k,” but here they use “c” instead, because of the French influence. He is educated and trustworthy and he can also drive you around, if you wish. Marc’s father is English and his mother is Congolese, but they separated and the father went back to England. Marc decided to stay with his mother, but he still visits his father from time to time.”



    “He sounds great, Jackie. We need someone who knows the lay of the land,” Jenny said.



    “I believe he is available, since his boss is out of the country for a month. I will call him and give him your contact information. Do you have cell phones? If you don’t, I suggest you get some, especially if you intend to venture outside the city limits. The phones are not reliable outside the city.”



    “You are right. It’s on our list of things to purchase today,” Jenny said.



    Their food arrived, and they started digging in. John’s salad was mixed with all kinds of local fruits and vegetables. The food was delicious and Jackie was a very good hostess.



    “Lunch was wonderful, Jackie. Thank you for bringing us here,” Jenny said after she finished; John echoed similar sentiments.



    “Don’t mention it,” Jackie answered. “Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? I have invited some people and it will be good for you to meet them. But of course, the meeting can’t look arranged.”



    “Of course,” Jenny and John said simultaneously and then accepted the invitation.



    “Okay, that’s settled, Jackie said as she pulled a chair back. “I will write down the address. I have a few errands to run, so I will see you at eight,” she said as she wrote the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Jenny.



    “I will also invite Marc, the interpreter, so that you can meet him,” she said as she stood up. “See you both later, then,” she added with a smile, and then left.


  



  
    CHAPTER 12


    _______



    Soon after Jackie left, the waiter came and offered John a piece of paper. “Excuse me, monsieur, the lady left this.”



    John looked at note then handed it to Jenny. “It’s the number for the contact at the United Nations office here in Kinshasa.”



    Jenny looked at John and smiled. “Jackie is very quick.”



    John asked the waiter for the bill.



    “Sorry, monsieur, the lady paid for everything. Would you like a drink for you and the lady?” John was caught off guard. He looked at Jenny questioningly.



    “No thanks,” Jenny said, and the waiter left.



    “That was nice of her to pay for our meal. I must admit she wasn’t what I expected,” John commented.



    “I agree. I guess our next move should be to try and get the UN contact.”



    “We will need a car. I will go and see if there is a rental place here,” John said.



    “I will check on the cell phones. I think I saw a small phone shop in the lobby.”



    Jenny headed to the phone store, while John went to check on transportation. They met up again, and Jenny handed John a cell phone.



    “We can’t rent cell phones here so I bought some cheap ones with SIM cards. No need to spend much money when we are leaving soon. I am told the phone reception for cells is not good, so I don’t know how useful they will be,” Jenny said.



    “We will manage. You know, I was thinking about what Jackie said about being followed. We will have to watch out.”



    They asked directions to the United Nations office and drove there in the Jeep that John had just rented. The directions were very good and they reached the UN building within a few minutes. When they got there, John stayed in the car while Jenny entered the office. She took a seat across from a man who introduced himself as Aaron Beardsley, originally from Canada. Jenny had called ahead from the Hotel Diplomat and requested to meet him. She had mentioned on the phone that she was American.



    “Now, Ms. Osborne, what may I help you with?” Mr. Beardsley asked enthusiastically.



    Jenny opened her bag and looked for a notepad.



    * * *



    Beardsley was studying the young reporter in admiration and some confusion. Why anyone would want to leave a relatively safe haven back in America to come to this hellhole was beyond his understanding. As far as he was concerned, the sooner this foreign duty was over the better.



    “Mr. Beardsley?” asked Jenny.



    “Yes, yes,” he answered coming back to his senses.



    “What’s your take on the current situation, keeping in mind that some of the previous UN agreements have been violated?”



    The Lieutenant thought about that for a while. “Miss Osborne, I am not supposed to answer these questions. My job is to try and keep the peace here. I can only comment off the record if you agree to that.”



    “Don’t worry, Mr. Beardsley. I won’t quote you anywhere. You have my word on that.”



    He nodded. “I have been here for two years and I have visited both the government camps and rebel strongholds. My observations are personal. I can’t guarantee the outcome of this war, but the rebels seem to be disciplined and determined whereas the government soldiers are undisciplined. I would say if no permanent peace plan is found, the rebels will win.” He finished and shrugged.



    Jenny was listening attentively and at the same time, taking some notes. “I heard that in some villages things are getting so bad that the tribes may start ethnic cleansing. Is this true?”



    The Lieutenant was taken aback by the directness of the question. “You see, Miss Osborne, this ethnic cleansing happens from time to time against the minority tribes. Lately, these incidents have increased, but there is no substantial proof.”



    “Can’t the UN do something about this?” Jenny asked, trying not to appear agitated.



    “No, ma’am. The UN is an observer, designed to simply enforce a truce between the rebels and the government. We are discouraged from involving ourselves in internal affairs.”



    “Thank you, Mr. Beardsley. By the way, please call me Jenny.” She smiled at the Lieutenant.



    “Thank you, ma’am … I mean, Jenny. Call me Aaron.” He smiled back.



    “Thank you, Aaron. I look forward to seeing you again. I know you must be very lonely, being so far from home,” she said as he escorted her to the door.



    “Yes. I am looking forward to seeing my family back home.” He couldn’t say he wanted to get the hell out the godforsaken place.



    “Bye, Aaron.” She shook Beardsley’s hand and then followed the guard, who must have been sitting outside the office all along. At the entrance, she thanked the guard and crossed the street to where the Jeep was parked. She opened the door on John’s side.



    John was startled. “Don’t ever do that again, Jenny! You scared the shit out of me!”



    Jenny was taken aback. “Sorry, John, I didn’t mean to …”



    “Never mind me; I must have dosed off. What happened in there?”



    She smiled. “We had a good conversation. He seems like a nice Canadian boy.”



    John shook his head. “Oh no, don’t tell me you went in there for a romantic escapade with some United Nations jackass,” he teased.



    “Come on, John; be serious. He gave me some good information, off the record.”



    Jenny recounted her conversation with the Lieutenant as they rode around trying to see more of the town. They passed a few roadblocks manned by soldiers.



    * * *



    On their way back, Jenny and John passed the dreaded Foreign Ministry building, which reminded Jenny of her encounter with Monsieur Gaston Nkoni. They entered their hotel, headed to the lounge, and ordered soft drinks.



    Jenny fell silent thinking about the soldier that had pulled a gun on them the day before. Her mind wandered to her family back in Pittsburgh. With their quiet way of life and their total ignorance about the rest of the world, they could never imagine a place like this.



    “A penny for your thoughts,” prodded John.



    “I was just thinking about folks back home and how all this would seem to them.”



    “I don’t know if mine would care,” John said. “My parents divorced when I was ten and I haven’t seen my father for fifteen years. I only see my mother when she needs money. She is shacking up with some guy in Far Rockaway. Seriously, I don’t think they give a shit one way or another. Their life hasn’t been a bed of roses either.” He finished and took a sip of his drink.



    Jenny looked at John in a strange new light. This explained a lot about him, especially his reluctance to confront people. John hated anything to do with confrontation. Unlike most people, his experience had changed him for the better. He had grown up in a dysfunctional family and now all he wanted was peace.



    “I’m sorry John. I didn’t mean to remind you—”



    “It’s okay. For me, life is like a lottery. You don’t choose your parents. Some people are lucky and some are not. As for me, I couldn’t wait to get into the army and leave that hellhole in the Bronx. But that is all in the past. I still can’t help feeling bad for people that are suffering, like we saw today.”



    “I know, John. Sometimes I wonder if westerners care about what is happening in these poor countries.”



    “I am sure some do, but not enough. Many of these countries have not yet recovered from oppression. It all goes back to colonial times, when areas were divided up and given to western countries. As you know, I did a few stints in South America and Asia, and the same thing happened as it did here in Africa.”



    Jenny, who was already aware of what John was saying, just nodded.



    “You are right. It’s a vicious cycle.” She looked at her watch and saw it was almost five thirty. “Wow, time sure flies around here. I want to rest before the party. Are you staying here?” she asked as she stood up.



    “Resting sounds like a good idea.” He grabbed his camera bag and followed Jenny to the elevator. They pushed the button for their floor and promised to meet in the lobby two hours later.


  



  
    CHAPTER 13


    _______



    The moment Jenny entered her room, she knew someone had been there. The strange cologne hit her nostrils as she closed the door behind her. She quickly went through her belongings checking to see if anything was missing, but everything was in place.



    So, what the hell were they looking for? she asked herself as she sat on her bed.



    Jenny was puzzled about the invasion, but she remembered Monsieur Gaston Nkoni at the Parliament building and felt uneasy. This had to be one of his tricks. John was right; this wasn’t a regular war. These people were obviously suspicious of the press. Otherwise why would they search their rooms? Of course John’s room must have been searched too.



    * * *



    Across the hall, John took off his coat and quickly undressed to take a shower. The moment he drew the curtains, he stopped in his tracks. There was a footprint on the tile in the bathroom, and John never went to the bathroom with his shoes on.



    Wait a minute, he thought as he backtracked toward the bed. There was one way to find out. He quickly put on his sneakers, went back inside the bathroom, and slowly stepped beside the footprint. It was evident his foot was a lot bigger than the one on the floor. His first thought was to warn Jenny, but he quickly decided against it.



    If someone had been in here, then it was possible that the place was wired.



    John’s mind was working overtime. What possible reason could they have to bug or even search the room? he asked himself. There was no doubt in his mind that Jenny’s room had been searched as well. It was clear that they shouldn’t engage in any conversations on phones or do anything remotely suspicious. Tomorrow, he would check the car for bugs and tracking devices.



    John put on a nice pair of beige pants, a white shirt, a navy blue blazer and a reasonably worn pair of shoes. He looked at himself in the mirror and was satisfied. He thought about calling Jenny but decided against it and instead tried to figure out where they would have put the bugs. He remembered seeing a movie where somebody had put a microphone in the phone, so he lifted the phone and unscrewed its mouthpiece. Sure enough, there was a small device with two wires connected to both metal ends. He screwed the mouthpiece back on, picked up his key, and dashed toward the door.



    A few strides later, he was knocking on Jenny’s door. The door opened and he motioned Jenny to come out. She picked up her room key, and came out in a bathrobe, closing the door silently behind her. They walked further down the hall before they spoke.



    “Jenny, someone searched my room and my phone is bugged. I am sure yours is bugged too,” he said, breathing heavily.



    Jenny nodded her head, still in shock. “There was a strange smell when I entered but the phone, I never thought—“ Jenny started saying but couldn’t finish.



    “Listen to me, we will go back to your room and talk as if nothing has happened while I check your phone for a bug.”



    They walked to her room and started making small talk about the good weather in Kinshasa and how friendly people seemed. They continued making small talk as John opened the mouthpiece and checked for the little device. It was there, all right. He looked at Jenny, who was fully dressed by now, and nodded as he screwed the mouthpiece back on. They left the room shortly afterward and headed for the elevator.



    * * *



    Jenny checked her watch; it was almost seven thirty. They were just in time. They informed the receptionist that they were waiting for someone and that they would be in the lounge. Once they had settled themselves in their favorite corner, she blurted out, “How dare they invade our personal privacy like that? I mean, the thought of someone going through my things …” She couldn’t finish the sentence.



    “It’s all part of being in a war zone. Don’t let them get to you. I am sure we are not the only ones. Better not let them know we are onto them.”



    “Should we mention it to Jackie?” Jenny asked.



    John shook his head. “No, I think we should leave everything as it is and keep using the telephone as if nothing has happened, as long as we are careful about what we say. There is no need to get Jackie involved, at least not yet. I will check the car later.”



    * * *



    A few minutes later, the waiter came to announce that they had a visitor, and they headed toward reception. A man who introduced himself as Jackie Dreyfus’ chauffeur was there waiting for them. He led them to a Range Rover parked outside the door and opened the doors. The journey to her residence was uneventful, with the now-familiar roadblocks and night patrols of soldiers.



    The gate was opened by someone they couldn’t see, and soon they were in a fairly large parking lot surrounded by a lot of cars. John wondered how someone working in a non-governmental organization could afford so much room.



    As if reading John’s mind, the chauffeur was quick to explain. “The CARE group prefers all its employees to live together in a kind of community, for security reasons. It’s a common practice with many International Organizations.”



    He parked the car in front of what looked like the main building and motioned them to the entrance.



    Jackie opened the door for them. She looked striking in a light purple silk suit with pearls around her neck. “There you are. Come on in,” she said with a big smile. She had a perfect set of white teeth. “First, I will take you to the bar to get refreshments; then I will introduce you around. Shall we go?”



    She led them to a large bar-setting that had all kinds of finger foods and drinks. The food was unlike the finger foods one would find in western countries. John and Jenny, who were starving, were happy to fill up their plates.



    “Feel free to grab a seat. I will introduce you later,” Jackie said and left.


  



  
    CHAPTER 14


    _______



    The first person that Jackie introduced Jenny and John to was Marc, their potential interpreter. Marc was about five foot eleven, of medium build. He was of mixed race, with bronze skin and wavy hair that was dreadlocked. He had a very pleasant and easy manner that they both seemed to like. He told them that he was currently available and would gladly assist them when they were ready. They promised to discuss business after meeting the other guests.



    Most of the people at the party were expatriates, although there were a few Congolese people who worked for various NGOs. They all seemed to know each other and were laughing and having a good time despite what was happening in the country. Jenny and John separated and mingled with the crowd. John met a beautiful woman by the name of Jewel who insisted on dancing with him. He reluctantly agreed as he looked around for Jenny. She was dancing with an older well-dressed man.



    “Jewel, who is that man dancing with my colleague?” John asked pointing at him.



    “Oh, him? That’s Ian … Ian Hamilton. He is military attaché at the British Embassy,” she said as she pulled John closer.



    “I hope you don’t mind, my dear, but would you like to sit down?” John said as he disentangled himself from her and led her toward the bar.



    “I have a better idea, John. Why don’t I show you around? The grounds are beautiful this time of the night.”



    John wasn’t sure he wanted to be alone with her, but she seemed eager to get to talk and he was in the country for a story. “Good idea,” he said and followed her. They walked around and somehow ended up in a secluded area. Suddenly she was all over him.



    “I don’t know about this, Jewel. What if someone comes …?” John started saying, but she was very attractive and one thing led to another. Within a few minutes, the deed was done.



    “Don’t worry, John. Nobody will know,” she said casually.



    “I hope not,” John said as they walked back to the party, uneasy about what had happened. He decided that he might as well ask her some questions about the political situation. As luck would have it, he couldn’t have chosen a better person. She told him about the different people at the party and what was being said about the war. “I believe that before I see you again, the rebels will be in control,” Jewel said.



    When they got back to the party, somebody came up to Jewel and asked where her husband was. Jewel looked around the room and then she pointed to Ian Hamilton.



    John, who was visibly shocked, wondered how she could have neglected to tell him that Ian was her husband. “Maybe she isn’t getting enough attention from him,” he thought to himself. They each went their own way and John didn’t talk to her again. He wondered if he had been used.



    * * *



    Jenny finished pouring some white wine in her glass and turned around, almost pouring the contents all over a man’s shirt. She looked up to apologize and stopped in her tracks. Before her stood the most attractive man she had ever laid eyes on. He was probably a foot taller than her, and was looking down at her with an amused smile.



    “Get hold of yourself,” she murmured to herself.



    “What did you say?” he asked.



    “Oh, I said I am sorry. I didn’t see you.”



    “That’s perfectly all right. Are you okay?”



    “Yes, and you?” Why did I ask that?



    “Would you like to dance?” the man asked, but didn’t wait for her to respond. He took her glass out of her hand, placed it on a nearby table, and led her onto the dance floor.



    “I noticed you earlier. My name is Beck. What’s yours?”



    Jenny couldn’t tell where he was from. There was no accent in his English. Was he an American? Did he just say he’d noticed her earlier? “Jenny, Jenny Osborne,” she said, hoping he couldn’t tell how nervous she was.



    “I haven’t seen you around, Jenny Osborne. What brings you to Congo?”



    “I am a reporter. My partner and I are here on an assignment, reporting on the rebel situation. We just arrived the day before yesterday.”



    They talked more about her assignment and Beck promised to get her an interview with the rebels. Jenny tried to talk about his job, but he was evasive and changed the subject. She decided not to push it, but he intrigued her. They danced a few more times, all the while looking into each other’s eyes as they talked. Jenny couldn’t remember being attracted to someone as much as she was to this man.



    All in all, it was a good evening but Jenny was ready to go home, so she went to look for John. He was standing by the bar talking to Marc. Jenny walked up to them and announced that she was ready to leave. Marc offered to give them a ride to the hotel, which they accepted gratefully. They decided to slip off quietly, but not before Jenny glanced back, looking for Beck. He was nowhere in sight.



    On the way back, they found out that not only could Marc speak several languages but he was also well traveled and had a university degree in finance. Marc told them he had decided to come back from Britain to be with his mother despite the instability in the country, but he did not want to work in the corrupt banking system of Congo. He decided, instead, to start a travel agency, but it failed because there were no tourists. That’s how he’d ended up working with the NGOs. They agreed Marc would drive them around except on weekends, and they asked him to apologize to Jackie for their early departure.



    * * *



    After Marc left, John suggested to Jenny that they convene in the lobby for a few minutes and recap their evening. “So did you learn anything?” Jenny asked after their drinks arrived.



    John sipped his beer and said, “Not much except for who does what, but Jewel is convinced that the rebels are going to win sooner or later.”



    “Speaking of Jewel, I saw her hanging onto you a bit too tight. What was going on?”



    “She was pleasant,” he said and then paused, careful not to divulge too much. “Her husband is Ian something, a British military attaché, some kind of spy, so she is a good source of information,” he finished, satisfied with his explanation.



    “Ian Hamilton. I met him. In fact I danced with him, a very good man. He said that I should call him if I needed help or information and I am going to take him up on it.” Jenny smiled. “You’re sure there is nothing else you want to tell me?”



    John knew better than to fool her. “I think she flirts with anything that moves, Jenny. Moreover, she is a married woman.”



    Jenny looked at him for a long time and smiled again but didn’t say anything.



    John decided to change the subject. “So, tell me everything that transpired between you and Mr. Hamilton,” he said, putting on a stern face.



    Jenny smiled. “He invited me for a dance. He said he knew I was a reporter and that I had gone to see Monsieur Gaston Nkoni at the parliament building.” She sipped her drink and continued. “He said that we shouldn’t be surprised if we are followed or find out that our phones are tapped. He also told me that we should try to get as many interviews from government officials as possible to lure attention away from ourselves.”



    John continued playing with his drink as he listened. “From the little I saw of him, he looked like a serious man.” He smiled and looked at her. “Who was the good-looking guy I saw you dancing with?” he asked, trying not to sound jealous.



    “Oh, that one; his name is Beck. He was nice enough, but not forthcoming with information. But he said he would get me in contact with the rebels,” she said and then quickly changed the subject. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Jackie said that she would try to get an interview for us with somebody in the government. She didn’t say who.”



    John wondered why Jenny had changed the subject, but he didn’t want to push the issue. He had seen how the man and Jenny looked at each other as they danced. He wondered if she was attracted to him and felt a sharp pang of jealousy. John looked at his watch and quickly got up. “It’s almost midnight. Maybe we should call it a night,” he said, half yawning.



    They paid their bill, picked up their keys at the counter, and bid good night to the receptionist before they entered the elevator.



    “Jenny, remember Hamilton’s warning,” John said as the elevator opened on their floor. He escorted her to her room and waited until she opened the door. She turned and gave him a small peck on the cheek. “Goodnight John,” she said out loud and winked.



    John understood the meaning of the wink. It was for the benefit of whoever was listening. “Good night, Jenny. See you in the morning,” he said, also loudly.



    When John entered his room, he had an uneasy feeling of being watched but he quickly undressed, jumped into his bed, and fell asleep instantly.



    * * *



    Jenny, who was also feeling uneasy, looked in every corner for cameras but didn’t find any. She removed her makeup, washed her face, and dressed for bed. In one quick move, she was in bed; she fell asleep soon afterward.



    She had a strange dream. She was running down the hill. A group of people with machetes were chasing her. She fell down but got up quickly and continued running, determined not to be hacked alive. She was very exhausted and weak and prayed she could continue to run. All of a sudden, a big hole appeared in front of her, but she couldn’t stop herself in time and fell into the hole. She kept falling, but to her surprise, she landed safely on some soft grass. She looked up and the men were at the top of the cliff, but to her surprise they were not looking at her. She followed the direction of their gaze and saw it. She gasped. Looking her straight in the eye was a giant cobra with blood red eyes. It was easing toward her.



    She screamed and woke up instantly in a deep sweat, only to realize that she had been dreaming. Oh God, she was thankful it was just a dream. She hadn’t had a nightmare since she was in high school. She rubbed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then walked to the bathroom and turned on the shower.



    When she was in high school, her father was laid off from the steel company in Pittsburgh. The family took to heating water on the stove; Jenny, being the oldest, understood what was going on and was deeply affected. She started having nightmares that only stopped when she moved to New York. She shook her head, remembering those difficult cold winters.



    Suddenly, a strange but familiar determination came upon her. She wasn’t going to let a dream get the best of her. She stepped out of the shower, quickly dried herself, and then went back to bed. She grabbed a magazine, which she read through until she fell asleep again. This time, her sleep was dreamless.


  



  
    CHAPTER 15


    _______



    John Spencer enjoyed a restful sleep and woke up a little after ten o’clock. He recalled the events of the previous evening at Jackie’s party. It had been a fun party, especially his unexpected encounter with Jewel. He wouldn’t mind being with her again. Not too many men could resist that woman.



    His mind quickly turned back to the present and he immersed himself in deep thought. Something was bothering him but he couldn’t put his hand on it. Was it Jewel? Could she be a spy? She was such a smooth operator, but that wasn’t it. Suddenly it dawned on him that it was Mr. Beck. The way he had looked at Jenny and, more important, the way Jenny had looked at him. The man had disappeared into thin air. Yes, Beck was a man to watch.



    He was hungry for breakfast. Jenny should be awake by now. He dialed her number. After two rings, there was a faint reply. “Hello!”



    “It’s me, Jenny. Are you all right? You sound strange.”



    “Oh hi, John. What time is it?”



    John looked at his watch again. “It is eleven o’clock. You sure you are all right?” he inquired, concerned.



    “I just woke up. I will call you when I’m ready.”



    “I think I will get some breakfast and go pick up our permits. By the time I come back, you should be ready.”



    “Thanks, John. I really appreciate that. Call me when you get back.”



    Jenny was happy that she didn’t have to go back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building. She was still feeling tired, and uneasy about the dream. Normally it took her a short time to get ready, but today she was slow, with lingering nightmarish visions of the cobra following her around as she dressed. It took her about thirty minutes to get ready. “To hell with the dream,” she said out loud.



    She took her notebook and wrote down the events of the previous night. She was about to wrap up her writing when her phone rang and she picked it up. “Hello?”



    “Jenny dear, it’s Jackie. Are you up yet, or is it too early?”



    “It’s okay, Jackie. What’s up?”



    “Well, guess what! I got you an interview with a big official in the ministry of Foreign Affairs. Are you interested?” she asked eagerly.



    “Of course, Jackie. Thank you. That’s really good news.” Jenny was glad that at last she had something to take her mind off the dream.



    “I told you I will do all I can, dear. How does two thirty this afternoon sound?”



    “That would be wonderful. Do you have time to have lunch before we go? John should be back by then. He went to pick up our permits.”



    “I will be there at one o’clock,” Jackie said and hung up.



    It took Jenny another hour before she headed downstairs. John was coming through the door as Jenny walked out of the elevator. “That was quick,” Jenny said.



    “There was no traffic, and the lady in the lobby remembered me, so everything was easy.”



    “I’m really sorry about this morning, John. I had a bad dream … will tell you about it later. I talked to Jackie. We have an interview with some big shot from the Ministry of Foreign affairs at two thirty. How about that?”



    “That’s great, Jenny; my camera equipment was getting a bit rusty,” he said, thrilled.



    That was one of the things she liked about John—his patience and enthusiasm for action at a moment’s notice. “Did you already order breakfast?” she asked.



    “Not yet. I am going downstairs. They said it’s too late to order breakfast in the room.”



    “Okay. I will be right over.” He pulled out his best jeans trousers and a matching light blue shirt. He selected his good outdoor pair of shoes and quickly put them on.



    There was a knock on the door. “Come in, it’s open,” he called out, and in walked Jenny in a business outfit—a nice brown skirt, matching jacket, and white shirt.



    “Hi there, she said as she sat on the corner of the bed. “Are you ready? By the way, Jackie is meeting us for lunch at one o’clock. We don’t have much time.”



    “I’m ready,” he said as he picked up the heavy camera equipment. “But I could use some black coffee.” At the same time, he was busy trying to figure out if they had said anything out of order, with the room being bugged. Nothing came to mind.



    John closed the door and caught up with Jenny by the elevator. “We’ve got an interview at last,” he said, very excited.



    “About time, wouldn’t you say?”



    They walked to the counter, deposited their keys, and informed the receptionist that they were expecting somebody. They proceeded to the restaurant, and luckily their favorite corner was vacant. They found out that breakfast wasn’t being served and they had to settle for lunch. They decided to wait for Jackie and ordered some coffee instead. Jenny was about to say something but John put his forefinger on his mouth to silence her. Their coffee arrived.



    Jenny couldn’t control herself anymore. “John, what the hell was that all about?” She quickly answered herself. “Oh no, you don’t think—? They wouldn’t dare!”



    “Just checking to make sure you were still on guard,” he grinned.



    She wanted to kill him, but he was right. She needed to pay more attention. “I suppose I’m lucky to have you on my side. Otherwise I would be a sitting duck.”



    “Don’t count your eggs before they hatch, my dear. If they really wanted to get rid of us, we would be finished.” The comment sent a shiver down her spine.



    A half an hour later, Jackie walked in, classy and confident as ever. “Hello, my friends. I hope I didn’t keep you long,” she said, pulling a chair closer to them. She then looked at Jenny. “You are going to meet the Minister of Defense, Monsieur Albert Kamazi, a very influential man in the government. I have met him many times through work, and he is a very friendly man.”



    “Thanks, Jackie. You have been incredible in so many ways. We owe you a lot,” Jenny said, delighted. John echoed her sentiments. He motioned to a waiter for menus, which they all perused.



    “I must confess I am not familiar with French menus. Back home, I simply go for spaghetti with meatballs,” Jenny said. All of them laughed out loud, and everybody in the restaurant turned to see what was so funny. They ordered hamburgers and salad, since they had little time before their appointment. They finished eating within a few minutes.



    “I guess we better get going if we are to make the appointment,” said Jenny. She signed the bill to her room and they left. Jackie’s car was waiting outside, but so was Marc.



    Jackie and Jenny left together in Jackie’s car, and Marc and John followed them. They arrived at the Ministry of Defense shortly before the agreed time of the interview. They entered the parliament building and Jackie informed the receptionist about their appointment. An armed escort led them down the hall.



    “I will introduce you guys to the Minister; I guess the rest is up to you,” Jackie said with a smile. They entered a large, well-furnished office with a secretary and an armed guard who stepped aside for them and closed the door behind them. The secretary greeted them politely in French and quickly said something into the intercom.



    Promptly, a heavyset gentleman probably in his mid-fifties opened the door and offered his hand to greet them. Jackie introduced them to Monsieur Albert Kamazi and said something to the man in French before leaving. They followed the Minister into a larger office expensively furnished. He motioned them to a large sofa set and they sat down.



    Jenny looked around the room and started wondering how the country could afford an office like this while most of their people could barely make ends meet. She thought about the barefoot women and children she had seen in the streets. Life was definitely not fair. As a reporter she was supposed to be impartial, but sometimes it was tough.



    The Minister took his time talking on the telephone before he turned to them. It wasn’t long before a young Congolese soldier entered and saluted the Minister who addressed the young man in French. The latter extended his hand to Jenny and John. He introduced himself as



    Lieutenant Clement and welcomed them in English. He promised to assist in any way possible while they were in the country.



    “Excuse me, monsieur, is it possible to film this interview?” Jenny asked the young man.



    Apparently, the Minister understood this and said, “Oui, c’est possible,” nodding his head.



    John set his camera in the corner and worked on the lighting. The Minister sat opposite Jenny while the young man sat next to the Minister, interpreting every sentence both ways. The Minister kept on blaming the rebels and the countries that supported them. Jenny felt that it was a waste of time. She looked at John and noticed that he was also bored. She thanked the Minister and stood up. He also stood up and shook Jenny’s hand.



    “I hope to see you again. Clement will give you a tour of some facilities to show you weapons and other things that we have captured from the enemy,” he said.



    The interview had been short, and no new revelations had come out of it. Jenny wondered if all this was staged to get them to publish a slanted story. It wouldn’t be the first time reporters were used to put out false reports.



    John stopped taping and closed his equipment. The Minister thanked them before guiding them out of his expensive office. As soon they were in the corridor, the young man smiled and introduced himself again, obviously more relaxed. “My name is Clement but you can call me Clay if it’s easier,” he said candidly.



    “I am Jenny and this is John,” Jenny said as they walked toward the lobby. She had started to realize that almost all first names of Congolese people were in French. It made sense, since they had been colonized by the Belgians and later by the French.



    Clay didn’t even glance at the receptionist as they passed by on their way out. “You will have to leave your car behind to make our trip smoother,” he said. “We shall visit two locations that the Minister arranged and of course, I will answer all the questions you may have.” He finished as a driver opened the door of a brand new black Lincoln town car.



    “Excuse me, Clay, how long do think it will take?” John asked. “I have to alert our driver.”



    “We should be back in an hour,” Clay said. John excused himself to go tell Marc. He was back in a few minutes, and then they all got in the car and took off.



    Jenny noticed that their vehicle wasn’t stopped as they passed the roadblocks. The soldiers saluted every time they saw the car. They finally stopped at what looked like large barracks.



    A soldier peeped through a small hole in the door and proceeded to open the gate for them. They saw a very large gun with about ten big barrels sticking out and Jenny asked Clay what it was. He proceeded to say that it was a long-range artillery piece that shot at distances of ten miles or more. Jenny asked how the weapons were captured, and he said they were captured when their troops laid a trap for the rebels and then overwhelmed them with superior firepower.



    Clay went on to say that they were captured near the border of Central Africa. “We have repeatedly complained to the world about Central Africa’s involvement in this war,” he said.



    * * *



    John was not buying any of it, but he continued getting close-ups of the different weapons. He could tell that the weapons were a mix of Chinese and French, but mostly French. John was filming everything from guns to light machine guns and artillery pieces. The filming got more interesting when they arrived at the second place, which looked like an armory.



    The soldiers were quick to stop him from filming, but not before he had captured a black Mercedes car and two white soldiers loading what looked like a heavy box inside the car trunk.



    Suddenly John found himself being manhandled out of the area. Clay was quick to intercede.



    He showed the men his identity, saying that they had permission to be there. The men apologized and pulled him aside to tell him something.



    Clay arrived a few minutes later and apologized to John, saying that they had ventured into a sensitive area. Jenny pretended to be furious. “Do you normally treat foreign journalists like that?” she asked angrily.



    John could have sworn she was really angry, but he knew better. Jenny was acting. “I swear, the girl could get an Oscar,” he thought.



    “Miss Osborne, I’m very sorry about those ignorant soldiers. Nothing like that will happen again. I will reprimand them later, for sure,” Clay said with authority.



    “Thank you for your assurance, Clay. I really appreciate it,” she said, smiling.



    John’s mind was backtracking on what he had just filmed. He couldn’t figure out what was in the box and why the soldiers didn’t want him to film there, especially since they had been given clearance by the Minister. He pondered the questions, but decided to leave it alone for now, since he couldn’t come up with any answers.



    It was about five o’clock when they finally made their way back to the city. The road they took ran parallel to the beautiful Congo River. There was a soft breeze, and the scenery was wonderful. They were all quiet, enjoying the dense tropical vegetation, splendid despite the occasional sound of gunfire. The vegetation became less dense as they approached the city.



    The Ministry of Defense building came into view and within a few minutes the car parked in front of the Jeep, where Marc was waiting while reading a newspaper. They thanked Clay for the tour and said they would be in touch.



    Marc slid behind the wheel, backed out of the parking lot, and headed toward the hotel. Once there, Marc said goodbye and drove home.



    Jenny and John walked into the hotel and went toward the lounge.


  



  
    CHAPTER 16


    _______



    Antoine Giza, was having a hard time trying to shake off what Pierre had told him. He had spent the whole day trying to gather information and had found out the names of the three officials who had gone to South Africa to bring the arms, but he had not found out where the missile had been taken. It was late evening and asking more questions at this time could arouse suspicion, yet he was running out of time, so he had no choice. Well, he could always claim an emergency since it was war time.



    Antoine made a phone call to Joseph Ngira’s home and was told that he was at the Officers’ Club, where most officers congregated to socialize. Joseph was his longtime friend and worked at the armory. If anyone knew the shipments that came in and out of the country, it would be Joseph. Antoine put on his neatly pressed uniform and headed for the Officers’ Club. He decided to forego his driver and bodyguard and sent them home.



    It wasn’t hard to spot Joseph, who always surrounded himself with beautiful girls and drew most of the attention. Antoine approached the table and shook hands with everybody.



    “Hello, Joseph. I see you are still at it with the girls. Haven’t you heard of AIDS?” Antoine asked, smiling.



    Joseph started laughing, and so did the beauties around him. “Oh, come on, Antoine,” he said, “and where is your wife? Oops … I forgot … she has you on a leash.”



    They all laughed loudly, including Antoine. The club wasn’t crowded these days, with many of the soldiers being assigned different duties around the country. The exceptions were people like Joseph, who worked at the armory, and Antoine, who maintained artillery weapons.



    “Say, Joseph, I wanted to talk to you. I didn’t know if I would have the opportunity to see you tomorrow, things being as they are, so I took a chance that you would be here.”



    Joseph was relaxed, happy, and always telling jokes. Antoine knew that he wasn’t the smartest of guys, but he was a joy to be with. His best asset in the military was his obedience and unquestioning dedication.



    “Sure, Antoine. What did you have in mind that couldn’t wait until tomorrow? As you can see, I am busy,” he answered, kissing the girl that was positioned on his right.



    Antoine smiled and waved his hand dismissively. “It’s nothing big. Take your time.” He busied himself with his drink and looked around to see the few other officers that were in the pub. It was almost eleven o’clock, and the attendants were collecting empty bottles.



    Finally, Joseph disentangled himself from the ladies and motioned Antoine to follow him to a table in the corner. “Okay, Antoine, what is it that couldn’t wait?” he asked as he pulled out a chair and sat down.



    Antoine lit a cigarette. It was a habit he had almost conquered, but it had found its way back since he’d talked to Pierre. “It’s nothing much, Joseph. Some fuses on the 106mm are burned out and I need some more spares. They took a bashing when our men were being trained by the zungus,” he said, referring to the white soldiers. Antoine was a gifted liar. He could lie without changing his expression.



    Joseph laughed aloud. “I know about the zungus. I even had my boys chase a muzungu photographer from the armory this afternoon. He was taking pictures. Can you believe it? He was with a muzungu woman.”



    Antoine also laughed out loud, although he didn’t see anything funny about it. “You know Joseph, I can’t wait for this war to end. I miss the good old days,” he said, faking sadness.



    Joseph chuckled. “Well, Antoine, things are strange these days. Anybody with high connections can sign for equipment without my authorization. I don’t ask questions, as you well know. I just follow orders.”



    Antoine was suddenly alert. What did Joseph mean, anybody can sign for equipment?



    “Joseph, you mean you allow this to happen? Couldn’t all hell break loose on you, my friend?” he said as softly as possible, not wanting to arouse suspicion.



    Joseph shrugged his shoulders. “For example, today I got orders to release a box I believe came with the other orders from South Africa, but what surprised me was that the order wasn’t routine. Commander of the paratroopers in Kinshasa signed for it.”



    Antoine’s eyes opened wide. He opened his mouth to say something but decided against it. He decided to change the subject. “Forget about these things, my friend. Better not get involved. I will talk to my boss about those fuses. Let’s go and check on the ladies. I would rather die of pussy than a bullet,” he said, laughing.



    Joseph, being simple, laughed with him and got up. “Well, better hurry up before they get too drunk to be receptive,” he said, tapping on Antoine’s shoulder.



    Antoine followed Joseph, trying his best to keep a neutral expression on his face, though deep inside he was worried sick about the information he had just gotten from Joseph. They joined the girls, who were still giggling unconcernedly about what was going on around them. Joseph took his place between the two beauties and quickly forgot about the conversation with Antoine.



    This new revelation was astounding, yet it could also be irrelevant to what Antoine was trying to find out. Nevertheless, his sixth sense was alert, and he automatically knew that what Pierre was looking for was long gone. He chugged some more whisky down and bid farewell to Joseph, ignoring the protests from the girls.



    When he got home, he quickly got into his bed, totally exhausted and depressed. To his relief, his wife was fast asleep. He slept uncomfortably, tossing and turning, at the same time trying not to wake her.



    * * *



    Lieutenant Joseph Ngira had forgotten about the conversation with Antoine until he arrived at home with his new beauty, Adele. It was the first time he had met her, and he was very eager to hold her in his arms, but the girl kept stalling, teasing him about all sorts of things.



    Finally, she asked him the name of the gentleman that he had talked to earlier.



    “Which one do you mean?” he asked, suddenly irritated.



    “The stocky one that bought us drinks. You see, I have a sister and I would like us to double date,” she said as she nibbled on his ear.



    “Oh that’s my friend, Antoine. He is not worth it. He is a devoted husband and besides, these days our paths don’t cross very often, except when we need something from each other,” he answered, drinking some more whisky from the bottle.



    Adèle was well trained as an informer and her job was to find out as much as possible about Joseph and whoever talked to him. “Chéri, you mean he wanted some money? You shouldn’t give money away like that,” she said, looking concerned.



    “He wanted some equipment at the armory; you know, fuses. It’s not important, chérie, come on,” he said and kissed her thoroughly, ripping off her clothes anxiously. Their love making was quick, and Joseph, being drunk, fell asleep soon after.



    * * *



    Adèle got up and made a phone call, telling someone what Joseph had said. She was advised to leave the house immediately, so she skillfully took some of the francs that were in Joseph’s pocket, picked up her stuff, and left.



    Adèle never talked about her work, which usually included a conversation with a client and some lovemaking before she made her exit. The people she worked for, though she had never met them, were mean and deadly, and they had proved it by beating her only brother to a pulp when she had refused to work with them. On the other hand, they paid her handsomely. She opened the door, stepped out and kept walking straight down the street.



    From the corner of her eye, she saw two men enter the house. Poor Joseph, she thought, tears streaming down her face. She promised herself that one day after she saved enough money, she would take her family to a country far away and begin a new life. She was still making plans for the future as she boarded a taxi to take her home.



    * * *



    Joseph struggled for breath. He tried to move, but he couldn’t. Water was being thrown in his face. He thought he was dreaming until he opened his eyes and squinted at the light. He realized he was hanging upside down with chains wrapped around him; all he could move was his head. There was a strong cloth between his teeth that was gagging him. Damn! It wasn’t a dream.



    A loud, deep voice came from behind him. “Listen, Joseph, nobody wants to hurt you. Just answer all the questions and we will let you go.” The gag was removed, and Joseph heard a click of a pistol as somebody cocked it behind him.



    “Holy Mary, mother of God,” Joseph said aloud. “I’ll answer everything you ask, but please don’t hurt me,” he pleaded.



    “Good. What did Captain Antoine want?” asked the voice.



    “He wanted some fuses, monsieur.”



    “Did you discuss anything else? You sat in the corner for quite some time.”



    “Well, I told him that I had chased away some nosy white photographer,” Joseph answered, thinking that was the last of the questioning. A pistol slap is what he got instead, and blood gushed out of mouth.



    “Spit everything out, you dirty bastard, before I blow your brains out!” the voice shouted.



    Joseph’s ears rang with pain and he almost passed out, but water was poured on his face, which jolted him back.



    “Please don’t hit me anymore. All I said was routine, about the shipment from South Africa and the box that was signed by the Commander of the paratroopers. I swear that’s all we discussed, no more,” he pleaded.



    “Okay, Joseph, we are going to let you go. Just one more question; did this white person take pictures of the armory?”



    “I think so, monsieur, but my boys stopped them from taking any more.”



    “Joseph, what did this white person look like?”



    Joseph hesitated. “The photographer was a tall man, but he had pretty woman with him.”



    The interrogator motioned to the man next to him to inject Joseph with some drug. “Never mind, Lieutenant, the drug will give you a very deep sleep.”



    They untied Joseph and wiped his bloody face, lifted his limp body and carefully put him in bed. After putting everything in place, they stepped out of the house. The two men stepped into their car and drove off. The bodyguard outside Joseph’s house, who’d been decommissioned with a powerful tranquilizer gun, would wake up soon and find him.



    It was only a few hours to morning. They had time to wait for Captain Antoine Giza.


  



  
    CHAPTER 17


    _______



    Antoine woke up with a bad headache and jumped in the shower. His head was still pounding so he went to the kitchen, made some tea, and took some aspirin while listening to the radio. That’s when he had heard that the Commander of the paratroopers had been found dead the day before. Wasn’t that the guy that Joseph said signed for equipment? Something was wrong here, Antoine thought as he got dressed.



    Equipment was being brought in illegally and being signed for by dead Commanders! What the hell was going on? Luckily, his wife had already gone to work at her small shop in the city, so he didn’t have to explain his mood. He had to find a way to get to Pierre. The problem was that Antoine couldn’t see him during the day, so he decided to contact him another way. He drank the rest of his tea and stepped out of the house.



    Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw someone duck behind a building facing his house, but he shrugged it off as paranoia. He walked towards his Jeep and greeted his driver and bodyguard who were waiting for him outside, and asked the driver to take him to his office. Along the way, Antoine saw a black sedan following closely behind them. This time, he decided to pay attention.



    “Make a quick turn anywhere. I think there is a car following us,” he ordered the driver and told the bodyguard to be alert. He reached for his own weapon, which was under the seat. The driver made a right turn and a quick left, but the car kept following.



    “Guard, let’s turn around and point our guns at the car, but don’t shoot until I tell you,” Antoine ordered, before shouting, “Now!” He pointed his gun at the car and opened fire, and so did his bodyguard. The unexpected rapid fire made the driver of the black sedan lose control of the car and run into a tree on the side of the road. The vehicle exploded in flames. Antoine and the bodyguard searched the motionless body of a man near the burning car, but didn’t find anything. The other guy was burned in the car.



    On arrival at his office, he told his secretary to hold all his calls. He had to get hold of Pierre and didn’t want to be disturbed. He opened his desk drawer and retrieved the emergency number that he had skillfully hidden behind the simple upholstery glued on the back of the drawer. He looked at it. It simply had the number 42472. He deposited the small paper with the number in his coat and straightened the drawer.



    He started writing a message informing Pierre about the box that was picked up by white soldiers at the armory and the foreign journalists who had filmed the whole thing. He also said that the Commander of the paratroopers who had signed for the box was dead, giving his name and concluded by mentioning the black sedan that chased his car that morning. He sealed the letter and put it in his coat pocket next to the paper with the number. He was about to leave the office to make the emergency call when his secretary interrupted him, saying that there was an urgent call from Sergeant Sula.



    Antoine thanked her, picked up the phone and listened. He couldn’t believe what the Sergeant was telling him. The information caught him off guard, and he almost dropped the receiver. What? Joseph is dead? But we were together just last night.



    “Are you still there, monsieur?” asked Sergeant Sula.



    “Yes, yes. Did you say dead, Sergeant?” he asked feebly.



    “Affirmative, monsieur; it looks like he was tied and tortured.”



    “Where is the body, Sergeant?” Antoine asked.



    “It’s at his house waiting for the medical examiner, monsieur.” Antoine was dumbfounded.



    He finally got himself together, thanked the Sergeant, and hung up. He got up and poured himself a stiff drink. This could mean a lot of things. Antoine normally didn’t drink in the morning, but his nerves were on edge. He gulped the drink down and lit a cigarette, pacing up and down in his office.



    Antoine felt numb. The Sergeant had said that Joseph had been tortured. That meant that whoever tortured him wanted information and got it. Experience taught him that everybody had a breaking point. This brought another question. Did this information have anything to do with their conversation at the Officer’s Club? If that was the case, he himself was as good as dead.



    Since his recruitment by Foreign Intelligence while he was at the military training school in France, he had always known this time would come. He sighed when he remembered the beautiful French instructor who had recruited him into this bullshit. Yes, they always kept their promises about promotion and allowances, but at what price? He could be shot for being a spy and, all things considered, he could have done just as well without spying. His thoughts came back to the present. He would check on Joseph’s family to pay his respects.



    Antoine wasn’t a foolish man. He had kept a good stash of cash from all the years he had worked for Foreign Intelligence. The money was in his wife’s and two children’s names, just in case something happened to him. He believed it was time to let his wife know about it, remembering the incident with the black sedan that had followed him. He lit another cigarette as he buzzed his secretary.



    She came in momentarily. “Monsieur?”



    He looked at her for a moment and recalled the moment she had been referred to him by an acquaintance. She was very polite, but there was no expression on her face. Antoine had decided there and then never to trust her. Even now, she was looking at him with blankly. There was no concern from her about his demeanor or the bottle and cigarettes on his desk. It was as if drinking and smoking on the job was something he always did.



    “Carole, I just got an emergency phone call about the untimely death of a friend.” He paused, watching her reaction, but she remained impassive. “I will be gone most of the afternoon. Please take all messages; if it’s important, you can get me on the radiophone. Okay?”



    “Oui, monsieur; I’m sorry about your friend’s death,” she said, still with no emotion. “Anything else, monsieur?”



    “No,” he replied, dismissing her. She left the office, closing the door behind her. “Damn bitch! Cold as stone,” thought Antoine as he put his key in his wallet and got up.



    It was time to play ball. He made the sign of the cross as he stepped out of his office. God knew what was going to happen from now on. He walked to the parking lot, where his driver and bodyguard were standing. They saluted him as he approached them, but he didn’t salute back. He told the bodyguard to stay put, and then entered the Jeep and gave directions to the driver.



    They arrived at the Ministry of Defense thirty minutes later, and Antoine walked inside the building and asked to see the Minister. The secretary buzzed the intercom and delivered the message. The big man was occupied and told his secretary to take a message.



    “Tell him that the chief of the Armory has been killed,” Antoine said and walked out, leaving the secretary shocked, her face numb with bewilderment. He told the driver to take him to the late Joseph’s house. He was thinking about Joseph as they drove to there. He suspected that whoever was behind the murder also had something to do with the missile that had come into the country. They were probably the same bastards that had tried to kill him in the morning. He shook his head again as they entered the gate and parked.



    “What is this world coming to?” he thought to himself as he stepped out of the Jeep. He headed straight to the late Joseph’s house and the soldiers saluted him as he approached. There were all kinds of people there, more than he had expected. Joseph was popular because he had been a happy go lucky kind of a guy.



    The mood in the house was somber as expected and he sat down and talked to people for a while before going into the bedroom where he met the military doctor.



    “Excuse me, Doctor, can I talk to you for a minute please?” he asked.



    “Sure, Antoine, too bad about Joseph.”



    “Yes, I am still in shock. I was just with him last night. How did he die?” Antoine asked.



    “We still have to do a postmortem and get a lab report, but the preliminary checks indicate that he was repeatedly hit on the head with a blunt instrument while he was tied upside down. I think that he was given a lethal injection, but I can’t tell you the contents yet. You will have to wait for the conclusive results, I am afraid.”



    Antoine nodded and thanked the doctor and then walked out of the house without a word. The bastards poisoned him. Couldn’t they have spared him after they got what they wanted? It had to have taken two men to lift him and tie him like that. But he was with a girl yesterday. A picture of the girl Joseph had been with started forming in his head. Antoine had never seen her before. Come to think of it, there was something very smooth about that girl. Knowing Joseph, he would have asked her to go home with him. Maybe she was a plant to find out Joseph’s comings and goings. Besides, her face had been the only new one in the Officer’s Club that night.



    “Poor Joseph; drunk as he was, anything could have happened to him,” Antoine thought as he entered his Jeep.


  



  
    CHAPTER 18


    _______



    Antoine told the driver to take him to the city. Time had come to make the emergency call, and the only phones that were not monitored were at the telephone office. The city was about three miles from the main barracks and since it was lunchtime, the traffic was dense. They arrived at the main post office and Antoine leaped out and headed inside. He went to the farthest phone booth to avoid being heard and then dialed the number 42472 and waited. A heavy voice came on the line. “Hello?”



    Antoine hesitated and then asked if this was 42472. He was already starting to perspire.



    “Yes it is. Identify yourself please.”



    “This is AG. I’m on code red. Where can I drop the message?”



    There was a pause and then the heavy voice echoed again. “Where are you, AG?”



    “I’m at the telephone company and I’m running out of options,” Antoine pleaded.



    “Listen, pick up a female, preferably your wife, and go to the Hotel Diplomat for lunch. I will be there. Order some food and excuse yourself for the bathroom. Enter the toilet that says “No Entry.” Do you understand, AG? Try to remain cool.”



    Antoine Giza hung up perspiring and dialed his wife’s number.



    “Hello,” echoed the beautiful voice he adored.



    “Hi, love, it’s me. I will pick you up for lunch in fifteen minutes,” he said in English. Antoine spoke English as well as he did French and because Juliet was from Uganda, and her French was rusty, they often spoke in English.



    “Okay, my love, see you soon,” she said before she hung up.



    Antoine hung up slowly, thinking of the love he had for his wife and the young ones. He was determined to provide for them. As a diversion, he walked to the reception desk and made some small talk about trying to get information on different types of phones, before he stepped out with some junk paperwork and walked straight to his Jeep.



    “Corporal, take me to my wife’s store. I have been postponing having lunch with her for a while now, but I’m afraid I am running out of time. Otherwise, I may sleep on the sofa,” he joked.



    The corporal smiled and started the engine. The ride to the shop took about fifteen minutes and luckily, Antoine’s wife Juliet was waiting outside, smiling as usual. Although she was petite, her walk was very graceful and, at thirty-seven, she was even more beautiful than the first time he saw her.



    She smiled and he suddenly felt a lump in his throat. “Damn this world!” he thought.



    She kissed him before jumping in the back of the car with him. She looked at him with concern but kept quiet.



    “How are the children?” he asked, trying to make small talk. “I was sleeping when you guys left.”



    She put her head on his shoulder. “Same as yesterday; Arnaud was accepted on the football team,” she answered.



    “Oh yes, yes,” Antoine said quickly. She looked at him and from her reaction, Antoine could tell that Juliet knew for sure that something was wrong, but she smiled and changed the subject. “Where are we having lunch, love?”



    “The Hotel Diplomat, you will love it,” he said, glad that she had changed the subject.



    The Jeep pulled into the parking lot of the Hotel Diplomat and Antoine helped his wife out. As they headed for the entrance, he checked his watch; he was five minutes late, not too bad. They were shown a table and given menus. Antoine ordered some wine.



    Juliet looked her husband squarely in the eye. “Love, I know something is wrong. Please tell me,” she pleaded.



    “I will tell you in a few minutes. Let’s first drink some wine,” he said as the waiter arrived with the wine and served them.



    It was time for the code red emergency contact. Antoine told his wife that he needed to use the restroom and excused himself. He asked one of the waiters where the restrooms were located. True to 42472’s word, the first toilet had a sign: “No entry.” He opened the door and sat on the toilet bowl without unzipping his pants.



    There was a cough and then a heavy voice echoed from next door. “AG, is it you?”



    “Yes, it’s me,” Antoine said as he pulled the envelope from his pocket and passed it under the door. To his surprise, he got another envelope to from 42472.



    “What is this for?” he asked.



    The answered was impassive. “Money, AG, in case you have to skip town. It’s in dollars. Now go back to your wife. You don’t want her to wait too long.”



    Antoine stood up, still dumbfounded. He flushed the toilet he hadn’t used and walked straight out of the bathroom without looking back. He had known that 42472 would not be Pierre, so he wasn’t surprised by the different voice, but he hadn’t expected an envelope.



    He walked straight to the table where his wife was and sat down. “Did you miss me?” he asked, trying to make light of the situation.



    Juliet shook her head. “Don’t change the subject, love. You never answered my question.”



    Antoine knew this was the time. He put his forefinger on his mouth to caution her for silence and then leaned toward her. He handed her a key. “There is an account at Banque Nationale in your name. What you have there is the key for the safe deposit box where the bankbook and other relevant documents are located. I know you have a lot of questions, but I simply don’t have the answers, and the less you know, the better, so please bear with me, my love,” he finished and poured himself some more wine.



    The waiter arrived and they both ordered a light snack. Juliet looked like she was in a trance, and there was a lot of sadness on her face. Her eyes were moist.



    Antoine looked left and right to make sure nobody was nearby. “Love, this doesn’t mean that something will happen to me. I’m just taking precautions to make sure that you and the kids are taken care of should anything happen to me. I also have some money with me, which I have been saving. It is in dollars, but the bank will change it for you. You should bank it as soon as possible, even today.”



    Besides being a smooth liar, Antoine could have been a good pickpocket. He opened the bag swiftly and deposited the money. All Juliet heard was the click of the lock and smiled, looking at him. “If things get bad, just take the kids and go back to your parents in Kampala. You have enough money to do so. Just cross the river, go to Brazzaville, and then take a connecting flight from there. Only don’t stay here.” He paused and looked at her. He eyes were teary again. “Please, love, don’t cry. Nothing will happen to me. I am just taking precautions.”



    She dabbed her eyes with a hankie. “Antoine, I know you and I don’t believe you. If you were safe, you wouldn’t be doing this.”



    The food was served and they ate in silence, absorbed in their thoughts. Juliet barely touched her food. Antoine called for the check and then looked his wife squarely in the eye.



    “I love you and the kids, but these are hard times and we need to be prepared. Please try to be strong,” he said, reaching for her hand.



    After settling the bill, they walked out in silence. Antoine helped Juliet inside the Jeep, taking her handbag first and depositing it on the seat while using his other hand to help her in. He got in after her, kissed her, and held her close as the Jeep rolled from the parking lot. She was his first and only love. From the moment he saw her, no other woman existed for him.



    Antoine remembered the conversation with the mysterious 42472. The advice he got was that he should skip town. Leaving town would mean deserting the army. He would never be able to come back. Could he really leave? What about his patriotism?



    The Jeep arrived at his wife’s shop and Antoine helped her out and walked her to the shop. “I love you very much,” he said as they stopped near the entrance. He gave her a quick kiss and walked quickly back to the Jeep. He couldn’t bear looking back at her. “Corporal, let’s go to the office. I have a lot of work to do,” he ordered firmly.



    “Yes, monsieur,” the driver answered. He looked glad to be leaving the busy midtown traffic. He took the shortcut route and in no time, they were at the artillery headquarters.



    Antoine got out of the Jeep and walked to his office. For some reason, he felt as if a big weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He greeted the secretary warmly and went into his office and sat down, reaching for a cigarette. “Let come what may,” he thought, as long as his family was safe. He thought about the two goons they had killed that morning. Who were they?



    He buzzed the secretary and asked if there were any urgent messages, but there were none. Well, he might as well take a walk and make his rounds in the barracks to kill time. For some reason, he didn’t think he would see Pierre today, but he wasn’t really worried about it since he had already passed on the message.



    He thought about the pain on Juliet’s face. How could he cause her that much pain? As much as he was dedicated to his country, he loved his family more. Suddenly a thought came to him. He could fly to France. He already had a visa. In the morning, he would send his family to Brazzaville, and then they would join him in France. He picked up the phone and dialed Air France.


  



  
    CHAPTER 19


    _______



    Jenny was frustrated and discouraged by the runaround she had been receiving since her arrival in Congo. She had gone over her dilemma with John who agreed that information was hard to come by in the country. She had talked to someone who had mentioned seeing the mysterious Mr. Beck enter the French Embassy. This had intrigued Jenny enough for her to make a phone call to the Embassy asking for a Mr. Beck.



    She was told that nobody named Beck worked at the Embassy. The man had lied about his name, but why? Maybe it was a coincidence that he had visited the Embassy. The more she thought about it, the more confused she became. She decided to call Jackie. “Hey, Jackie, do you have time to meet me for lunch?”



    “Sure, darling. When?” Jackie asked.



    Jenny decided to take a chance. “How about today?”



    “Fine, say at about one o’clock?” Jackie replied.



    They met for lunch, just the two of them. John and Marc had gone to do some filming somewhere to capture the devastation caused by the war.



    The food came, and Jackie and Jenny continued talking about the International community in the country and how little they were able to do under the circumstances. Jenny eventually came to the point. “Jackie, can you to do me a favor?”



    “Sure, darling, anything,” Jackie said lightly.



    Jenny paused, thinking of the best way to ask about Mr. Beck.



    “Jackie, I would like to know more about Mr. Beck. Can you find out for me?”



    Jackie smiled warmly. “Darling, that is the easiest thing for me to do.”



    Jenny was relieved; she dared not reveal that Mr. Beck had told her he would arrange a meeting with the rebels.



    Jackie looked at Jenny closely. “Don’t tell me you have a crush on that hunk, darling—not that I would blame you,” she said with a wicked smile.



    Jenny smiled and looked down. “He was kind of nice, but we didn’t talk much. By the way, how are Jewel and Ian?” she asked, changing the subject.



    “Oh they are fine. Word has it that they will soon vacate the country now that the violence has increased and the ceasefire is in jeopardy.”



    Jenny’s mouth flew wide open. “I didn’t see any of this in the newspapers.”



    “It just happened this morning. It hasn’t been picked up by the papers here yet.”



    “How did you find out?”



    “One of my employees is married to someone who is part of the negotiations.”



    “Jackie, can you find out more for me, please? Anything? Maybe I can meet your source.”



    “Jenny I don’t think that’s possible, but I will find out more. By the way, where is John?”



    “Oh, he went out with Marc and a clerk of the city council, to film the economic devastation of the war. We are also thinking of calling it quits!”



    Jackie was shocked. “What! But you just got here.”



    Jenny shook her head emphatically. “Too much bureaucracy, Jackie. I can’t seem to get an honest word from anyone,” she said resignedly.



    Jackie nodded in agreement. “I know where you’re coming from. There’s a lot of secrecy over here.”



    They finished their lunch then Jackie remembered one of her numerous appointments. “Well, dear, I have to run, but I promise I will call you as soon as I get information on your Mr. Beck,” she said, getting up.



    Jenny walked Jackie to her vehicle and bid her farewell. She walked back into the hotel with a nagging feeling that something big was happening. Jenny was surprised to meet John in the corridor of their floor.



    “If it isn’t ‘His Highness’ in person! How was your day?” she said, making a small bow.



    John smiled and shook his head. “Not bad, except for one nasty accident involving a drunken man,” he said jokingly and added, “I saw Jackie’s car and I figured you two were in some deep discussion, so I came right up. We got some good footage today. I hear there are fresh battles not far from here. Did you get any new information?”



    Jenny nodded. “Yes, as a matter of fact. The ceasefire broke down again.” She went on to tell him what Jackie had said. “I’m gonna get some rest. What are you up to?”



    “Oh, there’s a bar a few blocks from here. I will go and see if I can pick up some gossip, but I need to rest first. I will leave about eight o’clock,” he said, walking to his door.



    “John?” she called after him. “Any news from Jewel?”



    * * *



    John stopped abruptly and turned, and then he shook his head. He left, wondering why Jenny had just asked about Jewel.


  



  
    CHAPTER 20


    _______



    Pierre got up very tired. It was the afternoon; he had slept most of the morning. The party he had attended the night before had taken a lot out of him. He inserted a slow-music cassette, American blues, and he listened to the words and imagined himself in New Orleans with a beautiful girl on his arm. An image of the journalist he had met the night before came to his mind. There was something intriguing about her, not to mention that she was very attractive. He remembered her smile and her beautiful sparkling brown eyes. They seemed to be searching for something. She was also a good dancer and felt good in his arms. Pierre wondered if he would see her again.



    He suddenly caught himself. This wasn’t the time to entertain such fantasies. He quickly walked to the bathroom and jumped in the shower. His mind came back to his current predicament. He still didn’t have any tangible information, and time was running out. Out of the two women contacts, Nazarene was a better source and he could count on her; Chantal didn’t provide him with much information but he liked spending time with her. Then there was Antoine, the best spy any man could ask for—precise, smart, and cunning. He shook his head to get rid of the millions of thoughts in his head and turned off the faucets.



    He was still deciding what to wear when his phone rang. Who can that be? he thought to himself. Not too many people knew his number, unless Boudvin had come through. He tied the towel around his waist and went to answer the phone. “Hello!”



    “This is Lance. We have a code-red situation,” the old man said. “Can you come to the Embassy now?”



    Pierre hesitated. “Monsieur, I am expecting a phone call from one of my contacts. Any chance you can come here?”



    “Fine, I’ll be there soon,” Lance said and hung up.



    Pierre took time putting the receiver down. His mind was running a marathon. Code-red? That meant trouble, otherwise the boss wouldn’t have agreed to come to his house. Come to think of it, the boss had never been to his place before. Holy shit! Something big must have happened, he thought as he dressed quickly in casual jeans and a T-shirt.



    He checked his watch—it was three o’clock. He fixed himself a fruit drink and gulped it down. He was still looking for his cigarettes when the bell rang. He abandoned them, went straight to the door and opened it.



    Lance entered quickly, his face flushed. “Where can we talk, Pierre?”



    Pierre pointed to the room behind the kitchen.



    “And please bring me a drink!” Lance said as he expertly pushed the fake walls and opened the lock within seconds, even though he had never been there before.



    An impressed Pierre followed him with a beer and closed the wall behind him before handing his boss the bottle. Lance was not a man to mince words and he came right to the point. “Son, we are in a diamond mine and it’s cracking.” He paused to light his customary cigar. “AG couldn’t wait because of the urgency of the matter, so he used the 42472 drop. According to him, the box was retrieved from the armory yesterday by some white soldiers. The Commander of the paratroopers, who signed for the box, was found dead and to make matters worse, the Armory Lieutenant was killed in cold blood after he talked to Antoine. Then, this morning, a black sedan tailed Antoine and he ended up in gunfire. The sedan had two white men in it so you can imagine how big this thing is.”



    Pierre tried to say something, but Lance raised his hand to stop him from interrupting, reached into his pocket, and produced the already open envelope. He handed it to Pierre, who took out the note. Clearly it was Antoine’s handwriting detailing his findings and also advising him about the danger he might be in. Pierre looked at his boss with unbelieving eyes. “Boss, is there anything we can do for him?”



    Lance shook his head. “From what you have told me, he is too much of a family man to contemplate leaving,” he paused and puffed on his cigar. “Nevertheless I gave him five thousand dollars and advised him to skip town,” he finished, and then sipped some more of his drink.



    Pierre’s mind was miles away, remembering his conversations with Antoine. He really liked the big guy and didn’t want anything bad to happen to him. Pierre was snapped out of his thoughts by Lance’s voice. “Son, let’s get to the business at hand. What kind of phone call were you expecting?”



    “Oh, from that fugitive I told you about—Boudvin. I had him tap some phones to ring directly to this phone,” he said pointing to the huge telephone transmitter.



    The old man nodded his head in admiration. “Good work, son. I hope you also put your girls through the drill?” Pierre felt pleased to have earned his boss’ admiration.



    Pierre nodded. “Yes, but I am still trying to piece it together.”



    “Good. I have a good friend who is also an ex-agent. She is French like us, but she has been in this country for over a quarter century. I’m going to activate her to come to do the listening because she knows the local languages.”



    Pierre nodded and smiled, a bit embarrassed that he had not thought of that. He was thankful that Lance was still as sharp as ever. “Tell me, boss, who do you think could possibly have taken the box?” Pierre asked while Lance kept puffing his cigar.



    “I have my suspicions, but all that can wait,” Lance said, still puffing. “There is something else that caught my eye in that letter, something to do with photographs,” he finished, motioning for Pierre to examine the letter properly.



    Pierre retrieved the letter from his pocket and reread it more thoroughly. Yes, there was something about white photographers being chased away, a man and a woman.



    “From the sound of the letter, the photographer was snapping something at the armory,” Lance said. “Tell me, how many foreign photographers are in Kinshasa?”



    Pierre thought about it. It couldn’t be Jenny and her photographer because they just got into town.



    Lance lifted his beer, sipped a little and then quickly picked up the phone. “Son, experience has taught me that in these foreign countries one doesn’t go to a military installation unaccompanied,” Lance stated before he dialed the number of the Defense Ministry.



    “Can you please check if two journalists were there two days ago, a male and a female?” he asked someone and waited. He was told that the reporter’s names were Jenny Osborne and John Spencer. Lance wrote down the names and handed the piece of paper to Pierre. “Do you know these people, Pierre?”



    “Yes, I know them, but they got here a few days ago. How could they get that kind of clearance so fast?” he asked aloud.



    “Don’t underestimate reporters. Now, do you know how to get in touch with them?” Pierre nodded.



    “Good.” Lance looked at his watch, picked up the phone and dialed a number.



    “Hello, Marianne, it’s Lance. I need you urgently!” He spoke to her some more and gave her directions to Pierre’s house.



    “Say, son, did you say what time the mercenary was going to hook up the wires?”



    Pierre shook his head but quickly added, “Today at the latest. I have him by the balls, so we should hear from him soon.”



    Lance puffed on his cigar. “You say you have already met these American journalists?”



    “Yes. I was at a party last night and they were there. I must confess, at first I thought of using the girl as bait to get to the rebels, but I changed my mind after talking to her,” he said lightly.



    This time Lance laughed hard, to Pierre’s amusement. “Don’t tell me you fancied her?” he enquired while watching Pierre.



    Pierre looked away and took a sip of his drink. “Monsieur, I must admit I have some respect for the lady and she is quite a looker but we didn’t talk much.”



    Lance was getting other ideas. “It’s good you met her, son. I believe she will be of some use to us later.”



    Pierre didn’t like the sound of that, knowing that nothing ever got in the way of the boss doing his work. They sat quietly for a while knowing that time was running out. The doorbell rang, and Pierre went out to answer it.



    A woman in her mid-fifties was at the door. “I am here to see Monsieur Lemand. My name is Marianne,” she said, offering her hand.



    Pierre shook her hand warmly and invited her in. He introduced himself and led her to the living room, where Lance was waiting. Lance and Marianne greeted each other like old friends and proceeded to the living room and started talking about old times. It was approaching nighttime, and Pierre excused himself and went to make dinner. He liked to cook because it helped him relax. He made a dish of rice, baked fish, and vegetables.



    When he finished, he went back to the living room and told Lance and Marianne that dinner was ready. They both followed him to the kitchen. They each served themselves while commenting on the good smell of the food and then sat down at a small kitchen table to eat.



    “Son, this is good. Do you always do your own cooking?’



    “Yes, boss; I don’t have a housekeeper,” Pierre answered proudly.



    “I am impressed, son. You are a good cook. Your generation is different, I suppose. I can’t cook for beans.”



    “Thanks, boss, does anyone want some coffee?” Pierre asked after they finished eating. They both nodded before heading back to the living room.



    Pierre came back with a tray and beckoned them to follow him to the secret room. He was about to sit down when his telephone rang. “Hello!”



    “Pierre, it’s Boudvin. I have already connected the lines to your house and listen—when the phone rings, don’t pick up before the other party does. Do you follow?”



    “Yes, go on,” Pierre said.



    “The job was rough and the guard had to be taken to the hospital, but he will be okay. Oh, before I forget, you owe me about a hundred big ones.”



    “Come on, Boudvin, I will give you half that,” Pierre stated.



    “Okay, tightwad; normally I don’t do shit like this for that kind of paper. We have a deal and you have to keep your end of it,” Boudvin said firmly.



    “I know we have a deal, Boudvin, but remember this will clear you only in Francophone countries; if you fuck up and go to France or anywhere in Europe, you are on your own.”



    Boudvin laughed sarcastically. “You are okay, Pierre. I swear if you were of a different sex, I would propose,” he said still laughing.



    “Fuck you, Boudvin. You’re a prick, but thanks anyway.” He hung up.



    Lance, who had overheard the conversation, looked at Pierre. “Son, I never knew you used colorful language to that extent,” he said with an amused smile.



    Pierre smiled back at Lance and Marianne. “Well, when you are dealing with people like that, you have to talk that way. That’s the only language they know,” he said quickly.



    “Okay, let’s go. We have a long night ahead,” Lance said as then he lit his customary cigar and sipped his coffee. Everybody was looking at him waiting. “Well, Pierre, Marianne has agreed to help us with the telephones. We really appreciate your help,” he said, looking at Marianne. “Pierre and I will call in every thirty minutes to see if there are new developments.”



    Pierre interjected. “Madame, you will pick up the red phone and listen to the conversation only after the phone has been answered by the other party. Don’t say a word. Just listen and write down what you can and if that’s difficult, you can always turn on the tape. I will show you how it works.” He paused, pointing to the tape recorder. “Monsieur Lance and I will call you on the black phone. Do you have any questions?”



    “What’s that machine for?” she asked, pointing to another device.



    Lance laughed and coughed at the same time. “Never mind that. It’s for long-range purposes. Just worry about the telephones.”



    “Excuse me, Madame, if you are ready, I will show you around,” Pierre said, getting up.



    Marianne got up and followed him.


  



  
    CHAPTER 21


    _______



    Lance was busy trying to figure out the most likely destination for the missile. Could it belong to the rebels? It would be counterproductive for them since the peace talks favored them. Maybe it belonged to the radical CDR. Not very likely. These guys were traditional and not trained on that kind of equipment. How about the social democrats? It couldn’t be them. They were more on the compromising side and less likely to cause havoc. Then who could it be? The answer kept eluding him, although he knew it was right at his fingertips.



    He lit another cigar and puffed. The doctor had warned him about smoking too much, but the hell with it. Suddenly an idea developed in Lance’s mind. The missile was ordered by somebody in the government, but it was paid for in cash by someone in South Africa. The equipment was picked up by white soldiers in a non-military car, and the order had been cleared by a dead Commander.



    There was only one conclusion. Whoever was doing this, whether it was a group or an individual, was very high up in the government and very rich. This meant that every move they made had to be calculated. Their purchase of the deadly missile meant that these people didn’t care who died, as long as they achieved their goals. There was only one group that Lance could think of, that had that much power. But it couldn’t be them. Could it?



    Pierre and Marianne entered the room smiling but stopped when they saw the expression on Lance’s face.



    “Are you all right, monsieur?” Marianne asked.



    “I’m fine; thanks for asking,” he said, forcing a smile. Pierre didn’t seem to buy it, but he kept his cool.



    “Marianne,” said Lance, “Would you mind making us a cup of coffee?”



    Marianne took the hint. “Of course, not, monsieur,” she said proceeding to the kitchen.



    Lance got up quickly, closed the door, and then sat down again. “Pierre, do you know what hotel and floor these journalists are on?” Lance added.



    Pierre reached into his pocket and checked his notebook. “They are both at the Meridian on the fourth floor, but I’m not sure about the room numbers.”



    The boss jumped up out of his chair, suddenly agitated. “You are not sure? These are difficult times and there is no room for mistakes. Do you hear me, son?” He started pacing up and down the room, but then he stopped abruptly. “AG said they filmed the mysterious box,” he said, turning to Pierre. “You call one of your girls and have her spend time with you tonight at the Meridian. Ask for a room on the fourth floor. We are going in.”



    He resumed his pacing. “I’m trying to think of the easiest way to get both of them out of the hotel for at least fifteen minutes. Pierre, you and I are going to split forces. You will work the journalist angle while I do my thing. I will explain later,” he said thoughtfully. “We need that film—fast. It might reveal something.”



    Pierre tried to pick up the phone, but Lance raised his hand. “You are not thinking of calling the journalist, are you?” he inquired, and Pierre nodded.



    Lance shook his head. “We have to be careful. You see, son, there are some things I’ve never told you about because I didn’t see any reason to.” He paused, poured himself a drink, and took a sip. “If what I think is happening is the real thing, there is only one group of men who could pull this kind of thing.” He stopped and lit his cigar. “The Helpers.”



    Pierre’s eyes opened wide open. “The what?”



    “If it’s them, we have our hands full, because they are the ones that run the country without actually doing it,” he said, suddenly looking old. “Hell, I thought they were done with in the early seventies. Let’s hope it’s not them,” he said with a concerned look.



    Pierre was dumbfounded, still not understanding a word of what the old man had just said. How could there be a group running a country behind the scenes?



    “This is complete insanity!” Pierre stated, looking agitated.



    Lance raised his hand to calm him down. “Don’t get so worked up, son. We have different fish to fry for now. We need to get that film from the journalists,” he said sternly, taking Pierre by surprise.



    * * *



    Pierre was starting to realize that the last two years in Congo, he had never really been in control. The thought disturbed him, but in times like these, he was glad Lance was on his side.



    “If things don’t go according to plan, we will take care of them,” Lance finished seriously.



    Pierre looked at the man without comprehension. He knew how ruthless Lance could be, but he had never thought that he could be lethal enough to eliminate the journalists.



    “You mean kill them?” he asked.



    “I hope it doesn’t come to that, son.”



    Pierre was still in a state of disbelief as he picked up the phone and dialed Chantal’s number. Would Lance really kill the journalists? He almost didn’t hear Chantal responding on the other end of the line. “Hello … hello!”



    “Hello, Chantal. It’s Pierre.”



    “Hello, chéri; you left without waking me up, but thanks for the taxi money.”



    “Never mind, Chantal. I have to see you again tonight. It’s of utmost importance!”



    There was a pause. “Pierre, I wanted to go to a party tonight, but I guess I could call them and fake sickness.”



    “That’s my girl. Thanks for last night. I have a very special present for you. I will make reservations at a different place, because this is a special occasion,” he lied.



    “Okay, chéri.”



    “I will call you back with the details.” Pierre hung up. He was still pissed off about his boss’ earlier statement. Although he had thought of using Jenny to get to the rebels, he hadn’t thought of getting rid of her. He couldn’t be part of that. Maybe he was in the wrong business.



    Lance got up and poured coffee for both of them. “Pierre, I can tell you are angry about what I said. You see, son, in our business we have to make sacrifices. I am not only trying to save our jobs but also our lives.” Pierre still wasn’t looking at Lance.



    Lance’s face became intense. “Here is what we are going to do. You call the hotel and insist on getting a room on the fourth floor and register as Monsieur Monet. Make up an excuse as to why you want that particular floor.”



    Lance gave Pierre a piece of paper with the fake name and other details.



    Pierre called the Hotel Meridian. “Hello. This is Monsieur Monet. I would like to make a reservation … yes, on the fourth floor, please … I would appreciate it a lot … I wouldn’t want any of my ladies to see me.”



    The guy at the front desk of the hotel chuckled. “Well, monsieur, you are in luck. I have room 423, which was vacated this afternoon. Is that okay?”



    “That’s fantastic. I appreciate it.” Pierre proceeded to give him credit card details, which he read off the piece of paper that Lance had given him. “The lady will ask for my room. Please give her the key.”



    “Okay, monsieur, I will see you on your arrival.”



    Pierre then called Chantal to tell her the hotel, the room number, and the names they were registered under.



    Lance looked at Pierre impassively for a moment. “The first phase of our work tonight is on course, thanks to you.” He paced up and down and then stopped midway. “You will contact the journalists and take them on a small diversion. I will then personally sneak into the hotel and introduce myself as Monsieur Monet and retrieve the films in the photographer’s room. I would suggest you use your secretary, Piquet, to get in touch with the journalists.” He paused and looked at his watch.



    “We might as well get started,” Lance said and proceeded to open the door to let Marianne in. “Sorry, Marianne, we got into a little discussion.”



    Marianne just smiled and entered with a tray, which she set down on the table. She started to pour them some coffee but they declined, saying they were leaving.



    Lance quickly got up. “Pierre, I will be at the destination by ten o’clock,” he said as he stepped out of the room. Pierre just waved and started going over some details with Marianne before leaving.



    Pierre had no difficulty getting to Piquet’s apartment. He rang the door bell and Piquet opened the door. She seemed very surprised to see her boss. She quickly opened the door to let him in. “Monsieur, what a pleasant surprise,” she said in a slightly elevated tone.



    “Piquet, I need a favor. That’s why I’m here.” He paused. “It’s of utmost importance, so let’s have a seat while I explain the details.” Pierre took his time to explain step by step how she was to call Miss Jenny Osborne and John Spencer and what to say to them.



    Pierre drove toward the hotel thinking of Jenny and praying that no harm would come to her and the photographer.


  



  
    CHAPTER 22


    _______



    Claude glanced at his watch. It was about nine o’clock at night. He and Gabo had been patiently scrutinizing every vehicle and its occupants since eight o’clock. They were sitting in their car, waiting outside the Hotel Meridian. Claude was an ex-Army officer who had been dismissed dishonorably due to violent robberies all over the country, whereas his partner Gabo was a plain killer, who killed every victim he robbed. This was a special job from a very generous client whom Claude had never met. This particular client paid a lot of money, so he could not afford to mess it up.



    His mission was to enter the hotel through the back door at night and take all the films in the photographer’s room. Claude preferred to leave Gabo behind. Foreigners were a delicate matter. Stealing meant stealing, not killing. He couldn’t trust Gabo to understand the difference. Out of the corner of his eye, Claude saw the photographer coming out of the hotel and grabbed the binoculars from Gabo. One good look and he was sure it was the man whose films he needed to take. “There is our mark, Gabo. Let’s follow him and see where he goes.”



    The photographer got into his rented car, and Claude smoothly fell behind. A few minutes later, the car turned into the parking lot of a pub, which was frequented by tourists and elite people in the diplomatic circles. Claude parked on a curb beside the road. The man entered the pub. Claude checked the time and it was about nine fifteen. By ten o’clock, he would have entered the man’s room and retrieved the films. This was no problem since he had secured a duplicate key from one of the employees. It was just his luck that the man had left the hotel. Otherwise, he would have had to knock him down.



    The two men sat in the truck drinking beers and talking about girls, Gabo’s favorite subject besides doing people in. They got so engrossed in the subject that by the time Claude looked at his watch, it was twenty to ten. “Look Gabo, do your part. Go and pull one of the lines from the distributor cap of the photographer’s car and when he comes out, pretend to be a mechanic and help him but don’t fix the car before ten thirty, okay?”



    Claude turned to Gabo and looked at him seriously. “Do not think about touching a hair on the man’s head. Do you hear me, Gabo? I will kill you myself if you make me lose all that money. After you are done, just get a taxi and go home. I will see you there. Now go,” he said giving him some crumpled bills.



    * * *



    Jenny Osborne was startled by the ringing phone. She reached over and picked it up. “Hello?” she said in a sleepy voice



    “I’m calling on behalf of Mr. Beck. I believe you two know each other?” a woman said.



    Jenny sat up quickly. “Yes, please go on.”



    “Mr. Beck is on his way to your hotel and he said he has some things to discuss with you. He should be there in fifteen minutes.”



    Jenny absorbed the message silently. Once again, Mr. Beck had left her no room to think. What a coincidence, though. She had talked to Jackie that afternoon about him. There was something strange about this meeting.



    She waited for fifteen minutes before she picked up her purse and walked out of the room.



    Why did Mr. Beck want to see her at this time of the night? It was almost ten o’clock.



    * * *



    Lance never liked to carry his gun under normal circumstances, but this was different. People were dying and a lot more were likely to die soon. He had a small Beretta 9mm, which was stable and accurate. He sat in his car and waited outside the hotel.



    He noticed a truck parked about twenty yards from his small car and was disturbed by it. Why would a truck be parked across from the hotel where there was no activity? He dismissed the thought. Maybe it was his imagination working overtime. After all, he hadn’t seen action in a long time and was getting rusty. He lit a cigar and puffed. Through the smoke, he noticed a beautiful girl get out of a taxi and stroll inside the hotel and guessed it was Chantal.



    “Where the hell is Pierre?” he cursed. As if reading his mind, Pierre’s car pulled into the parking lot and he turned off the lights.



    Lance looked at his watch—it was ten minutes to ten. He was preparing to leave his vehicle when he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. It was a man of big build heading for the back of the hotel; very strange. The man had a menacing look. He ignored the nagging feeling, retrieved his tools to pick the lock, and got out of his vehicle. His heart raced as he rehearsed everything he was going to do. It was now or never. “Better now,” he said to himself and dropped the dead cigar in the gutter.



    * * *



    Pierre settled himself in the farthest corner of the terrace bar and pretended to be reading a magazine he had picked up earlier at Piquet’s residence. He was waiting for Jenny Osborne and was nervous. She had seemed very intelligent and not very easy to deceive. For sure, after tonight she would be furious. He had decided that the best way to deal with her was to come out with half-truths and say he was an assistant at the French Embassy here in Kinshasa. This was a small town and most foreigners knew each other and many knew that he worked at the French Embassy.



    He was still working out his strategy, when Jenny came walking toward his table. Athletic, quick, and stunning, the girl was extraordinary. Pierre felt a jolt in his stomach. He got up to greet her and pulled out her chair. He sat down and waived to a waiter.



    “Where is your photographer?” he asked.



    “He went out to a pub to meet some other journalists. What’s up? Why did you want to see us at this time of the night?”



    “You don’t mind if I order a martini, do you, mademoiselle?” he asked quietly.



    Jenny shrugged. “Suit yourself, Mr. Beck, is it?”



    He ignored her snub and ordered two glasses and some ice. After the waiter left, Pierre thought about apologizing but decided it wouldn’t work with this lady so he came straight. “Pierre-Jean Philippe is the name. You can call me Pierre. I’m sorry I misled you the first time. As a journalist, I know you understand that,” he finished as the waiter arrived with their drinks.



    She waited until the waiter had disappeared. “I figured something like that, especially since you frequent the French Embassy.”



    This statement took Pierre by surprise since he had only been to the Embassy once since their meeting. He sipped his drink and recovered quickly. Being direct with journalists was the best way to avoid further interrogation. “I work as military attaché at the Embassy. I meant to tell you that the next time we met.”



    Jenny smiled “Tell me, Mr. Philippe, the last time we met, you offered to get me an interview with the rebels. Does the offer still stand?”



    Pierre lit a cigarette, trying not to show his nervousness, and sipped his drink. “Ms. Osborne, that was my plan but things have changed. It’s too dangerous.” He paused. “The groups I mentioned are under intense surveillance, and no telling what would happen if a foreign journalist …”



    Jenny cut him short. “Mr. Philippe why don’t you let me decide what is dangerous for me and what isn’t?” she said, sounding annoyed.



    * * *



    Around this time, Lance walked into the Hotel Meridian and walked to the reception desk. He enquired about reservations for Monsieur Monet. The receptionist smiled widely. “Oui, monsieur, you are booked in room 423, and your party is waiting.”



    Lance produced a passport with the name Monet and paid for the room. He smiled at the young receptionist and gave him a generous tip. “By the way, do you know if Monsieur John Spencer is in his room? He is a friend of mine.”



    The man shook his head. “No, monsieur, he left earlier and hasn’t come back. Would you like to leave him a message?” he asked as he handed Lance a key.



    This was even better. Pierre only had to divert the lady. “No, it’s not important. I will see him tomorrow,” he said and headed for the elevator. He stopped at the fourth floor and stepped out. He hurried down the corridor to room 408. He turned the doorknob and the door easily opened.



    He felt a sensation crawl up his spine, and his sixth sense told him he wasn’t alone. He drew his Beretta and entered cautiously. Something moved to his left. Years of training made him quickly step to the right before an explosion thundered inside his head. He dove to the floor and started rolling, and then he fired his gun. He turned his head a fraction only to see a shadow disappear through the door. He felt an intense pain in his head but forced himself to get up, staggered toward the light switch and turned it on.



    He looked around the room and everything was in shambles. There was no time to search the place. The cops would be here any minute. Suddenly something caught his eye. It was a small paper bag on the floor by the door. He quickly picked it up and opened it and inside there were spent rolls of film. He turned off the light switch and headed for the door with the bag tucked under his jacket. Luckily, the corridor was empty, so he made his way to 423 and tried the door.



    The door was locked and his head felt dizzy, but he pulled out his key and slowly opened it. He stepped inside very quickly and closed the door behind him.



    “Chantal, don’t be alarmed. Pierre has sent me!”



    He turned on the light and saw Chantal was wrapped up in bedsheets, her big eyes wide open in fright. He could tell the girl was frightened and a scream wasn’t far off.



    “Pierre sent me to tell you that he was running a bit late. Someone tried to rob me on the way here but don’t worry, I am all right now,” he said soothingly.



    “Oh,” she replied and pointed to his face.



    He touched his face and he felt some liquid. “Damn!” he cursed and headed for the bathroom. She quickly got dressed.



    “Chantal, can you hand me a towel?” he called out as he washed his face. It was only a crease. The bullet must have burned him as it went by. Chantal handed him a towel.



    * * *



    Pierre instinctively knew what had just happened. He and Jenny had been engaged in small talk about the rebel situation when the first shot was heard, and a second later another shot brought the lounge to silence, with most of the civilians scurrying for cover. Jenny did the same and started to go under the table. Pierre saw her freeze and he followed her gaze. She was staring at his gun.



    “Jenny, please stay here. I will be right back,” Pierre said, not caring if he blew his cover. He ran toward reception and saw a few security guards gathered around; all eyes were on the elevator. Seeing that they were undecided what to do, he circled around them and took the stairs, two at a time. His heart was now beating hard in his breast as he climbed, and at the same time reaching for his gun. When he reached the fourth floor, he heard the door at the bottom of the stairs close shut. Shit, he was too late. He rushed to room 423 and knocked.



    He was about to proceed to room 408 when a female voice responded. “Who is it?”



    “It me, Pierre,” he answered impatiently.



    “Just a minute.” The door opened and Chantal stood there smiling.



    “Chantal, I might have a friend in trouble. I will be right back.” He turned to go, but was stopped by Lance’s voice.



    “It’s good you’re here, Pierre. Miss Chantal is a good doctor. I almost got robbed delivering your message,” he lied smoothly.



    Pierre looked at his boss’ face. “Oh my God. Are you okay?”



    “It was just a graze. Nothing to worry about.”



    There was a lot of shouting coming from the corridor. Chantal was sitting on the bed looking confused. Lance looked at the girl and turned to Pierre. “Hey, Pierre, since Chantal is a good medic, why don’t you go and order some drinks. I am sure the poor girl could use a good dose.” Chantal smiled at Lance.



    “Good idea. Chantal can you please close the door behind me,” Pierre said, but not before he slipped his pistol to Lance.



    The police stopped him in the corridor for identification. He readily pulled out his diplomatic passport and instantly the police let him proceed to the elevator.



    Downstairs, there was a lot of activity, with people inquiring about the gunfire. Pierre managed to locate Jenny, who was still seated alone at the table. He went and sat down.



    “Are you all right, Jenny?”



    “Pierre, cut the bullshit. You know damn well I am all right. What the hell happened upstairs?”



    Pierre tried to think of something quick. “I think it was a robbery,” he lied spreading his hands wide, as if he didn’t really know what had happened.



    Jenny looked at him for a long time. “Pierre, you are lying and I don’t know why, but I will find out,” she said and looked away. She was clearly seething and Pierre was lost for words, so he called a waiter who was passing by and asked how things were upstairs. He was told that the police were almost done, and had confined inquiries to room 408.



    “What! Did he say room 408?” asked Jenny, sounding alarmed.



    “Yes, Jenny, but nobody was hurt. Like I said, it looks like it was a robbery!”



    * * *



    Jenny wasn’t listening to him. She got up and ran to the hotel receptionist. “Excuse me. What happened in room 408?” she asked the receptionist, almost in tears.



    “There was a robbery in the room, but Monsieur Spencer wasn’t there. He hasn’t shown up yet.”



    The relief on Jenny’s face was obvious, and she sighed loudly. “Do you know what was stolen?” she inquired.



    The receptionist shook his head. “Mademoiselle, the police are still in the room and will be down shortly. Then we will get more information.”



    Jenny walked away, relieved but very troubled. She avoided the table where Pierre was sitting and sat on a stool at the bar. She set her handbag on the bar, ordered a vodka tonic and gulped it down. She recalled the gun she had seen strapped on Pierre’s trousers. Pierre wasn’t involved in the shooting directly, but Jenny was sure he knew more than he let on. Somebody tapped her on the shoulder and she turned and stared into Pierre’s serious eyes.



    “I know you want an explanation and you will have it. Here is my home number. Feel free to call me anytime you want, and please be careful,” he stated and walked away.



    Jenny watched him as he left, full of conflicting emotions. She wished he wasn’t so damn cute. She shook her head and decided to concentrate on looking for John.



    * * *



    Pierre went upstairs in the elevator. The police were all gone, except for a guard who was stationed in front of room 408. Pierre proceeded to knock on room 423.



    Lance opened the door. “Pierre, where are the drinks you were supposed to bring with you?”



    “The atmosphere downstairs is chaotic. I guess we better take a rain check on that,” Pierre stated. He walked to where Chantal was and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Chérie, I’m sorry about all this. We should have gone to our usual place. This type of thing never happens there. Here, why don’t you go and meet your friends? I will call you tomorrow, so we can plan something special,” he said as he handed her taxi money and kissed her. She put the money in her bag and said goodbye to Lance.



    “Talk to you tomorrow, chéri,” she called out as Pierre closed the door behind her.



    Lance appeared impressed by the way Pierre had handed the girl. “Son, you are good, but we have work to do,” he said, handing him a paper bag full of used film rolls.



    “I believe the man in the room wanted those but dropped them during our small scuffle. Take a look.”



    Pierre carefully looked through the small paper bag and counted at least six film canisters and two small videocassettes. “Monsieur, should I take them home with me?”



    “Yes, take them with you. The receptionist saw my face so you’re in the clear. I will talk to you later tonight,” Lance said while drying his face. Pierre hesitated, but noticed Lance looked fine except for a small cut on his cheek. God knows the man had seen worse.



    “Okay, boss, I will be on my way.” He stuffed the contents of the bag in his jacket pocket.



    * * *



    After Pierre left, Lance checked himself in the mirror one more time, put the empty paper bag and the blood-soaked towel in his briefcase, and stepped out of room 423. He decided to use the stairs to avoid inquisitive eyes and was out of the door in a flash. He was tired and needed a nice warm shower and some sleep.



    * * *



    Jenny Osborne kept checking with reception, inquiring about John. It was about eleven thirty when John showed up in the bar and sat by Jenny’s side.



    “Where have you been?” she asked embracing him tightly. “I have been worried about you, you son of a …” she burst out, almost in tears.



    John was taken aback by her reaction. It wasn’t like Jenny to lose her cool. He had been briefed about the robbery and had been up to his room. Though the place looked roughed up, nothing of importance had been taken apart from the rolls of film.



    “Jenny, calm down. Everything is all right. I had car trouble outside the pub and had to wait for some help,” he said as he led her to a table nearby and ordered them a drink. Jenny opted for water. She was already feeling lightheaded from the drinks she’d had before.



    “John, you just don’t know. One minute I am having a drink here and the next there were gunshots and we were all taking cover. It was so …” She looked at him and she shook her head. “Never mind, as long as you are fine.”



    John was touched by Jenny’s concern and gave her a hug. He drank his whisky and tried to think of a reason why somebody would go through all the trouble just for the films. He hadn’t recorded anything important as far as he knew.



    “Why do you think anybody would be interested in my films?” he asked.



    The question took Jenny by surprise. “What do you mean? They took all our footage?”



    John shook his head. “Not all of them. I had already mailed a couple of the earlier interviews. They took the current ones. They took the ones we did the day we had the interview with the Minister.”



    “I don’t know, John, but I saw something today that suggested Beck—rather, Pierre—might be involved. When we heard the shots, and I dove under the table.”



    John couldn’t help but start laughing and Jenny joined in while trying to finish what she was saying. “That’s when I noticed a gun under his jacket. The interesting part is that when the shots went off, he left almost immediately, supposedly to check what was wrong. When everybody else was crawling for cover, Pierre was running toward the scene. What does that tell you?”



    John nodded. “I agree. Why would the man run to investigate the incident when he is not the police, unless he knew what was happening? Maybe you should contact Pierre and find out more about this.” He looked at her. “I can tell this is bothering you.”



    Jenny was thinking along the same lines. She felt duped by Pierre and intended to find out why.



    “What bothers me is that I can’t pinpoint a particular incident that could have prompted the robbery,” John said. Then his face lit up. “Except… there was that time when I was told not to film at the armory. Remember? There were two white soldiers trying to put a box into a car. I believe I still have a little footage of that. That is, if it wasn’t stolen.”


  



  
    CHAPTER 23


    _______



    Demus, known to most people as Gaston, was furious. That fool Claude had bungled the job at the hotel. The place was crawling with police. Who knows if someone saw the fool? He poured himself a stiff whisky and chugged it down before picking up the phone.



    “Go pick up the pictures and we will meet at the designated place,” he said to one of his messengers, and then put down the receiver. Earlier, he had asked Claude to have the film dropped somewhere to be developed and assured him that someone would drop off his payment later. He checked his pistol, grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. He had a two-car garage that housed a car and a motorcycle. On evening drives like this, he preferred a motorcycle, a big Yamaha 750, very powerful and reliable.



    He put on his helmet and checked the bike before he slowly pushed it out of the garage and started it. It took him a few minutes to arrive at his destination. Packages changed hands and he was soon on his way back to the house. Gaston parked the motorcycle and dropped the helmet on the floor. “The bastard stole only one roll of film!” he cursed. He was seething as he entered the house and quickly looked at the pictures. They showed the countryside and a number of soldiers in combat uniform with all kinds of light arms. Gaston realized it was the wrong film and he fumed even more.



    “Damn you, Claude! I will fix you later, but for now I have bigger fish to fry.” He reached for the telephone and dialed a number.



    There was a pause and then a voice. “Who is it?”



    “This is Demus. Plan A has been bungled up because of foreign interference. Ask them if I should proceed with plans B and C.” He quickly hung up. He reached for his whisky bottle and poured himself another drink. “Damn that old French bastard, Lance! The son of a bitch had to have information; but from who?” he said out loud. “It’s him all right. Claude mentioned that he smelled cigar smoke when he was running past the man, and Lance always smoked those foulsmelling cigars. I should have killed him when I had the chance.”



    Gaston was still seething when his phone rang. No one knew the number of his red phone except The Helpers. “This is Demus,” he stated flatly.



    “It’s us. We know what happened. It was the French and they are onto something.”



    There was a pause. “Proceed with both plans. The leak to the French Embassy is Captain Antoine Giza of the artillery division. He will receive a message to arrive at the dead-end corner at eleven o’clock. That is where he usually meets his French contact. Only this time, the contact won’t be there. That is an hour from now. He drives a grey Renault. Eliminate him!”



    Demus got up and walked around the room. It all made sense now. That is why Joseph had been killed, because he knew Antoine and possibly had revealed too much. This was getting out of hand, but orders were orders. He would have Claude and Gabo execute plan B and whack the Captain in the process. He would execute Plan C himself and take care of the CDR Chairman. He picked up the phone and dialed Claude’s number.



    “Hello, Claude; it’s me.”



    “Yes, monsieur, I received everything, thank you.”



    “Shut up, you fuck, and listen. I will double your usual pay. A Renault will be parked at the dead-end corner in an hour. The target will be sitting on the passenger side. Just pump lead into both of them, especially the passenger, do you read me?”



    “Yes, monsieur, you mean the dead-end corner at the foot of the Nyamira hill?”



    “Exactly. In an hour, so you better get going. And Claude, don’t miss this time!” He hung up and took a sip of his drink. Whichever way it went, Gaston was in the clear. The two men couldn’t identify him; they had never met.



    * * *



    Antoine was glad he had talked to 42472. All he had to do now was to wait for his own demise, which he suspected was coming, especially after Joseph’s death. He checked his watch and it was eight thirty in the evening. He might as well call it a night. He got up from his chair and looked around his office. He checked his pistol and made sure there was a round in the chamber and then walked toward the door, but stopped halfway.



    If they were going to assassinate him they wouldn’t take him alive. Antoine was terrified of torture, which would result in putting his family in danger. He went back to the drawer and opened it. He pulled out a round grenade that packed enough juice to blow up ten men in a fifteen-yard diameter. He put the key in his jacket pocket and walked out, closing the door behind him. He walked lightly toward his Renault. He never used the Jeep after five thirty in the evening unless he had official business.



    The driver saluted as Antoine entered the vehicle. He waited patiently for instructions. Antoine was not ready to go home yet, in case they were following him. He told his driver to take him to the Officer’s Club near the main airport and the driver took off.



    “No need to hurry, corporal. Take your time,” Antoine said.



    They pulled in front of the bar and Antoine got out. A small boy rushed to him and spoke in Lingala, the local language. “Monsieur, are you Captain Antoine Giza?”



    Antoine liked kids. He patted the boy on the head. “Yes, young man, what it is?” he asked, smiling.



    The young man smiled back. “I have this for you, monsieur,” he said handing him an envelope.



    Antoine took it and reached in his pocket and gave the boy some money. “Thanks, young man. Now go buy yourself a soda,” he said, dismissing the kid.



    Antoine proceeded toward the bar and stopped by the door. He tore the envelope and read: Same place at eleven thirty, tonight. Antoine put the envelope in his pocket very confused. Pierre had never contacted him like this, but of course, there was no one else who could have written this to him. He put the envelope in his pocket and entered.



    The place was full. He greeted a few people, found himself a chair and sat down. He ordered some beer and roasted chicken and asked the waiter to take some chicken and a soft drink to his driver, who was outside. He described his car and waited. The food arrived and he savored it. Soon after, he was joined by other officers from the nearby barracks. These were the fierce Presidential Guard and it was always advisable to be on their good side.



    The conversation was dull, with the men mainly boasting about achievements in combat. Antoine ordered a bottle of Johnny Walker for them. In this town, most people bought bottles to avoid being cheated with drinks that were diluted with water. He relaxed and listened to the conversation and occasionally looked at his watch. At eleven o’clock, he bid the men farewell saying something about his wife putting him in a cage if he didn’t leave, which made all the men roar with laughter.



    He left the bar and proceeded to his car. His driver was a cousin and Antoine had known him since childhood and trusted him. These were bad times and everybody preferred to surround themselves with kin.



    “Corporal, take me to Nyamira hill. There is an officer there that wants to see me and please hurry, we are late,” he stated. The driver backed out of the parking lot smoothly and drove toward the dead-end corner.



    A lot of things were going through Antoine’s head. Why the hell does Pierre want to see me at this time? he asked himself as he checked the side mirror to see if he was being followed. He couldn’t come up with an explanation. He had done all he could do and now it was up to them to find the damn missile. The thought of the missile made him sweat. In a few minutes they were at the designated spot. They parked their car and waited.



    There was something wrong, and Antoine sensed it right away. Normally Pierre’s car was parked around the corner with four way blinkers on but now he couldn’t see it. Antoine looked at his driver. “Stay, here but be alert. I will be back shortly,” he said and got out of the car, his hand resting lightly on his side where the pistol was.



    As he got around the corner, a truck pulled near him. The doors flew open and both Claude and Gabo stepped out with their guns drawn out. Antoine dived to the ground instinctively, but he was too late and he felt a bullet enter his left shoulder.



    He pulled out his gun and fired wildly in the direction of his attackers as he moved for cover, but another bullet entered his stomach. He saw two figures move toward him. He fell flat on the ground. “I have to do it,” thought Antoine willing his hand into his pocket and holding tight on the grenade. Another bullet whizzed by his ears and he knew his life was over. “Defend yourself,” something told him, deep in his soul, “for your family …”



    A sudden strength and anger crept inside him and he jerked the grenade from his pocket and pulled the pin and rolled it toward the men. He heard a far cry, “It’s a grenade!”



    Then there was nothing.



    * * *



    Gaston checked his watch; he had about fifteen minutes. He had a rifle that he had converted to full automatic, with a night-vision riflescope that he could attach on it. His pistol was in his jacket pocket, and he was about one kilometer from the target’s house. The second had been magnificent. Soon after the explosion, he had passed by and seen the remains of burned bodies scattered all over. Claude’s truck was parked there with sizable damage.



    Both fuckers were dead, thanks to Captain Antoine. That had been his plan all along, after Claude and his sidekick bungled the job at the hotel. He had hoped that they would get themselves killed in the process of taking out the man. That fuckin’ Captain was good. Three for the price of one; not bad. He smiled as he took one more look. Plan B had been accomplished. Time to execute plan C.



    He parked his bike about a block from the target’s house and hid it behind a big building. He took his case from the carrier, opened it and then took the gun out and inserted a clip; he also clipped on the night-vision unit. He walked to a place he had chosen on the side of the CDR Chairman’s house. The house was surrounded by trees and barbed wire. The fact that the barbed wire was embedded in the trees meant that the wire wasn’t electrified, which was good.



    Gaston heard the engine of the BMW decelerating and smiled. “Sweet dreams, fucker. It’s been a long time coming,” he said lightly as he positioned his rifle. He moved the leaves out of the way with his hand and waited. The gate opened and the BMW cruised in. The driver jumped out and opened the big man’s door. He had Monsieur Bukana in his vision, but the driver was in the way.



    Gaston didn’t know why The Helpers wanted to kill the CDR Chairman, who was one of their own, and he didn’t care. All he knew was that the Chairman was one of the men who had approached Gaston at a young age and recruited him. He had no proof, but he held the four men responsible for killing his mother and brother. What Gaston didn’t know was that the man’s high-profile image had become a liability to The Helpers.



    Bukana went around the driver and made his way toward the door. The first bullet caught him in his upper ribs and it fully turned him so that he was facing the line of fire. Gaston squeezed off four more rounds and the man hit the ground. Plan C was executed.



    Gaston then jogged toward his motorbike, disassembling his gun as he ran. By the time he arrived, he had fully taken it apart. He carefully deposited everything into his briefcase and strapped it tightly on the motorcycle’s carrier. He put on his helmet, started the powerful engine, and slowly eased onto the main road.



    He smiled to himself as he rode. “Piece of cake,” he thought. He rode fast up to his home, which was located in an upscale neighborhood, and pulled inside the garage. He removed the briefcase from the carrier and entered his house.



    The place was as quiet as he had left it. He touched a book on the shelf and a compartment opened, full of different kinds of armament. He removed the rifle and the attachments from the case and put them on the shelf. Then he put his gloves in the compartment and closed it. He looked around to make sure everything was in order. Satisfied, he poured himself a stiff drink and chugged the contents down his throat. He reached for the red telephone and called the contact number.



    “Hello, this is Demus.”



    “Go ahead. I’m listening,” the voice said.



    “Plan B and C are complete. Please relay the message.” He hung up.



    Gaston often wondered why The Helpers never wanted him to contact them directly, and he always came to one disturbing conclusion. When his services were no longer needed, it would be his turn to die. With that in mind, he had started working on ensuring his safety. He had to come up with a plan to do just that.



    His red phone rang and he picked it up and listened.



    “Is this Demus?” a heavy voice, which he had never heard before, echoed.



    “Yes it’s me, monsieur,” he answered somberly.



    “Good work. You have finalized everything as expected and you will be compensated.”



    The phone went dead.



    There was one thing that kept nagging at him. What were his chances of survival after completing the big assignment? The answer was obvious—none, unless he got some insurance very soon.



    His groin began to ache, which always happened after a mission. A visit to his little girl, Kai, was the cure. She was a mere fifteen-year-old with a nice tight ass and young round breasts. The simple little creature, he thought. He couldn’t wait to pound her and relieve himself.



    He took a quick shower and changed into fresh clothes. She would be waiting as always. He shut out all the lights inside the house and closed the door, leaving the outside emergency light on. This time, he got into the car and slid out of the garage. His thoughts were on the girl and nothing else.


  



  
    CHAPTER 24


    _______



    It was eleven thirty at night, but Monsignor Pesot was still sitting on the terrace outside his large mansion located about twenty miles outside Kinshasa. The wind was blowing softly and it was cool. He was waiting for results of the plans that he himself had put in motion. He sipped his second glass of wine, although the doctor had told him to stick to one glass because of his heart condition. He sat recalling what had transpired since he had first set foot on the Congolese soil a couple of decades earlier. Oh those were the days, when everything went smoothly, he thought.



    It began in the summer of 1952 in Brussels. He had been a young man in his mid-thirties, full of vigor and hope for the future of Belgium and the church. The latter was the force that would bring him to his present circumstances. As a priest, he had at first been skeptical about the message of dividing people in the Congo along ethnic lines, but the senior priests had brought a very forceful argument of Christianity fighting paganism. It wasn’t until years later that he realized that he had been duped, and the whole argument was a distortion of the facts.



    To this day, Pesot thought that King Leopold II had used the church as means of plundering resources from the country. He recalled the first time he had heard of the Knighthood of The Helpers, which had come into existence just before the First World War, and was set up to help the poor by spreading the word of God. Following Leopold’s death in 1909, key members of the International Association of the Congo went underground and started the secret organization of The Helpers to continue with their secret work.



    Every member of the organization made a vow to uphold certain principles and be ready to die for the cause if necessary. Blood was drawn from each of the members and tasted by everyone. Their fate had been sealed, though none of the members knew for sure what they had gotten themselves into. Since then, a lot of blood had been shed in the name of the cause. In fact, the Knighthood of The Helpers organization had gotten so powerful that not even the Belgian elected government could match their connections and power in developing countries.



    Their duties varied from country to country, but all were answerable to the headquarters in Brussels. Both of the Congos—Kinshasa and Brazzaville—and Angola were strategically located, but Congo Kinshasa was a conduit of vast minerals and natural resources that ended up in Belgium. Pesot clearly remembered how the first Prime Minister of Congo, Pascal Langani had almost spoiled their plans by gaining independence for his country in 1960. The man was charismatic and wanted to unify all the tribes, so people started to listen to him.



    At first, the young politician hadn’t concerned The Helpers until it became obvious that his intentions were to make Congo a democratic government. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the speech in which Langani stated that he wanted full independence from Belgium and equal sharing of power among all ethnic tribes. His plan was hailed among the Congolese population, but The Helpers saw it as a threat to the very existence of their organization, so they decided that Langani needed to go. Personally, Pesot liked the man, but he had made an oath when he joined The Helpers.



    Plans were made to curtail Langani’s popularity, and options to get rid of the man were discussed, including an accident, but he was always surrounded by people. The only choice left was to cause conflict between the tribes. Pesot remembered how they had carefully chosen some tribesmen and turned them into radicals, giving them weapons, money, and materials.



    Pesot was brought back to the present when the Sister approached him. “Monsignor?”



    “What is it?”



    “There is a telephone call for you.”



    He got up slowly; his back ached a lot and he had arthritis in both legs. He reached for the phone, which the maid had brought nearer. “Hello?” he listened. “That’s good. Everything else will proceed on schedule.” He hung up and walked to his reclining chair, using his cane. The Sister tried to help him, but he brushed her away and eased himself down.



    So, the Captain and Monsieur Bukana, the Chairman of the crazy CDR party, had been disposed of. Bukana had been a promising new member of The Helpers until the crazy politics went to his head and he got careless. Yes, that was the penalty one paid for carelessness— death.



    “Sister, come and pour me some wine, please,” he said.



    “But Monsignor, the doctor said your heart …”



    He cut her off. “I told you not mention that again!” he stated sharply.



    The Sister was at his side in an instant. She bent over and poured some wine into his glass. “Anything else, Monsignor?”



    He brushed her away with his hand, and she quickly left as he sipped the wine. It felt good going down his throat and he swallowed deeply. He set the glass down and lay back, his mind drifting again.



    Finally the great man Pascal Langani had been killed and, as expected, the whole country went wild. Many explanations were made about how he died, but they all fell on deaf ears. Langani’s followers wanted revenge and were convinced the Belgians were responsible. At the time, nobody knew for sure who would win. In the meantime, The Helpers intensified their campaign of weapon distribution among the tribes and war broke out.



    Some tribes were forced to migrate to neighboring countries. The war, or rather the massacre, was merciless and many people lost their lives, including some priests. “May they rest in peace,” Pesot said drowsily.



    The phone rang again and Monsignor Pesot was jolted from his trance. He sat up and sipped his wine. He got up unsteadily, using his cane, and headed for the door.



    “I’m sorry, Monsignor, I tried to tell him to call tomorrow, but he insisted on talking to you,” the Sister said.



    Monsignor Pesot took the phone. “Yes,” he spoke heavily and then listened. Finally, he cut the caller short, “I will send the necessary items!” One thing Pesot never liked was to say much on the phone.



    “Sister!” he called out. She came bouncing back quickly.



    “Get my bed ready, and please don’t forget my glass of warm milk.” She turned to go. “And, Sister, no more phone calls, please, except if they are from abroad,” he said emphatically as he headed for his reclining chair and sat down.



    There were only two members of The Helpers left in the Congo: Monsignor Olivier and him. The third one, who was the only politician, was now dead. Six months ago, if he recalled correctly, all three had gone to Brussels for a meeting. They had been briefed on the growing influence that France was commanding on the current presidency. The Supreme Leader of The Helpers himself had decided there and then to start looking for a successor to the Congo presidency. The members were told to keep a very low profile while waiting for instructions. They had their own man inside the French Intelligence, and they had other operatives in France as well, who reported all French government activities to Brussels.



    The problem started a few years ago, when the French started supervising appointments into major sectors of the Congolese economy. The Helpers couldn’t allow that to happen. As the Supreme Leader pointed out, they would be better off with a Congolese coalition government than one guided by the French. The Helpers agreed that the time had come to activate the sleepers. These were Congolese nationals who had been nurtured by The Helpers since childhood. The sleepers were sent to university and then military training schools around the world. When they came back, they were installed in powerful positions while they waited for the day their services would be needed by The Helpers.



    The organization had come a long way since the 1950s. They owned manufacturing and armament industries and virtually controlled the precious minerals market, in Europe, Asia and Africa. They were also invested in various financial institutions around the world. With all these powers, they could easily destabilize economies and even ruin them.



    Pesot took another sip of wine. The missile had been successfully brought from South Africa and a small leak had made the French suspicious; hence, the elimination of one of the brothers, Bukana. Yes, he had no doubt in his mind they would succeed, but the less bloodshed, the better. He made a sign of the cross and prayed for the spirit of the late Bukana. He was tired of bloodshed. This wouldn’t go on for long. There was going to be a meeting in two days when final orders from Brussels would be relayed to them.



    “Sister?” he called loudly.



    She came to his side. “Everything is ready, Monsignor,” she said meekly.



    Pesot brushed off her help and proceeded to his bedroom on his own. What did she know? He opened his door using his walking cane. He slowly sat on his bed and motioned for the Sister to pass him the medicine on the counter. He knew his days were numbered. His doctor had told him that he didn’t have long to live because of his heart condition.



    He dismissed the Sister and changed into his pajamas himself. Though it hurt him to move, he insisted on changing his clothes himself. It would be an unforgivable sin to be touched by a woman. He finally fell asleep and dreamed of chariots of fire coming for him. He wasn’t scared. On the contrary, he embraced them when they came.


  



  
    CHAPTER 25


    _______



    Marianne sat in Pierre’s communications room listening carefully as both parties expressed shock at the death of Bukana, the Chairman of CDR. They accused the rebels of having engineered the assassination and vowed to avenge their leader. Marianne faithfully kept listening in on the telephones. Suddenly a call came in, stating that both plan B and C were complete. This particular telephone call was in French. She jotted down the number.



    Lance had gone home to take a shower and bandage his wound before coming back to Pierre’s place. They had looked at the pictures that Pierre had developed from John’s footage but found nothing. They started watching the tapes. The first one didn’t reveal much so they put in the next tape. They were almost at the end of the second tape when Lance told Pierre to stop.



    “Rewind a little bit, son. I think we have something here.” Pierre rewound the tape. It was obvious this was the main armory, with tents being unfolded to show off armaments. “Now, this looks interesting. What would you call that?” Lance said, puffing on his cigar.



    Pierre kept quiet, his eyes on the screen, and then something caught his eye. It was a soldier trying to chase the photographer away. He stopped the tape, rewound it and listened. There was a black Mercedes, but the numbers were not clear. Two white soldiers were lifting what looked like a heavy box into the back of the car.



    “Hold it there, Pierre!” Lance shouted. “Now, can you take that picture and enlarge it?”



    Pierre did as he was told. Half an hour later, he had fully developed the picture into a large, readable product. The next move was to find out who owned the car, since the numbers were clearer. The owner himself must have stayed in the car when everything was being loaded.



    Lance got up and poured them both some coffee. He handed a cup to Pierre and took one for himself. “Pierre, we are one step closer than we have been since this thing started,” he said, “I have a hunch that car belongs to one of the people responsible for bringing in the missile. Now let’s go and see what Marianne has.” He headed for the door.



    Pierre carefully scribbled the number on a piece of paper. Since the ruckus at the Hotel Meridian, he had had a feeling that he was missing something, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. He closed the door and went down the hall to the communications room, where Lance and Marianne were busy going over some messages.



    Lance handed Pierre a piece of paper. “What do you make of this message, son?”



    “It sounds professional; an affirmative message, confirming the completion of both plans.” He perused the other papers on the desk, but nothing caught his eye.



    Lance looked at his watch—it was almost three o’clock in the morning. Time was flying. “Marianne, dear, why don’t you get some shut-eye in the guest room? We have a very busy day tomorrow,” he said, helping her with her chair. He nodded to Pierre, who proceeded to escort her to her room at the end of the corridor.



    Pierre hurried back and found his boss pacing the room furiously. “Son, I don’t like the last message we intercepted about plans completed. Which of the people you bugged received it?”



    Pierre walked behind his desk and opened a drawer. He selected a small book and skipped through it. He checked the phone numbers again. “Monsieur, the number belongs to Ludovico, the Secretary General of the CDR party.”



    Lance listened to the new information silently and poured himself a fresh drink. “Of course,” he thought. That dirty sly son of a bitch Ludovico was always in middle of things, including the military takeover a few years back, but he always managed to steer clear of trouble. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced this man used to be a teacher in the seminary, and later he joined the Education depot as some kind of advisor. He certainly wasn’t a member of The Helpers, but he could be a conduit or a messenger boy.



    “Son, I know Ludovico. I am going to find out who he works for.”



    “Boss, he couldn’t be part of the group doing this. Could he?”



    Lance shook his head. “No, son. He is too thick between the ears; he couldn’t plan his own shit house.”



    Pierre looked surprised. “That’s funny. I got his name from one of the operatives, who regarded the man as formidable. So he is just a yes man. How about that,” he stated, more to himself than to Lance.



    Lance cleared his throat and poured himself a glass of water. “You know, Pierre, a message like that to a man’s residence at that late hour means something else has happened. Something we don’t know about. We have to find out what it is. I will call the head office in Paris and consult with them. God help us all if The Helpers are involved,” he said before he sank back in his chair, trying to grab a few winks.



    Pierre turned the recorder on the telephone and tiptoed to the sofa in the living room; he fell asleep instantly. He woke up when he felt someone shaking him.



    “Pierre, wake up. It’s almost eight o’clock,” boomed Lance’s voice.



    Pierre sat up slowly, trying to get his bearings. He stood up and stretched his body while mumbling complaints. “Monsieur, I feel like I just laid down,” he said, yawning.



    Lance smiled. “You have been asleep for at least three hours and that is more than enough during an emergency like this,” he said, smiling. “Now, go get yourself ready. You have to return the photographs and the tapes to the hotel,” he stated while walking toward the kitchen, where Pierre could smell the fresh aroma of coffee.



    Pierre looked at himself in the mirror after washing up and noticed that his face looked haggard and his eyes were bloodshot. He reached into the cabinet and applied a few drops of Visine in each eye. He walked to his bedroom and changed his clothes. What a job! It was a far cry from what he had first assumed it to be. He walked back to the living room, feeling fairly fresh. Marianne and Lance were sitting down drinking coffee and talking quietly in low tones.



    “Look who is alive and well!” exclaimed Lance.



    Pierre smiled and greeted Marianne as he took a seat. Marianne poured him a cup of coffee, which Pierre accepted thankfully and sipped. They ate eggs and toast, with freshly squeezed orange juice that Marianne had prepared. They talked a bit before Lance got up and walked to the communications room, a sign that he wanted to talk to Pierre in private. Pierre excused himself and followed his boss inside, shutting the door behind him.



    “Boss, I guess you wanted to talk to me?” Pierre inquired.



    “Yes,” he said puffing on his cigar. “I talked to HQ this morning. I have been summoned to go to Paris to brief them on the new developments.”



    Pierre nodded. “Okay, for how long?”



    “I should be back in a couple of days. Meanwhile, why don’t you get your secretary Piquet to go with you to the hotel and deliver the films and the tapes? It also wouldn’t hurt to find a way to get somebody on Ludovico’s tail,” he finished.



    Lance looked at his watch. “Marianne will stay here and keep tabs on the phones,” he said smiling. “I will be waiting for you to take me to the airport around three this afternoon.” He went to say goodbye to Marianne and then left.



    * * *



    Pierre took a large envelope from his desk and went into the dark room where he stuffed all the negatives into it, including the two tapes.



    Marianne was already sitting in her chair in the communications room when Pierre appeared at her side. “Marianne, I am going out now. If you need anything, you can call me on my cell phone.”



    Marianne got up and headed for the kitchen. She checked the refrigerator and cupboards before turning around and facing Pierre. “I think we can survive for a day or so, but then I believe the place will need to be restocked, if that’s okay with you,” she stated, smiling.



    “That’s fine. Just make the list and I will stop at the store tomorrow.” He started to leave, but then turned around. “I will call you every hour,” he said as he walked towards the front door, closely followed by Marianne.



    “Good luck,” she said as Pierre opened the car door.



    He waved and started the engine. His mind was already somewhere else. He had to pick up Piquet from the Embassy to help him with the delivery. He quickly reversed the car and stepped hard on the gas pedal. He made the trip in fifteen minutes.



    He greeted the security guard as he cruised to his parking space and got out of the car without locking it. He rang the bell. “Piquet, it’s me, Pierre. Get your coat and come to the parking lot. We have a little errand to run,” he said firmly.



    “Okay, monsieur, I will be right down.”



    He walked back to his car and pondered over the events that had occurred so far. His mind kept going back to Jenny Osborne, the journalist at the hotel. The girl was too smart for her own good, not to mention very pretty. He had to stay away from her for a while.



    Piquet knocked on the window and Pierre reached over to let her in. He then started the engine and drove through the gate, heading for the hotel.



    “Good morning, mademoiselle. How are you today?”



    “I am fine, thank you, monsieur. How about you?”



    Pierre smiled and kept driving. He pulled into the hotel’s parking lot and noticed to his relief that the place was doing business as usual. “Piquet, take this package and give it to that doorman with this.” He gave her some bills. “Please tell him to deliver the package immediately. Can you do that?”



    Piquet smiled, got out of the car and calmly strolled toward the doorman and talked to him. In an instant the doorman disappeared inside the hotel and Piquet stood there waiting. Pierre motioned her to come. “Come on, Piquet, get in,” Pierre shouted.



    She got in the car, confused. “But, monsieur, I thought I would get a receipt to make sure it got to the party.”



    Pierre backed the car out of the parking lot and headed back to the Embassy. “You did well. I’m sure the gentleman will get his package.” He smiled and squeezed her hand.



    Surprised, Piquet smiled, and looked at Pierre, but he seemed far away.



    Pierre was thinking about the license number of the car that picked up the package, which he and Lance suspected to be the missile, at the airport. Whose car was it? Could it be Ludovico’s? Pierre was determined to find out the answers by the end of the day.


  



  
    CHAPTER 26


    _______



    John had had a restless night thinking about the robbery, but the embrace that Jenny had given him had thrown him for a loop. Could he possibly have a chance with her or was it just sisterly concern? He kept thinking about her reaction but did not come up with an answer. He had finally made up his mind that he would get a grip and keep his feelings in check. He did not want to jeopardize their friendship. Eventually he fell asleep in the wee hours of the morning.



    * * *



    On the other side of the corridor, Jenny had also stayed up all night, thinking about the events of the night before. She was angry at having been duped by Pierre and was determined to get even. Who did he think he was, using her like that? She knew he was involved in what had happened but couldn’t put her finger on how. Sleep had finally overtaken her and she had slept deeply. The ringing phone woke her up and she picked it up. “Hello?”



    “Hi, Jenny, it’s Jackie. Are you still asleep? It’s almost nine.”



    “Oh, hi, Jackie. I went to sleep late and it messed me up. What’s up?” she asked, yawning.



    Jackie laughed aloud and responded, “Darling, your Mr. Beck is called Pierre-Jean Philippe. He is some kind of military attaché—or a spy, if you like.”



    “Oh, I suspected that much, Jackie. Did you hear about what happened here at the hotel?”



    “I did, but vaguely.”



    Jenny was now fully awake and sat up. “Well, some shots went off in John’s room during his absence, but whoever it was managed to get away with some of his films.”



    “What! How is John?” Jackie asked, suddenly concerned.



    “He wasn’t in his room when it happened, and you know how John is. He took it all in stride. One good thing came out of the incident though.”



    “And what is that?” Jackie asked.



    “The bugs were removed from our phones. When we mentioned it to the police, they removed them, claiming they had no knowledge of the bugs.”



    “I am glad to hear that …” Jackie lowered her voice. “Just a moment, Jenny. There is something interesting here in the newspaper … Three men shot each other and then blew themselves up, and … Hold on a minute … The CDR Chairman was also assassinated at his home. Look, darling, why don’t we meet for dinner?” she asked quickly.



    Jenny’s mind was already running a mile a minute. “Let’s talk later on, Jackie. I have to go and get the story.” She rapidly hung up and called John.



    “Hello?” John answered in a sleepy voice.



    “Get dressed; we have some work to do. I will be there in ten minutes.”



    “Some action at last,” John thought. He took a quick shower, got dressed and in five minutes, he was opening the door for Jenny.



    She walked in complaining. “We should have been there by now, John. We are missing all the action!” she said breathlessly. “I will tell you on the way.”



    John picked up his video camera and a few empty rolls of film. He shut the door and followed her to the elevator. As they were leaving, a man called out. “Monsieur, monsieur … You’re John Spencer, oui?” asked the receptionist.



    “Yes, I am; what is it?”



    “I’m sorry, monsieur. I didn’t want to wake you up, but this came for you this morning. Our doorman received it and he left it at the reception desk,” he said, handing John a package.



    John thanked the man, took the package and examined it. “Did he say who gave it to him?”



    “He said it was a white lady that delivered it.”



    Jenny, who was already seated in the car with Marc, watched John reach into his pocket and give the receptionist some money and then run to their vehicle.



    “What did the receptionist want, John?” she asked, when John was inside the car.



    “He gave me a package that was delivered this morning,” he answered, throwing the envelope in her lap.



    Marc started the car, pulled out of the parking lot, and joined the traffic. “Where to?” he asked, looking at Jenny.



    “Oh, the shooting site at Nyamira hill,” Jenny said.



    “I know where it is. The story is in all the papers,” Marc said. He maneuvered his way into the traffic until they arrived at a police roadblock near the shooting site. Jenny and John showed the policeman their press passes. The policeman talked to somebody else on the wireless radio and motioned them to follow. A seemingly high-ranking officer approached them and shook their hands.



    “I am Captain Gérard and I am in charge here. Are you journalists?” he asked.



    They showed him their press passes and he told them to follow him. John started recording as they followed the man up to the corner, about twenty paces away. There was a partly mangled truck and burned remains of what used to be human beings. The foul smell of decaying, burned flesh was all around. It took Jenny all the strength she could muster to ask Captain Gérard a question.



    “Monsieur, can you please explain to our viewers what happened?” she asked.



    Captain Gérard looked straight into John’s camera and steadily explained the situation. “The rebels have failed to fight in the battlefield and now look what they have done. They ambushed a gallant son of Congo and he has lost his life.” He paused and added, “They shot him but he also managed to explode a grenade, which killed both bandits.”



    “Monsieur, have you been able to identify the rebels involved?” Jenny asked.



    “Yes, we know them. The truck over there was theirs and we have collected a lot of evidence, but I can’t talk about that now.”



    John interjected. “Were there any survivors?”



    The question seemed to agitate the Captain. He looked left and right. “Excuse me, but that is all I will say for now,” he finished and led them back toward their car.



    Jenny thanked the Captain and soon they were on their way.



    “Why do you think he evaded my question?” John asked, but Jenny’s mind was somewhere else after what she had just witnessed.



    “What?” she asked.



    “I said, why do you think Captain Gérard evaded my question about survivors?”



    Jenny shook her head. “I don’t know why. Maybe someone survived.”



    John nodded, looking ahead at the traffic that was bumper to bumper. “Didn’t the man say a gallant son had died and also managed to release a grenade on the assailants?”



    Jenny nodded and looked at John. “What are you driving at?”



    John fell silent for a little while before he responded. “The way I read it, the man was also armed. That’s why he had a grenade. He was probably a top military official.”



    Jenny nodded. “That makes a lot of sense, John. Why don’t we talk to Mr. Clay at the Defense Ministry and see what he has to say about all this?” she said, suddenly anxious.



    “Good idea. Something is unfolding here. First this guy, then the assassination of the CDR Chairman. This is not good,” John commented as they entered their car.



    Marc turned onto the avenue that led to the Foreign Affairs Ministry, and they found a parking space fairly easily. Jenny and John walked to the building, living Marc in the car. The same secretary greeted them and asked them who they wanted. They told her that they wanted to talk to Monsieur Clay about something urgent. She showed them where to sit and dialed his number.



    It wasn’t long before Clay came strolling down the hall and greeted them. “Hello, mademoiselle et monsieur. How may I be of some help?” he said as he extended his hand.



    “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, Monsieur Clay. I have a few questions about last night’s incident, if you don’t mind answering them,” Jenny said firmly.



    Clay looked at his watch. “Okay, come with me. I will only answer a few questions, because I have a very important meeting.” He led them to a small office near the reception area, obviously trying to get it over with. He offered them seats and sat across from them. “Okay, go ahead.”



    “Monsieur, we just came from Nyamira hill where the shooting occurred last night. Can you please fill us in about what really happened?” Jenny asked.



    Clay shook his head in despair. “An officer was led into a trap by the rebels, as you saw. He fought bravely and lost his life in the process.”



    Jenny wasn’t hindered by the smooth explanation. “Can you please tell our viewers …?”



    “No camera. This is off the record. The investigation is not yet complete,” Clay interrupted, motioning John to put his camera away. “Okay, mademoiselle, go ahead please.”



    Jenny smiled. “Can you please be more specific about what kind of officer he was, who he was and how the rebels managed to trap him?”



    Clay scratched his head trying to find a way to answer the question. “He was a decorated Captain of the artillery regiment, and I believe he was trapped into believing he was meeting a fellow patriot. That’s all I can say for now.” He paused and turned to look at John. “I’m sorry about the incident at the hotel. There is a lot of robbery going on these days, mostly caused by the insurgency, but don’t worry, we shall find the culprits and punish them severely.”



    Jenny and John nodded, surprised that Clay had found out so soon about what had happened at the hotel. “Thank you very much, monsieur. I also wanted to ask about the assassination that happened last night?” Jenny asked. The question took Clay by surprise. He excused himself and promised to be back in a moment.



    “I wonder why Clay is acting weird.” Jenny commented.



    “I can’t say, but it seems as if he went to find out what he should tell us.”



    They didn’t wait long before Clay came back. “I had to postpone one of my appointments. Now where were we?” he lied smoothly.



    Jenny cleared her throat and proceeded. “I have learned that there was an assassination of a top member of the opposition. Do you have any comment?”



    Clay nodded and put on a sad face. “Our late comrade, Monsieur Bukana, was assassinated in front of his house last night.” He paused. “We believe this is the work of anti-government rebels bent on bringing about discord among all democratic parties in the country.”



    Jenny smiled and so did John. It sounded like a rehearsed response.



    “One more question, monsieur,” said Jenny. “Why do you think that both incidents happened on the same night?”



    Clay shrugged. “Mademoiselle, as I already said, investigations into both incidents are continuing. I will contact you as soon as I am informed of the result.” He got up from the chair, signaling an end to their interview. It was obvious that the man was trying his best to get rid of them. He walked them to the entrance of the building and bid them farewell, claiming that he had a lot of work to do.



    “That was strange,” Jenny commented after Clay left.



    “He seemed more tense than last time,” John said as he opened the car door for her.



    He went around and sat next to Marc.



    “Oh, I almost forgot about the envelope, John,” she said reaching on the seat next to her.



    “Can you open it?” he asked.



    She tore the seal and her mouth opened in surprise. “John …” She tried to speak but nothing came out. He grabbed the envelope from her and looked inside. He shuffled through the contents and passed the envelope back to Jenny, speechless.



    “These robbers are very original,” Jenny said, and then burst out laughing. John joined in and so did Marc. Soon the three of them were roaring.



    “We might as well go to the hotel and see what we can send back to the network,” John said after he collected himself.



    Marc started the car and headed toward the hotel. “You guys know that there is another man who was found dead early yesterday morning and another two days ago?” Marc said.



    “What?” both Jenny and John shouted at the same time.



    “Yesterday, the man in charge of the armory was found dead in his house, and the day before, the Commander of the paratroopers was also found dead.” Marc went on to give them the details of what was said on the radio.



    “I have a feeling we are missing something in all this. There has to be a connection. These are all top officials,” Jenny said, and John agreed. They drove in silence up to the hotel, both perplexed about this new development.



    * * *



    Across town, Pierre was driving Lance to the airport. Lance turned to look at Pierre and could tell that he was distraught. Lance suspected that it was because of Antoine’s untimely death. He extended his hand and tapped on Pierre’s shoulder.



    “It will be okay, son. We will find out who is responsible for Antoine’s death,” Lance said trying to reassure Pierre, but Pierre simply nodded and fell silent again.



    A few minutes passed before Pierre spoke. “The events of last night bring a new dimension to everything,” Pierre commented, almost to himself.



    Lance had been thinking the same thing but had not come up with an answer.



    “Son, I am not sure about this, but I suspect the killing of your friend Antoine is connected to the assassination of the CDR Chairman. My guess is that after we beat them to the films, they decided to get rid of anyone who knew anything. They know we are suspicious, but they don’t know that we know their connection to Ludovico. You remember, he was the caller that Marianne intercepted mentioning the completion of plans B and C.” Pierre nodded. “Just play it safe, son, until I come back from Paris.”



    Pierre knew his boss was right. These people were serious and very thorough. He had to be extra careful. “Monsieur, if you need to get in touch with me, please convey the message through Jenny, the journalist. I understand their phones are not bugged anymore. Better use our usual code. She won’t use anything unless she knows what it means,” he said as they pulled into the airport.



    “Good thinking, son,” Lance said as he opened the door.



    “I hope you find out something, boss,” Pierre said.



    “That’s the plan. I will be in touch. See you in a few days,” Lance said before he rushed inside the airport.


  



  
    CHAPTER 27


    _______



    Monsignor Olivier looked at his reflection in the mirror. At six foot, he was lean man, with an attractive angular face. He shook his head and started combing his hair. He used dyes to cover up the gray streaks that were creeping into his brown hair. He looked at his reflection again. Not bad for fifty years of age, but if the current situation wasn’t resolved soon, he would age faster than a hungry old man. His mind started wandering through the different phases of his life.



    His service in Congo had started when he was a very young priest. He had just left the army and was looking for fulfillment in his life, so decided to join the priesthood. An old man in Brussels had approached him and offered him a post assisting in the running of a seminary in Congo. That was in the late sixties. Soon after, his life had changed and would never be the same again.



    On his arrival in Congo, he had been introduced to the people he would work with. They took him in and eventually started taking him to seminars that preached the hatred of Belgium’s enemies. Although these teachings tormented him at first, he finally came to accept them after long discussions with other priests. He soon joined forces with the likes of the late Monsignor Perandin and Monsignor Pesot in their mission to eradicate all the enemies of Belgium and enhance the grip of the church. Two years after, Olivier was formally indoctrinated into the secret organization of The Helpers, and shortly after that he was given the rank of Monsignor, at a very early age.



    Olivier knew deep inside that he was doomed to suffer eternal damnation as a consequence of his actions. During his time in the army, he had killed people in self-defense and that never affected him mentally, but his actions in Congo had turned him into a walking zombie. All these years in this godforsaken place he had achieved nothing, not even a thank you. He promised himself he would retire soon after this mission and live peacefully in Belgium.



    He checked his watch and was relieved to see that he still had an hour to get to the airport. Monsieur Bertrand Moses was arriving from Brussels with an urgent message. He took one more look in the mirror and then left the bathroom. He toyed with the idea of calling his secret lover Maria, but dismissed the thought due to time limitations. He preferred to make love to her for hours without any disturbance.



    Monsignor Olivier walked into his spotless living room and poured himself a cup of tea. He then put on some music, sat back in a chair and relaxed. He refilled his cup and checked his watch. It was just past five o’clock; he still had time to get to the airport. Monsieur Bertrand was arriving from Brussels at six o’clock with instructions from the Supreme Leader, and would be catching a return flight at ten thirty in the evening. The Supreme Leader didn’t want him to stay overnight. Olivier picked up the phone and dialed a number.



    “Hello, Sister, this is Monsignor Olivier. May I talk to Monsignor Pesot?” He knew the Sister always answered the phone. Old men like Pesot never changed their behavior.



    “Hello, Monsignor. I will get him immediately,” she said breathlessly.



    Olivier wondered if the Sister and Pesot ever … but dismissed the thought from his mind.



    “Hello, Olivier. I presume you are going to meet somebody soon?”



    “Yes, Monsignor,” Olivier answered. He admired Monsignor Pesot’s alertness. He never revealed anything on the telephone.



    “Very well; we shall meet at six thirty at the usual place. I will see you there. Please call Monsignor Senga and tell him to expect us.” Pesot hung up.



    Olivier shook his head in wonder. How a man like Pesot could play this game for over forty years and still be sharp was beyond his understanding. He looked at his watch and it was almost time to go to the airport. He reached for the phone and dialed. “Hello, Monsignor Senga, please.”



    A moment later, a deep voice answered. “Hello?”



    “Monsignor, it’s me, Olivier. We shall arrive at your place no later than six thirty.”



    “I shall be waiting,” Senga said and hung up the phone.



    He chugged down his drink and then picked up his keys from the table and headed toward the door. He settled himself behind the wheel of his station wagon and said a little prayer; a habit he had acquired years ago. He started the car, and the car rolled smoothly down the hill. Monsignor Olivier liked his house on top of the hill; it offered him a good a view of the rich valley and the lake. He had made it clear that he wouldn’t move from the house except to move back to Belgium.



    The ride to the airport was fairly quick and by six o’clock in the evening, Olivier was in the airport lounge waiting for a Monsieur Bertrand. He didn’t have long to wait, since the airplane had arrived a while ago, but the passengers were going through tense scrutiny by Army Intelligence as well as the immigration department. He sat down and waited.



    A few minutes later, he saw Monsieur Bertrand, or the man that fitted the description: six foot four, broad shouldered with a little gray hair creeping into his beard.



    Olivier quickly approached the man. “Monsieur Bertrand?”



    The man looked at him intensely. “Monsignor Olivier?” Olivier nodded. “We don’t have too much time; let’s go,” Bertrand said without missing a step.



    “This man is all business,” thought Olivier. Nothing else was said as they walked toward the parking lot. They settled down inside the car before Bertrand spoke again. “Is everybody else ready? As we mentioned in our telegram, I’m not spending the night.”



    “I understand, monsieur, rest assured we are ready,” Olivier said, beginning to become agitated.



    Monsieur Bertrand had a sudden change of tone that amazed Olivier. “Tell me, Olivier, how is this country nowadays?” he asked.



    “It has changed a lot since I arrived here, monsieur. I would say it’s more zealous, if you know what I mean.”



    Monsieur Bertrand nodded his understanding. “The whole world has changed, Monsignor, even Belgium. Brussels has been invaded by foreigners.” He shook his head. “I would say it won’t be long before we have foreigners in parliament.”



    “Do you really believe that will happen?”



    Monsieur Bertrand thought about this for a while. “Unfortunately, I believe so,” he stated.



    They entered what looked like a monastery. “We are here, monsieur,” he said, pulling into a small parking lot that was empty except for two other cars.



    Monsignor Olivier looked at his watch and it was six thirty five, about five minutes late, and this was one of the things Monsignor Pesot didn’t tolerate. They walked to a large door, which was quickly opened by a well-dressed doorman.



    The man bowed. “Please go to the library, second door to the right, gentlemen,” he said.



    Pesot looked at his watch. “You were supposed to be here a few minutes ago,” he said, motioning them to their seats.



    They sat down and were introduced to Monsignor Senga who shook hands with both of them. Monsignor Senga pressed a bell and a waiter served them with drinks.



    “That will be all, David,” Monsignor Senga said, dismissing the waiter.



    Monsignor Pesot stood up using his cane and addressed Monsignor Senga. “Monsignor, I think this is as good a time as any to have our meeting. I will call you when we are finished.”



    “Certainly,” Monsignor Senga said as he opened a door that led them to a well-furnished room at the back of the library. He waited until the three men entered and then closed the door behind them and headed for the chapel. The three men sat down and sipped their drinks.



    “Monsieur Bertrand, you may go ahead with your message from our leader,” Pesot said.



    Bertrand started narrating. “A few days ago, a French Intelligence Chief here in Congo went to Paris. I believe his name is Monsieur Lance Lemand. Before this man left, he revealed a lot of information to his superiors about our current exercise, including the availability of a missile in this country.” He paused to let the information sink in. Everybody was listening intently, including the usually bothersome Monsignor Pesot.



    “The name Ludovico was mentioned during the meeting and a man they only knew as Demus, who played a part in the accomplishment of plans B and C.” He paused before continuing. “This information, gentlemen, makes us believe that either this Ludovico has a spy nearby that listens to his conversations or his phone is tapped.”



    Bertrand asked if he could smoke and they all nodded. He produced a cigarette case, selected one, and lit it. He puffed and cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, the reason the center has sent me here today is to inform you that France is going to send specialists to track the whereabouts of the missile and to dispose of it and the culprits as they see fit.”



    This last information took them by surprise and they all thought about it for a moment.



    “How many are coming, Monsieur Bertrand?” Olivier asked.



    “Two, I believe,” he answered directly.



    Pesot got up slowly from his chair and looked around. “Is there anything else, monsieur?”



    Bertrand shook his head. Monsignor Olivier walked to the liquor cabinet, selected a bottle of wine and brought it back. He then refilled all their glasses and put the bottle down on the table. They all stood up. It was Monsignor Pesot who made the toast.



    “To the Knighthood.” They held up their glasses before swallowing their drinks.



    “Monsieur Bertrand, please extend our greetings to our Supreme Leader and have a good trip,” Pesot said, ending the conversation.



    They all left the room and entered the library and asked David to get Monsignor Senga. The four men talked about the needs of the church and other related subjects before Monsieur Bertrand looked at his watch and decided it was time to leave. “I have to go, gentlemen,” Bertrand said as he stood up.



    He bid farewell to Monsignor Pesot and Monsignor Senga and then left, followed closely by Monsignor Olivier.


  



  
    CHAPTER 28


    _______



    Gaston woke up late, feeling rested. As he headed for work, he felt satisfied with his accomplishments thus far. The day was uneventful until about two o’clock in the afternoon when he received a phone call about a telegram that had come from Brussels for a Monsignor Olivier mentioning a passenger that was coming that evening. Gaston had used his government connections to find out which foreigners were coming and going in and out of the country, not revealing that his actual targets were members of The Helpers, about whom he wanted to find out as much as possible.



    The breeze was blowing toward the city and there was an air of impending doom. None of this bothered Gaston as he kept smoking his cigarette, deliberately slowly. He had seen it all before, the kind of pain that seeped deep into one’s soul. Hatred had become a way of life for him. The death of his mother had taught him that life wasn’t worth anything. If you didn’t take somebody out, he would take you out. Compassion had no part in his reality.



    The Helpers had made him into a killing machine. Yes, it’s about time they had a taste of their own medicine. They had misjudged him. If they thought they could use him and then discard him, they didn’t know him very well. Yes, this time he was going to get even, and there was no going back. He inhaled his cigarette filling his small hut with smoke.



    It had all started sometime in 1973. Gaston was just five when his father left his mother with not as much as a franc to feed the family. His mother started to bring different men to the house and told Gaston that the men were her friends. Sometimes, Gaston would hear noises or even cries from her room but didn’t understand what was going on until one day when he came back from school early and opened the door to find his mother naked with a man on top of her. He hated his mother from then on. His mother tried to explain that she needed money and the men were helping her, but he was so angry that he didn’t want to listen.



    It became clear to him that the teasing and the rumors he had heard from other kids about his mother being a whore were true. He started having fights in school but, since he was bigger than the other kids, they generally left him alone and he preferred it that way. He could not stand to look at his mother and hated all women. The way Gaston saw it; if his mother could become a whore, then all women were whores. Despite his hatred for his mother, she continued to tell him and his young brother how much she loved them and how everything she did was for them. Gaston never wanted to hear this and he chose to shut her out.



    He could still remember that fateful morning as if it were yesterday. His mother had hugged him with pitiful eyes as she bid him goodbye before school. “Son, work hard in school and always remember that I love you,” she had said with tears in her eyes, but he had simply walked off to school without looking back. After school he had run home, hoping to get some food and read his favorite comics.



    When he arrived at home, he heard the neighbors crying over somebody. On a closer look, he saw the corpse of his mother and younger brother. Her head had been sliced opened with a machete and she looked like she had tried to shield his younger brother, who had a knife protruding from his heart. After seeing that horrible scene, Gaston had gone into hiding and waited for darkness to come.



    He recalled the few belongings he had removed from the house: his mother’s photos, a blanket, and a cross, which he had removed from his mother’s neck. He remembered vividly the nights he had spent in hiding until a priest had come along and adopted him and put him through high school. However, his mother was never far from his mind. His nightmares were horrible, filled with images of his mother and little brother soaked in blood. He wished he had reconciled with her before she died. There were times when he could have committed suicide but he decided against it only because of the deep-seated hatred he felt for the people who had killed his mother. Only one thing kept him going: He would exert revenge on those who had hurt his family.



    Gaston recalled the day they approached him; four men had come in the dark. Although he had been accepted at the university, the four had insisted on sending him to military school, with a promise to help him avenge his family at an appropriate time. He later came to know the four men as members of The Helpers. After military training in the Far East, he was sent to Cuba, where he received further training. By the time Gaston had finished his training he was a full-fledged assassin who could kill anyone in an instant and without a second thought.



    Since coming back from Cuba, he had been assigned to killing missions in various Francophone countries, mostly to exterminate the enemies of The Helpers. He found out later that rebel infiltrators hadn’t murdered his family as he had been led to believe. A physician in Kinshasa had ordered their death. Although Gaston ended up killing the physician, he was no fool; he knew the deception had come from a high level and suspected that The Helpers had had a hand in the death of his mother and brother.



    That realization made it even more painful because he held himself responsible for her death. Had The Helpers not wanted him to do their dirty work, his mother and brother would probably still be alive. He shook his head, not wanting to think about that. He rolled his ganja cigarette, a habit he had learned in Cuba. It made him calm and relaxed.



    He started thinking about The Helpers. He was convinced that they would eliminate him after he completed their top-secret mission. Look what they had done to Monsieur Bukana, who was one of their own. He smiled, knowing that he would be ready for them when they came.



    He only knew the identity of three of them but there were four that night in 1985. Finding the first one had not been easy and a phone operator had died in the course of the search. The man had tried to resist answering his questions. In the end Gaston had eliminated one of the four. The other one, a priest, had died of natural causes. The third one, Monsieur Bukana, who Gaston had just found out was one of the four, was now dead. He couldn’t believe his luck when he was ordered to kill him. Gaston still didn’t know the identity of the fourth man, but he was determined to find out. He was also trying to get information on The Helpers to use as insurance. He suspected that Monsignor Olivier was one of them but he was too young to be the fourth man



    Gaston had been lucky so far that The Helpers didn’t know what he was doing; otherwise he would be six feet under. These people made the KGB look like choirboys. He rolled another joint and inhaled deeply. He continued inhaling and feeling the high from the weed. He got up and walked uneasily around the small hut that he had built on the Kagama hill. Underneath the hut was a bunker with all kinds of arsenal. He picked up his radio and talked to someone, then sat down and continued smoking.



    * * *



    She lived in the hut next to his, with her mother. They were originally from Ngozi and they depended on him for all their needs. The only reason he let them live there was because of the girl. She was fifteen now and he had wanted her since the massacre in Ngozi several years earlier, when she had begged him to save her and her mother after her father had been killed. He had weighed up the request and decided to save them, because of her.



    There was a knock on the door and he let her in. Without a word she got on her knees and Gaston pulled her to him. In a moment, he had her head between his legs and shoved his big member in her tiny mouth. He kept pushing and pushing until it was like a big round baton and could barely fit in her mouth. Oh, how he had felt like choking her with it many times. He roughly turned her around before she could protest and inserted it deep in her. She screamed in pain but this inspired Gaston even more. She had to learn to endure the pain. He pounded even harder thinking of the pain his mother had suffered until he let out a big groan, poured the whole lot into her and went limp.



    She couldn’t get up and he left her in that position and went to wash his thing. When he came back, the girl was trying her best to stand with a lot of difficulty.



    “Go home girl. I don’t need you now. I want my privacy,” he said. “Next time, lose the underwear before you come to me. And always bring a warm towel to wash me off, you hear?” He dismissed her with his hand. She picked up her underwear and left with her head down, pulling on her skirt.



    Twice a week, Gaston came here to check on his little joint and see his subjects. It was necessary to keep his intentions secret. When the time was right, he would get rid of the girl and her mother. He pulled a little brick on the wall with his finger and part of the floor moved, revealing the stairs going down to the basement. He descended thinking about his upcoming trip to Paris. Yes, he loved Paris and, most important, he was looking forward to seeing his only friend, Chavez.



    What bothered him the most was the reason that had brought Monsieur Bertrand Moses here to Kinshasa. The speedometer count and subsequent investigation had revealed that the meeting place was a monastery. Now, that was very interesting. The man in charge of the place was a Monsignor Senga, a Congolese priest, who was old yet capable. Was he a member of The Helpers? Gaston would soon find out. He checked his secret file to make sure his documents were there before he left the hut and drove home.



    He decided that it was time to put a tap on Monsignor Olivier’s telephone. The more he knew, the better; for his own safety. He parked his vehicle outside, not bothering with the garage, opened his front door, and entered his house. He poured himself some whisky and swallowed it down. He toyed with the idea of fixing himself a light meal, but dismissed it instantly; it wasn’t worth it.



    What he needed was a good shower and a well-deserved rest. He walked to his bedroom and undressed, thinking of the girl. Even though he liked the poor little thing, she had no place in his future plans. He thought about his upcoming mission. Not even his best friend Chavez could believe that Gaston would pull off a job like that. He dried himself very quickly and put on some boxers.



    “Soon, very soon, I shall have the ultimate fulfillment,” he said to himself quietly.



    He went to bed and fell asleep instantly.


  



  
    CHAPTER 29


    _______



    Kai sat under the tree and daydreamed about her past. Her father used to welcome her home from school every day when he was alive, and at the end of the school term he would give her a present for her performance. Kai was an exceptional student; she came in either first or second in her class. If she came second, she made sure the next term she would be the first. She did this to please her father. Life was good until one Friday morning when she was coming back from school and heard shooting in her village, close to her family’s house.



    She was still in her uniform as she ran home to see what was going on. On the way, she met her mother and other women screaming, begging for mercy. She found out that their husbands had been shot, including her father. Kai wanted to run, but she couldn’t abandon her mother, who was crying hysterically. She didn’t want to lose her mother, too, so she had impulsively walked toward the man that looked to be in charge and pleaded.



    “Monsieur, my name is Kai. I am a good student and a hard worker. My father is dead. Can you please let us go?” she had asked in fluent French, to the astonishment of the soldier.



    “Child, who taught you French like that?” the man had asked.



    She could not tell him that it was her father. “Monsieur, I am the best French student in my class,” she had pleaded. The man had looked at her up and down in a funny way, but she was desperate to save her mother and didn’t mind, even if it meant risking her own life.



    “Okay, you enter that truck,” he had commanded.



    “Monsieur, my mother is even a better cook than me. Please let her come with me?” she had pleaded on her knees.



    “Quickly get your mother and board the truck,” he had ordered her.



    Kai had run to her mother and pulled her away from the weeping women.



    “Stop crying; otherwise you stay,” the man had ordered Kai’s mom. They had both boarded the truck and left the rest of the women, some of whom were being raped by the soldiers.



    “Don’t look, my child, it’s bound to happen to both of us sooner or later,” her mother had cautioned her.



    Kai remembered that the truck had traveled all night until the man stopped it near a big city. He had walked them to a hut big enough to accommodate a family and said to them, “Your lives are now in my hands. These are bad days. I will come and see you tomorrow to bring you more things and supplies, and do yourself a favor, don’t wander too far if you value your life.”



    The man had left them huddled together, getting warmth from one old blanket that was nearby. The next day the man had brought them supplies; food, beddings and clothing. After that, he came by almost twice a week for several years.



    Kai had begged the man to let her stay in school and he had agreed and even paid her school fees, which left her puzzled. On the evenings when the man came, her mother excused herself and went to a hut nearby, supposedly to cook for the man.



    One day, Kai had gone for a walk outside when she heard someone groaning and cries coming from the man’s hut. She had run to the hut and peeped through a small hole. She couldn’t believe what her mother was doing; she was having sex with the man. Kai had run back to the hut and cried herself to sleep.



    She had seen her father and mother hugging each other, smiling and kissing, but never had she seen her own father doing that to her mom. Oh, she hated both her mother and Gaston! She had stopped talking to her mother for weeks until one day her mother approached her; she had guessed what was bothering Kai.



    “Kai, my dear, remember that whatever I do, I do it for you. I don’t like that animal, but you yourself know how mean he is. Or have you forgotten?” she asked in tears. Suddenly things had become clear as Kai remembered her father’s death. She held her mother, and together they cried and prayed for her father’s soul.



    She tried her best to avoid the man, but as her jailer, he knew about her school work and everything else she did. Kai remembered like it was yesterday the day it had started. It was her fourteenth birthday and the man had driven her all over the city and bought her a present, which he insisted she would see when they got home. When they reached home, he pretended to measure the dress on her body, and then he had taken her weak body and forced himself into her. It had been so painful, but her screams had made him do it harder until he finished.



    She cried and cried every day for weeks, but the man had told her that if she ever told anybody at school or anyone else, he would kill her mother. So Kai had endured constant pain from the man, whom she had learned to hate. He gave her birth control pills to avoid pregnancy, but the situation had worsened as time went on. He now made her take him in her mouth before he inserted his thing in her body. As before, the crying made him do it harder and harder until he finally went limp. She hated him so much, but she didn’t show him her hatred to protect her mother.



    Although the man mistook her tears for weakness, she wasn’t weak anymore. She was determined to get revenge on this man; a man who had massacred her whole village and abused her mother. This very man that was doing these things to her had personally killed her father. Her mother had revealed this to her the night they had cried together. All the same, Kai was glad it was she that bore the pain, rather than her mother, whom the man had discarded months ago.



    One day, she peeped in the hole and saw the man pull a brick in the wall and part of the floor moved. He went downstairs and covered the entrance. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that the man was hiding something. But what? She decided to wait for the right time to find out. A few days later, she skipped her afternoon classes, claiming to have a headache. Since she was a good student, the teacher allowed her to go home. She got up from under the tree and walked toward their hut; her mind was made up. Time had come for her to investigate the monster.



    The last time she had sex with him, she had left the window bolt loose. She opened the door of their hut and found a flashlight by the clock on the small table. It was four thirty, so she had a full hour to herself before her mother came back. She gripped the flashlight firmly in her hand and quickly walked down the small unpaved road that led to the man’s hut.



    She went to the man’s hut and tried the window. Luckily it gave way silently. Climbing in wasn’t a problem. One leap and she was inside the hut. She shut the window and turned on the flashlight. The place was the same as the last time—one twin bed and a chair in the corner. She silently made her way to the brick and yanked it out. There was a small creak and a small part of the floor moved, revealing stairs that went down. Kai felt a cramp in her stomach. What if she touched something and the man found out? She hesitated, but a strong voice inside her urged her on. She carefully took one step at a time until she got downstairs.



    She flashed her light around and was amazed by what she saw. Guns of all types were lined up on a rack on one wall. There was a large machine she couldn’t identify, but because it had a telephone on top, she guessed that it was a switchboard. She looked around some more and finally found a small brick, the same size as the one upstairs, and examined it closely. Unlike other bricks, it was made out of wood, not mud.



    She pulled it out. She hesitated, praying hard, but again a strong voice of revenge overcame her fear, and she yanked the brick out. There was a small wooden box in the wall behind the brick; she pulled it out. The box wasn’t heavy, but it was carefully crafted. She opened it and saw a lot of papers with dates and names. She sat down on the ground and started reading; her French was good enough. She quickly read through the documents. The shock and disbelief made her almost drop the box. Was she dreaming? God help me! She made the sign of the cross. She calmed herself down and put all documents carefully back inside the box and then put it back in the wall. She took the wooden brick and replaced it carefully.



    She looked around before she made her way back upstairs. She carefully put the brick back in place. She examined her trail to make sure everything was all right before she climbed out through the small window and closed it, but not before wiping her footprints from the window sill. She hoped that the man wouldn’t notice anything as she made her way to her mother’s hut, still in a trance.



    What she had read was truly unbelievable. The Helpers, whoever they were, were planning an assassination of the President. The documents mentioned that there was bound to be a war soon between the supporters of the old colonial Belgians and the new government, which was supported by the French. There were numerous other things about weapons, but she couldn’t remember everything. Kai decided to come back and investigate at a later time. She was determined to seek an opportunity to stop Gaston and avenge herself and her parents.


  



  
    CHAPTER 30


    _______



    A. few days later, Kai was thinking of the best way to get her revenge on the man. She had cleaned herself after the man had left and slowly tiptoed to her bed, trying not to wake her mother.



    “Are you alright, Kai?” her mother enquired, which stopped Kai in her tracks.



    “Yes, mama, I’m fine. You are supposed to be sleeping.”



    “Kai, my baby, the last time I had a full night was when your father was still alive. Nowadays, I just rest my body and try not to think about the injustice that you suffer at the hands of that man.”



    This revelation surprised Kai. Her mother knew what was happening to her, but chose to keep quiet because she couldn’t face it. Kai felt more determined than ever to get her revenge. Tonight he had used her like a toy and afterward insisted that she wipe off his thing.



    Since the day when she’d sneaked into his hut, a plan had been forming inside her head, but it was not until today that she got the name of someone to talk to. She got the name of a female reporter from a fellow student whose father worked at the Foreign Ministry. The boy said that she was staying at one of the big hotels in the city in the Gombe area. The name was Jenny something. She would contact her and tell her what she had seen without revealing the man’s identity. She slept peacefully, knowing what she was going to do the next day.



    In the morning she woke up earlier than her mother and as usual put a kettle of water on the stove to make some tea. She put on her best clothes and shoes, left the house and took a bus to the city. She located a phone booth that had a phone book and wrote down the phone numbers of the three big hotels in Gombe: Hotel Diplomat, Mille Collines, and Hotel Meridian. She called the Hotel Diplomat first and said she wanted to speak to a journalist named Jenny and it was urgent, but there weren’t any journalists staying with them. She then called Mille Collines and there were a few journalists there, but none called Jenny. Kai was getting desperate as she dialed the number to the Hotel Meridian. The receptionist was nice and asked her the name of the journalist she was looking for.



    “I think her name is Jenny Hans,” she said because she couldn’t think of another name.



    The receptionist said the only Jenny they had was Jenny Osborne, a journalist from America.



    Kai was quick to answer. “Yes, that’s the name I was told,” she said in perfect French. “Can you please connect me to her room?”



    After a moment a new voice said, “Hello!”



    Kai spoke quickly in French. “Is this Jenny?”



    “Yes,” Jenny responded.



    “Do you speak French?” Kai asked.



    “Yes, some. Who is this?” Jenny asked in French.



    “I have information for you. Can you meet me at the main post office in ten minutes?” Kai asked very fast in French, and then hung up. She crossed the street to go to the post office and sat down on a bench nearby. She looked in her schoolbag for a piece of paper and pen and wrote a note to Jenny in French.



    It read: “Dear Jenny, I’m your fan and a girl, like you. There is a man I know who enjoys hurting people. This man has done military training in other parts of the world and works for a group called The Helpers. They have a plan to assassinate some people. I am afraid for my safety and my mother’s. As soon as I have more information, I will get in touch. Your friend, K.”



    She carefully put the letter in an envelope and sealed it. There was a boy sitting alone on a bench next to hers. She went and bought some candy and came back and sat next to him. She gave him some candy and they started talking about cars and the people that were going by before Kai asked him if he wanted to make money. Gaston had given her some pocket money to buy school supplies. The boy nodded with excitement and she explained to him what she wanted him to do.



    “She is a white woman. Ask her if her name is Jenny and if it is, hand her the envelope and leave. When you come back sit on a different bench. Understand?” He nodded.



    She had barely finished explaining when a Jeep stopped across the street and a white man and woman got out of the car. The man had a camera hanging on his shoulder. Kai quickly gave the boy the letter and cautioned him for the second time not to reveal anything else. “Just hand over the letter and then leave,” she insisted.



    * * *



    Jenny had been in her room getting ready to call her boss when she received the phone call. The caller spoke French and had a young voice. She had called Jackie and regretfully canceled her lunch date and then buzzed John in his room. She quickly explained the weird phone call. Within a few minutes they were heading for the post office.



    “Did you sense anything from her?” John asked.



    Jenny thought about this and shook her head. “Not really, but she sounded scared.”



    They arrived at the post office and parked the car. They stood there waiting to be contacted. They had almost given up when a young boy pulled Jenny’s arm.



    “Are you Miss Jenny?” he inquired. Jenny nodded.



    “Yes, I am. What can I help you with?”



    The boy gave her an envelope and ran off. John tried to stop him in vain, but Jenny watched and saw the boy run across the street, buy some candy, and sit on a bench. She also noticed a young, well-dressed girl seated near him but on a separate bench.



    “John, do me a favor. Drive up the street and make a U-turn. I want to see something.”



    John didn’t ask why. He just drove about a block and illegally turned the car around, drawing angry looks from other motorists.



    “Pull over and pick me up at the corner,” Jenny said as they approached the post office. She got out of the car, walked down the street and noticed that the girl had left the bench. She saw the boy waving to somebody across the street and looked in the direction of his wave and saw the girl.



    Jenny crossed the street quickly and hurried toward the place she had seen the girl but couldn’t see her. Damn! She thought she had lost her, but luckily the girl was seated alone on a small bench waiting for a bus. Jenny walked toward her and touched her shoulder.



    “Hello!” Jenny said.



    The girl was startled and turned toward her, wide-eyed. “Are you the journalist?”



    “Yes, I am. Are you the one who wrote me? Can I talk to you?” Jenny asked.



    Suddenly the girl’s eyes registered fear and she stood up. Jenny tried to calm the girl down but the poor thing was terrified, so she quickly scribbled her room number on a paper and gave it the girl. The girl walked away quickly. Jenny wanted to go after her but stopped herself. Instead she walked to where John was parked and entered the car quietly, recalling the terror she had seen in the girl’s eyes.



    “Please drive, John,” she said somberly. Jenny had never seen such fear and vulnerability as she saw in that girl today. Her eyes spoke it all.



    John glanced at Jenny. She looked like something had spooked her. He drove aimlessly until Jenny stopped him and suggested they go to a nearby restaurant. They entered the restaurant and chose the table farthest from the entrance. John walked up to the bar and bought some soft drinks for both of them while Jenny read the note. When John came back, she told him what the note said.



    John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The note wouldn’t have meant much to both of them had they not already acquired enough information to convince them that there was something strange going on with all the murders of important people; this young girl knew something about it. John swallowed his drink and lit a cigarette.



    “You know, Jenny, as absurd as it may seem, this whole thing is beginning to make sense to me,” he paused and puffed on his cigarette. “The CDR Chairman was assassinated by a professional, and according to this note, the bastard was trained overseas. I don’t like it, Jenny. Let’s get the fuck out of the country!”



    Jenny wasn’t listening. She was thinking about getting more information from the girl. She chugged the drink down in one gulp. “Can we get refills, please?” she asked John.



    “Yes, mademoiselle,” John said, pretending to salute, and went off to get to get the drinks.



    Jenny’s mind was working hard trying to pinpoint something in the letter that was eluding her. She finally got it: The Helpers. Who the heck were these people?



    John hurried back with the drinks and sat down. He noticed Jenny was serious and sipped his drink, waiting for her to say something. “These people, The Helpers; do you think they are the ones who killed the CDR Chairman or the other people?” she asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “They must have a lot of resources to be able to send people overseas for military training.”



    Jenny pondered the situation for a moment. The girl had promised to be in touch and that was something she couldn’t rush.



    “What are you going to do with this information?” John asked, looking at her.



    Jenny thought about Pierre’s warning and also remembered the look in the girl’s eye. “Nothing yet. Not until we have more information,” Jenny said with a concerned look.



    John looked at her closely, not believing that she was going to sit on the story. As if reading his mind, Jenny explained her concern and John nodded in understanding.



    “You are right. I think we already know too much, and it can’t be good for us if they find out what we know.”



    Jenny agreed. She thought about the conversation she had had with Pierre. He had called to apologize for not having been able to spend time with her the night of the robbery and asked her if she would like to get together another time, promising to explain certain things when he saw her. Something in his voice had made Jenny believe that he was sincere and she agreed to meet him, but at the same time, she decided she would proceed with caution.



    “Maybe he will have more information about what is going on soon,” she commented.


  



  
    CHAPTER 31


    _______



    Jenny walked around her room trying to sort out what she had just read. She recalled the research she had done before coming to Congo. In pre-colonial times, the society had kings and some sort of stability. According to the text, in 1885 King Leopold II bought Congo with the aim of increasing his power and extracting natural resources from the country. During his reign, King Leopold established the International Association of the Congo, a supposedly philanthropic, International Development Agency, which in reality was a sham.



    In 1878, this group announced the creation of a new nation, the Congo Free State. Leopold abolished the indigenous structure of kingdoms and brutalized the local population. Over the next thirty years, the local population was subjected to some of the most gruesome treatment known in colonial times. The hands or feet of certain people who were supposedly not working hard enough were often amputated, and it is estimated that over ten million people died of exhaustion, starvation, and various diseases.



    In 1904, under pressure from Britain, the Belgium government took over the territory from the King and named it Belgian Congo, a colony under the rule of the Belgian government. According to the report, it was thought that there were still ethnic tensions between various tribes in Congo dating back to the colonial days. This was more evident in the east, between the two major tribes, where the Belgian colonialists favored one over the other, resulting in status disparities between the two.



    In 1960, a young charismatic leader became the first Prime



    Minister. He led Congo out of colonial control and started promoting equality among all people. According to the reports, his message of unity was a threat to the colonialists’ interests, so they encouraged the formation of opposition parties. There was an uprising among various tribes, and finally, the Prime Minister was killed under questionable circumstances. Tribal wars started all over again.



    In the 1960s a new leader seized power in the Congo and changed the country’s name. In the beginning, he seemed to be on the side of the people, but eventually he became a dictator and even started looting minerals from his own country, making him very wealthy, although his people were very poor. The country was one of the lowest in literacy and income per household. Tribalism and ethnic cleansing continued, and people were still required to carry identity cards indicating the tribe they belonged to.



    Jenny was horrified by the injustice that had been done to the Congolese people by the colonialists, the remnants of whom continued to this day. She wondered how the world could stand by while these kinds of atrocities went on.



    Jenny had discussed some of her research with Ian Hamilton. She had found Ian to be a good source of cultural and historical information on the Congo and because of that, they had become close. She recalled asking Ian if what she had read was true.



    “Yes, Jenny. Unfortunately, most of it is true.” This had renewed Jenny’s desire as a reporter to make sure that the world knew what was going on.



    The girl still hadn’t called her. Jenny ruffled her hair and read on. The poor girl had been terrified. She probably belonged to the minority group, and God only knew what she had been through.



    She went downstairs to the bar and ordered a drink, which she swallowed quickly. She then left for a walk, not caring about the warnings of threats against foreigners. She must have walked for about half a mile before she saw a small pub that was frequented by journalists and entered.



    * * *



    Pierre read the telegram from Paris and was disappointed. It didn’t have any specific instructions for him. He and Marianne had received no new information except that a Monsieur Bertrand had come to town. He had been picked up by a Monsignor Olivier at the airport and later dropped off by the same man. He thought a lot about Jenny and wondered how she was doing.



    The day before, Nazarene had called in a panic about losing her job because her boss Bukana, the CDR Chairman, had been assassinated. Pierre had calmed her down and asked her to meet him. He had offered her a job keeping tabs on Jenny. Although Naz didn’t have much experience on surveillance, she was Congolese and could blend in properly. Pierre also had confidence in her as a professional. He had given her pointers and put her to work. “Don’t use your car for surveillance. I will give you money to rent a white Toyota that will blend in. Remember, always stay a few cars back, and do not do anything. Just observe what she does and report back to me, but don’t use her name when you call me. Just refer to her as ‘the subject,’ you understand?” Naz had nodded, looking excited about the new job.



    Pierre’s phone rang and he picked it up.



    “Hello, Pierre, this is Naz and I have some new information for you.”



    “Just a minute,” Pierre said, switching on the scrambler. “Go ahead.”



    “This afternoon, I followed the subject. She and the photographer went to the post office and were given an envelope by a young boy. They turned the car around and I saw the woman journalist talk to a young Congolese girl. I later followed them to a restaurant where they ordered some drinks and talked for a long while. They also looked like they were reading the contents of the envelope they received from the boy.”



    This information piqued Pierre’s interest. Who were this boy and girl, and what message did they have? He shook his head to clear it of further thoughts. “Thank you, Naz, and please keep your eyes open.”



    He hung up, more confused now than ever. He tried to give Jenny a call but then decided against it. If she found out she was being watched, that would be the end of their fragile friendship.



    * * *



    Jenny hadn’t talked to Pierre since he had called her to apologize.



    She decided to ring him and gather more information. She got up, walked to the phone booth and dialed Pierre’s number; a woman answered. Pierre came on the phone immediately and sounded happy to hear from her.



    “Hello, Jenny, you haven’t been in your room for some time. Are you all right?”



    Jenny got instantly suspicious. “How do you know that, Pierre?”



    He said he had called a few times but she wasn’t in her room. “I didn’t want to bother you in case you had company,” he lied again. He was so smooth that Jenny thought Pierre was a bit jealous and she burst out laughing, to Pierre’s relief.



    “Pierre, can we meet?” she asked.



    “Sure, where? At the hotel?”



    “No.” She gave him directions to the pub where she was.



    “Okay,” said Pierre, sounding surprised.



    She went back to her seat and ordered a drink. She hoped that Pierre would cast more light on the situation. Pierre soon arrived and walked to where she was sitting. She attempted to shake his hand, but he ignored her hand and kissed her on both cheeks. He then sat down across from her.



    “I didn’t expect you to walk that far from the hotel. You look beat. What is the matter?”



    “Just work. So, any new developments on this crazy situation?” Jenny asked.



    “Jenny, I would rather not talk about that,” he stated evenly.



    Jenny noticed some strain in Pierre’s voice and a slight trace of agitation. She decided to change the subject and wait. “Say, Pierre, what team do you think will win the world cup?”



    Pierre looked surprised by the question, but he smiled. “Considering the absence of France, I would think the Brazilians have to take the world cup this summer,” he answered philosophically. “We shall wait and see if we live that long.”



    This last statement said a lot more to Jenny than Pierre could have imagined. She chugged down her drink and waited until Pierre finished his. “Pierre, let’s take a walk, if you don’t mind,” she said, standing up.



    * * *



    Pierre followed her outside, wondering what she had in mind, but his own mind was occupied. Another phone call had come in earlier, asking Ludovico to report any movements that Lance made. All these messages meant one thing. His boss had stepped into forbidden territory, and Pierre was probably also being watched. He felt more vulnerable than ever. He had never imagined being in the field alone without any support. He had asked for some agents and the answer he received was that help was on the way. This made him feel better, but there was no mention of Lance. Why? He had been going over these questions when Jenny called. He was happy for the distraction.



    “What’s the matter with you? I m talking to you and you are not even listening,” Jenny said, shaking Pierre’s shoulder.



    “Forgive me. I was far away.”



    Jenny looked at him curiously. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were in such a state. I wouldn’t have bothered you.”



    “I’m okay. It’s just a little problem I have, that’s all,” he said trying to sound confident.



    “A little problem like The Helpers blowing up people, you mean?”



    Pierre stopped in his tracks. He was suddenly very tense and his neck muscles jerked. He looked at Jenny, his eyes angry. “I warned you to stay away from this mess and you didn’t listen. I can’t help you. I’m not entrenched enough here to be able to stop anything,” he said, almost out of breath. He looked left and right nervously. “How many people have you told about this?” he asked, still nervous.



    “It’s only John and I, and the source,” she stated.



    “What do you mean by the source? Maybe they are using you as a pawn,” he snapped.



    She shook her head. “She couldn’t have been using me.”



    “So it is a she? Didn’t you ask yourself how she got all that information?” he asked angrily.



    “Keep your voice down. I know she is authentic. Trust me on this, will you?”



    Pierre nodded. “You are probably right, because if the people you mentioned knew what you know, you wouldn’t be here right now,” he stated seriously.



    Jenny suddenly looked afraid. “How long have you been in this country?”



    Pierre was quiet at first. “About two years. Why?”



    “Well,” Jenny paused. “If I was a local, and an intruder came in and tried to exert control, I don’t think I would take kindly to that. As a matter of fact, I would try all ways possible to get rid of the intruder.”



    Pierre shook his head. “Who do you think is the intruder?”



    Jenny looked at him. “The French found this country already colonized by the Belgians and bulldozed their way in. Am I right?”



    Pierre was upset and it showed. “It wasn’t like that. As you know, Belgium and France always cooperate in all these matters, officially.”



    “Officially?”



    “Yes, officially,” he repeated.



    “What about unofficially?” she asked.



    Pierre shrugged. “I can’t answer that. There are many organizations with different agendas.”



    “Pierre, suppose somebody high up is assassinated. What do you suppose will happen?”



    Pierre shook his head. “I really don’t know, Jenny. I would rather go to an island and take a deep swim in the ocean with you.” He took her hand and to his surprise, Jenny didn’t pull away. They kept walking.



    “Did you know that there has been ethnic cleansing in this country for the past few decades?”



    Pierre nodded. “Yes, but we are not the government, Jenny. We are simply advisors. Some things are beyond our control,” he said.



    “People are made to carry identity cards showing their ethnic backgrounds everywhere, and some are refused education because they are minorities, for God’s sake!”



    Pierre couldn’t believe his ears. “So you are making this thing a personal crusade. Do you think you are the only one who doesn’t like what is happening?” He stopped and looked at her, his deep gray eyes very piercing. “Jenny, when I took this job, I didn’t think it would be like this. I wouldn’t have signed on for a million bucks but I am here, a mere man whose feelings and ideas are meaningless to the big fish. What am I supposed to do? Get devoured by the sharks, or hide behind some rocks and hope I get some space to bolt?”



    Jenny didn’t know what to say. She touched his chest. “Pierre. I ‘m sorry. I know how you feel,” she said, her big brown eyes showing signs of remorse.



    * * *



    Pierre looked at her for a long time, and as if he couldn’t help himself, he took her face in his hands and kissed her on the lips. Jenny couldn’t believe what was happening. An electric current went through her body like lightening. Pierre deepened the kiss and she responded likewise. She couldn’t remember ever feeling this type of intensity. After what seemed like forever, Pierre released her. He took her hand and they walked back to the pub in silence.



    “God knows what will happen next,” Pierre said as they entered the pub.



    Jenny squeezed his hand in answer. They sat down and ordered some drinks. They sipped their drinks and watched the crowd comprised of journalists and a few local people, but their eyes kept locking from time to time.



    “Tell me, Pierre, why aren’t you married?” Jenny asked, not knowing what to say after what had just happened.



    Pierre smiled and shook his head. “I don’t think it’s feasible with my job, plus I am in a foreign country and …” He stopped and looked at her for a long time.



    She looked into his eyes and for a moment, she felt pulled into them. Her heart felt like it had just dropped to her stomach. What was happening to her? Was she falling for this man? Oh my God, I am in trouble. She had an overwhelming urge to run out.



    Pierre must have noticed how uncomfortable Jenny was, because he decided to change the topic. “By the way, how is John?”



    “Oh, he left this morning with Marc, our interpreter. He is trying to capture some action on the front line, since there is temporary ceasefire.”



    Jenny looked at her watch. “I am sorry, Pierre, I have to be back at the hotel by eight,” she said, standing up.



    Pierre stood up and asked if he could give her a ride. She smiled and accepted the offer. They both walked to his car and entered.



    “Pierre, I had a good time today—thank you.”



    “So did I, Jenny,” he said as he started the car. They didn’t say much until he parked the car. He kissed her before he got out to open her door.



    “Jenny, I want you to be careful,” he said as he walked her toward the entrance. “The people you were asking me about are very dangerous.”



    With that, he turned and walked to his car without waiting for her reply.


  



  
    CHAPTER 32


    _______



    Lance paced up and down impatiently in his hotel room in Paris. He was waiting for a phone call from his boss, Monsieur Jacques Carat, the Chief of Intelligence for France. The last time he had been in France was at his mother’s funeral. He still hadn’t called his ex-wife and son to tell them he was there and had no intention of seeing them before he left. He and his ex-wife didn’t get along and if it wasn’t for his son, whom he rarely saw, they would not be in touch. He was an only child raised by a mother who was too busy working in a factory to look after him. His father had left him and his mother when he was a young child, so he had practically raised himself.



    Lance was afraid of getting close to anyone and had always been a recluse. He’d had no business getting married in the first place but at the time, he’d thought it was a good idea. He regretted it soon after he did it. His son was born a year after the marriage, but by then he was on an assignment and only came home once a year for the next few years, until he stopped coming home altogether. He had some regrets when it came to his son, but he thought the boy was better off without him. His work was too dangerous and he didn’t want to raise his son’s hopes with false promises of visits. The boy had turned out well and got good grades at the university. His ex-wife had obviously done a very good job of raising their son.



    In his late forties, Lance had started to reflect on his life and the mistakes he had made and the people he had hurt along the way. By the time Pierre met him, Lance had started to relax. Pierre was the closest person to him, and he regarded him almost as a son. Lance was Pierre’s mentor and sometimes he felt like he was getting a second chance at doing things right.



    “Damn. What’s taking so long?” he complained as he looked through the window. He had met with his boss briefly, after he arrived in Paris. After the meeting, the agency had dispatched two agents to Congo through Cameroon disguised as relief workers, but Lance wasn’t convinced that it was enough.



    He suspected that The Helpers had infiltrated the French Intelligence Agency, but had no concrete proof. Two plain-clothed soldiers had been put outside his hotel room, supposedly to protect him, but Lance didn’t think it was necessary. If these soldiers worked for the other side and sensed anything wrong, they wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate him, simply because he, Lance, knew too much. Basically, he was a walking target.



    The phone rang and he quickly picked it up. “Hello?”



    “It’s me. Get ready to come here. The men have been informed.”



    Lance put down the receiver. He strapped his Beretta around his waist and put on an overcoat. It was still very cold in Paris although it was the beginning of April. He opened the door and both guards covered the entrance and motioned him to follow. This was poetic, thought Lance, who was a veteran French Intelligence officer. If someone wanted to shoot him, all he had to do was drive by or even use a remote controlled bomb. He smiled as he got into the big car.



    “Tell me, boys, how long have you been in this business?” he asked.



    One of them took offense and bit his lip, but the other answered. “Five years, monsieur.”



    “That figures. Five years is a short time to learn all the tricks or even half of them. In this business, always expect the unexpected and, by the way, I have some business to take care of.”



    He brought the Glock hard into the head of one of the guards and swiftly evaded a jaw punch from the other one, while delivering his own into the man’s neck. The man folded, and another chop behind the guy’s ear rendered the man limp. He gave the driver different directions in a commanding voice and the driver did as he was told until Lance signaled him to stop and stepped out.



    “But, monsieur, I was told to take you straight to headquarters,” the driver stated, confused.



    Lance approached the driver’s window. “We had to do this diversion, son. Just drive to headquarters and the people that were following us will assume that I’m still inside. Now go.” The driver nodded and took off.



    “Amateurs,” thought Lance as he hailed a taxi.



    He told the driver to drop him at the nearest metro where he took an underground train. He got off and walked toward his destination, in search of an old acquaintance, Maurice.



    During his earlier years in Madagascar, he had struck up a friendship with a Belgian spy after catching him red-handed with classified French material. Instead of turning him over to the French authorities for a quick execution, as was the case in those days, he let him go free and the case went unsolved. Now it was time to collect. Maurice was now living in France masquerading as a businessman dealing in antiques.



    Lance arrived at the building and decided to use the back door. Luckily it wasn’t locked and he entered. As he approached the man’s office, he could hear voices, so he waited. There was some commotion as the man escorted his party to the door. Lance pulled out his master key and silently entered the office, poured himself some scotch from a half empty bottle, and sat down.



    * * *



    It wasn’t long before Maurice came back cursing his bad luck about a botched-up sale and banged the door behind him. He stopped mid-step when he saw Lance sitting there, relaxed with a drink in his hand.



    “Surprised, old friend?” asked Lance, putting the glass down on the table.



    “How did you get in here?” asked Maurice, making a brave show of trying to open the door.



    Lance, though in his late fifties, could move like a man of thirty. He swiftly cut in front of Maurice, his Glock ready. “You should know better than that, Maurice. I will use it if necessary,” he said calmly.



    Maurice looked at Lance and knew the man was serious. He turned around and sat down in his chair. Lance locked the door and then moved toward Maurice. “Listen, you fat punk. I saved you once and it’s payback time. I am sure you have heard of The Helpers, even though you are too square to be a member,” he said putting a cigar in his mouth and lighting it. “I want the names of their agents, their headquarters, and what they are up to these days. Now!”



    Maurice stood up and walked around his desk, laughing sardonically. “You mean you made the trip all the way from your hut in Congo, hoping to find The Helpers locked up in a simple antique store?”



    Lance got closer to Maurice and released the safety on the Glock. He aimed at Maurice’s eye. “I will use the back entrance.”



    “Okay, okay, keep your shirt on. I will tell you what I know. There is a count in Brussels. He is their leader.” He pleaded, “Please don’t point that thing at me.”



    “Go, on,” Lance said.



    “Can I get a drink first?” Maurice asked. Lance pushed the bottle toward Maurice and sat opposite him. Maurice poured himself a shot and gulped it down. “I will tell you something, Mr. Hotshot. This territory you are exploring is very dangerous.”



    “I know that. Who runs the thing in Congo-Kinshasa?”



    Maurice shook his head and poured himself another shot. “I don’t know but I know they recruited some local youth, sent them to military training, and then put them into some top government posts.”



    “Out with it, Maurice. You know more than you are saying,” Lance said angrily.



    Maurice thought for a moment. “You know, Lance, I owe you and I don’t want to hold back on you, but when it comes to these people, even the Belgian government flinches. I know that two of the youths that were recruited a decade ago were trained to be assassins. From what I have heard, they wouldn’t hesitate making mincemeat out of anyone that is a threat to The Helpers, and that includes you, old chum,” he said and smiled.



    Lance believed the fat slob. Maurice couldn’t know too much about what had happened since his demotion years ago. He put his gun away and poured both of them drinks and offered one to Maurice.



    “So, how is life, Maurice?” Lance asked.



    Maurice smiled. “Not bad for my age. I can still enjoy life, but I believe yours will come to a pitiful end, my friend, unless you forget about The Helpers.” He paused and sipped his drink. “You know, old friend, when I look at the stupid patriotism I had for my country back then, I almost puke. These people you are after are powerful and rich, and I wouldn’t be surprised if both of us are marked men because of your visit.”



    Lance swallowed his drink down and got up. “Anything else you can tell me?” he asked.



    “I told you everything I know. I will see you at your funeral,” Maurice announced, but Lance was already half-way to the back entrance. He left without a backward glance.



    * * *



    Maurice figured that there was something big going on for Lance to be in Paris. He used his outside surveillance camera to make sure Lance took a taxi and then picked up a phone, spoke to somebody and hung up.



    “Sorry, old friend. I just couldn’t pay that old debt. It was too much to ask,” Maurine said out loud and poured himself a drink.



    * * *



    The taxi moved and Lance told the driver to stop it near the metro. Suddenly, a black Peugeot pulled alongside them as he opened the door, and he saw one of them pointing a gun at him. He quickly pushed the door open and dived out. The taxi was shot up and bullets broke all the windows; some went through the body of the car. Lance reached for his Glock and raised it once from the ground and pumped bullets in the Peugeot, surprising the driver.



    With his pistol still in hand, Lance went to check on the taxi driver, but it was useless. The poor man had caught a bullet in his temple, which meant instant death. He pocketed his pistol and walked away as people stared at him in disbelief. Police cars with sirens blazing arrived on the scene and Lance had a glimpse of the guys taking position behind their cars. Half a block away he found another taxi and gave him directions to the Intelligence building.



    Lance opened the heavy door to the big building. He inserted his card and the elevator opened. He stepped out, only to be met by the pretty but snobbish secretary named Camille, whom he had met the last time he came to see his boss.



    “Mademoiselle, how nice of you to come and meet me personally,” he said, coming close to her.



    “What did you do? The whole street is surrounded by police!” she asked. “You also shot at a taxi and beat your two guards,” she added in distaste.



    Lance smiled. “Well, I will answer you as we walk toward Jacques’ office. We don’t want to keep him waiting, do we?” He smiled mischievously. “As for the boys in uniform, they are looking in the wrong place. Tell me, honey; how could I have shot at the taxi when I was inside it?” he asked, touching her shoulder firmly.



    She attempted to shrug his hand off, but he kept it firmly there as they walked.



    “As for your two school boys, I don’t need a babysitter,” he said, giving her a light kiss on the lips. “Buzz me in, will you?”



    Camille, who seemed to be in shock, hesitated but opened the door.



    “Thanks, baby. Let’s have dinner soon,” he said as he entered the conference room.



    * * *



    Camille was still in shock. She couldn’t believe that the handsome yet old man had kissed her on the lips. Nobody had done that for the last five years. She had stayed away from men ever since she had heard of the AIDS epidemic spreading through France. She had even stopped seeing her Algerian boyfriend because he was a womanizer. Now this killer had just kissed her and it felt good. She smiled and pursed her lips. Older men were probably better, she reasoned. They didn’t run around like the young ones.



    A report came in by computer saying that a taxi had been shot up by a passing car and a passenger had survived after killing two of the gunmen. “The old man was right,” thought Camille as she read the report. She pressed the “print” button and knocked on the conference room door.



    * * *



    Lance’s boss, Monsieur Carat, went to the door personally, took the paper and scanned it and then walked back to his chair. He looked at Lance. “You were saying you want time off, is that right?” Lance nodded.



    The other people in the room were Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire, head of Internal Affairs and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot, head Counter-terrorism. These two were also considered the “inner circle” of Monsieur Carat. Lance’s boss read the paper and handed it to Batiste.



    “Monsieur Lance, I see you had an eventful morning. Here in Paris we don’t take very kindly to wasting innocent civilians,” said Batiste.



    Lance’s eyes popped open. “Innocent what?”



    “The Peugeot that supposedly shot at your taxi was found with two unarmed bodies, with shots in both their heads,” Jacques interjected.



    Lance looked confused. “You mean no shells were found in that Peugeot?”



    “None. The car was stolen a few weeks ago and eye witness reports corroborate your version of the story, but we still don’t have a composite on the bodies because no identity cards were found.” He sipped some water and looked at Lance. “Why did you beat up your guards?”



    “Look, Jacques, those boy scouts you put outside my hotel put me in more danger than I am in now. I would rather work alone.”



    The boss stood up. “Monsieur Lance, you will have guards with you and that’s an order. Look what happened to you when you left them.”



    Lance shook his head. “No guards. Look, monsieur, I have been in service for thirty-five years and I am almost retirement age. I will resign now if need be, but first I have more information to tell you.”



    Both Jacques and Benjamin look surprised, but Batiste kept his cool. “There are some Congolese agents who were recruited by The Helpers and trained as assassins. My guess is that it is one of them that killed the CDR Chairman, and maybe killed the others. Who knows what else they have in mind.” He pulled out his cigar and lit it, inhaling deeply.



    “Now why didn’t you give us this piece of information before? Withholding information is a crime that is punishable by …”



    Lance stood up. “The answer is simple. I didn’t have this information before I came here. I squeezed it out of somebody.”



    The boss looked around the table for help, but none came.



    “Oh, I almost forgot. There is a count of some sort who lives in Brussels, and apparently he is the head of the group.” Lance said and started to leave. He turned and looked at his boss. “Monsieur, try to put our differences aside and give me a generous pension. You don’t want me running loose and broke in Paris, do you?”



    Lance started making his way to the door, but the boss stopped him. “Monsieur Lance, I think we can put our differences aside for the good of our country, don’t you agree?”



    Lance stopped, turned around and faced the boss, who was now red in the face.



    “I am still in Paris for at least one more week. If you want me to stay on, I will need an allowance. In addition to that, I don’t trust any of your goons trotting beside me, agreed?” The boss nodded, knowing that Lance was his best agent. “I am going to work independently; from now on. I will report to you after my work here is complete,” Lance added.



    “How will we get in touch with you if we have to?” Batiste asked.



    Lance thought about the question for a moment. These were bad times, no telling if any of the men in the room was on the take. “I will be in Lyon. No need to know the exact location. Now can I have the cash?”



    Jacques fidgeted with his hands. “You know, Lance, this kind of demand is very unusual, but I guess we can accommodate you this once,” he said, walking toward a small cupboard in the corner. “How much do you think you will need, monsieur?”



    Lance repeated the amount, a little over fifty thousand dollars.



    The boss stopped and turned around. “What? That’s a lot of money.”



    “I am aware of that, boss, but you want me to catch the bastards don’t you? I guarantee I will use it wisely. Let’s not waste any more time.”



    The boss hesitated, but turned around, opened the safe and pulled out some bills. He counted them and put the rest back. He handed the money to Lance. “Here you go, Lance, but keep in mind you will have to account for every single cent. Good luck.”



    Lance smiled as he pocketed the bills and walked out of the room. He went straight to Camille and took her hand. She looked up and their eyes met for an instant. “Now, sweetheart, show me how to get out of this building without using the front entrance.”



    “Why should I do that, monsieur Lance?” she asked.



    “If not for me mademoiselle, do it for France. It’s very important,” Lance said, looking straight into her eyes. He was deadly serious. He noticed that his statement seemed to take Camille by surprise and her eyes shot wide open.



    “Follow me, monsieur,” she said and led him through a flight of stairs that seemed endless. Finally they reached the bottom and she inserted a special card and the wall moved.



    “You walk about forty paces, then turn left and walk to the end. You will see an engineering room for the metro foreman. Just enter and unlock the door from the inside and you will be inside the metro. After that you are on your own,” Camille said. Lance gave her a quick kiss on the mouth again and was gone in an instant.



    Within a few minutes, he was on a train to somewhere. As usual, the car was crowded and everybody was minding his or her own business. He got off at the third stop and climbed the stairs to the street level. He looked left and right to see if he could recognize the area, but he didn’t. Finding a decent barbershop was his first priority. He walked around for over ten minutes before he finally located one.



    He entered and told the young man how he wanted his hair to look before settling in the chair. When the barber had finished, Lance paid and then decided to walk a little farther, trying to mentally to put together his plans. First he would buy a vehicle, and then he would get surveillance equipment. Luckily, he had his small travel bag with him. There was no need to go back to the hotel. He raised his hand and proceeded to flag down a taxi.


  



  
    CHAPTER 33


    _______



    Lance gave the driver directions to the warehouse that was used for storing equipment for the Agency. The driver was baffled. “But, monsieur, the place is around the corner. You can walk there.”



    Lance smiled. “I am picking up stuff and then you will drive me to my place. Is that okay with you?” The taxi driver smiled, drove straight to the building and pulled over.



    “Stay here. I will be right back,” Lance said, handing him some money. He quickly got out of the taxi and entered the building. He knew his way around, so it wasn’t hard to locate the foreman’s office. He opened the door without knocking and startled the man.



    “Hello, Nicolas. How are you?”



    Nicolas was pleasantly surprised to see his old pal. “How have you been, old boy? It’s been at least five years,” he said, getting up to shake Lance’s hand. “You are … yes, I remember, in Africa. I thought you kind of stretched your limbs there, old pal, and as you know, in our business … Never mind, what can I do for you?” he asked.



    “I need a favor, Nicolas. I need to tap a phone without entering the premises.”



    Nicolas smiled. “Some things never change. Sure, follow me, old boy. I have the latest gadgets in the business.”



    Nicolas took Lance to a room with all kinds of equipment which looked like something out of Star Wars. He picked up a small box and put it on the table. “Now, this is a sensitive voice receiver.” He walked around and picked up another tiny object and a small computer, and then proceeded to show Lance how to use the equipment. “If someone dials the number you want, it will show up on the computer.” Nicolas showed Lance how to attach everything.



    Lance thanked him and was about to leave when Nicolas stopped him. “Don’t forget the earphones, pal, and you know you have to sign for all this stuff.”



    Lance put the equipment in the bag he had picked up at the department store. “Nicolas, for old time’s sake, please, not a word about this. I will bring the things back in two days,” Lance said and turned to leave.



    Nicolas called after him. “Hey, pal, if all hell breaks loose, I didn’t see you!”



    Lance smiled. One thing he liked with agents was that they were always willing to help one another. He walked outside to the waiting taxi and got in.



    “All right, let’s go. Do you know a good used car dealer around here, for cars or vans?”



    The taxi driver thought about the question for a second. “How good a car are you looking for, monsieur?”



    “Something in good condition, but I prefer a van. I have some things to move,” he lied.



    The taxi driver smiled. “I have a friend that is selling his van, but I’m afraid he had made it all fancy with music and some extras. He would want a pretty sum for it.”



    Lance couldn’t believe his luck but kept his cool. “How much would your friend want, young man?”



    The driver thought about it for a moment but shook his head. “I will give him a call and we shall find out,” he said, pulling over.



    He opened the door and jogged to the phone booth. He was back in a moment, saying the van was going for ten thousand dollars.



    “All right, let’s go and look at it. If it’s in good condition, seventy-five it shall be.”



    They drove for a little while and then the taxi driver turned into a small driveway and cut the engine. “Here we are, monsieur,” he said, getting out of the car.



    They both walked up to the door and before they could knock, a young man in his late twenties opened the door and invited them in.



    “We don’t have much time. Let’s see the van, if possible,” Lance said.



    The young man appeared surprised, but quickly led them to the back where the van was parked. It was a Ford and fairly well looked after. He opened the back and showed them the inside. It was loaded with a sink, a sleeper bed, some lights and all kinds of music equipment.



    Lance smiled and told the young man to start the engine. The car sounded good. “Now, tell me, how much did all these gadgets, the speakers and music equipment, cost you?”



    The young man said it cost him two thousand dollars. “It is really good for parties on the beach or for travel,” he said anxiously.



    “I will tell you what, you remove your equipment—I mean the music gadgets—and I will give you four times that. Is that fine with you?”



    The young man’s relief was evident to Lance. “Okay, monsieur, please wait in the house and I will be done in a moment.”



    “It’s okay. Get us a beer and we will watch you work.”



    The young man took off with the speed of light. He came back with two beers and a small toolbox under his armpit. “Here you are, monsieur,” he said handing Lance a beer and giving one to his friend, the taxi driver.”



    Twenty minutes later, the music system was removed, except for some of the lights, which Lance thought he might be able to use later. They quickly counted the money and signed the necessary documents, with Lance using one of his many identities.



    Lance gave the taxi driver his fee and drove away in the van. The vehicle was comfortable and had enough space in the back for what he wanted to do. He stopped at a department store and bought some things he had forgotten earlier—a mirror, a comb, and hair dye. He drove toward an area he knew that had scattered factories and abandoned warehouses and pulled over.



    He checked both mirrors to make sure he was alone. Armed with his bags, he went to the back of the van. The powerful lights made his work easier as he changed his appearance making his hair appear light brown without any silver streaks. Next, he shaved fully and did something to his eyebrows.



    He located the socket beneath the sink and installed his computer and the sensitive voice receiver the way Nicolas had shown him. He looked at himself in the overhead mirror to make sure he hadn’t overdone his makeup, but years of doing this turned him into some sort of expert. He looked several years younger. He drove for a while, listening to old melodies.



    The department store came into view, and he pulled over and headed inside. He bought two pairs of jeans, T-shirts, a few shirts, some rugged mountain boots, and a pair of blue work overalls. The young cashier smiled as she rang up the sale and handed him his change. Lance thanked her and headed for the door.



    “Have a nice holiday, monsieur!” she called after him.



    “Now what gave that nosy girl the idea that I am going on a holiday?” he asked himself as he got into the van.



    He drove for a little while and then realized he had forgotten to buy a jacket; his long coat would look conspicuous with jeans. He spotted another store and bought a leather jacket with wool lining. He checked his watch; it was approaching six o’clock in the evening and he hadn’t eaten a thing since morning, although he didn’t feel particularly hungry. He saw the bypass he was looking for and took it. This would lead him to the neighborhood his old pal Maurice lived in, he thought.



    There were a lot of unanswered questions. That morning after he’d left Maurice’s antique store, the attempts to eliminate him had started. He slowed down as he approached a small, deserted telephone building and pulled over. Time to go to work, he said to himself as he got into the back of the van to change into his overalls and boots.



    He checked the small transmitter with the computer and it was fine. He put on a cap, stepped out of the van and approached the telephone building. The place was closed, but there should be a chart inside that had streets and code numbers for the area. He walked around the back and saw a big steel structure. He approached it and expertly fidgeted with the lock, which opened after a few minutes. Lance entered the room and turned on the lights.



    He had not expected so many blinking lights and wires. He ignored the monstrous confusion and concentrated on looking for the chart, which he finally found on the wall. It was elaborately written and showed numbers and codes that dealt with particular streets.



    Lance narrowed his search to the street where Maurice worked. He finally found the one he was looking for and connected the wires as Nicolas had instructed him to. He turned off the light and stepped out the door. It was chilly outside. He walked very confidently to his van that was still parked in front of the post office. He entered the van and crawled to the back. He checked the computer and—bam!—all the numbers to the exchange started scrolling up. He waited for Maurice’s name to appear, but it didn’t. Very well, he knew why. A smile crept upon his face.



    So, Maurice had not used his real name to purchase the store. He would still outsmart the son of a bitch. He started the van and set off to find a decent hotel in the countryside. It took him close to thirty minutes before he located a descent looking place. He rented a room for the night. Lance was still wearing his overalls, so the proprietor asked about his work. Lance was too occupied to try to make up a story, so he simply shook his head and the proprietor sympathized. He understood that to mean that work was hard and demanding.



    Lance was smiling to himself as he drove the van to the parking spot in front of his room.



    He took the packages of clothing inside with him. He took a shower but avoided water on his hair. He wasn’t sure if the dye would wash right off; no need taking chances. He dried himself up and headed for the bedroom. He rehearsed what he was going to do as he dressed himself in jeans, a matching shirt, and a leather jacket. He admired himself in the mirror. He looked like a true middle-aged Parisian. He strapped on his Glock just in case, and put the money in the inside pocket of his jacket before stepping outside.



    It was time to find out more about what Maurice was up to. At first, Lance thought about breaking into the store but decided against it, knowing that by now, the place was being watched. He first stopped to get a sandwich, and then drove toward Maurice’s store. He slowed down to read the letters on top of the door: Unique Antiques. “How appropriate,” he laughed. Unique indeed—the man was a spy. He laughed harder as he pulled over at a bar that was frequented by French blue-collar workers.



    The place wasn’t crowded. There were a few scattered groups of people deep in conversation. That was fine with him. He approached the bar and ordered a beer. He gulped it down and ordered another and then smiled. A lot had changed since he moved to Africa. Growing up in France, he had always enjoyed drinking wine more than beer, but that had changed a long time ago; he only drank wine with a sit down dinner and that happened rarely.



    Lance needed to talk to Nicolas. He had a few more questions about the equipment. He asked for some change, approached the phone booth and dialed the number to the warehouse.



    “Hello!” said the voice of the night foreman.



    “Hello, this is Lance. I am a friend of Nicolas.”



    “Oh, yes, he mentioned you and thought you might call.”



    This took Lance by surprise. Why would Nicolas have mentioned me to this man? “Do you know how I might contact him?” he asked.



    There was a pause as the foreman looked for Nicolas’ home phone number. He gave the number to Lance who wrote it down on a napkin and thanked the man. He called the number and a lady’s voice answered. Lance asked for Nicolas.



    Nicolas came on the phone. “Yes, this is Nicolas.”



    “It’s Lance,” he said.



    “I ‘m glad you called. I forgot to give you some software and a digital machine that locates the place the call is coming from.”



    Lance was suddenly happy. “You mean you can do that?”



    Nicolas laughed. “Not only that, buddy, if you program it right, the computer will give you a reading to the very apartment, if you have the address.”



    Lance couldn’t believe it. He had been thinking of different ways of entering the antique store. Now he didn’t have to.



    “Just tell me where you are and I will bring you the machine,” Nicolas said.



    Lance gave Nicolas the bar’s address but decided to wait outside so that nobody would see Nicolas’ reaction at his new appearance. The last thing he needed was to draw attention to himself.



    “I will be there in fifteen minutes,” Nicolas said and hung up.



    Lance waited ten minutes, thanked the bartender and walked to his van. It wasn’t long before Nicolas pulled into a parking place. To test his new look, Lance got out of the van and passed by Nicolas and even said hello, but Nicolas didn’t recognize him. He then turned and called out, “Nicolas?”



    Nicolas turned around, surprise registering on his face. “I’ll be damned … If it isn’t .”



    Lance approached him confidently and offered his hand. “Fooled you, huh?”



    Nicolas’ mouth was still half open. “I don’t know what to say. The only thing that gave you away was your voice. Man, you really are good.”



    Lance smiled. “Now let’s get in the car and you teach me about this little gadget,” he said. They both entered Nicolas’ car. Within a few minutes, the instructions were over.



    “Well then, old pal, all you have to worry about now are those hours of waiting,” Nicolas said.



    Lance thanked him and stepped out of the car with his bag. “Thanks, Nicolas. I owe you one.”



    Nicolas brushed off the thanks with a smile and drove off. Lance walked to his van, satisfied that his work was going to be a little easier with the new machine in his possession. He eased himself into the back of the van and connected the machine. All that was left was to turn on the unit and wait. He would have to go back to the telephone building and disconnected the wires, when he was finished.


  



  
    CHAPTER 34


    _______



    Lance woke at a quarter at past nine, feeling very hungry. He had rented a room at a hotel on the outskirts of Paris. He picked up the phone and requested a heavy breakfast of French fries, eggs on toast, and some strong black coffee before he lay back on his bed and went through all the events he had been through since his arrival in Paris.



    He thought about The Helpers—the group was as efficient as it was humongous. He suspected that most people didn’t know much about who they worked for, with the exception of Maurice. That man knew more than he was willing to admit. A plan started formulating in Lance’s mind; if he was lucky he would soon know who Maurice’s contact in Paris was, and hopefully everything would fall into place.



    There was a knock on the door; he opened it and breakfast was brought in. He ate hungrily and quickly finished everything on the plate. When the waiter came back a few minutes later, he looked at the breakfast tray with a surprised look on his face. Lance had devoured the whole meal.



    “Would you like me to fix you some more, monsieur?” he asked.



    “No, monsieur, but thank you. I have to go to work.” He gave the waiter a generous tip and the man left.



    Lance was on his way out a few minutes later. It wasn’t as cold as it had been the day before and the breakfast had brought back his energy. He started the engine and let it run as he entered the back of the van. He connected everything and inserted the disc into the computer. The results were instant. A map of a five-block area appeared, showing small points indicating telephone lines.



    He typed in the exact address of the antique store and the picture on the screen narrowed and showed only two dots. “Bingo!” he exclaimed, happy that at last he was getting somewhere. He wrote a little note to Maurice threatening him with another visit and carefully put it in an envelope. He pulled out of the parking lot and joined the traffic going toward the city.



    He parked about a block and a half from the antique store and got out of the van. He walked casually on the opposite side of the street from the store. It wasn’t long before he saw what he was looking for—a boy, who appeared to be walking aimlessly. He approached the boy and produced some money. The boy reached for the money, but Lance held back.



    “Do you want to earn it or not?” he asked the kid. The boy nodded his head. He was about seventeen and probably living on the streets.



    “Okay, take this envelope to a Monsieur Maurice in that antique store,” he said, pointing to the store. “Do you see it?” The boy nodded. “You can take the money. When you come back with a message I will give you more. Okay?” The boy nodded again. Lance could almost read the boy’s thoughts. Quick money for delivering a letter? The boy took off very fast as Lance watched.



    Lance waited until the boy had entered the store, then hurried back to his van. The kid would know he had been taken for a ride, but what the hell; he had some money in his pocket.



    Lance stepped into the back of his van and zeroed in on the store. Somebody at the store dialed a number and he could hear the phone ringing. Lance switched on the recorder and pressed another button to track the number that was called. Somebody picked it up and Maurice started speaking.



    “The bastard just wrote me a note and he says he is going to get even with me, monsieur.” (Maurice said) … There was silence as the man at the other end of the line thought about it. “Stay put. As soon as I get in touch with the others, I will call you and give you specific instructions which you are to follow. Do you understand?” (the man said) … “Yes, monsieur, I do. But what do I do if the man shows up?” (Maurice asked) … “Do what you have to do. Use a gun if you have to.” (the man answered).



    Maurice hung up and so did the party.



    Lance stopped recording and removed the tape. He had easily located the area where the phone call had been placed and drove leisurely through that area. It was an affluent neighborhood; there was no question that whoever Maurice had called was a powerful individual. Lance kept going until he saw a very big Victorian-style house at the address the telephone had been directed to.



    He parked down the street and waited carefully, watching all the mirrors. Sooner or later he would know. It wasn’t long before a big black car left the house and headed his way. The windows were dark so he couldn’t see who was inside. He started the engine and followed the Limousine. Unknown to Lance, there was another car behind him as he kept up the tail.



    The big car parked and the surprised Lance couldn’t believe his eyes. Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire, the man who was part of his boss, Jacques Carat’s inner circle, got out and was escorted into the building. Lance was in a state of disbelief. Batiste was privy to all the information Lance had told his boss and Benjamin Buchot. Lance now knew that his life was in danger. He was still shaking as he restarted the car and drove down the street.



    The men in the car behind him got suspicious and made a phone call. It was instantly confirmed that the troublesome character, Lance Lemand, drove a van. Malik and Zero, who worked for Batiste were given instructions not to let the van out of their view, so they continued to follow Lance at a safe distance.



    Lance suddenly got a feeling that he was being followed. An old lady was crossing the street and Lance had to turn the wheel and make a complete U-turn to avoid hitting her. He looked in his rear view mirror to make sure the old lady was fine. Thankfully, she had already crossed the street, but another car made a complete U-turn and followed him. He took a side street and pulled into a driveway. The car passed by and he saw two men inside with mean-looking faces, looking around. Luckily, they didn’t see him and he was able to turn back and drive in the opposite direction.



    There was only one thing to do and that was to disappear as soon as possible, but first he had to do something. He stopped by an electronics store and bought a remote control unit that could start a car at a distance. Thankfully, the salesman installed the unit for him, and he paid him generously. He drove to a park and formulated a plan, which was risky perhaps but necessary to convince his pursuers. He went to the nearest fast food joint and bought himself a sandwich; then he dismantled all the equipment in the van, packed it up, and took it to his hotel.



    Sooner or later, he would encounter the goons that were hunting for him. He went and bought twenty-five kilos of meat and hid it under a chair in the back of the van. For what he hoped to pull off, this was as perfect as it would ever be. He called Maurice and asked to meet him. He cautioned him to come alone knowing full well that he would come with company.



    He stationed his van near the park, and looked around before walking cautiously in the direction where he was supposed to meet Maurice. He hid behind a tree, spotted Maurice, and surveyed the surrounding area before he walked toward a bench where the man was seated. Earlier he had recorded Batiste talking to one of his operatives about the completion of a trap. Lance suspected that the trap was for him.



    Maurice turned to Lance. “Hello, old-timer,” he said nervously.



    Instantly, Lance knew his suspicions were right. Somebody was probably watching them at that very moment. He decided to get to the point.



    “Maurice, I know you are deeply involved old friend, and you work for Batiste,” he said drawing his Glock. “Let’s take a walk!” he ordered.



    As they walked, Lance’s sharp eyes noticed somebody duck behind the wheel of his van. Were they planting a remote controlled bomb? He had to wait and see; this wasn’t going to be easy. “You are too quiet, Maurice,” he said.



    “And you should not be putting your nose into business that is bigger than you.”



    “I should have finished you in Madagascar.”



    “But you didn’t, old friend, and here you are still trying to be a boy scout. This time you are in over your head.”



    “So are you, Maurice. You shouldn’t have involved yourself with this group.”



    Maurice smiled. “You’re a dead man, monsieur.”



    Lance looked at his van and noticed that the man had left his car. “So are you old friend,” he said before he punched Maurice in the stomach and then finished him off with an uppercut.



    He walked to his van, knowing full well it might be his last walk. He noticed that the car was shadowing him. He was perspiring as he got nearer to the van. He prayed that if he was going to die, he would die quickly. He opened the door and entered the van. He waited but nothing happened. He got down on all fours and then he saw it. It was in a small box with two protruding wires attached.



    He moved to the back of the van and retrieved the dummy he’d dressed in a shirt and pants. He then moved toward the front and put the dummy in the driver’s seat. He put the kilos of meat he had bought, next to the driver’s seat. He used the back door to get his equipment out of the van and then crawled out on his knees, hoping the people who were shadowing him didn’t see him. After he was halfway down the block, he lay down flat and pointed his remote control device in the direction of the van and pressed start.



    The reaction was instant; there was an explosion loud enough to be heard twenty blocks away, and a flame about ten feet high went up in the air.



    He peeped to see if he could see the car that was following him, but it had left already. He got up and walked away from the wreckage. He looked around as he walked three blocks to a car rental agency. He rented a car, still very alert, and then drove to his hotel. He wasn’t sure how his new plan would work, but it was worth a try. He put all the equipment in the back of the car, drove half a block from Batiste’s big mansion and parked. He turned on the listening equipment and the machines started working.



    It was about an hour later when a call came through. Lance quickly turned on the recorder.



    “The explosion was tremendous and there were human remains all over the place; it’s sickening.” (a man’s said) … “Okay, Malik, good work.” (a man replied)



    “Good,” thought Lance, as he switched off the recorder. He had just bought himself at least twenty-four hours before they realized that the meat wasn’t human. By then he hoped to be as far from Paris as possible. He quickly drove to the motel and packed his clothes and at the same time put all of Nicolas’ gadgets in one box. He had no time to send it, so he asked the proprietor to keep an eye on it until he got back.



    He then paid for the room and said he was going for a small trip and would be back. He stepped into the little vehicle he had rented and headed for the highway. The farther he got from Paris the better. He thought about phoning Nicolas at home but decided against it. This group was very powerful and there was no telling whose phone was bugged at this moment.


  



  
    CHAPTER 35


    _______



    Driving through the beautiful countryside reminded Lance of the good old days, when he was still a student, going camping with his classmates. He wondered what had happened to his friends. He hadn’t kept in touch with any of them. That was the nature of the job. He checked the time and it was approaching midnight. By his calculations, he would be in Brussels by four in the morning. He drove steadily and only stopped when necessary to refill the gas tank. He was very exhausted, but an occasional cup of coffee kept him awake. He shivered at the thought of how close to death he had come when the bomb blew up the van.



    He reached the border at three o’clock at night. He was confident he could make it to Brussels in an hour. When he reached the outskirts of Brussels, he decided to pull into an all-night rest stop and took a nap in his car. He woke up at about seven thirty in the morning. He got out of the car and stretched before he retrieved a small bag from his luggage and headed for the bathroom. He washed his face, brushed his teeth, and then went inside for a big breakfast.



    After breakfast, he walked out to his car and retrieved his map. He decided to look for a man he knew from the old days who specialized in making travel documents. The man was so good that even agents used him on certain assignments. He drove to the man’s place of business, hoping that he hadn’t moved. He walked to the door and knocked and was greeted by a boy.



    “May I help you, monsieur?” the boy asked him.



    “Tell Snake that I’m here and I have some bread for him. Hurry!” he ordered the startled boy.



    “May I …” but the boy swallowed his words as Lance exposed his Glock.



    “Now move,” Lance commanded, and the boy climbed the stairs unsteadily. Lance was right behind him. When the kid opened the door, Lance shoved the boy sideways and smiled.



    “What’s up, Snake, and who is that?” he asked, pushing his way past the boy.



    Lance extended his hand and Snake shook it with a big smile on his face.



    “Oh, never mind the boy. I believe today is my lucky day?” Snake asked.



    Lance nodded, and they proceeded to examine different passports. He finally decided on a Danish passport and listed his occupation as an engineer.



    “The place hasn’t changed much,” Lance commented as Snake was adjusting his camera for the necessary snaps. All was done in less than fifteen minutes.



    Lance started counting the money.



    “I will pay half now and the other half when I pick up the passport.”



    Snake smiled. “Any way you want, monsieur.”



    Lance turned to leave but stopped midway and peeled a few notes for the boy, who was still standing in the corner, looking scared. The boy smiled and rushed downstairs to open the door for Lance.



    “You forgot to give me a name, monsieur,” Snake called out.



    “Diohn Neuhaus,” Lance said without turning and went downstairs.



    “See you later, young man,” he said to the boy, who was still smiling.



    Lance walked calmly toward his vehicle. His mind was working overtime as he entered his car. He had to get a place to camp out. There was a spy he had employed in Madagascar, but she had retired after coming into some money. That was ten years ago and a lot of things happened in a decade. Her name was Lova Planchette. They had worked well together and had had a short fling, but when she left the agency after a difficult case, they had lost touch.



    There was one way to find her whereabouts, so he drove to the Census Bureau, entered the building, and started looking through records. He had decided that he would look for Lova’s mother’s address in case Lova was in hiding after the last case she had worked on, which was the reason she left the agency. He found the mother’s name half an hour later and then walked to the clerk and gave her the details. The clerk thanked him and disappeared into another room. She came back a moment later with some documents and called Lance to come closer.



    “Monsieur, the late Madame Martine Planchette has departed this life. She was residing at this address,” she said pointing to the document, “but the death certificate isn’t available. It could be with her lawyers.” She gave him Madame Planchette’s old address and the lawyer’s name.



    Lance copied everything down, thanked the clerk, and quickly left the building. He stopped at a pay phone and checked in the directory for the lawyer’s phone number. A secretary answered and Lance assumed an air of urgency and explained that he had just come from Madagascar especially to see Madame Lova Planchette. The secretary connected him to her boss.



    “Yes, monsieur, may I help you?” the lawyer asked and Lance repeated the story about Madagascar. The man listened carefully and said something about client and lawyer privilege; he couldn’t reveal the client’s phone number to anybody.



    Lance was expecting this and he quickly said, “I don’t think you will be her lawyer much longer unless you inform her Lance called. When I call back, be ready with her number,” he shouted and hung up. That ought to do it. He drove toward Snake’s workshop to pick up his documents. He didn’t have any particular plan, but he was aware that a plan was necessary to get out of this mess alive.



    He arrived at Snake’s place and the boy opened the door with a wide smile. “What a difference money makes,” thought Lance as he climbed the stairs.



    Snake had finished the passport except for the signature. Lance signed “Diohn Neuhaus” in one of his many handwriting styles and quickly started counting out the balance.



    “Snake, you know, I need to be able to enter …”



    Snake interrupted Lance. “Open it and see, monsieur,” he said with a smile.



    The passport was full of visa stamps. Snake had him going to the United States, China, Australia, and Mexico, and on top of that, the passport looked old. Lance smiled and thanked Snake, promising to be back with more business.



    “Remember, Monsieur Neuhaus, you have only a six month’s visa in Belgium,” Snake said, laughing hard as Lance left the room escorted by the boy.



    Lance walked back to his car, a little relieved. He started the car and headed for the Planchettes’ address that he had retrieved from the Census Bureau. The house was in a good neighborhood, but it didn’t look lived in. He got out of the car and checked the door. It was locked. He thought about breaking in, but saw no use, since he was due to call the Planchettes’ lawyer in a few minutes.



    He drove to a small restaurant and had a well-deserved meal, and then he asked if he could use the phone. He put in a call to the lawyers office. This time, the secretary was very cooperative and apologized before giving him Lova Planchette’s number. Lance dialed the number and it rang three times before somebody picked it up. He asked for Madame Lova Planchette.



    There was a pause and then someone came on the phone. “Hello?”



    Lance recognized the voice right away. “Lova, this is Lance. How have you been? I see you live in a fortress these days?”



    She laughed very hard. Her laugh was as infectious as Lance remembered.



    “I went to your old address and noticed that the house was empty,” he added.



    “That monstrous old thing? I want to sell it one of these days. Where are you?”



    “In Brussels. I arrived here this morning and I have been busy trying to locate you, among other things.” He paused before continuing. “Lova, I would like to meet you this evening, if possible. Do you have time, at, say, five o’clock?”



    “Sure, old friend. Where would you like to meet?”



    “How about at your monstrous old building, and for your information, I’ m not that old. I don’t even have gray hair!”



    “You are kidding,” she said and laughed again.



    “See you later,” he said and hung up.



    Lance realized that the last thing he wanted was to get Lova involved in his mess, but as fate would have it, her old house was the perfect place to lay low. First, he had to call Pierre. He was sure that most of the pay phones in France were bugged, so this was as good a place as any.



    Lance walked fast to his car. He started driving, searching for an old acquaintance who would help him to him cover his tracks before he went back to France. Lance had lived in Brussels for a year when he’d finished university, and the city hadn’t changed much.



    Lance always kept tabs on people he might need at a later time. The last news Lance had of the man was that he was doing a three-year stint in jail for a botched job. The man was an expert with gadgets, and Lance needed him. Lance figured that since he had just left jail, he couldn’t afford his old high life anymore. He took a chance, drove toward Vorst and looked in all the likely run-down places he could.


  



  
    CHAPTER 36


    _______



    He finally found him in a shabby joint, drinking with someone and making a lot of noise about horses. The “Doctor,” or “Doc,” as the man was called in the old days, looked like a bum. Lance sat at the other end of the bar looking at Doc, not believing how low the man had sunk. Finally, he ordered a drink and told the bartender to give the Doc and his friend a refill. Doc looked up but didn’t recognize him. It had been at least fifteen years since they had seen each other. Lance motioned Doc over and he came hesitantly. He looked at Lance intensely, and a smile slowly crept over his face, exposing his yellow teeth.



    “Damn! If it isn’t old Frenchie. How are you doing, you son of a bitch?” he asked.



    “I’m fine, Doc. I came looking for you a few years ago but I was told you were doing time and nobody wanted me to know where,” Lance lied smoothly.



    “Dirty bastards! They only like the Doc when they need something, like that fool right there,” he said pointing to his friend.



    “Grab a seat, Doc. I have some work for you.”



    As he expected, Doc had lost his spunk.



    “I am weak, Frenchie; the years have finally caught up with me. I only do small jobs every now and then.”



    Lance nodded, sympathetically. Doc looked puzzled.



    “How come you agreed so quickly, Frenchie? You don’t think I still have it?’



    Lance looked at him closely. “Can you fix a telephone system that rings in one place and automatically transfers the call to another place?”



    Doc laughed loudly and his friend looked at them. “Just because I spent three years in the joint doesn’t make me stupid.”



    “Look, Doc, I need the stuff right away,” Lance said seriously.



    “Okay, Frenchie. Wait while I make a phone call.”



    Doc lumbered off his stool and headed for the phone booth. He talked to someone for a few minutes and came back. “Frenchie, my man has an automatic switching unit that’s easy to calibrate, but it will cost you some good dough!”



    “How much?” Lance asked rather quickly.



    Doc quoted him the equivalent of two thousand dollars.



    “Fine with me, Doc, let’s go get it,” Lance answered, finishing his drink.



    Lance looked at Doc as he fumbled to swallow the rest of his drink and tried to mask his surprise. He knew that the unit was probably cheaper, but he didn’t care.



    Lance stopped and looked at Doc before they got to the car. “Doc, this unit better work or else I will have to use this,” he said pointing to the Glock that was strapped in the small of his back.



    The tipsy Doc shrugged and gave Lance perfect directions to the electronics shop. Doc stepped out of the car and made a sign for the cash. Lance gave him the cash. He knew how this would work. Doc would negotiate with the man to bring the price down as much as possible. Money would change hands and Doc would pocket the rest. Lance shook his head and smiled as he waited.



    Doc must have bickered with the man for a long time because he wasn’t back for a good twenty minutes. Finally, he lumbered toward the vehicle with a parcel in his hand. The package looked heavy.



    Lance let him in. “What took you so long, Doc?”



    “You know, Frenchie, these people are funny. He tried to up the price on me but I told him to go fuck himself,” he lied. People like Doc talked like this; it wasn’t a big deal to them to make something up at any time. “Now Doc, you know we have to test the merchandise.”



    Doc smiled. “Sure, let’s go to my place, hook it up, and then go back to the bar and try it.”



    They drove to a rundown place and Doc told him to stop.



    “This is where you live?” asked Lance, very shocked.



    “Yes, I got a pad right there,” Doc answered, pointing to a run down side door. Lance couldn’t believe it, but he followed the man to the door. Doc tried the door a few times before it finally opened. The stench inside would have made anybody faint, but Lance tried to ignore it. He sat on a stool near an old phone box and watched Doc work. After doing some things to the unit, Doc connected it to his phone line, and punched in the number of the bar. He then stood up.



    “That’s all there is to it, Frenchie. After you hook the box to your line, replace this phone number here with the one you want to call. Now, let’s get out of here and test it.”



    They left the building and drove back to the bar. Lance looked at his old pal with concern. “You know, Doc, you ought to think about your health. That hole you’re living in is a disgrace.”



    Doc told him he paid a hundred dollars a month. “What do you expect for that amount, Frenchie? A mansion?”



    Lance was shocked at how far a man could fall in a matter of a few years. “I tell you what, Doc. I will give you more money, if the machine works.”



    Doc’s eyes popped wide open and then he became serious. “Thanks, Frenchie.” They parked the vehicle in front of the bar and stepped out.



    “I punched in the number of the booth inside the bar. You just watch,” Doc said as he opened the door of the bar. He motioned the bartender over and asked him if they could briefly use his telephone. Before the man could object, Lance dropped some money on the table and the bartender obliged and brought the phone. Doc scribbled his home number on a piece of paper and told Lance to dial the number as he rushed to the booth.



    Lance dialed Doc’s number, still skeptical, but the phone in the booth rang and Doc picked it up. “Are you convinced, Frenchie?”



    “Shut up and hang up the phone,” Lance said, but he was happy the unit worked; that was all he needed to know.



    They left together and retrieved the unit from Doc’s home, then Lance dropped him off at the bar. He gave Doc more money for old time’s sake and said goodbye, promising to see him soon. He drove off feeling a bit sad, thinking about the old superman Doc who used to drive a BMW but was now on skid row; poor man.



    He checked his watch; it was almost four. He called Lova and asked her to meet him at her old house at about five o’clock. His plan was simple, but it demanded taking a lot of precautions, which is why he had bought the unit. He would install it in Lova’s house, without her knowledge, of course, and then he would call Batiste to mislead him. The man would think he was in Brussels, long after Lance had returned to France.



    Lance arrived at Lova’s old home at a quarter to five and at five, she arrived and parked her sleek Jaguar behind his beat-up Peugeot. She looked as beautiful as he remembered; tall, blonde and very curvaceous.



    She looked at him and smiled. “You know, you are right. You haven’t changed a bit.”



    She seemed to have done well for herself, and that was very evident by the way she looked. They hugged and talked about the good old times. Lance had always liked the girl, so he couldn’t help but warn her.



    “Look, Lova, I am investigating some people. I need to borrow your house for a few days. If anyone asks you what I wanted, tell them I needed a place to crush. It’s best that I don’t tell you any more.”



    “How long will you need it for?” she asked seriously.



    “A day, maybe two. I don’t want to put you in any more danger than necessary. By the time anyone knows I was in Belgium, I will be back in France and I’ll make sure they know it.”



    “Don’t worry. Everybody knows this house is for sale, so you could be a buyer.”



    She showed him around the house. At some point, Lance picked up the house phone and was glad to hear a dial tone. They talked for a little while longer before Lance walked her to the car.



    “Thank you, Lova. I owe you one,” he said, extending his hand.



    She ignored it and kissed him on the cheek. “Lance, dear, anything you want, just ask. You look good, by the way. Just keep in touch this time.”



    She reversed the car and was gone in an instant. Lance entered his car and retrieved the box with the unit. He made his way back to the house. He had decided that the library would be the ideal place to install the unit. He removed the unit from the car, brought it into the library, and connected it as Doc had shown him.



    He thought of his estranged wife and son in Lyon and decided it was time to call them. Since it was a long-distance number, it would confirm his test. He punched the area code and the number in Lyon into the unit. He drove to a newsstand, bought a newspaper, got some change, and then went to a nearby phone booth. He called the number of Lova’s old house where the unit was connected, and sure enough, his wife answered the phone. “Hello?”



    “Yes, it’s me. How are you and the boy doing?” he asked enthusiastically.



    She paused. “Listen Lance, don’t waste my time. Just send the money. How we are doing is none of your business,” she spat out.



    Lance hung up on her. Maybe she still loved him, but then again, why was she always pissed off at him? He shook his head in wonder. Women were complicated. She certainly didn’t sound happy with her life.



    He looked at his watch and it was almost nine p.m. He went to a nearby store, got a lot of change and then looked for a phone booth. “Operator, I would like to make a phone call to Kinshasa in Congo.”



    He mouthed off the numbers, deposited the coins and waited as the operator connected him. His real intention was to inform Pierre that he was fine, so that the kid could keep on working without worrying. He was calling the Hotel Meridian because he figured Pierre’s number was tapped. Before he left Congo, Lance had learned from Pierre that after the robbery at the hotel, the bugs on the journalists’ phones had been removed for fear of embarrassment. He and Pierre had discussed sending a message through Jenny, but agreed to use code so she wouldn’t understand the message.



    Somebody picked up the phone. “May I please talk to Jenny Osborne?”



    He waited and a moment later someone picked up the phone. “This is Jenny. May help you?”



    “Listen and please don’t interrupt. This is Mr. Beck. Tell my pal PJ that the hunter is sleeping and waiting to pounce on the foe. He has been tracking the foe, but the foe knows everything about the hunter and oh yes … tell PJ that I will see him soon.”



    Jenny wrote this information on a piece of paper. “Anything else?” Jenny asked.



    “No, nothing. Thank you,” he said and hung up.



    He made his way to the car and drove back to the house. The machine had done its job and that’s all he had wanted to know. He entered the house and headed toward the library. He walked to the unit, erased his wife’s number and punched in Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire’s number. He left the house and drove to a car rental, belonging to the same chain as the one in Paris, and left the car with an apologetic note. He was afraid of being recognized. Surely by now The Helpers knew he’d rented a car in Paris.



    Lance hailed a taxi and told the driver to take him straight to the train station. The taxi moved very quickly through the traffic and arrived at the station within a few minutes. He walked into a small electronics store and looked around. Finally, he saw what he wanted —something to play the tape he’d recorded of Batiste talking to Maurice and Malik. He paid the salesman for a Walkman and walked out. He checked his watch and it was approaching ten p.m. The next train to Paris was at ten thirty. He still had time to pull this thing off.



    The information he had recorded on the cassette wasn’t enough to prosecute Batiste, but it was enough to make him squirm. He would only give Batiste time to know that he was in Belgium; that took roughly three minutes on modern equipment, which he was sure the man had. Time was running out, so he went and bought a calling card. He dialed the unit, which connected him to Batiste’s home in Paris.



    “May I talk to Monsieur Appolinaire?” There was a pause as if the other party was undecided about what to do. “Do you hear me? I want Batiste now! Get him if you value your job!”



    That worked. “Just a moment, monsieur!” the man said quickly.



    A heavy voice came on the line. “Who is this?”



    “This is Lance, and I want Batiste fast. I will hang up if you hesitate.” Lance could hear the ruckus in the background as they turned on all the equipment to track him down. He only had two minutes.



    “Hello, Lance. How are you?” Batiste said.



    “You dirty bastard; you almost had me killed twice. There won’t be a third time.”



    “Come on, monsieur. That was a misunderstanding. We can iron this out man to man.”



    “Listen, you bastard. I have tapes containing your conversations with Maurice and that muscle man of yours, Malik. I can also prove you work for The Helpers. I will be in touch.”



    Lance hung up and realized that his face was perspiring and his hands were sweaty. He heard the last-call announcement of his train and sprinted to catch it. He got there just before the door closed and found a seat. Paris was still about two hours away, so he ordered a scotch and relaxed, sipping it and listening to the constant bo-bo-bo as the train turned and twisted.



    The stop before Paris was announced, and Lance retrieved his bag and stepped out of the train. He hailed a taxi in search of a motel that would be open at that late hour. Twenty minutes later, Lance had a single bedroom for the night. The place was spacious and had a large bed and a fairly spacious closet. He undressed, throwing his now dirty jeans on the floor, and took a well-deserved shower. It felt like days since he had taken one and the water felt very good.



    He stepped out about fifteen minutes later and dried himself, put on his boxers, then lay on his bed. He reached for the Walkman and listened to the two tapes. The first one had Maurice’s voice informing Batiste about the rendezvous with Lance. He ejected the tape and put in another. This one had two recordings. The first was a call between Batiste’s house and one of his operatives in the field, talking about the completion of the trap. Then there was a final call from one of the goons called Malik, assuring Batiste that they had witnessed the demise of the mark. Batiste promised Malik a reward and the tape ended.



    Lance knew Batiste’s voice and so did everybody at the Foreign Intelligence office, so Lance was holding the ace. The only thing Batiste would want to do now was make a deal with him. For the time being, he was safe, but he didn’t know for how long. His main concern was to keep a low profile. Sleep took him unawares and he went out cold.


  



  
    CHAPTER 37


    _______



    Batiste was thinking about what had brought him to this point. He recalled how he had received a call about ten o’clock the previous night from Brussels. He had tried to delay Lance, hoping to pinpoint the origin of the phone call, but the old bastard was smart and had hung up the phone before he could get the location. All he knew was that the man had called from a phone booth somewhere in Brussels.



    Hearing Lance’s voice had been a shock to him and he had held his chest as if he was having a heart attack. He thought the man was dead. “Stupid …” he had shouted at his so-called professionals, Malik and Zero. How could they have missed the bastard? A check at the police lab had proved beyond reasonable doubt that the flesh that burned out van was not human, and that meant the old bastard Lance was alive. More important, Lance had information that could incriminate him, but common sense told him that the bastard wasn’t a fool. What would he gain by making the information available to the French Intelligence?



    He had spent the whole night thinking about what Lance was up to. He was sure that all that the bastard wanted was insurance. He would play it by ear and wait to get his hands on him. To show the rest of his workforce that he was serious, Batiste had driven Malik and Zero out in the dead of night and had personally shot both of them. Messing up an important job was unacceptable in his business.



    He had ordered a report on Lance’s family, but was disappointed to learn that the man didn’t care for his family and had spent years without seeing them. He only sent a few bucks in alimony every now and then. The bastard was going to be a hard nut to crack. Batiste had had all transportation terminals and rental centers watched. They had found out that he had rented a car in Paris and dropped it off in Brussels.



    Batiste wanted Lance. He wanted him so bad he could taste him. All the hotels in Brussels were being checked and by the end of the day, they would have Lance’s whereabouts. The man had gone to Brussels because he knew he wasn’t expected to go there; always do the unexpected. That was lesson one at the academy, but then why did he let it be known he was in Brussels? Because he didn’t have any plans of staying there.



    “Where the hell are you?” he asked out loud, to the surprise of everybody around the table.



    His guests were The Helpers who had come to Paris on short notice after receiving an urgent hand-delivered envelope from Batiste. They were Monsieur Félicité, Monsieur Bertrand, and Monsieur Leonardo, Dominico’s right hand man. Dominico was the Supreme Leader of The Helpers. Batiste shivered a little and looked at the gentlemen seated around the table. There was silence as people gathered around the table for a meeting that had been called by Batiste.



    Lance had his voiceprint and if The Helpers knew that, the penalty would be swift. He remembered how he had been excited to join the esteemed group after he was promised wealth beyond his wildest dreams. He had been young and ambitious then and had just joined the French Intelligence. Although his parents were Belgian, he was born in France and was a French citizen. This made it easy to join the elite services, and live out his fantasies of espionage and intrigue. His parents’ friend had approached him with the offer, and his greed had taken over. He really hadn’t understood what he was getting himself into, and now he was stuck.



    He looked at the men around the table. He couldn’t tell them about the recorded tapes. That would make him a liability, and expendable. What should I tell them? Maybe I can tell them about a phone call without mentioning specifics.



    “Thanks for coming at short notice, gentlemen,” he said, touching his temple. He paused, trying to find the right words to explain the urgency of the meeting without implicating himself. “Gentlemen, I have learned from a French agent that there is a leak in our esteemed group.”



    Leonardo raised his hand to interrupt. “Excuse me, Batiste, what exactly do you mean by that, and where is the leak?”



    Batiste reached for a glass and poured himself some water. “Monsieur, we don’t know where the leak is, except that a man called our headquarters, claiming he knows that we have members in the French agency,” he said, making it up as he went along.



    “And that’s all the man said?” Bertrand asked, looking straight at Batiste.



    “That’s what I have for now, but I am following it up.”



    “You do that, Batiste. We don’t have to tell you how serious this is,” Leonardo stated.



    “Do you think you have been compromised?” Bertrand asked Batiste.



    “I don’t think so but I was concerned enough to call this meeting.”



    “You did the right thing. Let’s find the man and find out how much he knows before we take the necessary action. I trust your phones are secure?” Félicité asked.



    Everybody nodded uncomfortably and touched their cell phones. Félicité was un-touchable since he didn’t have a phone.



    Batiste still looked worried. Leonardo walked around the table and put his hand on his shoulder. “Come on, Batiste, relax. When have we ever failed?”



    The meeting was adjourned.


  



  
    CHAPTER 38


    _______



    Back in Kinshasa, Jenny put down the receiver after receiving Lance’s message. She had just gone to bed when the phone rang and woke her up. She couldn’t sleep after that. Her mind was busy trying to figure out what the message meant. She had immediately known who PJ was when the caller mentioned the name. Who is Mr. Beck? And why was Pierre using the same name when I first met him? For that matter, why did he call me?



    She picked up the phone and called Pierre. A woman answered the phone and passed it over to Pierre.



    “So you are cohabiting?” Jenny joked when Pierre came on the phone.



    Pierre wasn’t in a cheerful mood. “It’s late, Jenny; you should be in bed. What’s up?”



    “Listen, Pierre, I need to talk to you tonight. It’s important.”



    * * *



    Pierre hesitated, but realized that if he didn’t go, he wouldn’t sleep, since he would be thinking about what Jenny wanted to talk about. “Sure, I will be there as soon as I can.”



    Pierre had received a report from Paris instructing him to report any contact with his boss. It also emphasized that Lance wasn’t to be told about it. This message had bothered him more than what was unfolding in Congo. How could he betray his boss and friend? Had The Helpers convinced Paris that Lance was a traitor? Pierre had not been sleeping well, and Marianne had made a comment about the dark circles under his eyes.



    * * *



    Jenny went to the bathroom and washed her face. She was looking forward to seeing Pierre, but also wanted to find out more about the message. She intended to use the message to get more information out of Pierre. She hated to do this to him, but she was a journalist. She smiled as she left the room, knowing she probably had a new scoop. She stopped by John’s room to see if he was back from his dinner with Marc and his friends, but he didn’t answer.



    She had just sat down on the stool when Pierre appeared by her side. Her heart skipped a beat but she quickly composed herself.



    “How did you get here, by helicopter? I just talked to you a few minutes ago.”



    “Whatever you had to say sounded urgent. Let’s get a seat by the terrace,” he said, taking her hand and leading her outside. He chose a table farther away from the noise and pulled out a chair for her before he sat down.



    “Now, tell me. What was so important that I had to come out at this hour?” he asked.



    The waiter appeared and he ordered both of them some drinks. “Maybe I got lonely and needed some male company. Is that bad?”



    * * *



    Pierre looked at Jenny and smiled, not buying what she was saying. “But that isn’t the reason you called me, Jenny. Is it?”



    The waiter brought their drinks and Pierre paid him, telling him to keep the change. The man went away with a big smile.



    Jenny looked at Pierre for a minute. “If I asked you a question, would you give me a straight answer?”



    Pierre paused, wondering why she was giving him the run-around. “Jenny, it would depend on the question,” he said lamely. “Why don’t you cut the bullshit and get to the point? Why did you call me here?” he asked, feeling annoyed.



    “You are not going to bulldoze me, Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe,” she said, answering in the same tone. “Who is Mr. Beck?”



    Pierre was shocked by the question. “Why do you ask?”



    Jenny simply looked at him and didn’t say anything. Pierre looked down. “Okay, you win. I sometimes use that name because of my line of work.”



    “Which is what, exactly?” she asked.



    “I can’t tell you, but I can tell you this much. Beck was my coworker a while back. Satisfied?”



    “When was this?” she asked.



    This time Pierre lost his cool and tried to leave, but Jenny held his hand to stop him. “Okay, Pierre, don’t leave. Mr. Beck called me tonight and gave me a message to give you.”



    “What was the message?”



    “Not so fast. I want assurance that you will tell me what it means when I tell you.”



    “Look, Jenny, this information may put you in a compromising position. It’s better for you if you don’t ask a lot of questions and just give it to me.” He paused and then added. “Beck must have been in an awkward situation to call you in the first place, and most probably he thought that your phone line would be safer, so please tell me everything.”



    Jenny was torn. The reporter in her wanted to go after the story, but the woman in her wanted to believe Pierre. He seemed to be tormented by something. It was obvious that this man meant a lot to Pierre. “Okay, Pierre, it’s up to you to tell me what you want. I will quote the message. “The hunter is sleeping and waiting to pounce on the foe. He has been tracking the foe, but the foe knows everything about the hunter, “ she said breathlessly and then sipped her drink.



    Jenny watched Pierre as he tried to digest the information. He seemed to be confused as to whether he should tell her. Finally, he ruffled his hair, and spread his hands. “Okay, Jenny, this is off the record, right?” Jenny nodded. “Since you already know too much, I don’t believe this is going to be a surprise to you.” He paused. “The message means that The Helpers already know that we’re investigating them. The only conclusion to this is that they must have somebody inside the French government.”



    Jenny almost spilled her drink. “So you mean the so-called hunter is going ahead with his plans even after knowing they are after him?”



    Pierre smiled. “Especially after knowing that, because he has to stop them. Did he say anything else that you might have forgotten?” Pierre asked.



    Jenny shook her head. “There were some strange echoes. The phone call obviously came from far away. Oh yes, he said he will see you soon.”



    Pierre smiled. “You did good, Jenny, but it might be time for you to jump ship.”



    “Meaning?” she asked.



    “Jenny, take my advice and get the hell out here. It’s bound to get worse before it gets better. These peace talks will probably not amount to anything.”



    “I will keep that in mind,” she said, recalling what Jackie had said earlier.



    “Jenny, I am sorry but I have to leave,” Pierre said as he stood up. He helped Jenny with her chair and walked her to the elevator. “Please call me if you need me, and by the way, Marianne is my secretary.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, headed for the door and was gone in a flash.



    * * *



    Jenny sat on her bed, wondering why this man had such a powerful effect on her. All kinds of emotions were going through her mind. There were her growing feelings for Pierre mixed with the prospect of danger, and then there was the excitement of knowing she was on the brink of events that might shape history. She stood up and walked to the elevator.



    Her mind was working overtime. She knew something was going to happen soon, which excited her. The reporter in her took over. “I wouldn’t miss it for a million,” she thought as she opened the door to her room.



    She lay down on her bed thinking about the events of the day. She and John had visited various Embassies stationed in Kinshasa to obtain as much information as possible about their emergency exit procedures. They had ended up at the British Consulate and talked to Ian Hamilton, who had informed them that a new ceasefire agreement had been signed by both parties. He had also expressed reservations about the ceasefire. “It may be a trick to get the rebels into the open and kill them.”



    John was not convinced either about the agreement. “According to the information I got, deep ethnic hatred still exists, and I don’t see how some ink on a piece of paper can erase that,” John had said. They had debated the issue for a long time before Jenny left them to go and have lunch with Jackie.



    Jackie was not her usual bubbly self and Jenny tried to get to the bottom of what was troubling her. Eventually, Jackie opened up and told Jenny that there were some people in the ruling party as well as in the opposition radical party that were determined to make sure the peace talks failed. They had even hinted at going for a full-scale war to avoid integration of the forces.



    Jackie believed that these people were not bluffing and the time had come for foreigners to evacuate. She refused to reveal her source but said that she had been around this area long enough to know that something was going to happen soon. She and her husband had already decided to leave, and Jackie advised Jenny to do the same.



    “I’m a reporter and I need to be here. Nothing will happen to me,” Jenny had protested. “Moreover, I hear that foreigners are safer here.”



    Jackie had shaken her head. “You really believe that? Can’t you see that these marauding youths don’t have any sense of respect for anyone? What makes you think that foreigners would be an exception to these people?” Jenny had remained speechless.



    “I’m telling you, Jenny, there is a power struggle going on and nobody is safe anymore!”



    Confusion wasn’t a strong enough word to describe what Jenny felt when Jackie dropped her off. She had gone to the hotel bar, ordered a drink, and taken it to her room, but had soon fallen asleep until she had received a call from Mr. Beck.



    * * *



    Lance woke up at ten o’clock the next morning. He went to the restaurant and ordered scrambled eggs and toast which he devoured hungrily. The coffee was strong the way he liked it. After breakfast, Lance walked across the street and registered with the proprietor for one more night.



    “Can you please show me where I can buy some gifts for my family?” Lance asked.



    The man was more than willing to direct him. The way he put it, the town center wasn’t more than ten minutes away and there was a bus every fifteen minutes. Lance thanked him and walked back to his room. One thing he couldn’t leave behind were the tapes, the only evidence he had on Batiste. After retrieving them, he walked to the corner and waited for the bus.



    In a mall located on the outskirts of Paris, Lance purchased a few pairs of socks and undershirts. He walked around thinking and looking at young couples who were walking hand in hand, engaged in their favorite pastime of kissing and giggling. He knew that by now, Batiste was closing in on him. A plan was building up in his head and if he could pull it off, not only would he be safe, but he would also be able to get Batiste off his back once and for all.



    The plan was chancy, but it could work. He made his way to the bus stop and proceeded to his motel. He went to his room to make final preparations. He decided that he would accelerate the pressure and call Batiste to let him listen to the cassette recorder, but first he needed to rest. He slept most of the day and didn’t wake up until seven o’clock that evening. He packed his small belongings and told the proprietor that he wouldn’t be spending the night after all.



    At about eight o’clock, he entered phone booth and put in a call to Batiste.



    “This is Lance. I want Batiste, quick!”



    “Lance, my friend, how are you? I was waiting all day for your call.”



    Lance didn’t waste any time; he played the last part of the tape. “This is Malik, the job is completed.” He then played Batiste’s answer, “ You will be well rewarded.”



    “I’m not going to play the whole thing because I know right now you are trying to locate me,” Lance said.



    “I see you don’t get in touch with your wife anymore, monsieur, or your son?”



    This statement shook him up. He didn’t expect the son of a bitch to go that far, but since he did, Lance played along. “For all I care you can dump them anywhere. For your information, I haven’t seen them in years, but nice try.” He quickly hung the phone up before they could trace the call.



    He left the booth and checked into another one about five miles down the road. He took his time walking back to his room. His mind was confused about Batiste’s latest threat on his family. He had to do something. He picked up the phone, asked for the outside line and then dialed the bar that Doc frequented. “Hello, may I talk to Doc?’



    There was a pause. “Who is calling?”



    “Tell him Frenchie!” Lance answered.



    A moment later Doc came to the phone. “Hello, Frenchie. What’s up?”



    “I have another job for you. I will pay five big ones.”



    Doc didn’t hesitate. “Okay, Frenchie, what do you want me to do?”



    “Now listen, there is a train that leaves at ten thirty this evening for Paris. Get on it and get off one stop before Paris and take a taxi to the Merci motel, on the highway to Reims. I will be waiting. Get going Doc, you have only thirty minutes.”



    “I am on my way,” Doc answered and hung up.



    Doc arrived at a quarter to one. “Tell me, Frenchie, what is all this about?”



    Lance avoided the question. “Come on Doc; let’s take you to your room. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow!” he said lightly. They quietly walked toward the room. Doc had shaved and was well dressed, which pleased Lance.



    “Doc, get some sleep and we will discuss everything in detail tomorrow morning, okay?”



    “Okay,” Doc said. His eyes were bloodshot and Lance could see he hadn’t slept much.


  



  
    CHAPTER 39


    _______



    Batiste Appolinaire walked around his bedroom recalling the phone call he had received earlier from Lance Lemand. He was very confused, and for once, he was scared. The bastard had become a menace in his life and could bring him down. He thought of a very good hit man he had used before. The man was very expensive, but he never failed a job. Expense wasn’t an issue as things stood. The man had to be eliminated immediately. His three important guests were leaving tomorrow, and he didn’t want them to go back to Brussels empty handed.



    He changed into casual clothes and strapped on his pistol. Time had come to take control of the situation once and for all. Dinner was at eight o’clock, so he could step out and be back in time. He picked up the phone, dialed a number and left a message, to be contacted as soon as possible. Batiste wasn’t a man who drank much alcohol, but today was an exception. He filled his glass with wine and chugged it down. He carefully walked to his safe.



    This safe had cost him close to three million dollars. It was burglar and bomb-proof and had an electronic circuit that read his fingerprints. He put his palm on a square block; there was a noise as the computer checked his fingerprint, then the door opened and a compartment automatically pulled out toward him. He paused and looked at the dollars, francs, marks, and pounds; name any important currency and it was there.



    He chose a briefcase from one of the closets, walked back to the safe, and packed it with the equivalent of half a million dollars. This was the usual sum the man wanted up front for this kind of work. He closed the briefcase and locked the safe. Now all that was left was for the man to call and arrange a meeting. Batiste was restless and kept pacing the room, thinking about Lance. He had underestimated the man; otherwise, the fool would be dead.



    A few minutes before, Batiste had excused himself, to the surprise of everybody, claiming he had an emergency to take care of. He had said he would be back in time for dinner. He didn’t want anybody in the house to be suspicious. He walked quickly to the car. No sooner had Batiste left than another of his gentlemen guests excused himself to make an important phone call.



    The telephone buzzed, suddenly making him jump.



    “Hello, Batiste, it’s me. How are you?”



    “I need your help!”



    There was a pause. “Get in your car with your chauffeur, nobody else. Make a right at the first stop light. I will see you.” The phone went dead in Batiste’s hands.



    Batiste picked up his briefcase and walked downstairs. He told his bodyguard to stay put and whispered to the driver to take a particular car that he rarely used. Instantly the driver disappeared and brought the car around. Batiste quickly got in the back.



    “Take the first right and keep going. I will tell you when to stop,” he ordered.



    The driver did as he was told. It wasn’t long before they saw a blinking light and the driver stopped. There was a knock on the back window; Batiste opened it and received a note. Monsieur, make a left at the next street and jump out. You’ll be contacted.



    Batiste read the message and gave orders to the driver, who quickly stepped on the gas pedal. He told his driver to drop him off and go back home. As soon as he got out with the briefcase, someone pulled him into a dark corner. A few seconds later, his driver passed by, followed by another car.



    “Come on. I will take you to the man,” a voice said.



    A car was waiting nearby with the engine running. The back door of the vehicle was opened and Batiste entered. A few seconds later the vehicle started moving.



    “Monsieur Appolinaire, how are you?” the man said.



    It was dark in the car, as it had been on previous occasions, and



    Batiste could barely see the outline of the man. “Hello, Sapphire. How are you?”



    Sapphire laughed. “Are things that bad that you answer a question with another, Batiste?”



    Batiste paused. “Monsieur, it’s worse. I want a man eliminated immediately.”



    There was a pause as Sapphire digested the statement. “You know I don’t ask questions, but in this case it seems that I have two things to do.”



    “What do you mean?’ Batiste asked, surprised.



    “Monsieur, you have somebody tailing you.” Sapphire laughed, and then stopped abruptly. “But don’t worry. We have the license number of the car that was following you, so we will know who it is before long. Now tell me about this other problem?”



    Batiste hadn’t recovered from the shock and was shaking.



    Sapphire noticed this and reached in a cupboard, pulled out a bottle of Scotch and poured Batiste a shot, and drank some himself. Batiste chugged his drink down and Sapphire poured him some more, waiting patiently for the man to talk.



    “The person I am talking about is called Lance Lemand. He is the French Intelligence Chief in Congo-Kinshasa. This man is on a crusade to destroy me. He has recorded phone conversations between me and other associates and wants to blackmail me.”



    This time Batiste was shaking with anger, and Sapphire sensed it. “Calm down, my friend. Have I ever let you down?” he asked.



    “No, Sapphire, but I can’t control my temper with this bastard.”



    “You will have to, so that you don’t interfere with my work. Now give me the details of your last conversation, his family, and any friends of his you might know.”



    Batiste told Sapphire all he knew about Lance. As he talked, Sapphire realized that this pompous man knew more about Lance than he really needed to track him down. “Did you say he has been seen at the Agency warehouse talking to Nicolas?”



    “Yes, but we don’t think Nicolas knows what Lance is up to. Otherwise, he would have reported it. He is straight as an arrow.”



    “So the man got equipment to listen to and record your phone calls. It sounds like your Monsieur Lance is resourceful.” He paused for a moment. “How did this come about?”



    This question took Batiste by surprise. He didn’t know if he should answer it, but realized he had no choice. “He questioned a fool named Maurice, who worked in Madagascar when Lance was assigned there.”



    Sapphire laughed and completed the sentence. “And Maurice confessed about you?”



    “Not exactly. He warned Lance to stop with the questions.”



    “But Lance became suspicious and persisted by following Maurice around and listening to his calls, am I right?” Batiste nodded, surprised that Sapphire guessed everything as if he had been there.



    “Where is this Maurice?” Sapphire asked.



    “Dead, I’m afraid,” Batiste answered.



    Sapphire laughed hard again. “You don’t waste time, do you, Batiste?” Sapphire suddenly stopped laughing. “This Lance person won’t bother you again, that is for sure, but I have to find out who else is following you, monsieur. I will be in touch soon.”



    Batiste was relieved that at last somebody who knew how to operate was taking over the job. He had known Sapphire for fifteen years, and not once had he failed to deliver. It didn’t matter where in the world the mark was, Sapphire always kept his word. He believed that if he was paid for a job, he had to complete it, even if the employer was dead. Batiste pushed the briefcase toward Sapphire. Sapphire cleared his throat. “And what if the car that is following you belongs to another man trying to bring you down, monsieur?”



    Batiste thought about this for a minute and then said. “Well, Sapphire, when you inform me, I will let you know how to proceed.”



    “Fair enough.” They shook hands as the car pulled over to the side.



    Sapphire said something to the driver and the door opened and Batiste stepped out.



    “I will be in touch,” Sapphire said, and the door shut.



    Follow me, monsieur,” another familiar voice said and they walked to a main street. Batiste didn’t recognize this place, but soon a taxi pulled over. He turned to say thank you to the man that had come with him but he had vanished.



    He settled himself in the seat and gave the taxi driver directions to his house. He retired to his room, glad that at last a capable man was handling the mess.


  



  
    CHAPTER 40


    _______



    Sapphire gave directions to his driver and in a few minutes he was outside Paris and heading to his residence a few hours away. He was a very careful man and a master of disguise. He could go anywhere during the day and nobody would recognize him. None of his current or past neighbors knew who he was or what he did for a living.



    Sapphire retired to his library and put on a tape of his conversation with Batiste. Slowly, he started mentally drawing a profile of his mark. The man was very unpredictable. He let Batiste know he was in Brussels during the first call and stopped the second call in mid-sentence to avoid detection.



    Sapphire made a phone call using a scrambler. “Hello, it’s me, what do you have?”



    “The man following Batiste is a small-time hustler, probably hired by some big shot.”



    “Okay, no harm in paying him a visit and twisting his arm a little.”



    “I will call you in a few hours.” They hung up.



    Sapphire was happy he had some work at last. The last few months, since the accident involving a judge, everybody had cooled off on contract jobs. Most contractors had been sent to jail, but not him. He wasn’t known by the law, and the few people that knew him by name, didn’t know his actual appearance; that included his driver and his house help.



    He had acquired his current disguise after a botched job during his earlier years. It was a simple addition to his jaw, eyebrows, and eyes.



    He liked to wear hats, so no one knew his actual hairline. He took off this cosmetic addition only when he went to sleep. He locked his door tightly, sat back and poured himself a stiff drink.



    Sapphire’s mind was on his next victim, Monsieur Lance Lemand. The man was a tricky customer, but he would locate him. He looked at himself in the mirror to check his disguise. Everything was in place. He was fully dressed in a soft leather jacket with woolen lining. Inside was a black turtle neck, virgin wool grey pants, and black loafers. He checked around to make sure everything was in place before he set his house alarm.



    He chose to drive a small Porsche, his favorite car. He picked up the phone, called the driver and told him to stick around and play poker with the boys. People that worked for him liked him; he didn’t overwork them and was always generous with money. He looked at his watch—it was about ten o’clock.



    He picked up the phone. “Have you heard anything from this Lance character, Joe?”



    There was a pause. “Boss, the man took a train from Brussels to Paris, but got out before. We haven’t been able to establish where he is, but we should know soon.”



    “Good work, Joe.” Sapphire hung up and pulled out of the garage quickly and zipped through the gate, which was already open. Within a few minutes, he was heading to Paris. The Porsche responded to his acceleration beautifully. He checked his side mirror, a habit he had developed long ago, but who would tail him? No one knew who he was.



    Sapphire received a call from Joe. The machine had pinpointed the location of the phone signal belonging to the person that had put a tail on Batiste. His people had squeezed the con man following Batiste and found out that he didn’t know his employer but had a phone number that he called with information.



    Sapphire slowed down, dialed another number and asked for Batiste. There was a pause and some explanations of emergency, and then the man came to the phone. “This is Batiste.”



    “Come to the very place we met last time. It’s an emergency!” Sapphire stated.



    “But, monsieur, I have guests …” Batiste started to complain.



    “Bring your cell phone with you. Hurry, don’t even change your clothes.” He hung up.



    Sapphire drove to where the car had dropped off Batiste and told him to get in. Batiste sat in silence as Sapphire made a phone call.



    “Do you have anything for me yet?” Sapphire asked and listened for a few minutes before hanging up. He turned to look at Batiste. “We know that your Monsieur Lance didn’t come straight to Paris. He got out some time before, so we are combing the whole countryside. We have the location of the person who put a tail on you and he’s in your house.”



    Batiste looked at him in shock.



    “Monsieur, we will have the name shortly.” Sapphire looked at Batiste closely. “Would you like a drink?” he asked, but Batiste shook his head. He looked like he was still in shock. “Very well,” Sapphire said as he lit a cigarette. “Tell me how your guests are distributed in the house, if you don’t mind,” he asked, puffing out the smoke.



    “Well …” Batiste paused, thinking. “I have two guests upstairs and one guest downstairs.”



    “I see.” Sapphire took another sip from the bottle. “So there are three upstairs, including yourself?” Batiste nodded.



    Sapphire took another puff on his cigarette. “Tell me the arrangements exactly,” he said.



    “The first floor has a guest room occupied by Monsieur Bertrand. My bedroom is on the second floor. Monsieur Leonardo and Monsieur Félicité are staying in rooms opposite mine.”



    Sapphire nodded affirmatively. “I think we will be sure of your culprit in a few minutes, monsieur; I mean the one that is tailing you.” Batiste forced a smile and thanked Sapphire.



    Sapphire’s cell phone rang and he picked it up and listened for a few minutes, and then turned to Batiste. “Monsieur, it is Monsieur Bertrand who hired someone to tail you.” He paused. “What would you like us to do to this gentleman?”



    * * *



    The news took Batiste by surprise. He decided to take a drink after all. “Don’t do anything to him for the time being. This information is very helpful; thank you,” he said, his voice shaking. Sapphire simply nodded.



    * * *



    A car arrived beside them and Batiste stepped out of the vehicle and was escorted to another parked car. He was still in shock. There was one question that kept lingering in his mind. Did Lance reveal the information to anybody? The answer was obvious; otherwise, he would be living with the fishes. There was another possibility. Maybe The Helpers deemed it necessary to tail him so as to find Lance. This final conclusion made him relax a little. He decided to find Lance one way or another before The Helpers did. The car dropped him off at the corner near his house and waited until he entered his gate before driving off.



    The guards looked astonished to see him walking alone. He murmured something and continued toward the main house. It was ten p.m. and he presumed that all his guests had retired to their rooms. He closed the door behind him and entered the living room. He was surprised to see Bertrand seated there, sipping a drink. “Oh, monsieur, I’m surprised to see you are still up.”



    Bertrand stood up. “I am; come in. Would you like a drink?”



    Batiste nodded, resenting the fact that Bertrand, the man he just found out was tailing him, was now acting like the host in his house. He wanted to leave the room, but Bertrand proceeded to pour the drinks. He handed one to Batiste and motioned him to sit down.



    “How did it go?” Bertrand asked.



    Since he had been assured by Sapphire that Lance was as good as dead, Batiste answered with confidence. “Well, monsieur, the mark is already in our sights. It’s just a matter of time.”



    Bertrand swallowed his drink. “You know we will be glad if all this nonsense comes to a peaceful conclusion, without any fallout.”



    This last statement confirmed Batiste’s fears that if anything tied him to The Helpers, he would be compromised. “I assure you, monsieur, everything possible is being done.



    Bertrand got up. “I sincerely hope so, Monsieur Batiste and may I bid you good night.” He left the room and headed for his guest room.



    Batiste got up and poured himself another drink and swallowed it. He was scared of what Lance might do. What if the man had copies of tapes? Every Intelligence officer had an ace in a hole. Something to fall back on, if things got rough, but Sapphire had promised that he would find the man and the famous assassin had never let him down.


  



  
    CHAPTER 41


    _______



    Lance woke up early in the morning and went to a nearby restaurant for breakfast. Over his morning coffee, he wrote a note to his boss, Jacques Carat. In the note, he warned his boss of a leak in his inner circle and asked him to prepare additional funds since his work had become harder than originally expected. Lance asked Jacques to give the funds to his secretary, Camille, and somebody would contact her. He had acquired Camille’s home address from Nicolas the day before. He sealed the envelope and inserted it in another envelope that was addressed to Camille. He put on a stamp and then walked out of the restaurant.



    Lance walked to the van and sat down in it, watching the drivers come and go. There was an older driver, probably in his mid-sixties, whom he had overheard talking about the latest crime spree in Paris. He saw the man walking out of the restaurant and quickly approached him, with a smile.



    “Good evening, monsieur. You wouldn’t happen to be going to Paris, would you?”



    The man looked at Lance suspiciously and was about to shake his head, but Lance cut him off. “You see, monsieur, I have a wife in Paris and I just learned that my daughter is sick. I wanted you to put a letter in any mailbox in Paris, so that she gets it soon. She could give the letter to my boss and get some money for hospital bills,” Lance pleaded, giving the performance of his life. “I will even give you money for your trouble. This is very important,” he added reaching into his pocket, but the man stopped him.



    “Monsieur, I will drop it off for you. I’m very sorry about your daughter. I hope she gets better soon,” the man said sincerely.



    Lance thanked the man profusely, but the man simply boarded his truck and promised him that he would deliver the letter. The truck rolled off and Lance smiled as he saw the taillights fading away.



    * * *



    Camille opened her mailbox and then continued to her apartment, which was on the first floor. She entered and closed the door tightly behind her. This was a habit she had developed after the death of one of her friends. It was horrible how her friend had been killed in her own apartment. That’s why Camille had gotten an expensive apartment with security, but for her it wasn’t enough, so she had purchased a burglar alarm.



    She sat down on one of the stools by her kitchenette and looked through her mail. The first few documents were junk mail, but finally she noticed a letter addressed to her. She opened it and a note dropped to the floor. She picked it up and read it. Please hand the letter to Jacques personally. See you soon, the note said. She looked inside the envelope again. There was a sealed envelope with her boss’ name on it, written in capital letters. She got up and fumbled with the latch on her bag before depositing it inside.



    She wondered who could have sent a letter to her boss through her. Obviously it was somebody that didn’t trust the security of the external service. Could it be Monsieur Lance, the good-looking but strange old man that she had helped to get away? The news around the office was that he was a rogue and nobody wanted to deal with him, but the times she had seen him with her boss, she had noticed that the man was treated with respect. She looked at the note again. Nice handwriting. She smiled and put Jacques’ envelope inside her bag.



    * * *



    Monsieur Jacques Carat walked in the door, greeted Camille, and then continued to his office.



    “Excuse me, monsieur. I received a letter …” Jacques waved his hand. “Later Camille, I’m busy.”



    “But, monsieur, it is for you. I was told to hand it to you personally and it’s sealed,” she added as he closed the door behind him.



    He quickly opened the door and looked at her. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Hand it to me,” he shouted. She handed it to him and he noticed that she was hurt by his outburst. “I am sorry, Camille. I am under too much pressure these days,” he said apologetically.



    “I understand, monsieur,” she said meekly.



    Jacques was confused, but took the letter. “Thank you, Camille.”



    He entered his office, opened the letter, read it and then reread it. He walked around his office and then sat down heavily, trying to stop his hands from shaking. So, there was someone among his inner circle that was working for the shadowy group of The Helpers. But his inner circle consisted of Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot, who was retiring in a few days. He shook his head. Which of the two could it be? Although Lance was a pain in the neck, he was the best agent he knew, and Jacques believed him.



    This information was the most disturbing he had received to date, but it all added up. They had tried to assassinate Lance and this proved one thing: Lance was onto something and someone was trying hard to stop him from exposing them. He pressed the buzzer and Camille picked up the phone. “Please make appointments immediately with Adrien Morel, Delmont Lambert, and Fabien Bonnet. This is a security emergency!”



    Adrien Morel was Batiste’s second in command, and Delmont was due to take over Benjamin’s” job when he retired. It wasn’t long before all the gentlemen in question arrived.



    “This has to stay between the four of us. Do you understand?” he paused to make sure the men understood the gravity of his words. “I won’t go into details, but we have a situation. I received this note from Lance Lemand this morning. You all know Lance’s record; the man is a rogue but doesn’t make idle accusations. He has discovered a leak in the office.”



    The men seemed genuinely shocked by the news. Jacques didn’t know whether to trust them, but they were not part of his inner circle, so he took a chance.



    Jacques went on. “As you know, the taxi Lance took was riddled with bullets a week ago, and there is a possibility that the van that blew up by the river was his. He was meeting with Maurice, a former spy from Madagascar.” He paused. “So gentlemen, assuming that I am right, Lance is in a lot of trouble. I want you to defuse this situation immediately,” he commanded.



    Delmont cleared his throat. “Monsieur, I believe that in situations like these, the best way to deal with the matter is to act normal and wait for the culprit to show his hand.”



    Jacques stood up before Delmont was finished. “Normal!” he shouted. “Did you say normal?” he shook his head repeatedly. “Time is against us, for goodness’ sake. Adrien, since you are in charge of Internal Affairs, I want you to use all your influence to try to find the whereabouts of Lance. My guess is that he has already changed his appearance. Make sure you put a tap on some phone lines. I will give you the names.”



    He paused and put on his glasses. “And as for you, Delmont, make sure you get your men to sweep this office for bugs.”



    “Right away, monsieur,” Delmont nodded. He knew Jacques could fire him in an instant.



    “That’s all for now, gentlemen,” Jacques said, and the men left.



    In a few minutes, the sweepers were waiting outside. “Monsieur, the sweepers are here,” Camille announced.



    “Thanks, Camille. Send them in. I will go to the cafeteria for a little while and let the sweepers do their job,” Jacques said to his secretary.



    Everybody in the cafeteria was surprised to see the big boss. He hadn’t eaten there in years. They watched him eat, and then saw him leave and take the private elevator to his office.



    “Monsieur, the men left about five minutes ago,” Camille announced as her boss walked in.



    Jacques smiled. “Thank you, Camille, and remind me to talk to you today before you leave, all right?” She nodded wondering what had happened. Was she going to be fired?



    Jacques entered his office and headed for the liquor cabinet. He chose a rare vintage and poured himself a good portion. He couldn’t believe what Lance had uncovered. His inner circle was small. Which of the two could it be? This was as a good time as any to have a drink. Lance had triggered an avalanche the moment he arrived here in Paris.



    “Lance, you are such a pain in the neck!” he said aloud then swallowed the liquor.


  



  
    CHAPTER 42


    _______



    Camille closed the office door and nervously punched in the alarm numbers. She had been nervous for the past two days, walking around with a bulky envelope in her bag. She didn’t know what was inside, but whatever it was, it was important, because she had received it from her boss after the emergency meeting between him and the three men. Camille was patriotic, but at this point she was feeling frustrated. She took the elevator to the first floor of the building, walked to the corner and hailed a taxi as usual.



    In the past two days, she thought she had seen different cars following her, but she wasn’t sure any more because she was nervous. The taxi arrived at her building and she got out and walked toward the entrance, looking left and right, but there was nobody there, so she entered and went to her apartment. She opened the door expecting to see somebody, but there wasn’t anybody, just silence as usual. She closed the door firmly and checked the house to make sure she was alone.



    She felt very vulnerable and scared and needed some company. Even her annoying cousin would be okay, but Camille dismissed the idea after remembering the envelope she was carrying. Today was the day for her favorite television show, and she wouldn’t miss it for anything. She fixed a meal and sat down to eat. She loved her simple life for the time being, but her dream was to grow flowers. She had started saving money and hoped that one day she would have enough to pursue her dream.



    She wondered about Lance. How could an old man who looked that good be a cold-blooded killer? Yet he must trust her. That’s why he had told her boss to give her the envelope. She would not let him down, because even though she didn’t like what he did, she knew deep inside that he was fighting for the country. She said a small prayer for Lance and then concentrated on her favorite show. The show was a family comedy and it had her laughing in no time.



    * * *



    Lance moved the van, which he had rented, closer to the taxi that Doc had just rented. He transferred the human-looking mannequin from the van to the taxi and laid it on the back seat carefully. He had purchased the mannequin at a store in Paris and had dressed it up. Lance inspected the taxi. It wasn’t bad, and it would have to do. The day before, Doc had acquired a license from one of the forgers Lance knew, in order to rent the taxi.



    “Doc, go to the observation point. You know what to do in case things go wrong.”



    Doc nodded. “Hey, Frenchie, do you really believe the boy you hired to confuse the tail will be waiting at the club to pick up the package?” he asked, hesitating.



    Lance smiled but didn’t answer immediately. He had been in this game long enough not to trust anybody, but it wasn’t necessary to alarm Doc. “He will be there the moment I call him. Otherwise, I will go for plan B.”



    Doc smiled good-naturedly. “You know, Frenchie, unless you have the whole of Paris on you, I don’t see how this could go wrong, but I wouldn’t miss it for the world—not to mention the fact that you haven’t paid me yet.” They both laughed out loud.



    Lance looked at his watch. It was time to move.



    “Hey, Doc. Keep the radio on and tell me the very moment she steps out of the building.”



    They both got into their separate vehicles with walkie-talkies. Doc was in the van, and Lance was in the taxi.



    * * *



    Camille had had an uneventful workday until a smartly dressed man walked in at about four o’clock. He was young and handsome, and had a lovely smile.



    “Excuse me Madame,” the young man asked, “is Monsieur Carat in his office?”



    “No, monsieur.” Camille shook her head.



    “In that case, Mademoiselle, would you put this envelope in his office? I have orders to give it to him.”



    Camille knew the combination of her boss’ office but had never dared to enter without authorization. “May I ask who you are, monsieur?” she asked the young man, and he flashed a badge.



    “My name is Jean Laurent. I am with Internal Affairs, mademoiselle,” he said, giving her an envelope. Camille shrugged and hit the combination. She got up and walked to the door, aware that the young man was looking at her. She entered and closed it behind her.



    Jean was fast. He quickly ran to the door and put a stopper on the handle, and then went to her bag and opened it. The envelope was there, all right. He opened it, put some silvery straps around the money, and put the money in another envelope that he had brought with him. He heard the twist of the doorknob and quickly put the envelope back in the bag. He took two strides, removed the small stopper and swung the door open for her.



    “What happened, mademoiselle? I saw the knob turn, but the door didn’t open.”



    Camille was a little confused because this had never happened before. “I don’t know; maybe the lock jammed,” she said weakly. “I have put the envelope on Monsieur Carat’s desk.”



    The young man smiled and shook her hand. “I hope to see you again, under different circumstances. Have a good day, mademoiselle,” he said, and was instantly out of the office.



    The first thing Camille thought of after realizing that the lock had not jammed was the envelope. She grabbed her bag and unlatched it and was relieved to find it right where she had left it. She went back to her desk and soon forgot about the little incident with the young man. She was looking forward to going home, and these days she took a taxi because of the package. She couldn’t wait to part with it.



    * * *



    Doc liked this part of the job. He didn’t have Frenchie looking over his shoulder and stopping him from having some good French cognac. He sipped again from the bottle and almost missed the portly figure of Mademoiselle Camille as she walked out of the office. Frenchie had said she had a blue coat on.



    He dropped the bottle and reached for the radio. “Frenchie, she is on the move, over.”



    “Damn! Thanks, over and out.” Lance started the taxi. He was glad he had parked a block away. He started the engine and slowly joined the traffic. When another taxi tried to pull into his lane, he moved faster, almost hitting it. He saw the driver clench his fists at him. He drove slowly and looked to the right, pretending to be looking for customers. She had just started to wave when he suddenly put on the brakes.



    “Where to, Madame?” She told him the address, and they drove off.



    He reached his inside pocket and retrieved an envelope with the tapes inside.



    “Camille don’t give me the package yet. Just take this envelope here and give it to Jacques,” he said, passing the envelope to her through the small opening.



    He noticed the shock on Camille’s face.



    “Just relax, Camille. Tell me, did anything strange happen today or yesterday?”



    Camille shook her head, still in shock that the taxi driver was Monsieur Lance.



    “I will try again. Did you leave your bag unattended at any point?”



    She quickly remembered the young man. “Yes, today a young man brought something for the boss and I had to take it to his office, but strangely enough, when I tried to get out of the boss’ office, the door jammed. I couldn’t open it until he pulled it opened, yet the computer didn’t show any malfunction of the lock. I checked the bag, though, and the envelope was still intact.”



    Lance’s mind started working. Are The Helpers on to me? How did they find me? He had told Jacques that the mole was in his inner circle; Jacques couldn’t have discussed his letter with Batiste. Maybe they have another mole. He looked in the rear view mirror and noticed that a car was following them. Damn! The Helpers. They were everywhere.



    “Never mind, Camille; you did well. Now give me the envelope before you get out of the car,” he said as he turned into her street.



    “It’s in the middle of the block, monsieur, and whatever you are doing, good luck.”



    He smiled and thanked her before he parked the taxi. “Take care, Camille. I will be in touch. You owe me dinner, remember?” he said.



    She blushed and fumbled to give him the envelope before she stepped out of the taxi.



    Lance looked in the rear view mirror and knew he was right. The sedan was still with him. This was one of the things he had anticipated all along. He carefully opened the envelope and examined it, at the same time keeping his eyes on the road. He saw the shiny money wraps and guessed that the wiretap would be in between. The Helpers wanted to track his movements. He carefully removed the silvery wraps and the transmitter from the money and put them in another envelope.



    He sealed the envelope and placed it on the seat beside him. He picked up the radio but the signal was dead. The car that was following him was joined by another one and they both had him in their sights. Finally, when he was about two hundred meters from the bar, the boy picked up. “Hello, over.”



    “Get outside quick! Over,” Lance commanded.



    “But I am still having my beer, over.”



    He didn’t let him finish. “Look, kid, you choose—money or beer. Come out now and I will buy you a whole brewery, over and out.”



    Lance hoped the boy got the message. He still couldn’t see anybody outside the bar and was about twenty yards away. “Damn that kid!” he cursed aloud.



    Suddenly, the boy staggered outside. Lance quickly pulled over and the kid got into the taxi.



    “Okay, you enter the bar on the corner, go into the restroom and quickly flush this down the toilet. Understand?” the boy nodded. Lance passed the bugged envelope to the boy, who bolted right out and entered the rundown joint. Lance made a quick right turn and noticed he was still not alone. One of the cars seemed to be gaining on him. He kept his cool, hoping the police didn’t flag him down.



    He stepped harder on the gas pedal and was thankful to see that the mall was around the corner. He headed for the loading dock behind the mall before making a quick left where the employees’ entrance was located. He pulled the mannequin from the trunk and put it in an upright position on the driver’s seat, putting a wig on its head. He closed the door quickly and tried the employees’ entrance, which thankfully was open.



    He entered quickly, got on his knees and embedded something in the door to jam it. He could hear car brakes outside. He got up, ran up the aisle and turned to a toilet where he had hidden some work overalls and a small toolbox. He quickly put on the overalls and walked toward a small store in the mall. Whoever these people were, they were very fast, because as he entered the store, he saw some men running to cover all the entrances of the mall. He passed the storekeeper and greeted him cheerfully.



    “Something wrong with the pump again?” the man asked.



    “Yup, as always, something needs checking,” Lance said, continuing to the back. He opened a small door and carefully stepped inside, using his foot to feel for a ladder that used to be here a while back, when he and his buddy George used to play in the tunnels. He finally stepped on it, pulled out a flashlight and slowly descended.



    When he reached the bottom, he switched on his flashlight and instantly remembered the whole outline of the tunnel. He started jogging through the cobwebs. He arrived at the pump and climbed the ladders again to the main room, located on the ground floor. He removed the small radio from his inside pocket and pressed a button. “Doc, is it there? Over.”



    “Roger, over and out,” Doc answered, with an American accent.



    Lance walked to the door of the drain pump and carefully opened it. Doc was parked right there, waiting patiently. He opened the door of the van and Lance entered. Doc pulled off and in a few minutes they had joined the traffic. Lance removed the overalls and tossed them in the back of the van.



    “Doc, get on the highway but pull over at the nearest rest area. I need to call someone.”



    * * *



    Doc did as he was told. He didn’t have any more questions about



    Frenchie’s capabilities. He had seen the havoc Frenchie had created at the bar. The man was a genius, and the final episode at the mall was a real classic. He pulled into a parking lot and Lance got out, brushed himself off, and examined his face in the rearview mirror before walking confidently into the coffee shop.



    Doc shook his head as he looked at Lance. “This man was a God-sent,” he thought, recalling how hopeless his living circumstances had been before Frenchie showed up. It would only have been a matter of time before he finally died a down-and-out middle-aged man. He felt a pang of gratitude toward his French friend.



    The waiter showed Lance a phone booth. Lance inserted the card and dialed the number in Belgium. A moment later, there was static as the call was transferred to Paris.



    “Hello?” a voice said.



    “This is Lance. Let me talk to Batiste now. I don’t have much time!” he said in a commanding voice.



    “Hello, Lance. How are you?” Batiste sounded defeated.



    “I beat you again, you bastard. I will call you tomorrow for a meeting, on my terms.”



    Lance quickly hung up and strolled out of the restaurant.



    * * *



    Jean Laurent sat with Joe in the car, wondering how they would explain this to Sapphire. That bastard Lance was smart. He had given the transmitter to a punk who had run into the bar, but Sapphire had directed Jean to keep up the chase of the taxi anyway, and within a few minutes, it was apparent Sapphire had been right. Lance had outsmarted them.



    They had followed the car only to find a mannequin in the driver’s seat. They had searched every single inch of the mall and finally found out that a man wearing overalls had gone under the mall to fix the water pump. They had followed him in the tunnel, but he was long gone.



    “I better call the boss with the bad news,” Joe said nervously. Laurent nodded.



    Sapphire was back at his house thinking hard when the phone call came. “Boss, it’s Joe.”



    “I already know, you fuckhead. He got away through the tunnel, right? Don’t any of you fools know how they build these malls?” He was pissed off.



    Suddenly Sapphire changed his tone. “I will give you one more chance, Joe. Go to Brussels immediately and find out what Lemand has been up to. Leave the rest to me.”



    The phone went dead in Joe’s hands. “Phew, that was really close.”



    Jean smiled outwardly, but inside he was seething. How did Lance know he would be followed? He had to give it to the older man. He had outplayed them. He stepped out of the car and bid Joe a weak goodbye.



    * * *



    Lance and Doc drove out of Paris. Both of them were very quiet and didn’t say much for a long time. Doc finally broke the silence. “Frenchie, when am I going to see you again?”



    “Oh come on, Doc, you will see me sometime, but I want you to be careful from now on. If you decide to go back to Belgium, you should start over in another town. If the heat becomes too much, take precautions and settle here in France.”



    Doc nodded in agreement. “I may just do that, now that I have money to start over. But first I’ll go back to Brussels and get the telephone unit from your friend’s house, as you suggested. Thanks, Frenchie.”



    “You are welcome, Doc. Whatever you do, do it fast, before they figure you out and try to look for you.” He paused. “Take the first right. I have to mail something.”



    Lance had gone back to the little hotel outside of Paris to retrieve Nicolas’ box, and had paid the proprietor generously for keeping it intact. The package would arrive at Nicolas’ home the following day, and by then he would be far from this vicinity. He was glad that he had already given the envelope containing the tapes to Camilla. His boss, Jacques, would get them in the morning and know who the mole was in his inner circle.



    Doc changed lanes and stopped in front of a post office near the train station. Lance got out and walked toward the entrance, but he froze dead in his track. Policemen were all over the station. He quickly pretended to look at his watch and retreated toward the van. Doc gave him one look and knew something wasn’t right.



    “Doc, the place is crawling with cops,” he said. “We have to separate now.” He reached into his inside pocket and pulled out an envelope that had French Francs, equivalent of ten thousand dollars and gave it to Doc. “There is no point in your getting entangled in all this. Now that Internal Security is involved, they are bound to know about the car. They are not after you, so just get on the train and bolt to Brussels, retrieve the unit immediately, and then move to another place. I will dump the van somewhere.”



    Doc’s eyes were teary as he picked up his bag with. “Hey, Frenchie, I wish you luck and thank you, man,” he said weakly. “I will send a post card to your wife’s address, so you know where I am.”



    “Hey, Doc, remember, don’t put on your address and don’t sign it. A picture of the town will be enough.” He paused. “I almost forgot. Give me the driver’s license we bought the other day. From now on, you’ll use your real name. Check your pockets; you don’t need any evidence on you.”



    Doc tore up all the false identification and handed it to Lance. He only kept his real driver’s license and birth certificate. He embraced Lance and walked toward the train station, not daring to look back.



    Lance started the engine and eased into the traffic, heading southward. He would miss the Doc. He had gotten used to his company.


  



  
    CHAPTER 43


    _______



    “This better be good, Jacques. I have a million things to do,” Monsieur Michel Mitterrand, Jacques’ boss grumbled. Jacques moved slowly as he showed his boss and Monsieur Benjamin Buchot to their seats. He then sat behind his desk. He could tell that there were questions on the other men’s minds.



    “Gentlemen, I have served honorably for at least thirty years to the best of my ability,” Jacques started. He sounded serious, so nobody interrupted him. “I have decided to hand in my resignation.” He reached over and played the tape with Lance talking to Batiste and a man named Maurice. He turned the tape off and played another tape.



    “I have already weighed all options available to me and I am fully aware of the consequences if this information becomes public.” He paused. “I was introduced to Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire more than ten years ago. I have worked very closely with him and trusted him. To realize that my office was compromised for all these years without my knowledge leaves me no choice but to resign. If either of you had close dealings with the man, I strongly advise you to do the same.” He sighed heavily, looked up at the ceiling and then turned to the two men and saw that they were in a state of shock.



    Benjamin cleared his throat. “Jacques, do you have a drink here? I really think I need one,” he said. Jacques walked to the cabinet, brought out a bottle of cognac and three glasses and walked around the table, filling up each of them. He filled his glass last and walked back to his chair. All of them drank their cognac, each wondering about his own future.



    “In light of this information, Jacques, none of our jobs are safe,” Monsieur Michel Mitterrand stated solemnly. “Jacques, please don’t rush to any decisions. I understand your position, but we will need somebody here until we find your replacement,” he said, getting up. “Do not mention your decision to anybody else until you clear it with me, Monsieur Carat.”



    The two men walked straight to the door and for once, Jacques didn’t escort them as he usually did. He felt weak and spent. He couldn’t believe that all his years of service had come to this. He had considered Batiste a friend and confided in him. He shook his head. Life was a game and like all games there was a final whistle.



    He pulled open a drawer and removed a small case, the size of a medium sized book and walked with it to the chair. He poured himself another drink and sipped slowly, trying to resist the impulse, but he could see no other way. Jacques opened the case and removed the revolver.



    * * *



    Camille was busy typing some reports that were long overdue when she heard a loud noise. “What was that?” she wondered. She walked to her boss’ office door and knocked for some time, but there was no answer. She hesitantly retreated to her desk but she was unsettled so she decided to investigate. She slowly opened the door. Her first impression was that her boss had left with the others because the room was empty, but she decided to look further after noticing the liquor on the table. There was a silence in the room as her eyes darted left and right.



    She stepped on something soft and jumped back in terror, screaming. It was a hand. She willed herself to look again and that’s when she saw her boss, blood oozing from a hole in his head. He wasn’t moving and his eyes were closed. He looked like he was smiling.



    “Dear God!” screamed Camille as she ran back toward the door. Her first instinct was to call the police, but something told her to call the top boss who had just left.



    She dialed the number of Jacques’ boss, Michel Mitterrand, and asked to speak to him, saying it was an emergency. It took a few seconds before she was connected. “Camille, what’s the matter?” he asked.



    “It’s Monsieur Carat, monsieur; he shot himself … I mean, he has a hole in his head!” she cried.



    Michel was suddenly alert. “Have you called anybody, the ambulance or police?”



    “No, monsieur, I thought …” she cried.



    “You did good, Camille; stay calm. Call Benjamin and Adrien. I will be right there.”



    She replaced the receiver, sobbing. She had really liked her boss. He had always been good to her. She hoped he wasn’t dead. “Oh God,” she started crying hysterically, recalling the hand she had stepped on by accident.



    Benjamin and Adrien arrived at the scene a few minutes later. Camille was still crying hysterically, but they ignored her and went into the office.



    Michel arrived shortly after. “Old Jacques has taken the easy way out,” he said. “Adrien, please call your people in the police and have them come and remove him. We don’t want too much noise about this,” he ordered. Adrien left to make the call.



    “As for you, Benjamin, look around for any loose documents or tapes, anything that’s classified.” He started to walk out and remembered the tapes. He walked back and looked under the table for the cassette recorder. Thankfully, they were still there, but to make sure they were the ones, he rewound one and played it, then put both tapes in his pocket.



    Adrien who can just come back put his hands on his mouth; he couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “Monsieur, can I listen to it?” he asked lamely.



    “Sure, come to my office after you’re done here. I will be there all afternoon.” He walked straight out the door without a word to Camille.



    A few policemen came and conducted the necessary investigation before the body was removed, and then the whole place was quite except for Benjamin who came by Camille’s desk and offered his condolences. “I am sorry about this, mademoiselle; you keep working until we get in touch with you, okay?” He left quickly, with a pile of papers tucked under his arm.



    Camille felt weak and traumatized. She couldn’t believe what she had just witnessed. First she had lost her best friend, and now this. She locked up the place and decided to go home early.


  



  
    CHAPTER 44


    _______



    Gaston was glad to be on the way home from Paris. He had read the papers and was disappointed that his Excellency had signed the peace agreement. All that was left, the papers said, was to implement it. “What a joke,” he thought. “The man’s fate is already sealed and only time will tell what will happen after that.” He was seated in the first class section, which had few passengers; this suited him.



    The pilot finally put on the “Fasten Seatbelts” sign in preparation for landing. Sitting in one place for hours and hours was not Gaston’s thing. It made him feel helpless and vulnerable, and that was one thing he didn’t like. The plane landed smoothly and glided to the gate, then everybody started getting out. Gaston approached the baggage man and flashed his ID.



    “Hurry up, I have things to do,” he said in a commanding voice. Everybody else went into the regular line for the scrutinizing immigration procedures, but Gaston went straight through. After a few minutes, a man appeared with his bags. “What took you so long? Follow me,” Gaston yelled. Most of the people knew him as a big official, so they made way for him.



    A soldier loaded his bags into a taxi as he watched. The taxi driver, as usual, was full of local gossip, and that was fine with Gaston. There wasn’t anything wrong with knowing the news on the street. According to the driver, the war was over and all that remained was the distribution of power and then peace would return.



    “What a damn fool,” thought Gaston, but he also knew that most of the country shared the driver’s view. He was glad when the taxi dropped him off at his home. The place looked the same, except for the grass that had grown in the compound. The house was hot, so he walked to the windows and opened them. He poured himself a soft drink and relaxed on a big sofa seat and reflected on his trip to France.



    He recalled the meeting with his best friend, Chavez. “It has been five years,” Chavez had reminded Gaston as they embraced in greeting.



    “More or less, Cobra. It seems like a long time ago,” Gaston had said, calling Chavez by the name he had given him in their camp in Cuba. “A lot of things have happened since then, but nothing like what is happening now,” Gaston had added.



    Chavez had nodded his head affirmatively. “I have been following the developments in your country lately. Tell me, Demus, what brings you to Paris?” he had asked seriously.



    Gaston had poured himself a drink before speaking. “Cobra, you know me. I don’t normally shake over anything, but this new mission will be demanding. On top of that, I have come to realize that my days are numbered,” he had stated. “I need to have some insurance. These people are so powerful; they can snuff me anywhere in the world. They are the very people who sent me for training in Cuba.”



    “So you remember your lessons well, from that Russian bastard, eh?”



    “All too well, my friend. I know too much and that is all I should tell you, and you know why.”



    Chavez had nodded. He knew how these things worked. “Look, Demus, you saved my life once and I am a man who pays his debts. I will do anything for you. All you have to do is ask,” he had said, looking Gaston straight in the eye.



    Gaston had paced up and down, thinking. “Tell me, Cobra, is there any equipment that could be used to listen into people’s conversations from about one hundred yards away?”



    Chavez hadn’t even paused. “Yes, there is one that can even hear you breathe from that distance, let alone talk. Is that what you need?”



    “Yes. Can I also tape a whole conversation?” Gaston had asked as an afterthought.



    “Demus, leave all that to me, okay? That’s the least I can do. I know that in your country, foreign currency can be a problem. I will take care of it.” Gaston had tried to protest but Chavez wasn’t having any of it. Gaston had spread his hands in resignation and accepted the offer. Friends like Chavez were hard to come by these days.



    “You know I have to see a man tomorrow morning at eleven. His name is Fabien Bonnet,” Gaston had stated and started to put on his jacket.



    “Yes, I know him. He is one of the top security chiefs in France. There has been a bit of activity around lately. There is even a contract for one of their men from around your area, the name is Lance Lemand.”



    “Lance?” Gaston had asked, totally shocked. “You know him?”



    “Of course I know the bastard, but I didn’t expect the French to put a contract on him,” Gaston had said, not eager to leave anymore.



    “I don’t know much, but this contract isn’t French. It’s personal, you know, the vendetta kind, and the man who has it, never fails. I wouldn’t want to be in Lance’s shoes right now.”



    “This is very interesting, Cobra, because Lance disappeared from Congo and hasn’t been seen since. I think he might be on some sort of crusade and that’s why they might crop him.”



    “Please keep your ears to the ground, buddy,” Chavez had said.



    “I will try to step lightly,” Gaston had said as Chavez escorted him to the door, promising to send him everything before he left. The next day, Chavez had sent over a briefcase with state-of-the-art equipment just before Gaston left for the airport.



    Gaston continued to think about his conversation with Chavez as he sipped his drink. So Lance had gotten into trouble with somebody big enough to hire a professional. The question remained who, because it was too much of a coincidence for a man to leave Kinshasa and then come to Paris and walk straight into trouble.



    Lance must have stumbled onto something big. Could Lance have found out about The Helpers in Paris? After taking the journalist’s films, he could have traced the origin of the box and somehow linked it to them. He shook his head, because the theory was far-fetched, but Lance was resourceful. Like all spies, he probably had somebody that knew some of the characters involved.



    Gaston sighed. Better stay clear of all these problems and their consequences. But then again, if it was The Helpers after Lance, it was better for Gaston, because they would be too busy to pay too much attention to other details, thus giving him a chance to get his insurance.



    He smiled as he sipped his drink and watched the sun go down.


  



  
    CHAPTER 45


    _______



    Lance was getting farther away from Paris. The more miles he put behind him, the better. He occasionally pulled over for gas, but otherwise his journey was uneventful. The person he missed the most was Doc, with his constant blabbing. If he managed to get through this alive, he would make sure they met again. It took several hours before he finally reached the French Riviera. He decided to take the ocean road, full of tourists, and head toward Barcelona.



    He entered Spain with no problem. He saw signs for Barcelona and proceeded in that direction. He was so tired that even the radio wasn’t helping, but he persisted and drove on. He had spent the previous night at a rest area about fifty kilometers from the border. Without any blankets, he had simply cooped himself in the back of the van, which was uncomfortable. He had kept tossing and turning on the van’s floor, trying to formulate a plan to get Batiste off his back, until one came to him. He had decided that he would send a copy of the tape to Monsieur Bertrand Moses, one of The Helpers.



    Already things must be getting hot in Paris after the tape he had sent to his boss. The way he figured it, the organization would realize that Batiste was a liability after he sent copies of the tapes to the one man he knew as a member of The Helpers, Monsieur Bertrand. He thought about his reaction after he received the tape. What would he do to Batiste? These people didn’t tolerate liabilities, and Batiste was now one. He shook his head to rid himself of the thoughts that were creeping into his head and concentrated on driving.



    The city of Barcelona was a beautiful sight to see. It was as he remembered it and he would have liked to walk around, but what he longed for was a bed. He spotted an old-fashioned bed and breakfast, painted yellow and small enough not to attract any attention. He was about to turn when he remembered he needed to change currency. He spotted a bank a few blocks later and pulled over. His Spanish wasn’t good, but it was understandable. He approached the counter, exchanged some money, and then quickly left the bank. He turned the van around and headed back.



    He walked to the front office of the bed and breakfast and asked for a room. He was shown a small room on the second floor. After he had settled in with all his bags, he walked to the front desk and asked about a delivery service. He was told that his best bet would be to go to the town center. Not having much of a choice, Lance drove to the city center and located the post office, but he needed an address. He went to a phone booth and dialed a number.



    “Hello, Lova? It’s me, Lance.”



    There was a pause. “You didn’t use the house. I came back to see you but .”



    “I know, Lova. Look, love, I couldn’t get you involved in my affairs so I decided to forgo the offer, but I left a telephone unit in the library, which a friend of mine will pick up today or tomorrow. He may have already picked it up because I gave him the keys and asked him to return them to your lawyer, but if you see him, ask him what he calls me. If he says ‘Frenchie,’ then he is the one.”



    “Frenchie?” Lova laughed out loud, then added, “No problem, old friend; take care.”



    “Just a minute, Lova, I need another favor. Can you look up an address in Brussels for me?”



    “Of course, Lance. Go ahead.”



    “The name is Bertrand Moses.”



    Her voice became serious. “You mean Bertrand Moses, the industrialist? He’s not in trouble, is he?”



    “No, I have a special message for him from a mutual friend.”



    There was a pause. “Oh, I see. Just a moment.” She looked through the phone book and gave him the home and office addresses.



    “That will do, my dear. If I ever need a wife, I will look you up.”



    She laughed hard. “You want me locked up for homicide or something?”



    Lance laughed. “It wouldn’t be the worst way to go. So long.” He hung up, still smiling. Lova was something; very energetic. She might have a point, though. He had read somewhere of old men like him having cardiac arrest during sex. He smiled and put the address in his wallet.



    He walked to his van, retrieved a well-sealed envelope and carefully wrote Monsieur Bertrand’s address on it. He walked back to the post office and sent the envelope by registered mail. He walked out, relieved he had put everything in motion.



    He drove quietly through city center until he located a restaurant he had visited on previous visits to the city. The place was crowded, and he had to wait for a little while before they could get a seat for him. He was finally seated and he ordered his favorite dish of paella. Lance didn’t know what he was celebrating, but he was glad to be alive. He ate the delicious meal with relish and drank a couple glasses of wine to wash it down. Satisfied, he paid his bill and even left a generous tip. He slept soundly for the first time in days.



    The next morning, Lance had a good breakfast before driving around the city looking for a car dealer. He saw one and offered his van for sale. After what seemed like a long time, he settled and left with his bags. He took a taxi to a fairly good hotel and checked in for the night. He changed into comfortable clothes and then sat down to do a few things. He wrote a check for his son, addressed to his ex-wife, to be drawn from his bank in Paris. Over the past few years, he had accumulated a sizeable income and the way things were going, he felt it very necessary to complete these little details in case something happened to him.



    He called the airline and booked a flight to Brussels in his name for the next day. He was hoping to throw off whoever was busy following him. He left the hotel with a briefcase, took a taxi to BNP Paribas and opened an account as well as a safe deposit box. He deposited all his money and made his son the beneficiary. When he walked out of the bank, he noticed a car parked down the street. It was coming up to ten thirty and whatever needed to be done, he would have to do it quickly.



    He hailed a taxi and asked the driver to take him to the nearest car rental. By eleven thirty he had managed to rent a vehicle. Luckily, the airport was not far and Lance needed at least fifteen minutes to make his exit. He parked his car and entered a restaurant. He ordered some food and insisted on paying in advance. He ate slowly, his eyes moving around, and that’s when he noticed the man that was tailing him. Damn! They had tracked him all the way here.



    He walked to the phone and called the airline and asked to book a last minute flight for Kinshasa via Addis Ababa. Luckily, there was a seat but the agent told him to hurry up because the plane was leaving in an hour. Lance went to the toilet and wrote a note. He approached one of the managers and gave it to him. He then walked back to his seat and noticed that the man who was tailing him was relieved when Lance’s meal arrived.



    As Lance was eating, the manager gave the man the note and the man rushed outside. Lance immediately took the back door and hailed a taxi. “Airport, senor. I will pay you double if you drive fast,” he said as he glanced at his watch to check the time.



    It was midday. With luck would be able to make his flight. He arrived at the gate and rushed to the counter to pay for the ticket.



    “Your passport, please?” the agent asked, and Lance fidgeted to find the Danish passport and handed it to her.



    “You are very lucky, senor. The gates are still open but you have to hurry,” she said as he paid for a one-way ticket. After going through immigration, he knew he was almost home free, though barely, and he proceeded to the gate.



    * * *



    Jean Laurent was livid. “What do you mean you have lost him, Joe?”



    Joe explained the note he received in the restaurant only to come back and find a half-eaten meal. He had waited for a while before he asked the waitress why the man hadn’t come back. “She said that he had paid for his food in advance.”



    “Damn, that sly son of a bitch. Where is his car?” Jean asked, thinking hard.



    “It’s right here at the restaurant, monsieur,” Joe answered. This puzzled Jean. The man had checked into a hotel, called the airlines and booked a ticket to Brussels for the next day, and then rented a car. All these were signs that he intended to stay. Jean’s mind raced. But why?



    Because the bastard didn’t plan on staying … He didn’t finish his thought and almost spilled the coffee he was drinking. “Damn, not again. Drive now,” he ordered his French driver, who was also an undercover agent.



    “Where to, monsieur?” the driver asked.



    “The airport. Where else?” Jean barked. All this was a red herring. The man had had a plan all along. The undercover driver was confused but drove quickly toward the airport.



    Jean Laurent was cursing. The reason that he hadn’t shot the bastard in the first place was because Sapphire wanted him alive. Apparently, they wanted to get something from him. Jean arrived at the airport, flashed his badge, and inquired if a gentleman named Lance Lemand had registered on any flight, but there was no Lance.



    “He could have used a different passport,” he said and then proceeded to describe him. After talking to a few agents on different airlines, one of the clerks remembered a gentleman that had left in an Addis Ababa-bound plane fifteen minutes earlier and mentioned that the man was in a hurry. The description fit Lance’s new look, and Jean Laurent suddenly felt sick. The bastard had slipped through his fingers again.



    “Goddamn you Lance, you old son of a bitch,” he shouted, drawing attention from the airline personnel and the passengers standing in line for tickets.



    He put his hands on his face wondering what Sapphire would say.


  



  
    CHAPTER 46


    _______



    Monsieur Bertrand was on his way back to Brussels when he received a phone call from his wife saying that there was a registered letter waiting for him at the post office and that he had to retrieve it himself. He wondered who the letter was from.



    The past few days had been hectic with people wondering why the head of the French Foreign Intelligence, Monsieur Jacques Carat, had blown his brains out. Everybody was tight-lipped, and not a single clue pointed one way or the other. It had been reported as a plain suicide, but most people didn’t believe it, and the atmosphere among high-ranking officers spoke volumes.



    As for Batiste, he hadn’t left his room in two days, claiming some kind of flu, but Bertrand wasn’t fooled. Batiste was scared. Is it because of Lance? Does Lance have something on Batiste? If so, that would be a catastrophe. If all hell let loose, Batiste could bring down the whole organization with him. He needed to be dealt with, once and for all. Leonardo and Félicité had left days ago and though everybody wanted him to stay in France, there were many ways of keeping tabs on Batiste. Besides, it’s good to let the man relax a little and give him some room.



    Bertrand was disturbed by Jacques Carat’s suicide. He wondered if Monsieur Carat had found out that there had been a spy in his inner circle. A patriotic French man wouldn’t have any qualms about blowing his brains out, because his country came first before anybody, including himself. Bertrand shook his head. Some people looked at the world from a narrow point of view and that must have been Monsieur



    Carrot’s weakness. But then again, Bertrand was also willing to die for the Knighthood of The Helpers.



    He dozed off, only to be awakened by a male flight attendant announcing that they had arrived in Brussels. He took a taxi to his home and was greeted warmly by his wife, who mentioned that the registered mail had come to their house the day before. Though Monsieur Bertrand felt a little tired after the events of the last few days, he decided to call the post office.



    “Hello, this is Monsieur Bertrand Moses. I just arrived from a business trip and I hear you have a registered letter for me?”



    There was a pause as the postman checked his computer. “Yes, monsieur, we have a package for you. We will be glad to deliver it tomorrow.”



    “Monsieur, I am a very busy man and I won’t be here tomorrow. Would it be possible to get the package today?”



    The postman reluctantly agreed, but made him promise not to leave his residence. Bertrand thanked the man and hung up. The package arrived a short time later and Bertrand signed for it. He took it to the back room and called his Senegalese gardener to open it while he waited outside. He did this to avoid being blown up in case it was a bomb, but for the innocent gardener, this little act showed that he was trusted by his boss.



    Looking through the monitor in another room, Bertrand saw that the package only contained tapes, and ran toward the room. “Don’t touch a thing, Didier,” he cautioned the boy as he joined him in the room. He inspected the tapes closely for any hidden device, but saw none. Satisfied he gave the boy some change and dismissed him.



    His mouth flew open when he played the tapes. So, Batiste had been trying to kill Lance because Lance had found out he was working for The Helpers all along. Everything started falling in place. There were attempted assassinations on Lance by Batiste, which had obviously been clumsy; otherwise they wouldn’t have this problem. Bertrand recalled the briefcase Batiste had gone out with but never brought back. It seems that Lance had already made his move and Monsieur Carat was dead. Most probably Lance had given him a copy of the tapes.



    He checked the postage and was surprised it came from Spain, when the whole of France, including Internal Security, was looking for Lance in Paris. This was a formidable man, thought Bertrand, and the sooner they stopped him, the better. He placed twelve phone calls in Belgium as well as overseas requesting an immediate meeting, and emphasized the urgency of the matter. This was unusual but very necessary, reasoned Bertrand.



    Within twelve hours, everybody convened at the castle. It was said that the castle was at least a thousand years old, but modern renovations had been made to it and it had state-of-the-art monitoring equipment; not a single device could go undetected. The castle belonged to Monsieur Constantin Carbonez, a very powerful billionaire with businesses that ranged from computers to rockets.



    The men had came on personal jets, and they had to be collected from Monsieur Carbonez’ airfield, about a mile away. The cars were parked about two hundred yards away from the castle and the guests were escorted in special carriages to the entrance. They all entered a large room, where food and cocktails were served. The guests included the Supreme Leader’s right-hand man, Leonardo, the three men who had met in Paris, Félicité, Bertrand, Batiste, and the other nine members.



    Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire was the last to arrive and was joined shortly after by Bertrand Moses. Everybody entered a different room and sat down. Each of them was wondering who had called the meeting and why. These kinds of unexpected impromptu meetings worried a lot of members of The Helpers, but they had signed the oath and nowhere on earth would they be able to get away from the web of the powerful organization. Monsieur Carbonez welcomed everybody, and then Monsieur Bertrand stood up and started speaking.



    “Gentlemen, members of our noble cause, welcome. As you know, we have had trouble lately with certain elements attempting to infiltrate our organization.” He paused, looking around. His eyes met Batiste’s and he could see terror in them. “There is a French operative who stumbled on something that compromises us. The agent managed to acquire the name of our comrade Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire from conversations he had with an ex-agent in Belgium and some of his other operatives.



    Batiste couldn’t take this sitting down, and he quickly got up. “Monsieur, you were a guest in my house lately and not once did you mention any of this. Explain yourself.”



    Bertrand smiled and continued. “I was ordered by our Supreme Leader to neutralize any threat to you by any means possible.” The mention of the Esteemed Leader silenced everybody, some of whom had started murmuring. “There was no substantial threat to us, so I came back home.” Batiste smiled, but it was short lived when Bertrand added, “Until this morning when I got home.”



    Bertrand took the tapes from his pocket carefully and put one inside a small tape recorder that he had brought along and played it. Everybody around the conference table was stunned as they listened to Batiste having three conversations, the first with Maurice, the second with Malik, and then, the final bargaining between him and Lance. Bertrand turned off the tape. “Gentlemen, as you know, we have never been compromised until now,” he said.



    Batiste, who was already sweating, looked relieved when he heard Bertrand say that, “the Supreme Leader has seen it suitable to let all you gentlemen be the judge and jury. Please walk to that table,” he said pointing to a table in the corner, “and write yes for censuring or no for exemption. I will add the results and the answer will be given to you in a few days; that includes you, Batiste.”



    Each of them scribbled his vote and moved back to the lounge for the usual talks of business or other things. Afterward, people started leaving, including Batiste, and soon the castle was calm again. Everybody had voted overwhelmingly for the extermination of Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire; his fate was sealed.



    Half an hour later, Batiste was sitting in the private plane thinking of the next move when the copilot came into his chamber with fear registering in his eyes.



    “What’s the matter?” Batiste asked, suspecting the inevitable.



    “Monsieur, we have a problem with the engine.”



    Batiste jumped up, ran toward the cockpit and shook the pilot. “Do something. Can’t you radio for help?” The man shook his head; the radio wasn’t transmitting.



    “Monsieur, this must have been sabotage. We only have fuel for the next five minutes.”



    The copilot suggested they bail out, but one pull on the door confirmed what Batiste had suspected. The doors were jammed and the plane was nose-diving. They braced themselves for the crash.



    Batiste’s last thought was of his beautiful daughter Chantal who was in Congo.



    It was later reported that the unfortunate accident of the plane carrying Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire was caused by an engine malfunction. A lot of people attended his funeral and many messages of condolence were received from around the world.



    * * *



    Meanwhile, at a friend’s house in Kinshasa, Congo, Lance was recovering from the long journey from Europe when he heard the news about Batiste. His feelings were mixed and he wasn’t happy about what had happened, but as usual, there was no other way to finish that business—and his son’s life was at stake.



    He sunbathed on the deck in the backyard of his friend’s place and planned his next move. The radio had mentioned a meeting between all East African heads of state to seal the peace agreement. There was one thing that was still bothering him. Was he still a target after the untimely death of Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire? He didn’t have an answer, but it was sensible to assume that he still was. He would have to exercise the utmost care in his movements from this point on. He had already sent a message by courier to Pierre and promised him a briefing at a later date.



    The news of his boss’ death had upset Lance very much since he regarded the suicide as his responsibility. He kept telling himself that if had he sent the tape first to Monsieur Bertrand, and then to his boss, Jacques would still be alive. He shook his head in distress. Sometimes this Intelligence business wasn’t worth the price a man had to pay.


  



  
    CHAPTER 47


    _______



    Gaston took a day off and relaxed on his bed, thinking about the events of the previous day. His boss, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, had taken him and other people out and accorded him special thanks for getting additional aid for the country. The celebrations had taken hours and finally, to Gaston’s relief, they had ended with a very patriotic speech by his boss.



    Among the guests was one of Gaston friends, the secretary of telecommunications, Monsieur Adnet Busanza. The secretary was very glad to help when Gaston mentioned that there were elements in the country aimed at destabilizing the government, thus the necessity to listen in on their conversations. He was careful not to mention any names, but the secretary offered all the facilities at his disposal.



    At the telephone office, Gaston was warmly received by the young controller named Fabrice. Monsieur Busanza had contacted the office, ordering the personnel to assist Gaston in any way possible, so he had little difficulty convincing the operator at the telephone company to help him. He emphasized that his mission was top secret and urgent. When the operator started working, he noticed that somebody had rigged some of the wires. Gaston was puzzled to hear this, but he decided to leave the wires as they were. As fate would have it, Ludovico’s number, which he wanted to bug, had already been bugged.



    “Tell me, Fabrice, did you do this?”



    The young man shook his head, explaining that the person who bugged the lines had done a sloppy job and if he had done the work, it would have been professional. Gaston also noticed that the wiring was clumsy.



    “So, somebody must have come in during the night and connected these. Can you check which address they all lead to? I will talk to the security guard outside,” Gaston stated.



    The security guard recalled that another guard had been beaten up a week before and ended up in hospital. That explained it, Gaston thought. He re-entered the office and was told that the address belonged to the French attaché to Congo, Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe. This information wasn’t surprising to Gaston considering the Lance saga in Paris. So the French had gone as far as tapping the late Bukana’s and Ludovico’s phone lines? Both men were connected to The Helpers.



    Things were making sense now. He would play a game with them. He sat down next to the young man, who by now believed he was Gaston’s personal friend. “Tell me, Fabrice, how would you like to work for us and make extra income every month?”



    Fabrice’s mouth flew open. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he simply nodded.



    “I want you to add the number of the French attaché and the numbers that are being bugged to my list.” The young man was confused but started to work as Gaston gave him the numbers to route to his home.



    He intended to know every move the French made. That way, he could counter them or lead them down the wrong path. He realized that the discovery at the telephone-exchange office was probably his biggest breakthrough. Soon he would learn what the French knew.



    * * *



    Kai sat on the grass leaning her back against a tree and recalled the events following the return of Gaston. He had come back with a case of clothes for her and her mother and another case full of equipment. She had felt relieved when he was away, but now that he was back, his constant sexual demands made her hate him even more. She was developing stomachaches, and she was ready to do just about anything to get away from him.



    Today she went back again through the man’s window determined to find out more about his intentions. She was careful, as before, to get in and out of the basement. This time, she found a sealed box and tried to open it, but it was locked. Next to the box, she saw a big round object with a pointed head and another object that looked like a pipe, and some other equipment. She kept looking, although she was terrified, but found nothing else besides what she had seen the last time. She left and went to sit in her favorite place under the tree and started wondering about the round object and what it could possibly be.



    “Kai?” She turned, fear showing in her eyes, but she relaxed when she realized it was her mother. She came and sat next to her daughter. “Kai, my child, I just saw you go into that man’s house.”



    “It’s not what you .” she protested, but her mother put her hand on Kai’s arm.



    “Child, I know what that evil man is doing to you,” she said, shaking with anger. “All I wanted to tell you, child, is to be strong and remember that your mother loves you.”



    They hugged and cried together for a long time until Kai broke free. “Mother, how did you find this place?”



    “I have been seeing you come here for a long time, my child, but since I am as helpless as you are, I simply pray and wait,” she answered, with tears welling in her eyes.



    Kai wondered if she should tell her mother about the encounter with the journalist and decided that it was okay, since it would give her some hope. “Mother, I went to the city and contacted a white journalist, but I didn’t tell her much. She gave me her name and hotel address.” She paused to see if there was any angry reaction from the mother, but there was none.



    “Mother, I have seen a lot of things in this man’s house. He has a lot of guns and equipment, and I am sure he is planning something big,” she said breathlessly. “I want to expose that devil and get us out of here,” Kai said bitterly.



    Tears of pain came into her mother’s eyes and she held her daughter tightly. “Kai, my baby, if you think you can do it, go ahead. What that man has done to us is inhuman. I will pray that whatever you do, you succeed. Just be careful, child,” she said, squeezing her even harder.



    Kai broke free and looked into her mother’s eyes. “Mother, when I say we are leaving, you are to come to this very place. This is where



    I will find you. I have a feeling the journalist might help us. She has kind eyes.”



    They clung to each other for a very long time. Kai told her mother that she was going to see the journalist again very soon. They both quietly walked back to their little hut.



    * * *



    Jenny was tired and exhausted after another party at the diplomatic club with the likes of Jackie, Jewel, and Ian Hamilton and other people that she had met in Kinshasa. WBC had extended their contract a few more months to monitor the developments of the peace process, so Jenny was planning on staying. Many people in the diplomatic community believed that the worst was over and what remained was just follow-up work; all except Ian Hamilton. He had said that people don’t erase years of hatred with the stroke of a pen.



    All in all, everything had gone beautifully, and not a single person took Ian seriously except John. Jackie was friendly, as usual, and Jewel was her usual flirty self, dancing and cooing with every man in sight. Jenny, who loathed Jewel’s behavior, avoided her as much as possible, preferring instead to talk to her husband, Ian. She suspected that their marriage was in name only, since Ian didn’t seem to care what Jewel did.



    Pierre had withdrawn into himself again and barely spoke to her. She wondered what was going on with him. She was contemplating her next move when her phone rang.



    “Hello, Mademoiselle Jenny?” Jenny recognized the girl’s voice immediately and sat up. “Can we meet at the post office in twenty minutes?”



    “Okay,” Jenny said, her adrenaline suddenly shooting up.



    She put on her jeans and a T-shirt and drove to the post office. She waited, hoping to be contacted, but nobody showed up. She walked to the corner and looked around but didn’t see the girl. After about an hour of waiting around, she went back to her car and started the engine; very upset. Why had the girl taken her on a wild goose chase?



    She was still seething when she felt something beneath her feet and retrieved it. It was a note from the girl. Feeling relieved, she put the note inside her bag and drove out.



    What Jenny didn’t know was that Kai had been watching her from a distance. She had waited for Jenny to move away from the car, then ran to the car and dropped a note through the driver’s window. Afterwards Kai had returned to her hiding place and watched. She had waited until Jenny got into her car and drove off before she left.



    Thirty minutes later, Jenny was in her room reading the note. It was in French, so she read it very carefully:



    When Gaston came back from France, he brought a box with him but it was locked. Next to it, I saw a big round object with a pointed head and another object that looked like a pipe and some other equipment. I will tell you more when I find out something else. I think he works for The Helpers and I am sure he is going to do something bad. Always, your friend, K.



    “Oh my God! Ian and John were right. This is not over by a long shot” Jenny said out loud.



    The letter from her young friend had her worried. Someone had mentioned the name “Gaston” recently. Wait a minute; it was at the party where she heard that Gaston had secured a lot of aid for Congo from France. In the first note, her young friend had mentioned a powerful official in the government. Jenny’s mind was racing and then she remembered something. Gaston—wasn’t he the man from Foreign Affairs she had met the day after she arrived?



    She remembered her first encounter with him. The son of a bitch had dug out information about her. From what she had seen, the man was capable of anything. A big government official who had just come back from France; he had to be the same one. Jenny started pacing up and down, trying to decide what to do, but she couldn’t think of anything. She picked up the phone and dialed John’s room.



    “John, I have to talk to you,” she said quickly.



    “Sure, why don’t you come right over? I have a nice bottle of …”



    “Not now, John. Sorry, but something just came up. I will be right there.” She hung up and walked straight to John’s room and banged on the door. She had the note in her hand.



    John opened the door and Jenny walked past him. She saw the bottle of whatever and changed her mind. She walked straight to the table and poured herself a large glass.



    “Take a look at this, John,” she said, handing him the note.



    John sat down on the bed to read. “Here, you know I can’t read French,” he said as he handed back the note.



    “Sorry, I forgot. It is from the same girl as last time.” She explained what was in the note to John, and shared her suspicions about who the man was.



    “I think we have solved part of the puzzle,” John stated.



    Jenny looked at John. “What do you mean?”



    “Well, the weapon she describes here is a missile. We have to ….”



    Jenny interrupted him. “John, I can’t betray her. The poor thing seems scared enough as it is,” she said as she sat down on the bed.



    John nodded. “You are right. In any case, I don’t think it would be wise to mention this without conclusive proof, but it would be advisable to keep our bags packed and together in case the shit hits the fan,” he added as an afterthought.



    “Don’t you think you are being hasty?” she asked.



    “Jenny, all this points to an assassination plot, and I don’t want to be here when it happens. Do you?”



    Jenny thought about it. “You’re right, John. I will pack my bags when I get back to my room.”



    Now she was really worried. She believed there was going to be an assassination attempt, which she dared not interfere with, because that would endanger her young friend.


  



  
    CHAPTER 48


    _______



    Gaston had just gotten home from the city when his phone rang. He waited for it to ring five times so that the other party would pick it up before he listened in. It was Monsignor Olivier calling somebody and saying he had received a message and it was very important to have a meeting that evening. When the call ended, Gaston called the telephone company but the young man did not pick up.



    He drove downtown and talked to the security guard who told him that the young man had left a while ago with a lady friend. Gaston cursed; he wanted the address of the man Monsignor Olivier had talked to. The man had had an authoritative voice, but who was he? He made up his mind to take a little trip to the countryside and check out what kind of meeting these people were having. Gaston knew that, sooner or later, he would find out who was in charge of The Helpers.



    He went back to his house and tried to locate Olivier’s address in the phone book. After getting it, he packed his listening equipment in a small briefcase. By five thirty, Gaston was waiting down the road from Olivier’s home. The big white Mercedes passed him at seven o’clock, when it was just getting dark. Without bothering with the lights, he drove his motorcycle behind the big car. When he couldn’t see the road anymore so he pulled over and waited until he couldn’t see the car’s tail lights. He turned on his headlights and followed the car but kept a safe distance to avoid arousing suspicion.



    They were already six miles out of Kinshasa when the big car made a left turn. Gaston passed the turn as he tried to speculate the distance to the area these people were heading. After about ten minutes, he decided to make a U-turn and follow the road the big car had taken but he couldn’t see the car. He past a high school and noticed that further down there was a residential area. Maybe that’s where the car was going. He saw a man passing by and pulled over.



    Gaston greeted the man in Lingala, the local language, and asked him if he knew of any white people that lived in the neighborhood. The man shook his head and said that only Monsignor Senga lived around there. Gaston felt defeated, but he reached into his pocket and gave the man some bills. He was about to leave, when all of a sudden the man remembered that there was a retired Monsignor that lived near a monastery on top of the hill. A relieved Gaston thanked the man and forged ahead.



    After about two miles he saw the sign that led to the monastery and kept riding until he got to the top of the hill. He switched off his lights and carefully pushed the motorbike into some shrubs in order to camouflage it. He opened the case and attached the night vision to his gun, another present from Chavez, which made it easier for him to see farther. He tried to focus the weapon, but all he could see was the roof of a large house. He started walking slowly with the briefcase in one hand and the gun in the other.



    After about one hundred and fifty yards, he noticed a fence with small shiny wires around it. It was only ten yards away and Gaston was glad he hadn’t kept walking. He scanned the surrounding area, but all was quiet, too quiet for Gaston’s liking. He suspected that the fence had sensors, so he stepped back slowly. It was then that he saw three cars parked in front of the building. He kept scanning and was surprised to see a guard house not more than thirty yards away, to his right.



    He looked around for a hideout, but the foliage was sparse so he settled for an anthill. He opened his briefcase carefully and prepared all his equipment. With his night vision, he scanned the veranda and noticed two people walking toward him, deep in conversation. Gaston quickly turned on the cassette and pointed the powerful microphone toward the figures that were now turning in another direction.



    Their voices were barely audible, so he moved closer and recorded their conversations until they turned and walked toward the house. One of the men was new to him. He was very old and walked with the help of a cane. The men disappeared into the house and Gaston put everything away. With his gun in hand, he made his way back to his motorcycle. He pushed it out of its hiding place and started gliding it down carefully with the lights off. He only started the motor when he was sure that nobody from the hill could see it.



    * * *



    Monsignor Pesot and Monsignor Olivier walked slowly back to Pesot’s house and went to the basement. A man got up from his chair, but Pesot waved him back down. Faustin Bonga was one of the sleepers, but he had been recruited when he was already in the army. He had been carefully nurtured to his present rank of Colonel. He was a true radical.



    Pesot sat next to Faustin, while Olivier remained standing.



    “You know what to do. I have already rehearsed this numerous times with you,” Pesot said. The man nodded. “Colonel, your dream is about to come true, you will be able to command the entire army. Are you sure all the Commanders accompanied the President to the meeting in Nairobi?”



    “Yes, Monsignor,” Colonel Faustin Bonga responded.



    “Very well, then.”



    The men proceeded to rehearse their plan, after which Faustin used the back entrance and left. Olivier left shortly after.



    Pesot went back upstairs and sat in his favorite chair on the veranda. His mind wandered to the events that had occurred in Brussels and the subsequent untimely death of Monsieur Batiste Appolinaire. He made the sign of the cross. “May he rest in peace,” he said out loud.



    He thought about the goal of the Knighthood. The peace treaty threatened to undo the progress they had made toward their goal, but this mission would see to it that progress would continue. After the mission, the rebels would be history and so would the French influence in the country. They would kill two birds with one stone.



    There was one little problem. This man Lance had been able to gather enough information to go to Paris and disorganize not only The Helpers but also the French government. But according to reliable sources, Batiste had put a contract on this man so that problem would soon be over.



    And then there was his beloved Demus, who had grown into a formidable young man. Unfortunately the boy knew too much, so they could not let him live. In any case, a replacement wouldn’t be too hard to find. He liked young Demus but once again his wishes were not important. It had been decided by the highest order in Brussels that the assassin must perish too.



    He rang the bell and the Sister appeared shortly. “Sister, get me a glass of wine.”



    “Yes, Monsignor,” she said and quickly disappeared.



    * * *



    Gaston rode toward his house with mixed feelings. What were they talking about? Maybe his fear was imaginary. The questions lingered in his mind until he arrived at his house and parked his motorcycle. He felt tired as he entered, but he was anxious to listen to what was on the tape, so he poured himself a stiff drink, settled back and relaxed, while rewinding the tape. He pushed the play button and the tape started playing.



    Gaston sat in disbelief when the tape mentioned that high officials in the government were aware of the plan to assassinate their leader and a few had been eliminated to avoid future fallout from the catastrophe. The little old man on the tape coughed.



    “You know, our enemies have to be eliminated, but don’t worry about that, it’s already been taken care of. Meanwhile let’s activate the sleeping lion … Yes; Demus is the right man for this job. The time is now.”



    He ejected the tape and waited for the phone call he knew was coming.


  



  
    CHAPTER 49


    _______



    Pierre had not been feeling himself lately and hadn’t eaten much of anything since hearing about the untimely death of Monsieur Jacques Carat, but after a messenger had brought news about his boss’ safe return, he felt better. He lit another cigarette and waited. He had come to this lonely church in the middle of nowhere and taken all precautions to make sure he wasn’t being followed as his boss had advised him. It was getting dark outside and he had been here an hour already. He was about to leave when someone spoke.



    “Hold it,” a voice came from the darkness.



    Pierre turned in the direction of the voice, but it was pitch dark so he couldn’t see anything.



    “Did you know that you were being followed, Monsieur Philippe?” Lance asked as he emerged from the shadows. Pierre was so happy that he stepped forward and gave his boss a hug instead of the customary handshake. Lance put his hand out and patted Pierre’s back. “I am all right kid; what about you?”



    “Me? Of course, I am fine, boss.” Pierre looked at Lance closely. “Look at you. You have gained some weight.” They both laughed.



    “Son, there was a plainclothes policeman following you.”



    “But I took all the precautions, boss …”



    “There must be a transmitter in your car. I took a taxi and got here thirty minutes ago and was looking out for your car. He came a few minutes later, but I took care of him.”



    “You mean you killed him?”



    Lance shook his head. “No. I put a banana in his tailpipe. Let’s go; we don’t have a lot of time.” They left together, walked to Pierre’s car and removed the transmitter. They looked around to see if there were other devices besides the transmitter. The car was clean.



    “Where is his car, boss?”



    “It’s down the street. He tried to drive off, but the car stalled,” Lance said smiling. He sat in the back, relaxed and happy to be back on his turf. Pierre stopped by a white sedan and Lance got out and removed the banana from the tailpipe and they drove on.



    “He must have walked the two miles to the nearest gas station, poor man,” Lance said.



    They drove past the well-dressed man waving them down about one mile from the vehicle and Lance ducked. Pierre accelerated. “I don’t know that man, boss. I wonder why someone would be following me at this time.”



    “That I will find out soon, my boy; don’t worry,” Lance answered quietly.



    They drove in silence toward the city, passing some beautiful suburbs. At night, Kinshasa was deceptively peaceful, but during the day one could see the misery on the faces of many of the people. Lance was thinking about all this quietly when Pierre spoke.



    “Are you going back to your house or mine?”



    “My place? You must be joking, son. Take me to Marianne’s residence, and please inform her that I will be staying there.” He paused. “Pierre, under no circumstances are you to come there personally. It’s very important. If you need me, send Marianne over. I have a feeling whoever is following you is looking for me. Otherwise the man would not have tried to leave when I was a no-show at the small church.” Pierre nodded in understanding.



    “Tell me, son, how is Mademoiselle Jenny doing?”



    This was a question Pierre was not expecting. He shrugged his shoulders, but Lance noticed his strange behavior. “What is it about her that bothers you, Pierre?” Lance asked, very seriously.



    “Well,” Pierre started, “she knows as much about this business; probably as much I do and possibly more. I get the feeling she is not telling me all she knows.”



    Lance nodded in understanding. He had seen the reporter and she seemed sharp, but that wasn’t what was bothering Pierre. Lance believed that Pierre liked the girl more than he admitted. “I supposed you want to know about Paris,” he said changing the subject. “Oh yes, I do,” Pierre said.



    “I believe you heard about Jacques?” Pierre nodded. “There was a leak from his inner circle. When he found out, he killed himself to avoid the disgrace. Like I told you before, these people are powerful. God help us all.”



    Lance noticed Pierre’s reaction. “Don’t worry, son. It’s me that will have to pay for all this,” he said solemnly.



    The vehicle was still about two hundred yards away from Marianne’s house when Lance told Pierre to pull over.



    “Son, make sure you put back the transmitter, but be aware that you are being followed at all times, okay?” Lance said before he got out of the car with his small bag and disappeared.



    * * *



    Jenny couldn’t sleep and kept tossing and turning the whole night, trying to figure out what was happening. Besides the girl, she and John were the only ones who knew about the planned assassination. She tried to think of a way to reveal the identity of Gaston without endangering the girl, but came up blank. Moreover, she needed more proof and there was a very good chance the girl might get it. She finally fell asleep at dawn but was soon woken by her telephone.



    “Hello!” she answered sleepily.



    “It’s Jackie. Did I wake you up? It’s eleven o’clock.”



    “Already? Never mind; what’s up?” Jenny asked.



    “I have something important to discuss with you. Can we have lunch?”



    “Sure, what time?”



    “Is one o’clock okay? I will pick you up”



    “Okay, see you.” She hung up. Jackie sounded subdued, Jenny thought.



    Thoughts about what the girl had told her kept nagging Jenny as she was getting ready, but she brushed them aside and made up her mind to have a wonderful day. She had just finished getting dressed when somebody knocked on her door. “Who is it?” she asked.



    “It’s me, John.”



    She opened the door and John entered. One look at his haggard appearance and the dark circles under his eyes and Jenny surmised that he, too, hadn’t slept a wink.



    “You look tired, John.”



    “I didn’t sleep much last night, Jenny,” he confessed. “Are you going somewhere?”



    “Yes, I am having lunch with Jackie.”



    “I came to pick up your things,” he said, looking around. “You haven’t packed? But we talked about that last night. We need to get out of here.”



    “I am sorry, John. It totally skipped my mind. I will pack now.” She rushed to pack her bags.



    Afterward, John picked up the two bags she had just finished packing.



    “Let’s go Jenny; you don’t want to be late for your lunch,” he said, walking toward the door.



    “You are right. See you later,” she said as she followed him to the door.



    Jackie was coming through the door as Jenny got out of the elevator. “Perfect timing. Hello, darling,” Jackie, said forcing a smile and hugging Jenny. They walked outside toward Jackie’s car not talking much; instinctively, Jenny knew that Jackie had something on her mind. Jackie gave the driver directions and they took off.



    Jenny couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “Jackie, what’s going on?”



    Jackie looked away quickly. “I will tell you soon, darling. Besides, it’s our last day together, so let’s enjoy it a little.”



    Jenny didn’t say a word until they got to Jackie’s house.



    “What’s up, Jackie? Something is bothering you,” Jenny asked as they entered the house.



    “We are leaving, Jenny,” Jackie responded as she motioned for Jenny to join her in the kitchen. They sat down and Jackie poured some wine for them. “Jenny, yesterday I learned about something I wish I didn’t know.” She paused and sipped some more wine. “I will spare you the details, but my coworker who has access to sensitive information told me that there is a plan for massive ethnic cleansing.”



    Jenny’s mouth fell open in disbelief, but one look at Jackie told her that she wasn’t kidding.



    “Can they do that after the peace agreement?” Jenny asked and Jackie nodded.



    “Jenny, haven’t you seen some militias walking around everywhere these days?” Jenny nodded.



    “Various militia groups have been deployed in every village in the whole damn country and they are commanded by Colonel Faustin Bonga. Their mission is to kill all minorities who support the rebels.” Jackie finished and sipped her wine.



    “But can they actually do this, especially after the peace treaty?”



    Jackie nodded, and for once Jenny saw real tears coming from her eyes. “Jenny, I have never told you this. I have a daughter almost your age. I had her when I was a teenager. She is now in college. In fact, you remind me very much of her. She also wants to be a reporter. Maybe you will meet her one day. I will not leave her motherless. Moreover, I have seen this kind of violence before and …” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “Jenny, I am not going to stay here to watch this happen, and I urge you please to leave this place. Remember what I said about these youth marauders. They won’t discriminate.”



    There was silence as they both thought about the horror of the situation.



    “I will not take any chances, Jackie. Do you believe that the President knows about this cleansing plan?”



    Jackie was silent for a while, thinking. “I don’t know, Jenny, but considering that he is ready to sign a treaty, I can’t see how he would be a part of this.”



    Jenny’s mind was working fast, trying to put things together. If an accident befell the President, there would be massacres all over the country and the majority would prevail. She shook off the thought. She got up and went to the window that overlooked a beautiful garden.



    Jackie was looking at her strangely. “Jenny, is something bothering you?”



    Jenny shook her head. “No. I am fine.”



    Jackie got up. “I will warm up our lunch, dear, and hopefully you will change your mind and come home with us.”



    Jenny nodded her head absentmindedly. Her mind was very far away, thinking about the young girl and remembering the terror in her eyes.



    Jackie set the table and kept talking about how she missed home and her friends. She stopped talking when she realized that Jenny wasn’t responding. “Jenny, is anything wrong? I would like to help if I can,” she said as she came and sat beside Jenny.



    Jenny looked at her and was touched by her genuine concern. “Jackie, what would you do if you had a friend that was in the middle of all this?”



    Jackie smiled. “That’s what is worrying you? Relax, tell them to get out of here now when there is still time,” she answered directly.



    “My friend is trapped in this place and can’t leave. What should I do?”



    “Is you friend Congolese?”



    “Yes, and has been a very good source.” She didn’t want to say any more.



    “Jenny, you already got your story; what’s holding you here? You don’t want to be caught in the crossfire. Don’t endanger your life because of a source. Just leave.”



    “It’s not that simple,” Jenny began but decided it was a waste of time to have this conversation. The decision was hers and hers only. She smiled and thanked Jackie. “Let’s eat. I am starving,” she said, changing the subject.



    The food was good and Jenny complimented Jackie on her cooking then tried to make conversation. “Where is your husband, Jackie?”



    “Oh, he has to take care of some last-minute unfinished business with the bank,” she said.



    “Come to think of it, Jackie, I haven’t met him.”



    Jackie laughed hard. “You haven’t missed much. He is an ordinary guy; you know, the type that works all the time.”



    Jenny laughed at the way Jackie made it all sound. “That’s how I expected him to be, but I also thought he might be in wheelchair with his age and all.”



    Jackie laughed so hard that she almost fell of her chair. Jenny joined in and they both laughed until tears came into their eyes.



    “It’s strange, the way we met,” Jackie started saying. “I was not initially interested but he did everything to win me over, and eventually, it worked. I realized that I needed a man who cared for me and we got married. The rest is easy to guess. It’s been boring ever since because his business takes him away a lot. We only see each other once a month. But things will change when we get back home.”



    They gossiped for several more hours until it was time for Jenny to leave.


  



  
    CHAPTER 50


    _______



    Pierre ate his late lunch, feeling uneasy about the current events. Seeing his boss hadn’t helped much, except maybe to know that he was being followed and his phone was possibly bugged. The latter was easy to deal with, since he could use a scrambler. Marianne was an exceptional lady; his house looked clean and she cooked all his meals. Though he had protested in the beginning, he was grateful for the help, because it gave him time to run around. The past week had been hectic, arranging a security detail for the officials who attended the peace treaty.



    Pierre knew that the peace talks didn’t mean a thing if The Helpers were going to sabotage them. He had advised the French Ambassador about his suspicion that the President might be in danger, but the Ambassador had brushed it off saying the man had already been warned by Paris and there was no need to say more, unless there was concrete evidence to that effect. Pierre didn’t know what to do.



    He was still thinking of these events when Marianne appeared at his side and touched his shoulders. “Yes, Marianne, what’s up?” Lately they related almost like siblings.



    “You have a phone call. It’s from the Embassy.”



    “Thanks, Marianne,” he said walking toward the little room. “Hello?” he said.



    “Hello, monsieur, this is Piquet. A man named Boudvin called and wanted to see you. He said you knew where to find him.”



    Pierre had been so involved in other things that he had almost forgotten the con man. “All right, Piquet. Thank you for the message. Did anybody else call?”



    “No, monsieur, just Boudvin.”



    “Good day, Piquet,” he said and hung up the phone.



    Pierre excused himself and walked to his car; his intention was to search for the transmitter. He got down on all fours and it wasn’t long before he located it under the bumper. He examined it very carefully, determining its capacity. After some calculations he guessed its reach to be a quarter of a mile, which meant that his tail was either around the corner or down the street.



    There was a path behind his house that was used only by bicycles and led to a shopping center a mile away. Pierre walked through the brush and carefully examined the dirt path. It wasn’t in good shape, but one could see the small shopping center in the distance. This would have to do, he said to himself, heading back toward the house.



    Marianne was in the office. She looked at him as if she was expecting him to say something. “Marianne, can I borrow your car? Mine has been tampered with.”



    “Here, take the keys and be careful when you use that dirt road, dear,” she said with a smile. Pierre was at a loss for words. He had forgotten that Marianne wasn’t new to the game.



    “Thanks, Marianne,” he said with a smile and left. Was he getting slow or were the women he met these days too sharp? He shook his head as he started the engine and slowly eased through the undergrowth of bushes beside the house. He negotiated the anthills and ran over small trees for a few minutes, but fortunately the path became smoother as he neared the small shopping center.



    He kept looking through his rearview mirror, but he didn’t see the tail. He thought of his boss and decided he would see him later. The small street where the con man lived was deserted and Pierre had no problem parking. He walked slowly toward the house and the door was opened before he could knock.



    “Monsieur Philippe, you look troubled. One can tell by your walk. Come in,” said Boudvin, limping behind him before reaching for his cane. “May I get you a drink?” he asked, heading toward the table.



    “No, thank you. It’s too early for me,” Pierre said.



    Boudvin came back with a beer for himself. Pierre patiently puffed on his cigarette and waited for the mercenary to talk.



    “Pierre, if I may use your first name, the word on the street is that these agreements they are signing aren’t worth a shit since some members of CDR, if not all of them, are preparing a revolution. What do you think?” he asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “Never mind, that’s not why I called you here. I found out that somebody has bugged some lines, your home phone being one of them.”



    Pierre looked at Boudvin quickly and noticed that the man was serious.



    “You know, my friend, this information cost me a lot of money, not to mention …”



    Pierre raised his hand. He was not in the mood for negotiations, and he already knew the man never did anything for free. He produced some money and dropped it on the table.



    Boudvin took it and flipped through it. “The man found out about our little job with the telephones but insisted they leave them untouched. Smart, eh?”



    “How did you find out about this?” Pierre asked. “Never mind that, continue.”



    “I don’t mind telling you; the young technician visited one of my girls and …”



    Pierre was impatient. “Okay. I want names.”



    Boudvin shrugged. “Okay, but I will need more cash. Besides you, the man bugged Monsignor Olivier’s telephone and also attached Ludovico’s, which we had already bugged.”



    Pierre drank his whisky and took a cigarette from the pack that was lying on the table. “Okay, Boudvin, I will give more money to my secretary to give to you. What’s the name?”



    Boudvin looked up. “It’s Monsieur Gaston Nkoni, and what surprises me about all this is that even though he works for the Foreign Ministry, his work deals strictly with Public Relations and not Intelligence. Why bug the phones?”



    Boudvin had a point. Why would a civilian bug phones, unless he was working for somebody else? Pierre stood up to leave. “Thank you, and if you find out more, I will pay you handsomely.”



    Boudvin walked him to the door. “Pierre, I don’t know what irks me about that Gaston, but he behaves too much like a soldier. Something isn’t right about him, trust me. I can feel it in my bones,” he stated before closing the door behind Pierre.



    Pierre walked to his car, deep in thought. Something had also bothered him about the man ever since he had met him. He should definitely see Lance, he decided, as he drove away. Right now, they were on the defensive and with Antoine dead, it wouldn’t be easy to get more information on the man. He stopped the car and called the Embassy.



    “Hello, Piquet; I will leave an envelope for Boudvin on your desk tomorrow.”



    “All right, monsieur. Anything else?” she asked hopefully.



    “No, not now, thanks.” He hung up.



    Pierre sat down and tried to put all the pieces together. Gaston had to know more. Pierre had to pay another visit to Boudvin. He drove at breakneck speed to the Embassy and found Piquet getting ready to close up. “Piquet, I will take of care of Boudvin.”



    Pierre opened the office door quickly and shut it behind him. He walked to the safe that was located in the extreme corner and opened it, removing a big wad of money. Time was short and only money would achieve quick results. By the time he left the Embassy and drove toward Boudvin’s house, it was starting to get dark. He found a parking space not far from the house, walked purposefully toward the door and knocked.



    Another young teenage girl, whom Pierre had never seen before, opened the door. He pushed past her and went inside. “Boudvin!” he called as he took a seat.



    Boudvin came out of the bedroom with a surprised look on his face. “Monsieur Philippe. I will be damned, that was fast. I guess you’ve met …”



    Pierre cut him short. “We have to talk now.” Boudvin waved the girl out of the room. “Look, Boudvin, you obviously have a line on this exchange operator. I need some information; I mean fast.” He pulled out a big wad of money and gave it to Boudvin. “I need to know everyone that Gaston contacts. Can you do that?”



    Boudvin seemed surprised by Pierre’s sudden unpredictability. “I’ll give it my best shot.”



    Pierre scribbled his cell phone number, handed it to Boudvin, and left.



    Boudvin shut the door deep in thought. “I will contact Divonne immediately. No telling when this young attaché might be of some use in the future,” he said out loud.



    Pierre drove steadily toward Marianne’s house to see his boss. He was thinking of what he was about reveal to his boss. He parked the vehicle about a hundred yards away and walked the rest of the distance. It was so dark that he almost bumped into the wall of the house. He felt his way to the front door then heard a click from behind him.



    “Don’t move, you bastard,” Lance’s voice said deeply.



    “It’s me, boss!”



    “Pierre, didn’t I tell you … Never mind, what is it?” Lance asked, putting his pistol away.



    Pierre hesitated. “Can we go inside?”



    “It’s safer here. Did you drive over?”



    “Yes, I did.”



    “Let’s walk to the car.” They walked in silence up to the parked car and got in.



    “You borrowed Marianne’s car. Good thinking, son.”



    “We have a problem, boss. The telephone bugs that Boudvin planted were discovered.”



    “What?” Lance asked, astonished.



    “Monsieur Gaston Nkoni went to do his own bugging and discovered that we had been there already.” He paused and lit a cigarette. “I believe you know the man—tough talking bastard from the Foreign office.” Lance nodded. “The smart son of a bitch paid the man at the telephone center to bug Monsignor Olivier’s phone, Ludovico’s, and mine.”



    Lance asked Pierre for a cigarette. Pierre was puzzled. “Didn’t you quit smoking?” he asked, but gave him one anyway. They smoked in silence. Lance seemed to be in deep thought.



    “This Gaston is a suitable candidate. I believe he was in France recently,” Lance said as he crushed the cigarette in the ashtray. “Son, head for the city. We have been here too long.”



    Pierre started the engine while still trying to figure out what Gaston was suitable for. “You are coming, I presume?” he asked, looking at his boss.



    “I wouldn’t miss it for a million bucks. Step on it.”



    Pierre was pleased by his boss’ new vigor, and he responded in kind, taking the quickest route to the city center.



    “Did you say that you thought the journalist was holding something back?” Lance asked.



    Pierre didn’t expect the question, but he answered it anyway.



    “What I meant was that she seems to want to exchange information with me, but she doesn’t give me too much ground.”



    Lance nodded in understanding. “It’s because you were not straight with her the first time. Women have the tendency to remember everything.” Pierre wholly agreed with the boss about that and was glad Lance hadn’t put the blame on him.



    “Here is what we are going to do, son,” Lance started. “You will reactivate the tail on the journalist. It should run at least up to midnight every day. Meanwhile, I will try to break into Gaston’s house.”



    Pierre nodded, glad that something was being done at last. “What do you want me to do?”



    Lance thought about it. “You can be my lookout while I break into the house. Okay, let’s head there now. It wouldn’t hurt to know if the gentleman is at home.”



    There was a car outside Gaston’s house, which probably meant that the man was going somewhere.



    “Why don’t you park down the street, son? It’s the best way to wait for a professional, which our mysterious Gaston might be.”



    Pierre parked the car, still in shock about what his boss had just said. Gaston was a professional?


  



  
    CHAPTER 51


    _______



    Gaston was now convinced beyond any doubt that The Helpers wanted him eliminated after the job was done. What convinced him even more was a phone call he received from Ludovico saying that his fifty percent deposit of the two hundred thousand dollars fee, had been deposited in his account in Paris. The rest would be given to him in cash after the job was done.



    Gaston ejected the tape from the cassette recorder and also checked the copy to make sure the recording had gone properly. Satisfied, he put one tape in his safe, which was located under the floor in the corner of the room and put the other in his pocket.



    “I have something on you, gentlemen,” he said loudly.



    Two days had passed by since he had gone to his unofficial residence and visited his pretty young girl Kai, and he felt an adrenaline rush. She made him feel strong and in control of everything. Since the realization that The Helpers would eliminate him, he had felt like a pawn to be used and later discarded. He didn’t have any intention of being discarded; that’s why he had acquired the insurance. The work was done, thanks to his old friend Chavez. He had the conversation from the priests’ meeting on tape.



    Gaston poured himself a good shot of whisky and lit a cigarette. His whole complexion changed as he recalled the pain his mother had suffered while bleeding and trying to help his little brother. He thought of the revenge he was about to inflict on his enemies before he picked up his keys and headed for the door. He stopped halfway, wondering if he should take the listening device to his country hut but decided against it.



    He closed the door behind him and headed for the car that was parked outside. The fresh air felt good and he was feeling very satisfied with himself and eager to feel Kai’s young body close to him. He started the engine, moved forward and then backed up, turning the car around smoothly. He drove straight to the main road and stepped on the accelerator.



    * * *



    Lance looked at Pierre as Gaston’s vehicle went by. “It’s now or never,” he said, opening the door.



    “Boss, you don’t have a flashlight,” Pierre noted.



    “I don’t believe I will need it. If anything happens, just go around and pick me up on the next street,” Lance said and left.



    He walked purposefully toward the house to avoid suspicion, in case there were any guards, but the tap-tap of his shoes was the only sound in the silence. The gate was wide open and Lance walked up the driveway toward the house. He knocked on the door confidently, but as he expected, there was no answer. He looked through his master keys and picked one with a sharp, pointed pin. He inserted it in the keyhole, twisted once and the door opened. He quickly entered.



    It was dark, except for a little light filtering in through the window. He felt the wall for the switch, found it and turned it on. The room was large and well furnished. He looked around carefully; his professional eyes noted everything he saw and came to rest on the briefcase. He walked toward it and tried to open it; luckily it opened with a snap. Inside was state-of-the-art listening equipment. He knew this type and it wasn’t easy to get; very interesting. There were two opened cassette recorders, a sign that the man had been making a copy.



    He saw a crack in the floor, opened it, and saw the safe. He thought about trying to open it, but it was locked and he didn’t have time, so he looked at the papers that were lying around, writing everything down in his notebook. He was still shifting through the bookshelf when he heard a small creak. He quickly turned around, his Glock ready, only to notice that by moving the book, he had inadvertently opened another compartment revealing an arsenal on its shelves. There were various types of guns, attachments, and grenades. Without touching a thing, he carefully put the book back on the shelf and the compartment slowly closed.



    Lance walked to the bedroom, turned on the light, and checked the closet. Knowing that most men left things in their favorite jackets or pants, he looked through them, in vain. He was almost closing the closet when something small caught his eye. It was a picture of a woman with a child. He turned it round and read the words written in French. The pain you suffered shall be avenged, mother. Lance put the picture back and eased out of the bedroom.



    He looked around the living room one more time, but there wasn’t anything more to be found except an ashtray full of cigarette butts. The smell of cigarettes was still in the room. He turned off the light, closed the door behind him and confidently walked down the driveway.



    Lance opened the car door and startled Pierre, who was deep in thought. He sat down heavily. Pierre engaged the gear and the car joined the traffic.



    “Boss, what did you find out?” Pierre inquired anxiously.



    Lance asked for a cigarette and carefully lit it before answering. Pierre hated the habit his boss had of keeping him in suspense. “I tell you, son, the man is a moving barracks. He has all kind of armaments in his house. Very strange for a non-military man, don’t you think?”



    Pierre nodded. Lance puffed his cigarette and threw the butt out of the window in disgust. “I don’t know how you people smoke these things. I will stick to cigars. At least they are enjoyable.”



    Pierre ignored the remark and waited for his boss to continue.



    “He has a state-of-the-art listening device that he seems to have used recently. He must have purchased the equipment in France. I wonder why he would do that.”



    Pierre took in all this information and carefully digested it.



    “He also has a picture of someone, possibly his mother, in his bedroom. He has written something about avenging her. Pierre, I think we have our man, but what bothers me is that I couldn’t locate anything that resembled a missile or a launcher, for that matter.”



    Pierre answered quickly. “Maybe it’s somewhere else.”



    Lance nodded. “I believe you are right. We have to shadow this man until we know where it is, and if the man is after the President, we have only hours to do that. The President is returning from Nairobi tomorrow.” They drove toward the city center.



    “Pierre, on second thought, I won’t be going back to Marianne’s. Let’s go to your house.”



    Pierre gladly turned the car around and headed in the opposite direction. They drove in silence until they came near to his residence and Lance told him to stop.



    “I think we should park here. You run in and call Marianne to come and pick up the car in case your tail is waiting.”



    Pierre ran to the back entrance of his house and entered. Marianne arrived shortly after and drove the car as Lance lay down in the back. Once inside the house, Marianne gave him a kiss on both cheeks. “You look good, monsieur; you even gained some weight.”



    “Thank you, Marianne,” Lance said as they sat down. He wasn’t sure why both Marianne and Pierre had commented on his weight gain in a positive way. Was he too thin before?



    “Do you have anything for us today?” Pierre asked.



    “Yes, actually. There was a phone conversation between Ludovico and a Monsieur D. Would you like to listen to it?” Lance nodded and followed her to the office. The conversation was short but mentioned a package that Monsieur D would get from Ludovico.



    They sat down in the office, totally exhausted, but both men knew that time was short and something would have to be done soon. Marianne left the room, sensing that the men needed their privacy. Pierre got up and fixed both of them drinks. He offered one to his boss and took one for himself. He sat down and waited for Lance to speak.



    “The way to go about this is to start from the beginning and work our way up to the present time,” Lance said as he sipped his drink. “Gaston isn’t what he claims to be, but we don’t have time to track his background. However, he fits the criteria of the kind of professional we are looking for. He is up to date with technology and weaponry and in addition, he is in contact with our suspects, which makes him our man, except that I failed to locate the missile. I think if I stick with him tomorrow, he will lead me to his stash,” he stated as he sipped his drink.



    “You are right, boss. It’s too much of a coincidence to ignore. He has to be our man.”



    “Son, I believe we will have a very long day tomorrow. Since we don’t have anything to lose, why don’t you get in touch with the journalist and see what she knows? Meanwhile, I will tail Gaston. Let’s get some sleep; tomorrow is almost here. I’ll take the couch.”



    He got up and walked toward the living room.



    * * *



    Gaston lit another cigarette and smiled. The girl was washing up before coming to him. She was young and innocent, made for him only and nobody else. She entered the room and as usual, got on her knees and carefully unzipped his pants revealing his hungry member, which she hesitantly put in her mouth.



    He felt the usual zeal as he pumped himself in her small mouth before he roughly turned her around and directed himself into her. She gave out a sharp sound of pain, but he ignored her and kept pushing harder and harder, saying strange things: “I will shoot straight. Oh yes, I will,” he repeated as he pushed. “Oh yes, I will …” he yelled as he made a final push.



    Kai eased herself off him and faithfully cleaned him with a clean cloth. She moved painfully toward the cupboard and poured a drink for him. “Here is a drink for you, monsieur. We want to thank you for the clothes you gave us,” she said, looking on the ground.



    Gaston took the drink and told her harshly never to thank him again for anything, before he dismissed her. He looked at his watch and it was near the time to pick up the rest of the fuses from Ludovico. He still didn’t know why The Helpers had removed both fuses from the weapon before they gave the equipment to him—another sign that they didn’t fully trust him.



    He zipped his pants and walked toward the door, closing it carefully. With the tape in the hut, he could afford to relax; nobody knew about the place.



    He walked to his car and started the engine, heading toward a little-known bar on the outskirts of the city. He was thinking about Ludovico and wondering how much the man knew about The Helpers, but after careful analysis, he realized that the man was just a messenger. He toyed with the idea of plugging him after acquiring the fuses, but discarded it as a dangerous move at this time. There would be other opportunities after this.



    Gaston arrived at the bar at eleven thirty, parked next to a large black Mercedes that belonged to Ludovico and waited patiently. The plan was that Ludovico would drive off and Gaston would follow him, and the transaction would take place along the way. Just after Gaston’s car arrived, Ludovico walked out of the bar and entered his car, without even glancing at Gaston.



    The big car backed out of its parking space and drove off. Gaston waited a while before following the Mercedes and pulling alongside it. A window opened and a package was handed over. He took it and drove off.



    He started thinking about the mission. Since the French were listening in on Ludovico’s conversation, it meant they had heard a lot, but he never said more than two sentences to the man. The French did not know who he was, and by the time they did, it would be too late to do anything. He looked in his rearview mirror and adjusted his speed, glad that everything was going according to plan.


  



  
    CHAPTER 52


    _______



    After Jenny came back from Jackie’s place, she went to her room and tried to take a nap but she couldn’t. She had a headache and the ringing in her head seemed to be getting worse. She recalled the conversation she had had with Ian Hamilton at a party the night before.



    “The peace treaty is useless because these people hate one another,” he had insisted.



    “So what you are saying is that there is going to be a bloodbath?” she had asked.



    “That’s precisely what I am saying. There is no question in my mind that this is just the beginning.” Ian had said.



    Jenny was thinking about the young girl and what she must be going through. What could she possibly do to help her? The more she thought about it, the more confused she became.



    “What do you think you will do when all this happens, Ian?” she had asked.



    “We have taken measures to evacuate the British officials and their families; I just hope it will be done soon enough.”



    It seemed that everybody had made plans for their departure except Jenny and John.



    She got up from the bed, headed to the shower and ran cold water all over her body, especially her head, which was throbbing. She finally stepped out and dried herself. Her eyes were bloodshot and she was tired as a result of too much hanging out. This had to stop, she told herself, as she stepped inside the room and put on a pair of jeans, a pale blue shirt and a pair of sneakers; she looked like a schoolgirl.



    She called John to see what his plans were and he said he didn’t have any.



    “Can we drive to the airport together? Jackie’s plane is leaving in an hour.”



    “All right; I will be ready in a couple of minutes.” Since they had found out about a possible assassination attempt, they hadn’t said much to one another. She knew John’s position on the subject, but she was more concerned about the girl. Besides, they were not one hundred percent sure. She locked her door behind her and almost bumped into John as she stepped into the corridor.



    “There you are. How are you feeling?” he asked.



    “I have a major hangover. No more parties for me.”



    John laughed as they headed for the elevator. “You know that the President is coming back this evening,” John said.



    Jenny looked at him quickly, wondering why he had suddenly brought up the President. “What are you saying, John?”



    “Just that anything could happen tonight. Remember what the girl said.”



    “How can I forget?”



    They settled in their car and John started the engine. “We should think about leaving, Jenny. All the people I talked to are either in the process of evacuating or have plans to do so if it becomes necessary.”



    “Yes, I know. Ian mentioned that he had started arranging evacuation plans.”



    John shook his head as he started the engine. “Shit is about to happen, and the more I think of it, the more I agree with Ian,” he said seriously as he moved the vehicle forward. “As much as I like being in the middle of the action, I think we should make arrangements to leave.”



    Jenny nodded. “Okay. I will call Ian and see what he suggests. We can’t afford to be left behind like sitting ducks.” Her biggest regret, she thought as they approached the airport, was that she hadn’t had a chance to interview the rebels.



    John slowed down and parked behind Jackie’s car.



    * * *



    Kai had hardly slept a wink the night before. Her mother had suggested that she stay home from school and get her homework from a classmate, but Kai had insisted on going and now she was sleeping in class. She was grateful the school day was coming to an end.



    An announcement on the school PA system woke her up, saying that some of the students from school were going to the airport to welcome the President back home. This was received with applause from students and teachers.



    Kai felt uncomfortable and left school before the final bell. She was confused by the words Gaston had kept repeating when he was abusing her the night before. What exactly did the horrible man mean by this? The answer continued to elude her, but she had felt the urgency and sheer determination in his voice.



    She recalled bits of what he had said here and there. When she put that together with all the stuff in his basement, she came to the realization that Gaston was going to kill somebody. The thought made her shiver. As she approached her home, she decided to branch off and go to her favorite place to think everything though. She sat down under the tree and thought about Jenny, the journalist, who for some reason, she had decided to trust and rely on.



    She admired her new friend. Jenny was the kind of person Gaston hated because she was strong and he preferred weak women like her and her mother that he could abuse. This very thought made her even more determined to save both of them from the man. She drifted off to sleep thinking of various things she would like to do in life but could not because of that evil man.



    * * *



    So what exactly is going on? Lance wondered as he scratched his head. He was confused by Gaston’s movements. He had tailed him from his house in the morning up to the office. One thing was certain, this man Gaston was unpredictable, but Lance noticed that Gaston was also methodical.



    He stayed in the car waiting for the man he strongly suspected to be the assassin he was looking for. Gaston was a powerful man; conclusive evidence was necessary before Lance could approach the authorities for a search warrant, let alone arrest him. He had been sitting in front of the Foreign Affairs building for a while, waiting for Gaston to come out.



    Gaston came out of the building shortly after and walked to his car, not bothering to look sideways, which disturbed Lance. The man was too relaxed. Lance kept him in his view until he made the turn into his driveway.



    * * *



    Gaston parked his car, walked to his front door and opened it. He was happy about the way the things were going so far, except for the little white car that kept following him. This morning when reporting to work he had seen it and had sent a messenger boy to find who was inside the car. The boy had come a few minutes later with a full description of the man.



    At first Gaston didn’t believe it, but it could only be Lance, the man who had caused havoc in Paris. That’s probably why nothing about him had been heard of for quite some time. The man had gone underground, but all along he had continued his little investigation. He had to give it to Lance. The man was persistent and could make Gaston’s work harder.



    The question still remained. How had the French Intelligence chief found him out so quickly? He had been very careful. If this Lance fellow knew something, why was he following him around? Maybe he was hoping to find something tangible he could use.



    “In that case, keep on looking, monsieur. That suits me fine,” he said out loud.



    His mind moved to Monsignor Olivier. By now, he had received the other tape. He must have been very surprised, Gaston thought, probably not far from having a heart attack. Even though the man was religious, after receiving the tape, he would curse the living into their graves.



    Gaston laughed. He could almost hear the two priests talking.



    “I couldn’t have imagined the little bastard would double cross us,” the old priest would probably say. “We must have taught the boy well; he was bound to get smart about his situation sooner or later, but he is a small piece of the puzzle.” … Olivier would probably respond, “But Monsignor, he might blackmail us.” … The older man would answer,



    “Not if we do as he says—for now.” Gaston figured the old man to be the brains behind The Helpers in Congo, and that meant he was patient and deadly.



    He opened the cupboard and removed a pair of powerful binoculars. He felt good and satisfied, having had a good lunch accompanied by a cold beer. He stepped outside, walked to the tree and started climbing it, not bothering to remove his jacket. He took the binoculars and scanned the street below him, adjusting them for a closer look. Sure enough, the little white car was parked about three hundred yards from his house. He focused the binoculars on the driver, but he could only see the neck and the left cheek.



    Another car passed by and the driver turned to look at it. It was the French Intelligence Chief all right, though the hair was different. Gaston lowered his binoculars and climbed down from the tree. He walked back to the house, brushing his coat with his hands. There was no question that he would have to lose the bastard. All he needed was the time to pull the job off smoothly. He walked to the table, picked up a few papers and a pen, and set out to make final preparation plans. He wrote down the departure time of the plane and expected arrival in Kinshasa.



    He checked his watch and saw that it was almost four, which gave him a couple of hours to get ready. He had previously timed the distance between his city house and his hut and then added on fifteen minutes both ways to allow for unexpected events. Not that he was worried that anything would happen, but it was always better to plan that way; he had learned that from experience. He poured himself a drink as he thought about possible obstacles, but there weren’t any since the route he would be taking to the hilltop didn’t have roadblocks.



    He also thought about the person The Helpers would send to take care of him if they didn’t buy his bluff with the tape. The assassin would most probably go to his house, and the method of execution would be a bomb or a grenade, not a bullet. The Helpers didn’t often use bullets because bullets were not a sure kill, and they wouldn’t take a chance, especially with him.



    * * *



    Lance turned and looked in his rearview mirror and cursed. The son of a bitch had outsmarted him again. He tried to make a U-turn, but the road was small so he had to back up again. He heard the motorcycle far away as he stepped on the gas pedal hoping he would be lucky and catch up with Gaston. He slowed when he reached a corner with two junctions and looked around to no avail.



    He heard the motorcycle again and surged the small car forward, but the noise grew faint. Finally he stopped and asked some young children if they had seen a motorcycle. Their directions indicated that the bike had branched off somewhere ahead.



    He continued driving until he saw a dirt road with recent tire marks on it. He slowly followed the road but the marks soon vanished. He stopped the car, feeling frustrated. Gaston had done it again. No wonder he hadn’t bothered to look back, Lance thought. He must have known that he was being followed and knew exactly what to do, as if he had planned everything in advance. The man was formidable.



    Lance drove farther up the hill, but all was silent except for the soft humming of his car engine.



    * * *



    Gaston jumped off his motorcycle and walked toward his hut with a smile on his face. He had taken the Frenchman by surprise and managed to lose him. He opened the door and switched on the light. The small hut was his ace in a hole. He walked to a small chair in the corner and sat as he checked his watch; it was coming up to six o’clock in the evening. The plane was expected to land between six forty-five and seven, so he calculated that he had a few minutes to get everything ready and get to the top of the hill, half a mile away. He lit a cigarette and carefully rehearsed all the small details.



    He said a small prayer for his mother’s soul and sought forgiveness for the mission he was about to embark on. When he was satisfied, he got up and pulled the brick that opened the basement. He walked down the stairs and turned on the light; everything was in place as he had left it. He took off his jacket, removed the holster and carefully laid it on the ground. He opened the package he had received from Ludovico.



    He admired the launcher before taking it out. He opened another box and examined the contents. The missile’s pieces were delicate and he took his time putting them together. He then laid them in the box. He put the box in one compartment of his bag and put the launcher in another. He made sure the safety was on before closing the bag. He checked his hiding spot to see if all the important things were still there. Satisfied, he quickly checked his watch, carried the bag and put it near the steps. He retrieved the infrared light, placed it inside his jacket and put on his holster. He looked around to make sure he hadn’t overlooked anything; then he picked up the bag and carefully climbed the steps, closed the basement with the brick, and walked toward the door.



    He locked the door and headed for his motorcycle. He tied the bag carefully on the carrier and smiled before he put on his helmet.
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    Kai had heard the sound of the engine and walked toward Gaston’s hut. After seeing the motorcycle, she had guessed that something was about to happen since it was getting dark, so she concealed herself behind tall grass and watched the hut closely. Gaston had come out about thirty minutes later with a big bag in his right hand, closed the door, headed for the motorcycle and then secured the bag safely on the carrier. He had smiled ruthlessly as he put on his helmet, started the engine and rode off. Kai had looked away, overcome by anger and disgust.



    Kai could hardly breathe as she willed herself to stand up; she could still see the man’s smile, which sent shivers through her body. After what seemed like forever, she took a deep breath and walked straight to her mother’s hut.



    “Hello, mother?” she said as she put her books on the table.



    “Hello, child, how are you feeling?” her mother asked, concern in her voice.



    “Fine, mother; I will be right back,” she said as she picked up the flashlight and headed for the door. She walked purposefully toward the window of Gaston’s hut.



    She positioned a brick, stepped on it, pulled on the window, and then squeezed her body inside. She turned on the flashlight, headed straight for the opposite wall and removed the brick to open the entrance to the basement. Her heart was pounding as she made her way downstairs. It was deadly quiet and the smell of cigarettes filled the area.



    “Please, God, give me strength,” she said softly as she looked around. The light fell on the box; it wasn’t shut all the way so she reached for the latch and opened it, only to find that it was empty. The rest of the stuff had also been removed. She closed it quickly, a certain urgency creeping into her body, and headed for the opposite wall. She looked around, trying to locate the light-colored wooden brick that opened the secret compartment. Her heart was still pounding, but her mind was made up. It was now or never.



    She located the wooden brick and pulled it out quickly, and to her relief, the papers were still in there and there was something else. It was a tape. She put the documents and the tape in one hand and used the other hand to put the brick back. Then she carefully headed for the stairs, climbed up as fast as she could, and closed the basement entrance. She let herself out through the small window.



    She took a deep breath of fresh air. She closed the window, although she knew her effort was futile, since Gaston would soon know that his papers and tape had been stolen. He would know it was her who had taken them, since he had never brought anyone to his hut.



    Kai ran to her mother’s hut. “Mother, mother!” she called out.



    “I am here, child. Have you done what you wanted to?” her mother inquired knowingly, as any mother would.



    Kai was quiet for a second. “Yes, mother. I believe this is the time. You should put some things together and get out of this hut and go to the place under the tree. Please dress warmly. I’m going to see the journalist.”



    Her mother stood up and hugged her, whispering, “Hurry my child, and good luck.”



    Kai picked up her jacket and headed for the door. She stopped halfway to put it on and put the papers and tape inside her coat pocket. She took a deep breath and stepped outside. It was dark and she had left the flashlight behind for her mother, but she knew the small path that led to the shopping center, so she ran hard toward it. She soon saw the lights and willed herself to run harder. Finally she arrived at the first store and slowed down.



    The only place with a telephone was a small restaurant in the middle of the shopping center, where taxis stopped. She walked toward the phone booth, but to her dismay, someone was there. The bus was about to take off, so she made a quick decision and boarded it, not knowing when the next one would leave. The city center was about five miles away, and she prayed that she would see Jenny and get back to her mother in time.



    When they arrived, Kai paid ran to the post office, entered a phone booth and dialed the hotel, hoping and praying that Jenny was there. “May I talk to Miss Osborne?” she asked in fluent French.



    “Just a minute,” the hotel receptionist said as she put through the call.



    “Hello, this is Jenny.”



    Kai hesitated and said rather quickly, “Miss Osborne, it’s me. I am at the post office.”



    “I will be right there. Wait for me please,” Jenny answered with excitement.



    “Okay. I will wait for you,” Kai said and hung up.



    Jenny had been getting ready to meet Pierre for dinner when she received the phone call. The urgency in the girl’s voice was unmistakable. She hung up quickly, ran toward John’s room and banged on the door.



    John opened the door. He took one look at her and he knew something had happened.



    “Give me the keys, John. The girl just called. I have to see her.”



    John fumbled in his pocket for the keys. “I should come with you.”



    She hesitated then shook her head. “I will go alone. I don’t want to scare her.”



    John nodded his head. “I understand. Let me know if you need me.”



    The elevator seemed to take forever to come up and Jenny was about to take the stairs when the door finally opened. She walked out and hurried to the door, trying not to run. The night was chilly with the wind blowing rather hard as she entered the Jeep. She eased out of the parking spot and headed for the entrance to the main road. The post office shortly came into view and she slowed down.



    She was still looking around for a place to park when she saw the girl walking toward the car. She stepped on the brake, reached over and opened the door. The girl entered with tears in her eyes. They looked at each other, wordless for a moment, and then Jenny touched the girl’s hand.



    “Gaston took out all the equipment today and …” Kai couldn’t finish what she wanted to say. Jenny was at first confused, but the girl pulled out some papers and a cassette and handed them to Jenny quietly. Jenny turned the car around and drove toward her hotel, instinctively thinking of what to say.



    “Are you sure?” she asked and the girl nodded.



    Jenny pulled into the hotel driveway and found a parking spot.


  



  
    CHAPTER 54


    _______



    Gaston let out a yell as he lowered the launcher and admired the burning plane about half a mile away. I have done it. A few minutes ago he wasn’t sure he could pull it off.



    The plane had been almost thirty minutes late and his heart had been pounding so hard in anticipation that it had almost become unbearable. He had been contemplating giving up the mission, when he had heard the distant engine of a plane. At the time, he had not been sure that it was the one until it had come into view through his powerful telescope. All Gaston had to see was the 747 with the distinct flag of the Democratic Republic of Congo to recognize the Presidential plane. He had seen it enough times to know it was the one. He had waited until the plane made a turn and reduced speed to land before releasing the missile.



    After admiring his work, Gaston quickly descended the hill, got on his motorcycle and rode toward his hut.



    * * *



    Jenny pulled into the hotel driveway and found a parking spot. They were still sitting in the car when all of a sudden there was a loud noise and the vehicle shook. They both opened the car doors simultaneously, turned their heads toward the noise and then they saw it in slow motion. A plane was burning up in the sky about half a mile away, and it was nose-diving toward the ground.



    “Oh no, he has done it!” Kai cried out.



    Jenny leaned toward the girl and held her closely before she led her towards the hotel entrance.



    * * *



    Pierre was talking to Lance on the phone. “You mean you lost him, boss?”



    “I heard a motorcycle engine later and tried to follow it but I was too late; that’s how I ended up here but … Oh shit! It’s happened. Run outside. God damn it!”



    Pierre heard the explosion and both he and Marianne ran to the door and yanked it open. It was an unforgettable sight. The plane was on fire and it was nose-diving into the ground.



    “Son of a bitch, he did it. The bastard really did it!” Pierre shouted to no one in particular and ran back inside the house to the telephone. “Boss, are you still there?”



    “Yes, Pierre,” Lance said. “Wait! I think that’s him. I have to go.” Lance hung up.



    Pierre also heard the loud noise of the motorcycle.



    * * *



    Lance jogged to his car, started the engine, and followed the motorcycle that he could barely see in the distance. He gunned the motor and the little car responded. The taillights got closer and he could see that the man on the motorcycle wasn’t riding as fast as before. Why? He kept following Gaston with his headlights on until the motorcycle turned onto a small path.



    Lance parked the car on the side of the road and walked down toward the path he had seen the motorcycle take. He felt a certain danger as he walked further down, so he removed his Glock from the holster and pulled the bolt back. There was a click as the bullet latched into the chamber. The silence was scary and he squatted down, carefully scanning the surroundings. Something zipped by his head and he quickly dove into bush. Two more rounds passed him. The bastard was shooting at him and it was too dark to see him. The only option was to withdraw. He took a dive and started to roll on his stomach.



    The response was immediate as three slugs went into the bush where he had been. Lance aimed and released four bullets in the direction of the shooter then retreated and ran toward the main road. Gaston must have been surprised, because his response was slow and too far off. Lance ran to his car, hoping to make it in time. He opened the car door, gunned the engine and took off.



    * * *



    Gaston had seen the car behind him and hadn’t worried about it until the car drew closer. He had turned the motorcycle engine off and looked at the car closely.



    “Son of a bitch, if it isn’t that Lance bastard again! He had hidden his motorcycle and taken cover near his hut. His first bullet was instinctive; if Lance hadn’t taken cover, he would have got him.



    After this last exchange of fire, he had gained more respect for the French Intelligence Chief. The man had come within inches of blowing his head off. He saw the little car disappearing in the distance before he walked toward the hut. The French bastard was resilient.



    What good would it do to chase him around, especially now that he had accomplished his mission? He opened the door to his little hut and entered.



    * * *



    The phone rang and Pesot picked it up quickly and then hung up. So they had pulled it off after all. He didn’t feel particularly happy. It had to be done. The loss of life aboard the plane couldn’t be helped. The President had been practically untouchable on the ground; that’s why Pesot had personally formulated the plan to shoot the plane down. He called the Sister, who was nearby. “Sister, please bring me some port from the cellar. You know my favorite bottle.”



    He pondered the recent message he had received from Monsignor Olivier about the tape that Demus had made. The boy had guessed correctly that once his mission was completed, his worth would be compromised. Bright as he was, the boy was now a liability and had to face his fate.



    Olivier had been hysterical, typical of him in such situations, but Pesot had calmed him down. Pesot had envisioned this type of situation years ago when they were still recruiting a lot of boys. It was surprising that none of them had ever tried to double-cross The Helpers before, but none of them was as smart as Demus. Pesot had just called off the Colonel who was supposed to eliminate the boy. He knew he would deal with the boy, but like all things he did, he would have to be patient.



    The long-awaited massacres had already started in most parts of the country, he suspected. Now he would wait for Monsignor Olivier, who would be coming to see him the next day to discuss the way forward. The Sister came back with his drink.



    “Monsignor, isn’t it too late for a drink?” she asked, concern creeping in her voice.



    “No, Sister, it’s not too late yet, not today. I just received a phone call that our beloved President’s plane has just been shot down, so you see this isn’t exactly good news. It is time for us to meditate for the poor souls of this land.”



    The Sister’s mouth was still open with shock as she left the room quietly. She had been assigned to him straight from Belgium and she had been well trained from the old school. She did what was expected of her and nothing else. She was very different from the modern Sisters from France and elsewhere.



    * * *



    John was downstairs in the bar drinking a scotch when he heard the explosion. He ran outside with a few other patrons to have a look. He saw the plane burning as it nose-dived down. He felt a sudden shiver at the thought of all that burning flesh and looked away. He only looked up when he heard crying and looked over to see Jenny holding onto the girl, who was crying hysterically.



    “Jenny!” he called out.



    “There you are, John. We were on our way to the lobby and we heard the explosion…Can you do me favor?”



    “Sure, what is it?”



    “Can you put this in my small black suitcase? It’s very important.” She handed him the documents and the tape.



    “What is it? John asked.



    “I will tell you later, but let’s say it’s what we’ve been waiting for.”



    John looked at her and seemed to understand what she was talking about. “Okay, I will take care of it.”



    The young girl was now begging her. “I have to get my mama,” she kept repeating. Finally the girl broke free and ran off toward the city center.



    “I’ll follow her,” Jenny said and started the car.



    “Wait a minute, Jenny. I’ll come along.”



    “No, it’s okay. See you shortly,” she shouted and took off toward the city center. She almost missed the girl, who had crossed the street and was running on the opposite side. Jenny beeped her horn and the girl looked up and ran toward the car. She jumped in and started giving Jenny directions. Jenny drove fast and luckily the roads were deserted.


  



  
    CHAPTER 55


    _______



    Gaston turned on the lights and headed for the basement. He climbed downstairs and snapped on the light. He moved toward his hiding place feeling a certain sixth sense of urgency and pulled the wooden brick to open his hiding place. He almost shouted when he realized that it was empty. Someone had removed both the tape and the documents. He looked around in vain.



    His first thought was that the Frenchman had taken them, but that didn’t make sense because the man hadn’t known the place until he followed his motorcycle. He climbed upstairs, his mind working a mile a minute and checked the windows. That’s when he realized that it had to be Kai because she was the only one that could have opened the window on previous occasions. What really convinced him that she had done it was that the place hadn’t been roughed up and everything was where it was supposed to be, except his most important ace.



    “The little bitch!” he shouted as he walked to her mother’s hut and kicked in the door.



    There was silence everywhere and the place was dark. He lit a match and looked around, but nobody was in the house. He went back to his hut and brought back a flashlight. He looked all around, but everybody was gone. When he got outside, his light fell on some recent footprints going down the hill. They were small, so they probably belonged to a woman. He followed them slowly like a hunter looking for his prey and at times bent over to examine them, hoping that he would find Kai and her mother and make them pay for their betrayal.



    He knelt down to examine the footprints that seemed to have stopped. Both mother and daughter must have been planning this for quite some time. Not that he would blame them after witnessing that massacre, but he had foolishly thought that they had come to accept him as their savior.



    “Ungrateful bitches!” he cursed.



    He was still pondering his next move when something took off from a bush nearby and headed in the opposite direction. He sent a burst of two slugs in the direction of the movement.



    * * *



    Kai and Jenny heard the gunfire and Kai started crying uncontrollably while giving directions to her place. They kept moving up the hill until suddenly the lights shone on the figure of a woman staggering up the hill.



    “Stop!” Kai shouted urgently. “My mama,” she said leaping out of the car that hadn’t fully stopped. She fell down but quickly regained her balance and headed toward the woman.



    Jenny tried to get out, but another sound of gunfire made her look back and she saw another figure. It was a man aiming a pistol at both Kai and her mother. Jenny instinctively turned off the light as another bullet whizzed by. She kept flicking the lights on and off to confuse the man, who was now very close.



    Kai’s mother moaned and that’s when Kai saw some blood on her mother. She quickly picked her mother’s bag and helped her into the car. “Let’s go, Jenny, please,” she pleaded, as she closed the car door.



    Jenny tried to turn, but the road was narrow, so she looked back at the road and made a mental map; she then turned off the lights completely and drove. It was pitch dark, but she had an idea of how the road went so she kept reversing. Two more bullets passed by, but a third one hit the windshield causing, glass to splinter. She turned on the lights quickly.



    The man must have been surprised because he dove into a bush and Jenny could see that he was out of the way. She turned the Jeep around and drove very fast with the light on although she could barely see because of the shattered glass. When they were a few miles away, Jenny pulled over to help Kai’s mother. She looked closer and saw that the older woman had been shot in the thigh. She removed a headscarf from her handbag and used it to stop the bleeding temporarily.



    “Where is the hospital? We have to get there quickly,” Jenny said. If they didn’t stop the bleeding, the girls” mom would bleed to death.



    But Kai shook her head with fear in her eyes. “It’s not safe to go to the hospital now. Let’s go to the Red Cross,” Kai said. “I will show you the way.”



    Jenny climbed over the seat and gunned the motor. They drove for about fifteen minutes until Jenny saw soldiers in the middle of the road with barricades. She put on the brakes very quickly, and suddenly army men surrounded the vehicle. Their leader shouted something and the ladies were dragged out and thrown to the ground. Jenny landed on her back and felt dizzy.



    She didn’t know what was happening. “Croix Rouge!” she managed to shout, using the French for “Red Cross,” as the soldiers aimed their guns at them.



    She closed her eyes and waited for the inevitable, but nothing happened. The leader said something and all the soldiers squeezed into the Jeep and threw the suitcase and their handbags outside. The armed men turned the vehicle around and headed in the opposite direction.



    Jenny couldn’t believe what had just happened. How could they steal her car just like that? She got up and approached the older woman. The scarf was already loose, and blood was running down her leg. She bent down and tightened the scarf on the wound again.



    Kai got their bags together and she and Jenny helped Kai’s mother, one on each side, and they slowly made their way down the hill. The girl pointed to a place further down, but Jenny’s mind was reeling. She could hear gunshots from all directions and an occasional vehicle passed by, loaded with soldiers wearing combat uniforms. This is what John and Ian had told her would happen. It had already started.



    They walked farther down the hill, but it was difficult with Kai holding a bag in one hand and courageously helping her mother with the other. Jenny was holding the other side of the woman and had just started to lose her strength when Kai said something.



    “Croix Rouge!” she shouted, pointing ahead.



    Jenny took a deep breath and willed her body forward. They arrived at the building and knocked on the door. Somebody peeped through a window, and the door was opened by a white lady, probably in her mid-fifties.



    “Hello, Madame, we have an old lady who has been shot. Can you please help us? She will bleed to death if we don’t stop the bleeding,” Jenny pleaded.



    The lady opened the door wide and showed them a small room. They put Kai’s mother on a small metal bed and waited for the white lady to come back. She returned with medicine and bandages, and then cleaned and dressed the wound.



    “My name is Elizabeth. I am from Ireland,” she said in English.



    “I’m Jenny, a journalist from the United States, and this is my friend Kai and her mother.”



    “Rebecca. My mama’s name is Rebecca,” Kai interjected, holding her mother’s hand.



    Jenny and Elizabeth both smiled at Kai’s mother who was smiling back.



    A door banged loudly in the back and everybody stiffened. Elizabeth cautioned them to keep silent and left, shutting the door to the room behind her. She came back shortly.



    “It’s the driver. He says there is a full-scale massacre going on in the city so we have to move all the patients and we only have one ambulance,” she said gently.



    There was commotion in the other rooms as patients were being taken to the ambulance. Kai whispered something to her mother in her language and the older lady started crying softly. Kai’s mother motioned to Jenny to come closer. She took Jenny’s hand and her daughter’s hand and clasped them together and said something in Lingala. Although Jenny didn’t understand the language, the meaning was clear. Rebecca was telling them to stick together.



    Kai hugged her mother with tears in her eyes, promising to look for her, before Elizabeth took her and her things. Shortly afterward, they heard the sound of the engine as the ambulance left. Elizabeth came back shortly after and sat down on the corner of the bed looking troubled. “I think things are going to get worse, so I will go and arrange a place in the basement for the two of you. I believe a little prayer couldn’t hurt.”



    When Elizabeth left, Jenny managed to get more out of Kai. According to Kai, she had read every document she found in Gaston’s basement and found out that he was working for The Helpers and had been trained in the Far East and Cuba. He was then brought back and somehow ended up working for the government, first as a soldier and then as a civilian for the Foreign Ministry. From what Kai was able to gather from Gaston’s notes, The Helpers had both Belgian and Congolese members.



    She said Gaston was very intelligent but also cruel and unpredictable, which was not a surprise to Jenny. He had brought both the girl and the mother to his place after soldiers under his command had massacred everybody, including the girl’s father. This happened when Gaston was still a soldier. Since then, he had used them as concubines. He started with the girl’s mother and when Kai turned fourteen, he had started abusing her.



    Kai’s expression was one of pure anger as she related this part of the story to Jenny. She told Jenny she had decided to end this vicious cycle partly to avenge her father’s death and partly to stop the sexual abuse she and her mother had suffered at the hands of Gaston. By the time Kai finished telling her story, Jenny had tears in her eyes. She felt a fierce determination to help Kai. This was more than enough for a young girl to go through.



    Elizabeth came back shortly and told them to follow her. She took them to a little room in the back that looked like an office, then slid open a cupboard that revealed some stairs going down. She motioned them to follow her and they went cautiously down the stairs. The light from the flashlight was barely enough for them to see.



    “Stay there while I find the light,” Elizabeth said as she moved toward the other end of the room and switched on the light. There was a bed and another mattress in the corner and a little table with two chairs. Some sheets and blankets had been laid on top of one of the chairs. In the corner was a stove; apparently, Elizabeth had been cooking something earlier because a few plates were scattered around in the corner.



    “Now, this won’t be very convenient, but it will have to do. This place was built by a priest, who owned this house before the Red Cross moved in,” Elizabeth said as she moved toward the other end of the room and removed a sheet that was hanging by two posts. “This is the bathroom. It has never been used, but I believe that now is as a good time as any.”



    Jenny walked to where Elizabeth was and looked down apprehensively at the hole in the ground. Elizabeth smiled at her. “You know you don’t have to stay down here, since you are a foreigner. I don’t think we have much to worry about as far as retribution is concerned.”



    Jenny nodded. “I will stay here with Kai until we figure out what to do next.”



    Elizabeth looked at her and smiled. “There is another thing I almost forgot to show you.” She hesitated for a second as she walked to another side of the wall and pulled on a small lever. “This is an exit out the back of the house. I hope you never have to use it.”



    She went over to the corner, removed some plates and started serving soup. She reached into another box, took out some bread and put it on the table. “Eat; you must be hungry.”



    “How about some food, Kai?” Elizabeth said, smiling and offering her a plate. They ate hungrily and took some more soup. Afterwards, Kai took their plates to wash them.



    “Elizabeth, I want to thank you …” Jenny started to say, but the woman protested and shook her head emphatically.



    “Don’t mention it. I accepted this job years ago for personal fulfillment,” she said firmly. She got up and walked toward the door but stopped halfway. “I will knock twice before coming down. That will be my signal. Have a good night.”



    Kai came back and Jenny held her hand. They continued talking softly. Jenny sensed that Kai was a bright girl and could learn English quickly, given the chance. They made their beds and Kai insisted on sleeping on the ground, saying that she and her mother slept on the floor. They went on talking as they lay down, with Kai enlightening Jenny about the situation in the country.



    She told her about a lot of incidents that had occurred involving mass extermination of her ethnic tribe. Jenny had never imagined the magnitude of ethnic hatred.



    “I can’t believe these things still happen in this century,” she said loudly.



    “Yes, they do,” Kai said quietly.



    They went to sleep shortly after that, and Jenny dreamed about seeing houses burning with people in them, but when she tried to help, she was held back. She woke up from the horrible dream, in a cold sweat. Kai came to her bed and sat there until Jenny went back to sleep.



    * * *



    John was worried sick about Jenny, who had left hours ago and still hadn’t returned. What could have happened to her? he asked himself over and over again. It was almost nine o’clock and sounds of gunfire were rampant. Apart from him, the bar was empty. People had left after it had been confirmed that it was indeed the President’s plane that had been shot down.



    Someone touched his elbow and he turned around quickly. It was one of the waiters telling him that he had a phone call. John almost tripped rushing toward the phone. “Hello, this is John.”



    “John, this is Ian; how are you?”



    “Okay, but Jenny is missing. You haven’t heard from her, have you?”



    “No, John. What happened?” Ian asked with concern.



    “She left with a young Congolese girl, supposedly to pick up the girl’s mother, and that’s the last I heard of her. That was several hours ago.”



    There was silence on the other end before Ian spoke. “John, don’t worry. Since she is a foreigner, she’ll be all right. Just stay put and if she hasn’t shown up by the morning, we shall take further steps. Meanwhile, why don’t you get all your things together and be ready to evacuate. I am preparing an emergency evacuation tomorrow.” Ian hung up.



    John felt party relieved by what Ian had said, but he still felt responsible because he hadn’t insisted on going along. But, what if what Ian just said doesn’t come true. These people don’t seem to have any rules. He went back to the bar, got a refill and chugged down the drink. He checked his watch; it was almost midnight.



    The possibility of Jenny’s coming back tonight was very slim, given the situation. He wasn’t particularly religious, but he said a small prayer for her safety. The very thought of anything happening to Jenny scared him stiff. He left the bar and walked toward the elevator like a zombie.



    He entered and lay down on his bed, trying to figure out where



    Jenny could be. He decided to take a bath, hoping it would calm him down, but he was even more anxious as he dried himself. He made up his mind that if Jenny didn’t show up that night, he would go to look for her himself at the first light.


  



  
    CHAPTER 56


    _______



    “Marianne, thank you very much. You have been tremendously helpful. Why don’t you go and get your things together. I will call you if there are any plans to evacuate the country, but tell your friends to start getting ready,” Lance said as he entered the communication room.



    “Thank you, monsieur; I will be available if you need me again,” she said, walking toward the room that she had temporarily been using.



    “Just make sure you are ready if we need to leave,” Lance added.



    Marianne gathered her things and said goodbye to Lance and Pierre and then walked to her car. Pierre was still sitting by the telephone, waiting for any possible emergency calls. Pierre sipped his drink quietly, looking vacantly at the wall. Lance went to the kitchen and came back with two mugs of coffee. Neither of them had slept since the assassination of the President the night before.



    “Boss, why don’t we go after these people?” Pierre asked.



    Lance looked at Pierre and smiled. “It doesn’t work like that, son. Our job was to find out what the missile was for and now we know. Moreover, there are a lot of political ramifications with this thing, and as far as I’m concerned, this mission is over.”



    Pierre looked at Lance, not believing his ears. “Did you say it’s over?”



    “Affirmative. Until we get new orders, I will regard this matter as closed.”



    They both sipped their coffee in silence. Pierre, who was still confused, looked at Lance. “Boss, don’t you think it’s about time you told me more about these so-called Helpers?”



    “Fine, son, I will tell you what I know. The original members were from the International Association of the Congo, and they were tough and strict disciplinarians. Some members of this association created a secret society called The Knighthood of The Helpers, which came to the Congo under the auspices of the church. There were also immense financial benefits if The Helpers assisted Belgium in controlling this area of Africa, especially Congo-Kinshasa. In terms of natural resources this area is a gold mine. To be successful they had to create a rift between the different ethnic tribes of the Congo because they believed that if tribes were fighting one another, they would not look closely at The Helpers’ activities. Again they were right, and over the years they became very powerful by making smart investments, especially in Brussels. The members now include prominent businessmen around the world.”



    Lance poured both of them some more coffee and sat back, lighting a cigar. He puffed slowly, inhaling the smoke and twirling his drink. “Now that you know who they are, I will tell you the bottom line. They simply don’t want any peaceful settlement that might bring about stability and jeopardize their business, so it’s no longer about the religious aspirations anymore. It’s business. A peace agreement would weaken their hard work and influence.”



    Things started to make sense to Pierre. “So they assassinate the President and as usual blame it on the rebels, and then we have a massacre on our hands.”



    “Precisely. It’s all happening like clockwork. Whichever way you look at it, this country will go back a few decades after all this is over, and to The Helpers, it’s a blessing because their foreign trade increases. They have been doing this for decades and are responsible for certain massacres in the earlier period. Some even think they are responsible for Pascal Langani’s death. Don’t forget they also recruited people like Gaston and others and put them in good positions inside the government. I’ll bet anything they have a perfect candidate for President right now.”



    Pierre could not believe what he was hearing. “Why doesn’t somebody put an end to this organization, boss? To me it sounds like some big Mafia.”



    “Good analysis, son. A lot of governments in Europe are aware of The Helpers, but view them as harmless, so they primarily ignore them. But don’t forget, this organization is so secretive and the fact that the group doesn’t touch anything illegal as far as trade is concerned, makes their discovery even more difficult.” Lance finished and sipped his drink.



    “But they stop at nothing to get what they want. They are not harmless; they are willing to kill. Like the assassination of the President and his entourage,” Pierre said.



    “Precisely, and people they consider a threat like your friend Antoine.”



    Pierre looked at Lance in disbelief. He hadn’t thought of Antoine as a threat to these people. But of course, he was. It all made sense now and he suddenly felt responsible for his friend’s death. He took a big chug on his coffee and lit a cigarette.



    “So, this thug Gaston is untouchable?”



    Lance coughed to clear his throat and shook his head. “Like I said before, this organization is precise and I will bet anything, he is either dead already or will soon die, so there is no point in our worrying about him”



    This time Pierre was shocked. “You mean they will kill their operator?”



    “He will be eliminated to wipe the slate clean. They don’t like loose ends.”



    Pierre got up and walked around the room deep in thought and then turned to Lance quickly. “From what you have said so far, monsieur, these people are even more deadly than the Mafia. I wouldn’t put it past them to assassinate our agents.”



    Lance nodded in agreement. “Son, there is something I didn’t tell you. Some attempts were made on my life and two people were killed in the process, so I believe that answers your question.” He paused and pursed his lips. “The Helpers have a few moles inside our very department; that’s why I warned you that they know we are onto them.”



    Pierre was still in shock when the phone rang. He got up and answered it and then hung up and walked back to his seat. Naz, who had been shadowing Jenny, told him that she had followed Jenny’s car to the outskirts of the city the night before, and apparently she had stopped to pick up an older woman, but there was gunfire, which made Naz stop her own car.



    “There was something strange going on there. Some nut was firing at Congolese woman. The journalist rescued her and then accelerated her car backwards, with no lights. Very clever, I must say. I think she got away. I lost track of her after that.”



    “Thank you, Naz. I will check it out. Can you tell me the location?” Naz told him the general area. Pierre related the story to Lance. He wanted to go and check the place out, but Lance insisted that they wait for more news.



    * * *



    Jenny sat up slowly and looked around the room. She smiled at Kai who smiled back and then she checked her watch and was surprised to find that it was already nine o’clock. There was a knock and then another, the signal that it was Elizabeth coming down. All of a sudden, Jenny recalled where she was and sat up. Poor John must be having a fit by now.



    Elizabeth came in with a flask in her hand. “I hope I didn’t wake you out of your sleep?”



    Jenny shook her head. “No, but I had a really bad dream last night. I hope you didn’t hear me upstairs.”



    Elizabeth shook her head. “No, dear, I wouldn’t be able to hear you at all, unless you really shouted. Your friend Kai must have heard you, though.”



    “Yes, she came and sat with me until I went back to sleep,” Jenny said and smiled at Kai.



    Elizabeth put the thermos flask on the table and got a couple of cups from the corner.



    “Now you people should have some tea. I have to go out. Is there anything you need?”



    Jenny nodded. “Yes, as a matter of fact. My colleague John must be worried sick, and I left my cell phone in the hotel room. Here is the number of the hotel we are staying in; his room number is 408.” Jenny scribbled down the number and handed it to Elizabeth. “If you could call him and say that I am all right, I would really appreciate it, and please can you find out if it’s safe for Kai and I to leave this place?”



    Elizabeth nodded. “I will call your friend from down the street. Our phone was cut off. To answer your question, it is not yet safe. Yesterday some soldiers in the United Nations peacekeeping force were shot. People are being shot on the streets as we talk. I will be back as soon as I can,” she said as another blast of machine gun fire went off in the distance.



    “Will you be okay?” Jenny inquired with a concern look.



    “Yes, I am not going far.” Elizabeth said before she went up the stairs.



    “Kai, are you all right?” Jenny asked, noticing the tears in the girl’s eyes.



    “They’ve started to kill people already,” she managed to say.



    Jenny held her closer. “Yes, dear, but we must not give up.”



    Jenny asked Kai the location of the Red Cross in relation to the city. From Kai’s description, Jenny guessed that they were about five miles from her hotel, which would not have been much under normal circumstances. But now the safest way was to go up the hill and down to the valley.



    They could hear the heavy thump of artillery fire and occasional machine guns. They said a little prayer to keep them safe and then Jenny walked back to her bed and lay down. Kai did the same and in a few minutes they were both asleep. Jenny was woken up by two knocks on the door and the subsequent sliding of the cupboard door.



    “Elizabeth, is it you?” she asked. It was pitch dark and Jenny hesitated to put on the light.



    “Yes dear, it’s me,” Elizabeth answered and then Jenny reached over and turned on the light.



    Elizabeth walked toward her, but by the look on her face, Jenny knew something bad had happened. “I just saw someone being shot,” Elizabeth said, obviously shaken. Jenny touched her shoulder in sympathy. Kai was sound asleep.



    Elizabeth gained her composure and continued. “I managed to make the phone call to your colleague. I had barely said that you were all right when we were disconnected. I tried again, but the line was dead. Oh, there is news coming in saying that the rebels have mounted a new offensive, but I’m afraid it’s already too late.” She got up, climbed the stairs and was gone.



    Kai woke up, walked to the corner, and started to wash her face.



    “Come on, Kai, it’s getting late. Let’s prepare a meal.” Jenny said, trying to conceal her anxiety. “We will get out of this hell and find your mom.”



    Kai smiled faintly.


  



  
    CHAPTER 57


    _______



    John started pacing around the lobby, waiting for Ian and thinking of what to do next. He had told Ian that Jenny hadn’t returned, and mentioned the phone call from the lady. Ian had insisted on evacuating him from the hotel before things got worse.



    Ian walked in and John walked over to him. “Thank God you are here, Ian; I am going out of my mind. I don’t know what to do,” he stated in frustration.



    “Look, John, there is no point in staying here getting upset. You just received a phone call saying that Jenny is okay. Our priority should be to get you out of this hotel and evacuate you with the rest. I am sure Jenny will be all right.”



    John looked at Ian in disbelief and shook his head; he was still worried about Jenny. “Ian, people are dying everywhere. I am not leaving Jenny in this place!” he shouted.



    Ian let it pass because he could see that John was upset. “John, I have lived here for many years and I know how people think. Attacking foreigners is rare. Besides, she wouldn’t have called and said she was fine if she wasn’t, so get yourself together,” he said firmly.



    John knew he was behaving like a brat, but he couldn’t help it. “Okay, Ian. We will go to your house and join the others, but I won’t leave the country without Jenny.”



    Ian nodded and helped John carry his bags. They walked out of the deserted hotel and got into Ian’s car.



    John tried to keep his cool in front of Ian, but he knew that the situation could get out of hand and foreigners would start being targeted. He hoped to God that Jenny would find her way back before then. On the way to Ian’s residence, they saw the devastation that had been done in the past twenty-four hours. Several buildings were still burning up and there was debris everywhere.



    Although their car was clearly marked with diplomatic plates, they were stopped at a roadblock by soldiers and their car was searched. There were some people standing around, probably waiting for the inevitable. Their faces revealed sheer terror and helplessness.



    John couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He recalled the stories his grandparents had told him about what the Jews had gone through under Hitler, but that was over half a century ago and here it was happening all over again. What was this world coming to?



    “Did you see the looks on the faces of those people, Ian?”



    Ian nodded. “John, I am also stunned. Although I suspected it would happen, I didn’t think this place would deteriorate this quickly. Knowing something is going to happen and witnessing it are two different things altogether.”



    John shook his head. “Although I was in the army, I was never in combat. I wonder what really goes on in someone’s mind when he knows he is about to die.”



    Ian didn’t answer.



    John continued talking. “You can bet Jenny is somewhere trying to help someone, no matter how hopeless the situation may be. As tough as she comes across, the girl has a bleeding heart. I hope she is okay.” He sat back in his seat, his mind moving from one scenario to another.



    * * *



    On the other side of the city, Jenny checked her watch. It was coming up to six p.m. The thumping sound of the artillery was gaining momentum. They put some soup in both of their plates and ate in silence. When they finished, Kai started to tell Jenny about her school and the courses she was taking.



    Suddenly there was a loud noise as if something heavy had fallen or the door was being kicked in, and then there was a sound of gunfire. This time, there was no doubt it was coming from upstairs.



    “Quick, Kai, open the latch,” Jenny said, pointing to the place Elizabeth had shown them.



    Kai went and started pulling. They heard voices upstairs and then more gunfire. Jenny realized that something was wrong; she picked up her handbag, turned off the light and rushed to where Kai was. Kai yanked the latch and the wooden wall tilted in. She stepped out quickly followed by Jenny, and then suddenly gunfire engulfed the whole basement and they could hear Elizabeth’s voice pleading, “No!”



    Kai quickly moved through the path and entered the small bushy area; Jenny took quick steps and joined her in the bush, where they could see the road.



    “Do you think they will kill her?” Jenny asked, thinking of Elizabeth.



    Kai shook her head. “No, No,” she said confidently.



    They ran through the bush and kept parallel to the street as the sound of gunfire was all around. Kai, who was walking ahead, suddenly stopped. Jenny moved closer to her to see what she was looking at. Jenny looked once and looked away and then she looked again and almost fainted. People were being paraded like animals with guns pointed at them by what looked like a militia group. Then they heard the cries from a woman and looked in that direction. The woman was being roughed up by some of the militiamen while the others gathered around a big campfire, drinking and smoking as if nothing was happening.



    Jenny felt sick to her stomach. “Enough, Kai. Let’s go.” Jenny pulled Kai away.



    They could hear cries mixed with laughter and shouting; as they eased away with tears flowing down their faces, Jenny felt like she was in a movie. How can people treat their fellow human beings like that? Her thoughts were interrupted as Kai, who was more alert, suddenly pulled Jenny down.



    Someone lit a match not more than five yards away, and they quickly squatted down. The man must have heard something because he lit another match and looked in their direction. Jenny prayed that the man wouldn’t spot them. After what seemed like a very long time, there was a shout and the man slowly walked away.



    “My God, that was close,” she whispered to Kai. She guided them out of the area, but they could still hear gunfire and people shouting farther down the hill.



    Jenny sat down completely exhausted as they approached the hilltop. Seeing that her friend was tired, Kai sat next to her and they each pondered their situation in silence.



    * * *



    Gaston was angry that the two girls had gotten away again. Damn! This was becoming a habit. The women had pulled another spectacular escape from him. He sat down on the path outside the basement and was joined by the two military men he had picked up at the roadblock down the street. “Amateurs,” Gaston thought. Had they not shot some bursts inside the house, he would have talked his way in nicely to the old woman and found the two girls. He thanked the soldiers and got in his car.



    The last twenty-four hours had been the longest of his life looking for the girls. He had been looking for them since the night before when the journalist almost ran him over. He had later found out that Jenny’s car had been commandeered by soldiers. The soldiers had told him where they had left the women, and he had searched the whole area in vain, so he had decided to go back to his house in the city for his car. The next day, intelligence had prevailed and a few questions later, it was revealed that the girls were at the Red Cross. He had been so close, only to lose them again.



    He had taken a chance by threatening The Helpers, and now the girls had the only insurance he had against them. He had had a sleepless night, thinking of both The Helpers and the girls. He wondered what the girls’ next move would be. Suddenly, an idea came to him.



    He drove toward the summit that overlooked the airport, parked his car, got out, and then positioned himself under a tree and waited.



    * * *



    Jenny and Kai were behind a big tree stump, wondering why the car had stopped.



    “Just a minute, Jenny,” Kai said and quietly slid further into the bushes.



    Jenny kept looking in the direction of the car and almost missed the figure of a man who passed a few yards from her. She held her breath and looked down as the figure moved off the path and sat down under a tree. What was all that about? she wondered. Is he following us?



    Jenny didn’t have long to wait for her answer. Kai came back and knelt down next to her. In her hands, she had two big sticks and in the moonlight they looked humongous.



    “It’s Gaston! I saw the car.”



    Jenny looked Kai straight in the eye and saw what the girl had in mind. She suddenly felt the same way. Kai was right. They couldn’t be sitting ducks anymore. It was time to fight back. This running up and down wasn’t leading them anywhere. She took one of the sticks and pointed to where Gaston was sitting.



    They made their attack plan and separated. Jenny started moving and then froze in one place. She had never really hit anyone before, and the very thought of causing serious harm to somebody sent chills down her spine. However, recalling what the man had done to Kai and her mother, she proceeded. She stopped a few yards from the man. She saw Kai also moving slowly until she was almost on top of him.



    Gaston did not know what hit him. He turned around only to realize, too late, that he had become a prey. He tried to move, but Kai’s heavy blow landed on his shoulder blade. He let out a scream but before he could raise his weapon, Jenny landed a hard blow on his forearm, which caused him to drop his gun. Gaston screamed again and Kai gave him another blow, causing him to fall to his side.



    Kai kept hitting him repeatedly on the head and across the side of his face; and with each blow she remembered every time he had humiliated her and her mother. Jenny looked at Kai and got worried. The look in the girl’s eyes worried her. She seemed like she was possessed by a demon as she kept hitting Gaston.



    “No, Kai, stop!” Jenny yelled.



    “Leave me alone, Jenny. This man must to die for what he has done to us.” She kept hitting him until Jenny moved forward and forcefully grabbed the big stick from her. Kai’s dazed eyes looked angrily at Jenny before they reverted back to Gaston, who was lying on the ground unconscious, with blood oozing from the wound on his head. She kicked him hard in the stomach and walked away.



    Jenny searched the unconscious figure for other weapons, but apart from his wallet, there was nothing else. The pistol was still on the ground where it had fallen when she hit Gaston’s forearm. She picked it up and looked at it closely. How could something so well crafted be so deadly? She mustered all her strength and threw it far into the bush. Their immediate problem was over, but somehow Jenny didn’t feel relieved. Kai came back and shook Jenny on the shoulder.



    “Come! Let’s tie him. I don’t trust this evil man. He will hunt us down when he wakes up.”



    Kai walked to the car and searched everywhere. She finally found a rope and some rags in the back of the car and headed back. They pulled the limp figure further into the woods and tied him with both hands in the back to a tree. Gaston groaned in protest as they secured him tight, but both girls were determined and a few minutes later they left his limp body and walked back to the car.


  



  
    CHAPTER 58


    _______



    Pierre was still wondering about Jenny’s whereabouts when he got a phone call. He finished talking and looked at Lance. “Jenny’s car was found a few yards from the city center with the windscreen shattered by bullets, but there was no blood in it,” he said with concern.



    “That’s very strange. I don’t see why she should be shot at, unless she is involved in something else. Who called?”



    “It was the person I hired to follow her.” Pierre said. “I’ll call the hotel.”



    He turned around visibly shaken and rang the Meridian. He was told that Jenny hadn’t been seen since the previous night. He hung up the phone, his mind imagining all sorts of things that could have happened to her.



    It was at that point that Pierre realized how important Jenny had become to him.



    “Boss, I will go and find out. The agent told me where the man shot at Jenny.”



    Lance got to his feet. “I’ll go with you. We better take some flashlights.”



    Pierre went back to the communications room and switched on the machine to receive messages. He ran into the bedroom, took some flashlights and a few extra clips for his big gun. Since the President’s assassination, Pierre preferred the Uzi to the pistol he normally carried. By the time he closed the front door behind him, Lance was already in the passenger seat.



    “The place my agent mentioned is not far from where you followed



    Gaston. Do you think he is still there?” Pierre asked as he started the engine.



    Lance shook his head. “I doubt it very much, but we shall soon find out.”



    “If Gaston is involved in this affair, then Jenny may be in danger,” Pierre stated.



    Lance leaned back in his seat, trying to put things together. There was something significant about the place he had had exchanged fire with Gaston. It must have been where he kept the missile. But who was the woman? Was it Gaston who was trying to knock her off? If so, why do that after the mission was complete? Maybe the woman had something that he wanted, but what?



    “Slow down, son. Let’s park right here, and walk to the place,” Lance said.



    They got out of the car with their weapons in hand and went down the darkened path. After walking for about ten minutes, they saw two huts. They separated and Pierre went toward the one on the left. He pushed open the small door and then looked all around the room with his flashlight. Judging by the things that were hanging on the wall, it was a woman’s residence. There were also some schoolbooks. Maybe a student lived here. Seeing nothing else of importance, he turned off the flashlight and stepped out.



    He walked to the other hut. It was a full moon, so he could see Lance still outside trying to get in. “What’s the matter, boss?” he asked.



    “This one has a tough lock and I don’t have my spares,” he said, referring to the special keys he used in cases like these.



    “Here, try these,” Pierre said, handing Lance his own set.



    Lance took them and in a moment, he had the lock open. Pierre switched on his flashlight and they entered. The small bed was turned upside down and so was a table. It was evident this hut was special, because the floor was finished with tightly fitted wooden planks. They entered further and noticed that one part of the floor wasn’t fully covered. Lance bent over and inspected the little opening.



    “Pierre, I think we have an entrance of some sort,” he said, shining his flashlight inside the hole. He stood up and examined the wall closely. That’s when he saw the brick that wasn’t fully pushed in. He pulled it out and the floor creaked, revealing an entrance and stairs going down. Lance and Pierre looked at each in amazement before they descended the stairs.



    “It’s very dark in here, boss.” Pierre commented, flashing the light all around him. His eyes fell on a piece of string and he yanked on it. Suddenly the whole basement lit up, revealing different objects. Most of them had been turned upside down as if someone had been looking for something.



    Lance’s eyes rested on a big box, he walked toward it and yanked it open. “This must be the box that held the missile. It is postmarked from South Africa.”



    Pierre saw another box with a similar postmark, picked it up and looked at it closely without being able to make anything of it. “Boss, what do you think was inside here?” he asked, handing the box to Lance.



    The older man examined it. “Perhaps it contained some kind of fuse or a switch, very interesting. This appears to be separate from the rest.”



    Pierre bent down, picked up a piece of wood and then walked to a hole he suspected it had come from. The hole was obviously made to hold something. He switched on his flashlight and looked deep inside. There was a small notebook and he reached inside and removed it. It looked like some sort of a journal.



    He read the last entry. Now that I have evidence on the tape, it should hold them down.



    Pierre’s mouth opened in disbelief. He tapped on Lance’s shoulder and handed him the notebook.



    Lance read it. “I’ll be damned. Where did you get this?”



    Pierre showed him the hole and the wooden brick.



    “A secret safe,” Lance said aloud. “This is beginning to make sense.”



    They looked around one more time and turned off the light before they ascended the stairs. Lance put back the brick and the floor was sealed again.



    “What is in the other hut, Pierre?” Lance asked, walking to the door.



    “It seems to be occupied by a woman or maybe a student,” Pierre answered as they stepped outside. Lance shut the door with a padlock and suggested that they go back to the hut on the left. “Let’s look around more carefully. We might find something.”



    They entered the other hut together and searched the place carefully. The exercise books revealed the name Kai. They read everything, but could not find anything else significant written down. The clothes revealed that an older woman and a young girl resided in the hut. They were about to leave when Pierre’s flashlight picked up a photo that was upside down. He picked it up and looked at it closely. It was a picture of a man and woman with a young girl.



    He handed the picture over to Lance. “What do you think?” he asked as they left the hut.



    “Well, my guess is that the woman and daughter probably lived here with Gaston, although there is no indication of him in the picture. Why don’t you keep the picture? It might come in handy later,” he said, handing it over to Pierre.



    They walked back to the car in silence. Pierre was trying to remember the last time he had talked to Jenny. She had referred to her source as she. He figured that somehow Jenny had contacted the girl or the mother for information. Only one person would know more about this and that was John.



    “Boss, let’s drive to the Meridian hotel,” Pierre said as he headed for the city.



    “Good idea. Maybe we can learn more about what is going on.”



    Along the way they saw scattered groups of militiamen drinking beer and bodies being ferried away. The stench of death was everywhere, but the sound of gunfire wasn’t as bad as the night before. Pierre figured that the soldiers were taking a break and would resume their atrocities at first light.



    They entered the almost-deserted hotel and Pierre approached one of the porters who was seated in the vacant lobby and asked about the whereabouts of Monsieur Spencer, the photographer in room 408. The porter mentioned that Monsieur Spencer had left earlier with another man who spoke the same language. He took out the visitors’ book and showed Pierre where the man that took Monsieur Spencer had signed.



    Pierre looked at the name. It was Ian Hamilton. Pierre thanked the porter and gave him a bunch of crumpled bills. They both walked back to the car.



    “Boss, Hamilton took John this morning. Where do you think they went?” Pierre asked.



    “I think he took him to his home or wherever they are all assembling for evacuation.”



    Pierre decided to try Monsieur Hamilton’s residence. They arrived at the house in about ten minutes and found it full of expatriates. There were at least twenty-five people, some of them children. Ian let Pierre in with questioning eyes. They knew that they held similar jobs for different countries.



    “Monsieur Hamilton, we would like to talk to John Spencer if we can, please. It’s about Jenny Osborne.”



    Ian seemed suspicious but relented, knowing that both these men were like natives in this country and if anybody could find Jenny, they would. “All right gentlemen, follow me.”



    They made their way through the masses of people and found John cooped up in a bedroom, looking miserable. John stood up quickly as they entered. “Is Jenny with you?” he asked before extending his hand to greet them.



    Pierre shook his head. “We would like to help. Can you tell us something that can help us search for her?” Pierre asked as he assessed the man that Jenny worked with. John was obviously very worried about Jenny.



    John looked at Pierre and seemed to hesitate before answering. “All right, I will tell you what I know if it will help. She left last night and didn’t come back. I was worried sick but I got a call this morning from someone saying Jenny wanted me to know that she was okay, but the phone was cut off before I could get any more information.”



    Pierre felt somewhat relieved. “Good. I want you to think carefully. Did you see Jenny with somebody yesterday?”



    John nodded. “She was with a girl at the time the plane was shot down. The girl ran off and Jenny followed in her car. She didn’t return.”



    Lance and Pierre nodded in understanding. Pierre reached into his pocket for the picture and handed it over to John who examined it closely. “It could be this girl. They look alike, but the one I saw was older. Jenny has been in contact with the girl for some time.”



    John shook his head and put up his hands up in resignation. “I might as well tell you this. The girl lived with Gaston and gave Jenny information about him.”



    Pierre nodded. “We figured that much after searching Gaston’s place outside the city.”



    John was surprised, but he quickly recovered. “So what exactly did you want from me if you already know everything?” he asked in frustration.



    Pierre quickly glanced at Lance, having noticed that John was on edge.



    “What we would like to know is whether the girl brought something to Jenny because we believe that if Gaston is after the girl, the situation could turn nasty,” Lance stated.



    John was still skeptical but he didn’t see any other choice. “All right, the girl had been in touch with Jenny a few times regarding Gaston’s activities,” John said, looking away.



    They realized there was no point in pestering John, who was obviously very worried about Jenny. “Monsieur Spencer, we will do all we can,” Lance said. John nodded absentmindedly.



    “I guess we better be going. So long, John,” Pierre said as he walked out of the room.



    “Please find her,” John said. The two men nodded and left.



    Pierre started the car and drove off. He was more worried about Jenny than he let on, and right now he didn’t know where to begin. “Tell me, boss, what are the chances that Jenny will leave the country before Gaston catches up with her?”



    Lance thought about it for a moment. “Not very good, I’m afraid, but her chances are better with the current confusion, so I would say fifty-fifty. It could go either way.”



    Pierre absorbed all this quietly. “What would you do if you were in her shoes?”



    Lance smiled. “That’s easy. I would take the first flight out of the country. Why don’t you stop at the Hotel Mille Collines? I want to pick up some cigars,” he said, changing the subject.



    Pierre drove toward the hotel and saw that the hotel sign was still lit. “It must be the only place open in the whole city,” he said as he turned into the parking lot and cut the engine. Lance jumped out and headed for the entrance.



    Pierre tried his best to imagine how Jenny would react, assuming she was with the girl. Jenny didn’t seem the kind to abandon anybody who needed her. That’s one of the things that drew him to her; of course, she was also intelligent and a knockout. He felt a pang of sadness mixed with determination to find her.


  



  
    CHAPTER 59


    _______



    Kai joined Jenny in the front seat of Gaston’s car and they drove off. Jenny’s mind was working very fast. She believed they had several hours before Gaston came after them, keeping in mind that he would need medical attention. She had a plan in mind, but it included cooperation from Ian Hamilton. She started the car and headed for the city.



    The sound of gunfire had subsided and Jenny hoped it would stay like that for a while. They drove down the hill, trying to avoid running into the now-common roadblocks. She could not believe that she was in a war zone. The most disturbing thing for Jenny was seeing scattered bodies on the side of the road. She started making all kind of promises to God about the things she would do if she survived the ordeal. She glanced at Kai and could not believe how calm the girl was. The poor girl had seen so much for one so young and seemed resigned to her circumstances.



    Kai urged Jenny to leave the main road and pointed to a dirt road. Jenny quickly glanced to the right and sure enough, Kai had seen the roadblock; she breathed a sigh of relief. They drove on the dirt road that curved around the small hill for a while before Jenny saw a rope that was tied across the road. “Damn!” she cursed as she eased off the gas pedal. Kai’s eyes registered fear and Jenny looked away, thinking what might happen to them if they were stopped. There were two or three militiamen standing near the road.



    Jenny looked at Kai again and their eyes met, and suddenly she made up her mind. They had come so far and nobody, not even these crazies, were going to stop them. Jenny judged the distance and noticed the curve ahead.



    “Okay, girl; let’s rumble,” she said, motioning Kai to duck under the dashboard.



    Jenny switched the headlights on full beam and slowed down the car as if she was going to stop. Then, without warning, she switched off the lights and stepped on the gas pedal. There were shouts as the soldiers took cover before she heard gunfire, but by then she had already taken the bend. She tried to avoid running over a goat and ended up hitting a signpost. The car was damaged, but it was still running. Two miles later, they passed the Belgian Embassy, and Jenny stopped the car.



    “Kai, we can walk now. It’s a bit safer.”



    As they were jumping out of the car Jenny saw car lights coming from the direction they had come and pulled on Kai. “Let’s go. They’re right behind us.”



    They jumped into the bush, barely avoiding the headlights. They saw a big building in the distance and ran towards it. The people in the other car must have seen them because the next thing they saw were flashlights following them. Jenny was praying that they were going in the right direction. They arrived at the building, and run to the back. They saw a guard heading to the front to investigate.



    The fence around the place was too high to climb, so Jenny lifted the barbed wire. “Hurry, Kai.”



    Kai slipped under the fence smoothly and held the wire for Jenny to go through. There was the sound of gunfire and the subsequent sound of a yelping dog. These crazies are killing dogs, too? Jenny couldn’t believe it, but she quickly dismissed the thought and moved on. They arrived at the road, which Jenny thought she remembered, and quickly followed it. They had just turned into another road when they heard the sound of an engine behind them. They jumped into a ditch and they saw the car pass by and then they made their way through the alleyways.



    It was by chance that Jenny saw Hamilton’s house. It was a large, grey house with a unique gate, which is how Jenny recognized it. They climbed the fence and then walked toward the house. The front light was on but all was silent around the place as if it had been abandoned.



    Jenny approached the front and knocked, praying someone was inside. To Jenny’s relief, they heard murmurs inside.



    It was Ian who looked through the screen to see who it was. His eyes registered surprise and relief at the same time as he fumbled for the lock and let them in.



    “Jenny; oh thank God, you are still in one piece,” he said hugging her. All of a sudden they were surrounded by a lot of people. Kai looked a little confused, but she managed to smile. Jenny introduced Kai to everybody.



    “John hasn’t been able to eat anything since you disappeared, my dear,” Jewel chipped in.



    “Where is he?” she asked.



    Jewel led the way and opened the door to a bedroom. When John saw Jenny, he jumped up and gave her a bear hug and wouldn’t let go. In the end he did, and looked at her with anger. “How could you disappear like that, Jenny? Don’t you know people are dying out there?”



    Jenny looked at her best friend caringly. “Sorry I worried you, John. It’s a long story and we don’t have time to go through all the details, but Kai and I have been on the run since we left the hotel yesterday. You did get my message, didn’t you?”



    “Yes, I did. Thank you. I was going out of my mind before that.”



    John led Jenny and Kai to comfortable seats and Jewel brought some tea, which they drank eagerly. The night had been quite chilly and though the house was warm, it took them quite a while to warm up.



    “By the way, your friend the French attaché came by with an older man,” John said.



    “Pierre? He came here?”



    John nodded. “Yes. They went out to look for you. They asked me a lot of questions and I’m afraid I told them about you and the girl; sorry.”



    As he expected, Jenny was upset. “How could you, John?” she snapped. “Tell me exactly what you told them.” John recounted the conversation, including the fact that the two gentlemen had been to Gaston’s place, and had already concluded what was going on.



    “I’m sorry, Jenny. I was desperate and I wanted you rescued,” he added.



    Jenny nodded her understanding. John must have been worried when she disappeared. “Don’t worry about it, John. I probably would have done the same thing.” She turned to Ian and Jewel. “Thank you both.”



    “Do you have any room in the house where Kai and I can rest a little?” she asked Jewel.



    Jewel got up. “I’ll show you and let me know if you need a shower.”



    Jenny smiled and nodded. Compared to Jewel, they must have looked like they’d come from a mineral factory. She hugged John and shook Ian’s hand. “Ian, can we talk later?”



    Ian nodded. “Let me know when you are ready.”



    Kai and Jenny followed Jewel to the other side of the house and she showed them their bedroom. “I will have your things brought to you in a moment, dear,” she said to Jenny and left.



    “How do you feel, Kai?” Jenny asked.



    “Very good,” the girl answered with a smile. “I am just worried about my mama.”



    “Your mom will be okay, Kai. She is in safe hands with the Red Cross. Don’t worry. We will find her,” Jenny said, touching Kai’s shoulder.



    Ian knocked on the door and brought in Jenny’s suitcases, which John had brought from the hotel. He showed them the bathroom and left. Jenny opened the suitcases and chose some dresses that she thought would fit Kai and gave them to her. “Here, Kai, choose what you want to wear after washing up,” she said.



    “You mean they are for me?” Kai asked excitedly.



    “Yes, dear. Here, take this towel.”



    Kai took the towel and went to the bathroom but then came right back. “Can you show me how it works?” she asked shyly. Jenny was taken aback. She hadn’t stopped to think how new everything would seem to Kai. She went to the bathroom and started the shower, making sure it was warm, and then showed Kai how to turn it off before she left.



    Jenny started looking through more of her things. She removed clothes that she thought weren’t appropriate for a girl Kai’s age, put them in one case and then put some dresses and a few pair of pants in another bag for Kai. She was happy to find new underwear that she hadn’t used. Kai could use them for now until they bought more. All Kai had was the little bag that her mother had managed to carry.



    Kai came back shortly and Jenny went to take a shower. The water was refreshing after twenty-four hours with no bath. When she went back to the room, Kai was already dressed in a simple red dress that looked great on her.



    “You look lovely, Kai. I will show you the other things I have for you.” She showed a beaming Kai the suitcase she had arranged for her. Kai excitedly tried on one dress after another, admiring herself. Jenny couldn’t help but be moved, and tears came into her eyes.



    She left the room to look for Ian but met Jewel instead, who offered to look for Ian. Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door.



    “Hello, Ian, come on in and have a seat,” Jenny said as she opened the door.



    There was a little chair in the corner. He pulled it up and sat down. “What is on your mind, Jenny?”



    Jenny looked directly at him. “Ian, you have diplomatic privileges, don’t you?” Ian nodded, wondering what was on Jenny’s mind.



    “I need your help in getting Kai out of the country.” Ian looked at her but said nothing, so Jenny continued. “I thought that maybe you could arrange for her to get some British papers, until I can think of something.”



    Ian smiled. “That, we can do now. I keep some documents for such emergencies, but we will have to take her photograph.”



    Jenny took Kai to the side and explained that Ian needed to take her photograph in order for her to get traveling papers. She saw the hesitation on Kai’s face and told her that Ian was a nice man, and not to worry.



    He stood and smiled at Kai. “Come, my dear. We are going to take your picture. It won’t take long,” he said in French.



    Kai followed him, but not before she glanced at Jenny; Jenny nodded, assuring her that it was all right. Ian took her to the basement, turned on the light and took two headshots of her. In a few minutes, it was all over and he cut them to the right size. “That’s it. I will escort you to your room,” he said turning off the lights.



    Jenny was surprised when they came back. “That was fast. Is that it?”



    Ian nodded. “Yes. It is a temporary document. I will bring the paper for her to fill out and sign,” he said, smiling.



    Jenny thanked him profusely, but she was still afraid that something might go wrong. She wondered if it had been wise to let Gaston live. Could her shortsightedness ultimately lead to their death? Ian looked at her with concern and wondered what had come over her. He tapped on her shoulder and she turned and looked at him strangely, as if she were sizing him up.



    “Jenny, something is bothering you. What is it?” he asked, looking her straight in the eye.



    Jenny looked at him, wondering if she could tell him about Gaston. She knew that Ian was a spy for the British and probably had access to ways of smuggling someone out of the country. She made up her mind to tell him.



    “Okay, Ian. I will tell you what is bothering me. I have to get my friend Kai out of the country without anybody seeing her. Someone is after her and possibly me too.” She told him about Gaston following them and how they had beaten him up.



    Ian ruffled his hair and hesitated before asking, “Is this the Gaston that was recently honored for getting overseas aid?” Jenny nodded. “I am surprised that the man is dangerous, Jenny. I mean, if the papers are right, I don’t see how he can …”



    She cut him short. “Ian, I know it’s hard to understand, but the man was armed and shooting at us. I am sure he killed the nurse at the Red Cross who gave us shelter last night. We would have died if he had caught up with us. Believe it or not, Ian, the man is dangerous.”



    Ian thought about this for a moment. Jenny had no reason to make up a story like that. “I believe you. Given his position, the man obviously thinks he is above the law and he is very influential, so we must be very careful.”



    Jenny was relieved by Ian’s quick perception. “Is the plane arriving tomorrow?” she asked. Ian nodded quickly. “Ian, how would you get somebody on it without raising suspicion?”



    He looked at her with a rebellious twinkle in his eyes. “That I would have to think about,” he answered confidently.



    Jenny nodded. “Think fast, my friend. Time is against us.”


  



  
    CHAPTER 60


    _______



    Gaston was in a lot of pain. Every move he made hurt him terribly. The pain in his forearm was unbearable, but the fact that he could still move it meant that it wasn’t broken. It was almost five in the morning. He imagined that he must have been out for almost four hours. He cursed himself for putting his guard down. The women had pounced on him from both sides. He felt a sudden anger run through his body. He had to get up and find them, but his arms were tied behind him.



    He recalled what his instructor had taught him. “When you are hurt, relax your body and identify the source of your pain.” He took a deep breath and slowly used his fingers to untie the knot in the rope holding his hands. He freed his arms and the pressure subsided. He took another deep breath and yanked hard on the cloth that was still holding his feet hostage and it loosened up. He stood up and straightened his limbs, which still felt numb.



    He thought about his current predicament and felt bitter. Why had he ever even considered keeping people in his secret hideout? The women had pretended to be scared of him, all the time planning something. His instructor had once said: A cornered animal is the most dangerous. He tried to move, but the pain in his head was immense. He stopped to recollect himself. “Relax,” he repeated to himself over and over. He did numerous breathing exercises and felt a lot better, and then he made his way to the road.



    On arrival, he discovered that his car was missing. “Damn those bitches!” he hissed quietly as he walked ahead. His throat was dry and there was the bitter taste of blood in his mouth. He spat out and willed himself to continue walking. He stopped at the crossroad. A right would take him to the airport and a left to the city. He decided to take a right. At least he would be able to find people at this early morning hour and possibly get a vehicle to take him to the hospital and his house.



    Luckily his feet felt fine as he walked to the airport. The pounding in his head increased and he thought about stopping but dismissed the idea as weakness. Always concentrate on the task ahead and the pain will subside. He kept moving. As he got closer to the airport parking lot, he could see a few people and some soldiers inside the airport.



    A soldier stopped him and Gaston told him who he was. On closer look, the soldier recognized him and his face changed to horror. “What happened, monsieur?”



    Gaston took a deep breath. “I ran into a rebel ambush, young man, and this is what I got. Get me a car, quick.” The soldier ran inside the airport as Gaston leaned against the wall; he couldn’t go inside in the shape he was in. Thankfully the soldier came back with a man dressed in civilian clothing. Gaston got into the civilian’s car and they zoomed off toward the military hospital, which wasn’t far from the airport.



    At the hospital, a nurse took him inside a room, washed his hair and located the wounds on his head. She treated them gently and also treated his shoulder. She tried to explain the extent of his injuries and the healing process, but Gaston wasn’t interested.



    “Just give me something for the pain, will you? I have to go,” he ordered the bewildered nurse.



    “But monsieur, your arm is in a sling …” she started complaining, but Gaston cut her short.



    “Don’t you think I can see that? Hurry! I don’t have all day,” he shouted, looking at his watch.



    The nurse saw his expression and quickly turned around. She put some tablets into a bottle then offered them to him.



    Gaston swallowed two tablets quickly before heading for the door. It was already six thirty, and if his guess was right, the two girls would be making a move soon. He nodded to the man who was waiting patiently, and together they strolled out of the hospital and headed for the vehicle.



    “Listen,” Gaston said as they settled in their seats. The man paused and looked at him intently. “The situation has become very serious, security-wise. I am going to need you for some time while I go around fixing a certain number of things. I will personally recommend you highly. Do I make myself clear?”



    The young man looked excited. “Yes, monsieur, I am at your service.”



    Gaston smiled faintly and gave him directions to his residence in the city. The city was silent, although the military presence was obvious. They were stopped from time to time by road blocks that had cropped up suddenly, manned by ill-trained militias with self-appointed ranks. Dead bodies were thrown all over the place so that even a hardcore like Gaston wondered what the country had come to.



    The radio was even being used to incite riots. The whole thing was a mockery to national order. Without order, the army would soon be demoralized and the rebels would have an advantage. All this carnage would make it easier for the organized rebels to overcome the ill-trained militias and soldiers, Gaston thought. This sudden realization made him angry as the driver turned into his driveway.



    “Drive up to the house,” he ordered. The driver drove up and parked in front of the garage.



    “I will be right back,” Gaston shouted as he ran to his front door. Luckily, the bitches hadn’t taken his keys. He entered the house and everything was still the same. It was almost seven thirty. Damn! Time was running against him. He hurried to his bedroom to get fresh clothes. The pain in his head had subsided earlier, but now he could feel the sting coming back. His arm wasn’t as bad, but it hurt him when he removed the sling.



    He walked to one corner of the bedroom and opened a drawer, which contained all his cash. He grabbed a briefcase nearby, put the cash inside and closed it shut. All these things he did instinctively, as if he was preparing to flee. Come to think of it that was what he ultimately had to do, since everything had fallen apart, although originally he hadn’t planned to do that.



    He cursed the miscalculation he had made and feared that it would be his downfall. He walked to the bathroom and washed up, using his good hand. He looked at himself in the mirror; his face looked haggard and swollen. “Never mind my damn face!” he said out loud. He got dressed, walked to the living room, and reached for a cigarette pack on the table. He extracted a cigarette, lit it and then opened the door to his gun collection.



    He selected the Uzi and another small pistol and placed them on the bed next to each other, then closed the door. He painfully put the Uzi around his neck, making sure it was easy to reach with his good arm. He put the small Beretta in the small of his back before he slipped on his leather jacket and then put the sling back on his arm. He put extra clips in his jacket pocket along with some cigarettes and picked up his briefcase.



    He grabbed his briefcase and a suitcase that was still unopened from his trip to Paris. He put on his sunglasses and headed for the door. He closed the door hastily behind him and headed for the car, where he could see that the man had dozed off.



    “Okay, driver, let’s go,” he shouted as he entered the car.



    The man woke up quickly and forced a smile as he started the car engine. “Where to, monsieur?”



    “Take me to the Hotel Meridian,” Gaston said.



    Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot of the hotel and parked the vehicle. Gaston put on his sunglasses before he got out and approached the hotel, which looked deserted and quiet. He pushed the front door and it opened. He carefully looked around the lounge with his trained eyes. It wasn’t very obvious, but the place had been looted of items like flower baskets, ashtrays, and chandeliers.



    He went in further and was amazed by the silence in the building. He removed his pistol from the small of his back and walked cautiously toward the restaurant. There was a faint sound emanating from the bar and Gaston instantly crouched down and peered cautiously in the direction of the noise. He saw some movement on the side of the bar.



    “Come out with your hands on your head, quick,” Gaston ordered, ready to fire.



    There was a moment of hesitation, but an elderly couple came out, followed by a younger man and a girl. Gaston asked them if there were any more people behind the bar, but the terrified group shook their heads. Satisfied but still cautious, Gaston took a quick look at the corners of the room, and found nothing. He turned around and smiled at the group, trying to reassure them.



    “Which of you is in charge here?” he asked.



    The girl raised her hand slowly. “It’s me, monsieur.”



    “Well, young lady, I have a few simple questions for you,” Gaston said in a gentle voice. She nodded her head, though her eyes showed fear. He decided that the softer approach would yield the best result in this situation. “I have two friends staying here. I wanted to know if they are safe. They are journalists. One of them is Jenny Osborne and the other is her photographer, John Spencer. Do you know where they are?”



    The girl nodded, apparently relieved. “They left yesterday. I have it in the register, monsieur.”



    Gaston smiled. “Would you mind showing it to me?”



    The girl turned and headed toward the lounge, with Gaston closely behind her. This was going to be easy, he thought, as the girl went behind the reception desk and handed him the register. Gaston took the book and carefully perused the guest list. He looked closely at the register and noticed something strange. The name Jenny Osborne was missing from the list.



    He looked at the book again, dropped it on the table unceremoniously, and looked at the girl. “Look, this is very important. I want you to recall everything about the lady journalist.”



    The girl looked shocked but answered him. “Her room was vacated by her photographer friend when she failed to show up, and the photographer left with an English-speaking diplomat.” She paused and, pointing to the name on the register, added, “Here is where he signed out her property.”



    Gaston was no longer listening. His mind was moving at supersonic speed. Where could she have gone? He slowly smiled as he realized that there was an easy way of finding out. He looked at the girl, who was still puzzled by everything. “Young lady, do you keep telephone records? I need a list of all calls that were made by Jenny Osborne.”



    The girl nodded, still not knowing where all this was leading. “I will check the computer,” she stated and reached for her keyboard and punched in the details. The computer quickly printed the details and she gave a printout to Gaston.



    He took it and thanked the girl. “Please stay indoors and be careful. Lock the door as well,” he said as he strolled out of the front door with the list in hand.



    The driver had dozed off again by the time Gaston opened the door and got in. He woke up and tried to start the car, but Gaston stopped him as his eyes concentrated on the names that were on the list. He was puzzled by the quantity of calls that had been made. Many of them were official calls. He lit a cigarette as he realized how cumbersome this exercise would be. He tossed the paper on the dashboard.



    It suddenly came to him. When chasing a prey, always look for consistency. He quickly picked up the paper again and perused it. There it was. The number for the Dreyfuses appeared numerous times, as did the one for Ian Hamilton, the fellow that had signed John Spencer out of the hotel. He knew the numbers because it was his business to know these things.



    What he really didn’t like was the third number that appeared. It was the number of Monsieur Pierre-Jean Philippe, the French Intelligence officer who worked with Lance. He threw the paper back on the dashboard with disgust and told the driver to start the engine.



    “Go to the diplomatic residence by the golf course and please hurry up,” he said as he looked at his watch.



    The driver quickly turned the car around, causing the tires to screech.


  



  
    CHAPTER 61


    _______



    Colonel Faustin Bonga was still looking for Gaston. His orders were to search Gaston’s residence and confiscate all the tapes in the house; if Gaston was there, he was to use a tranquilizer gun. He was supposed to capture Gaston alive—under no circumstances was he to kill the man. He wondered why that was, but his orders were explicit and they had to be followed to the letter. The son of a bitch had escaped with that fast motorcycle of his after the President’s assassination.



    Faustin didn’t like Gaston. In high school, Gaston was always top of his class and popular. Then he disappeared for some years and everybody thought he was dead. It was later over drinks that Faustin learned that the son of a bitch had left for special studies, whatever that meant. To make matters worse, on return to Congo, Gaston had only served in the army for a short time and then moved on to a bureaucratic job, while Faustin had stayed in the army. Gaston made highly publicized trips overseas. The papers were full of his achievements abroad, which annoyed Faustin even more.



    He couldn’t believe his assignment at first when the Monsignor told him of it, but as usual, he never questioned the ethics behind it because what The Helpers said was final. Oh, how he wanted that asshole Gaston to get his due, he thought as the radio buzzed with an incoming call.



    He picked it up. “You have news for me? Over.”



    “Affirmative, Colonel. The mark has been sighted in zone D, over.”



    Faustin digested this new information with relish. “Make sure you register the direction and relay it, over,” he responded.



    “Message understood, monsieur, over and out.”



    Faustin put the radio down, wondering what Gaston was up to. What would a marked man do? he asked himself. Gaston was well trained and smart, so he probably knew he wasn’t safe here anymore. It suddenly dawned on Faustin. Damn, why hadn’t he thought about it before?



    “Turn the car around, quick. Drive to the airport,” he ordered the driver. “Damn!” he cursed aloud, hoping to God he wasn’t too late.



    * * *



    The van with a British diplomatic flag moved steadily toward the airport. Behind the van was a Land Rover, also full of British citizens. Everybody in the van was quiet except for an occasional scream from the baby of one of the passengers.



    Today was different from the previous days. Instead of the usual gunfire, there were boom-boom sounds all over the place every few minutes.



    Jenny leaned back. “Kai, are you all right?”



    The reply was faint. “Shh, yes.” Jenny straightened and smiled.



    They had decided to smuggle Kai in a box that looked like a suitcase and they had labored all night to insert small holes around it for ventilation.



    They were stopped at roadblocks a few times but the soldiers let them go when they saw the flags. When they got closer to the airport, they came to a roadblock that was heavily armed and everybody was ordered out of the van. Jenny started to panic, but Ian jumped out of the van brandishing his diplomatic passport and quickly said something in French. The soldiers who had started yanking the door open suddenly froze.



    A young man fully dressed in uniform approached Ian, pistol in hand. Ian told him who he was and pointed to the British flag and all the people in the car. The man nodded and together they proceeded to the four-wheel drive that was parked behind. The soldiers had already overpowered its driver and were starting to pull people out. Low moans, mostly from mothers, could be heard. Jenny glanced back and saw Ian still explaining something to the man.



    Finally the man shouted something to his men and everybody got back into the vehicle. The tree trunk which was being used as a roadblock was removed and the van proceeded. Jenny felt helpless; she couldn’t wait to get on the plane.



    “Relax everybody,” shouted Ian. “By golly, we shall go home.”



    He picked it up his walkie-talkie, spoke into it and then turned around to face the passengers. “Ladies and gentlemen, our people are waiting for us in the lounge and the plane is ready to go,” he announced.



    He had barely finished saying that when a white car pulled alongside them and a man drew something that looked like a gun. Jenny recognized him instantly.



    “It’s Gaston. Ian, don’t stop!” she shouted.



    Instantly, Ian’s driver gunned the engine. There were a few screams, but the van surged ahead. The driver made a quick turn toward the airport entrance. Gaston’s car couldn’t turn quickly enough, so it surged ahead and stopped about thirty yards farther up the road and then backed up.



    At the entrance, everybody jumped out of the van, including Ian, who was waving his diplomatic passport at the security men who were all over the place. The occupants of both vehicles got out the cars and headed for the entrance; Ian followed, carrying the diplomatic suitcase.



    Jenny looked behind her and instantly froze. Gaston was no more than ten yards away and the entrance was still a little farther. “Oh God, is this what it had come to?” she mumbled softly.



    * * *



    Colonel Faustin Bonga was watching the whole scene from where his car was parked. The van had stopped in front of the airport departure area and behind was a Land Rover, also loaded with white people. Who the hell was that man brandishing an automatic at the two vehicles? Oh God, it was his mark, Gaston.



    He drew his tranquilizer gun. “Remember, no shooting,” he shouted to his men and jumped out of the car, followed by his escorts.



    He was now three to four yards behind Gaston. Why was Gaston going for the lady and the man with the big suitcase? It didn’t matter. Gaston was one of the most dangerous men on the planet and if he asked why, that might be the last word he would utter. It was now or never.



    Gaston shot a bullet in the air and that’s all Faustin was waiting for. He quickly raised his tranquilizer gun and shot three darts into Gaston’s shoulder. Faustin’s men moved in instantly and quickly carried Gaston’s limp body toward the Colonel’s car. Faustin picked up the Uzi and handed it to one of his men.



    The grateful foreigners couldn’t believe what had just happened and were obviously relieved. Faustin’s men got back in their cars. He gave the foreigners a smile, turned and walked straight to his car and drove off with a whole convoy of Jeeps following him.



    * * *



    All this mesmerized Jenny, who was still rooted to the same spot. “Oh my God, who was that angel? May God bless him,” she said quietly as Ian urged her to continue inside the airport, where there were many people trying to get out of the country.



    Once everyone was inside the airport, four white men in dark suits approached the British crew. One could tell by their walk that they were from some form of military.



    “Is everybody here?” one of them shouted. Ian, who seemed to know the men, nodded.



    The Congolese soldiers, who had witnessed the scene outside, abandoned the usual procedures for leaving the country. They backed away without checking as the group was being led through customs. John and Ian were carrying the large suitcase and the whole group walked onto the airport tarmac toward the plane. One by one, everybody climbed the stairs and boarded.



    The four men climbed aboard last as the plane’s engines were revving. To Jenny, that was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard as she loosened Ian and John’s fingers from the large case and pulled it toward her. She leaned to one of the ventilation holes and whispered, “Kai, are you all right?”



    There was a small silence, which worried Jenny, at first, and then a soft “Yes, Jenny.”



    “Just hold on, Kai. The plane will be taking off soon, and then we will get you out,” Jenny said, suddenly realizing that Kai had never been on a plane before and might be scared.



    The plane picked up speed on the runway and everybody tightened their seatbelt, and in a moment the plane was airborne. It finally straightened and Jenny quickly opened the suitcase. There was a gasp from the people on the plane. Nobody knew that Kai had been smuggled on board. Jenny had insisted on secrecy, in case the passengers were questioned and one of them squealed out of fear. Only John, Jenny, and Ian Hamilton knew about it.



    Slowly Kai stood up and she and Jenny hugged each other, tears running down both of their faces. The people on the plane couldn’t hold back their own emotions, and soon most of them were cheering and hugging one another like a big happy family. Bottles of champagne were opened and the celebrations began as the plane got out of Congo’s airspace. Mr. Stevenson, who was in charge of the rescue, stayed away from the group, as did the four men who came with him.



    Jenny pulled Ian toward the back of the plane. He looked at her with questioning eyes as they sat down. She looked at him seriously before she spoke.



    “Ian, I still have a problem. Kai’s mother was shot by Gaston and she was taken to a Red Cross place in Brazzaville. We need to help her. Kai is very close to her mother and I promised her that I would look for her. I know you are powerful. Do you think you can find out where she is and reunite them in Britain for a short time, while I make arrangements for them to come to the States?”



    Ian chuckled and Jenny looked at him, confused. He composed himself and looked at her. “My dear, I am not as powerful as Jewel would have people believe, but things like that are not beyond my capabilities.” He looked at her. “I will help Kai’s mother. You have my word.”



    Jenny’s eyes lit up and instantly Ian knew how much this meant to her. “Will you be able to find out where she is?” she asked.



    “Sure, just give me the name and leave it to me. By the way, I almost forgot to tell you. Marc called from Brazzaville. He and his mother will be leaving for England tomorrow.”



    “Oh yes, of course; Marc’s father is English, isn’t he?”



    “Yes, and he insisted on taking his mother along, until the situation calms down. His mother protested but Marc wasn’t having it. So you see, my dear, we have two young people, who refuse to leave their mothers behind,” he commented and got up.



    “Thank you, Ian,” she said and watched him walk to the front of the plane where he called one of the men. She was thankful to God for having met a man like Ian. She got up and joined others.


  



  
    CHAPTER 62


    _______



    The ringing phone woke Pierre with a jolt. He was lying on a couch since he had given his bed to Lance. He had spent the previous day gathering all the known French nationals for a quick evacuation, and at night he looked for Jenny. He felt exhausted.



    The phone rang again and he got up slowly to take it. “Hello?”



    “Hello, chéri, this is Chantal. Can you get me out of this country?”



    Damn it! Did she think he was her savior? He had already helped a lot of people get out.



    “I don’t know, Chantal, but I could give you some money to help you get out.”



    There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I know you are looking for the journalist and I have some information about her.”



    Pierre was suddenly alert. “What information?” he asked in an even voice.



    “My dear, I have a sudden amnesia. You know, I have had the condition since puberty. It happens sometimes.”



    “Damn!” Pierre looked at his watch. It was approaching seven o’clock in the morning. “Okay, where are you right now?” Chantal told him.



    “Hotel Africana? What the hell are you doing there?” he asked angrily. The Hotel Africana was about three miles from where he was. These days, one mile was like a hundred miles, with all the shells bombarding the city as well as the roadblocks. Pierre had already made up his mind to quit the Foreign Intelligence business and go back to school; that was, if he could get out of Kinshasa alive.



    “Okay, Chantal. I will be there as soon as I can.” He replaced the phone and headed for the bathroom. To his surprise, Lance was standing in the bedroom doorway, fully dressed.



    “Morning, boss!” The phone rang again and he turned toward it. He listened and turned to his boss. “That was from the Embassy. The plane has arrived at the airport and buses have already started evacuating our people,” Pierre announced. They had received orders from the top to evacuate with everybody else.



    Pierre looked at Lance and their eyes met with understanding. They had to destroy all documents and communication equipment.



    “I will take care of everything. Just get ready, quickly,” Lance said.



    Pierre left the bathroom and walked to his room. He had already packed his things. He got dressed and then looked around the room to make sure he hadn’t left anything important behind. He picked up his two bags and walked out of the room. He glanced at it one more time before heading toward the living room.



    “Are we ready?” Lance asked and Pierre nodded.



    Lance did something to the timer and together they walked out of the house. Neither of them bothered to close the front door. Pierre opened the trunk, put Lance’s suitcases inside and then his own before he sat in the driver’s seat and started the car.



    “Stop, son,” Lance said in a commanding tone.



    Pierre stopped and looked at him questioningly. He didn’t have long to wait. The explosion was deafening as Pierre glanced back at his former house. Half of the front was gone and the house was still burning. He clenched his teeth, trying not to show any emotion.



    “Let’s go,” Lance said and Pierre drove off.



    “Son, would you like me to take the wheel?” Pierre nodded and stopped the car.



    They exchanged seats and Lance gunned the engine. “Come on, son, you will get over it,” Lance said. “There will be other houses.”



    Pierre forced a smile. The house wasn’t what he was thinking about. He was worried about Jenny. “You remember the phone call I got earlier?” he asked.



    “Not really. What was it about?”



    Pierre reached into his pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes, extracted one, and lit it. “Well, it was from Chantal, one of my informants. She says she has information about Jenny.”



    Lance looked at him quickly. “You mean the journalist we’ve been looking for?”



    “The one and only.”



    It dawned on Lance that it was Jenny that Pierre was worried about and not the house. He smiled. “Come on, what’s the catch?”



    “Well, the deal is that she gives us the information and we get her out of the country. She is at the Africana hotel.”



    Lance laughed out loud. “She is not that dense after all, is she?”



    They were still laughing when they were stopped at a militia roadblock. They gave their French passports and the bogus soldiers quickly removed the barrier.



    “These murderers believe they have us on their side,” Pierre commented.



    “They always did,” Lance answered.



    “I will tell you something, son. I was young when the same thing happened in France, courtesy of Nazi Germany, but I failed to understand it then. Over the years I have come to learn that when leaders start preaching division among people of different backgrounds, people listen; the average person doesn’t question their motives and eventually things get out of hand. In Cambodia, it was the communist dogmas and here it’s all about control.”



    Pierre looked at his boss inquisitively.



    Lance’s face had taken on a serious expression. “When the Belgians got here, this society was organized and peaceful and had structure under kingdoms. It would have been almost impossible to siphon out the wealth without the leadership questioning it. So what do they do? They put one side against another, thus encouraging a civil war that never ends. It is called divide and conquer.” He paused. “Here, we are,” Lance added, pulling into the hotel parking lot.



    Pierre looked at Lance and smiled. “Boss, you should consider becoming a professor,” he said, laughing as he stepped out of the car and headed toward the hotel entrance.



    He was suddenly anxious, bracing himself for what Chantal might tell him about Jenny. There were soldiers all over the place. Pierre showed his passport to them and they let him through. He couldn’t believe the number of people that were in the lounge. How was he going to find Chantal?



    Thankfully, she appeared at his side. “Pierre?” He turned around and faced her.



    “Chantal. I don’t have time, so say it now or I am out of here,” he said seriously. He had no intention of leaving her behind, but he wasn’t in the mood to play games.



    “The journalist was evacuated yesterday morning with the British. I learned about it last night. The receptionist at the Meridian hotel told me that you were inquiring about her.”



    Pierre breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. He wouldn’t have left the country without knowing if Jenny was okay. “Get your bags; we are leaving.”



    “I have everything I need right here, but you have to sign me out at the desk.”



    Pierre turned around and made his way through. The faces of people were begging for help and he avoided their eyes as he approached the soldier at the desk. He pulled out his French passport and explained that he wanted to take Chantal out.



    “Does she willingly accept to go with you?” he asked Pierre.



    Chantal who was right next to him interjected, “Yes, I do.”



    The soldier pushed a book toward him and told him to sign his name. The man wrote down a few details from the passport and handed it back with a small note to show the guards at the door. They hurriedly left the place and walked toward the car.



    Lance was smiling. “That was fast,” he noted as he turned the car around and headed in direction of the airport.



    Pierre turned to Chantal. “Did all of those people leave their homes to congregate at the hotel?” he asked her.



    “After last night’s heavy bombardment, the rebels took over the two hills at Kabaza, so the people fled and many were brought here.” Pierre absorbed all this and then leaned back in his seat.



    “So, how are we doing for time boss?” Pierre asked, trying to distract his thoughts away from the pitiful eyes he had seen.



    “Pretty good; we should be there in five minutes.” They passed another militia roadblock and waved their passports. Chantal showed them her pass with her ethnic identity stamped on the top. If she had had the wrong ethnic origin, they would have pulled her out of the car, raped her, and then killed her before depositing her body on one of the numerous piles on the side of the road.



    The car surged ahead. “This is utter madness,” Pierre commented and Lance nodded.



    “Tell me, Chantal. What ethnicity were all those people in the hotel lobby?” Pierre asked.



    “There are from the same tribe as my mother and all the militias. They are at the hotel seeking protection from the rebels.”



    Pierre saw no point in asking more about this madness and its ultimate outcome.


  



  
    CHAPTER 63


    _______



    “Here we are. Let’s hurry,” Lance shouted as they pulled inside the airport parking lot. He opened the trunk and pulled out the bags. Pierre picked up two and so did Lance before they walked toward the departure entrance. Pierre looked back at the scenery one more time before entering the airport lobby. He had mixed feelings about leaving the country where he had spent the last couple of years, but he was glad to go home.



    There were people in every corner of the airport. They had to squeeze their way through up to the immigration desk. The man at the desk tried to stop Chantal and Pierre quickly interjected, “That’s my wife and the kids are already on the plane.” The man let them proceed to the plane.



    They made it just as the staircase was being removed. It was pushed back and they hurried to climb into the big Boeing 707. Surprisingly, the plane wasn’t full.



    “Come on, I will get you a seat,” Pierre told Chantal and proceeded down the aisle.



    “You’ll find me up front, Pierre,” Lance called after him.



    The racial mix on the plane was about even. The Congolese were either married to French citizens or were French nationals. Pierre found a seat for Chantal and sat next to her. They looked through the windows as the huge Boeing picked up speed. In no time they were airborne and the objects on the ground started getting smaller. The plane leveled itself after it had selected its direction and there was the usual announcement.



    “Chantal, tell me more about the journalist.”



    Chantal looked at him and smiled. “Apparently, as she was leaving yesterday morning, Gaston tried to stop her but was in turn stopped by Colonel Bonga, who shot something at him. Gaston passed out and was carried off by the soldiers. I know the journalist left on the British plane because the story was told to me by an airport security chief.”



    Pierre listened to all this with welcome relief. He was relieved that Jenny had managed to get out of this hell alive. He patted Chantal on the shoulder and stood up. “I will send the flight attendant with some refreshments and don’t worry, everything will be fine,” he said before walking toward the front of the plane. He whispered something to the flight attendant and proceeded to the first class section.



    Lance was seated with a man who looked familiar, but Pierre couldn’t place him.



    “There you are,” Lance said as Pierre entered the cabin. He noticed that Pierre was uncomfortable. “Pierre, this important gentleman flew in personally to evacuate us. You can talk freely in front of him.”



    The waitress brought breakfast and took her leave. Pierre helped himself to the coffee, not bothering with the sugar, and swallowed it down. He hadn’t had his morning cup yet. He started on his breakfast, as did the others.



    “Young man, go right ahead with your brief,” said Monsieur Patrice Charmer, chief aide to the President on Intelligence matters. Pierre looked at the man again. His eyes widened when he realized who it was. Why hadn’t he known that the man was on board the damn plane? He poured himself another cup of coffee and swallowed it down.



    “Chantal just confirmed that Jenny left with Ian Hamilton’s entourage. I assume she was with John, the photographer.”



    Lance looked at Pierre. “That’s good news. Did she give you more information?”



    “Apparently, there was a ruckus at the airport prior to her departure.” Pierre went on to explain the commotion caused by Gaston and his ultimate removal by Colonel Faustin Bonga.



    Lance was deep in thought. “So now that brings us to the question. What the hell would an assassin like Gaston want with the journalist?”



    “The way I see it, boss, is that Jenny must have something that Gaston desperately wants. I wonder if she got it with the help of the girl?” he asked, more as an aside.



    Lance looked at the window. “So, Gaston gave chase but failed to catch his prey. My deduction is that Jenny managed to get to Hamilton’s house after we left. How she eluded Gaston and the militia is anyone’s guess. Now, that’s a lady I would never want to go against.”



    Pierre and Patrice smiled and sipped their drinks.



    Patrice cleared his throat. “Monsieur Ian Hamilton was spotted in Nairobi, getting out of a jet with his group. There were twenty-five on the British dossier, but in Nairobi twenty-six people got out of the plane.”



    Pierre looked at the man, bewildered.



    “Well gentlemen, if I may excuse myself, I want to find out something,” Pierre said and walked quickly to the back of the plane. Chantal, who was comfortably having breakfast, gave Pierre a big smile as he sat down.



    “Chantal, try to remember. Did your friend say that the journalist was carrying anything?”



    Chantal’s eyes widened. “Actually yes, he said the photographer and Monsieur Hamilton were carrying a very large suitcase. Gaston shot in the air and tried to accost the journalist and stop the photographer. The Colonel came from behind and suddenly Gaston went limp.”



    Pierre laughed hard and the flight attendant that was nearby looked at him.



    “Get us your best bottle of wine, will you,” he said to him. The hostess left smiling and quickly came back with a good vintage bottle and two glasses. Pierre opened it and filled both their glasses. He raised his glass. “To your new life in Paris, Chantal!”



    “You mean you won’t leave me in Ethiopia?” Chantal asked, surprised.



    Pierre shook his head. “No, we passed Ethiopia an hour ago. I believe we are somewhere over Egypt, heading toward the Mediterranean sea. Besides, you know French very well so you can easily work in France.” They downed their drinks.



    Chantal couldn’t hold herself back. She leaned over and kissed him on the mouth.



    Pierre suddenly became serious. “Chantal, make sure you don’t mention your past in Paris. They will debrief you when we get there. Just tell them the truth about your circumstances, but not about Bukana or us, understand?”



    She nodded. “I understand. I am actually thinking about looking for my father in Paris. He always calls on my birthday, but this time he didn’t so I am really concerned.



    Pierre poured her some more wine. “I hope you find him. Thank you for everything.”



    “And thank you,” she said as she drank her wine with tears of gratitude.



    Pierre offered her his handkerchief and stood up. “I will see you later, Chantal,” he said, and walked to the front of the plane.



    The two older agents were conversing in low tones.



    “There you are, Pierre. What took you so long back there?” Lance asked, knowing very well that Pierre was trying to put facts together.



    “Well it was a long call. I must have picked up a diarrhea infection back in Kinshasa.”



    Both Lance and Patrice laughed hard.



    Pierre sat down and poured himself some water. He was getting lightheaded from the wine. Pierre went on to elaborate on Gaston’s abduction. “I am not a betting man, but I bet you The Helpers are behind his abduction. After Gaston finished the job, he was of no use to them. The way I see it, few men would pull off a job like that and live to tell about it.”



    Patrice looked at Pierre with new respect. “Tell me, Lance, how did a smart young man like this end up in a Central African country?”



    Lance laughed and spread his hands. “I guess you and I know the answer: bureaucracy. I myself have worked in the entire third world and what do I have to show for it?”



    Patrice shook his head. “No Lance, your case was different. If you hadn’t fucked up in Madagascar, you’d be the second in command in Paris.” The two older men laughed hard.



    Pierre just sipped his drink. He remembered the rumor he had heard earlier in his career about Lance letting a double agent get away. Pierre hadn’t paid it much attention, and now this man was talking about it so casually.



    Lance cleared his throat. “Well, my theory is more or less the same as Pierre’s, but why wait so long to get rid of him, unless Gaston did the unexpected. Come to think of it, the bastard chose the most unlikely spot to shoot the missile. I give it to the man, he is good.”



    Pierre was looking at Lance closely. “Tell me, boss, how did you lose him that day?”



    Lance shook his head. “The bastard’s motorbike was fast and he was aware that I was following him. I was probably a hundred yards away, but it could as well have been about thirty five. You can’t move an inch without a branch scratching your face. Tell him, Pierre.”



    Pierre nodded. “It’s true. You can’t shoot a man nine yards away in daylight, let alone at night.”



    Lance went on to tell the story of that fateful day. “I shot a few rounds but I realized that the whole thing was futile, so I crawled back to the road, got in my car and took off. I don’t know where the man got his training, but I’ll bet you anything it wasn’t in Congo.”



    Pierre nodded. “I will second that, boss. The way he set up his hut and the bricks that opened the basement; that’s elite stuff. Not too many people in the world could set up a place like that. I know I’m not in that league.”



    Patrice had been listening to this narration in amazement. He turned to Lance. “You know, you could head up the center if you wanted to, since your boss is not with us. Fabien Bonnet is temporarily acting as head, but I can talk to Michel,” Patrice stated. Michel Mitterand, the late Jacques Carat’s boss, reported to Patrice.



    Lance smiled. “You know, old friend, I think I will pass. I have a son I barely see, a woman who left me because of my work, and as if that isn’t enough I have lost my operation.”



    Patrice spread his hands in resignation. “Lance, I am no different from you. My wife and I sleep in separate bedrooms. My kids can’t stand me and are convinced I don’t love them. This is the life we all chose and we can’t do anything about it.”



    Pierre had been listening to this exchange with interest. For once, he realized his decision to quit was right. “You know, gentlemen, my earlier fantasy of being an agent has worn off. I am going to quit this job the moment we touch down,” he said, looking at his watch. “That’s in fifteen minutes.”



    Both men looked at him silently and it was Patrice who spoke. “Pierre, have you thought about what you would like to do in the future?”



    Pierre smiled and his eyes revealed that a weight had just been lifted from him. “Yes, monsieur, I would like to get a master’s degree in teaching.”



    Lance laughed hard and coughed. Pierre looked at him. “What’s wrong with teaching?”



    Patrice smiled and took a sip of his drink. “Do you know how many people are unemployed in France with master’s degrees, Pierre?”



    Pierre looked down at his drink. “Alternatively, with the little stash you people owe me, I could always start a bakery or a bar somewhere far away and marry an innocent beautiful country girl who doesn’t know shit about suffering, and we could live happily ever after.”



    Lance, who had been quiet, nodded. “I will contribute to the bar. I wish you a lot of luck.”



    Pierre looked at Lance with surprise. “Well, thank you, boss.”



    Patrice, hearing all this, interjected. “We really can’t afford to lose good agents like you, especially at a time like this, when we have been compromised.”



    Pierre looked at Lance. “Boss, when did you know the bastards had infiltrated our agency?”



    Lance nodded. “I knew almost as soon as I got to Paris and that’s when they went after me. I think you got the cable not to deal with me.”



    Pierre shook his head in disgust. “I knew something was fishy about that cable. I can’t believe these bastards aren’t even scared of the French Intelligence.”



    “It was embarrassing. I believe that’s why Jacques killed himself,” Patrice chipped in.



    Pierre nodded his head in agreement. “I can see how this would have rolled a few heads.”



    They were silent for some time before Lance spoke. “The bastards ran after me all over France and Belgium. I narrowly escaped through Spain. They even hired an assassin to take me out.”



    Pierre was lost for words as Lance continued to tell him the woes of his last trip to Paris.



    Lance turned to Patrice. “You wouldn’t happen to know the assassin that was after me, would you, Patrice?”



    Patrice hesitated and his face changed color. Pierre and Lance both noticed the change.



    Pierre got frustrated. “Monsieur, what’s the matter?”



    Lance touched Pierre’s shoulder to cool him down. “Look here, Patrice, I need to know who it is. If you thought you saw fireworks in Paris the last time I was here, that was nothing compared to what you are about to witness. This will be the second coming,” he stated firmly.



    Patrice picked up his glass and gulped the contents down. “It’s Sapphire, Lance. He was contracted by the late Batiste Appolinaire,” he said weakly.



    Pierre looked at Lance. “You know him, boss?”



    Lance nodded. “The son of a bitch is the most feared assassin in the world. Word is that he has never failed a job, not even once. By the way, who got Batiste?” Lance asked, looking at Patrice.



    “I would have thought you figured that out. I suppose after you blew his cover, The Helpers couldn’t afford the weight of France leaning on them. His jet crashed mysteriously off the coast of the Netherlands.”



    Lance shook his head. “They sure cover their tracks, don’t they? Now tell me, Patrice, where the hell is Sapphire?” Lance asked seriously. His eyes were cold and expressionless.



    Patrice spoke fast. “There is a Lieutenant in Internal Affairs who works for him. We know this because he positioned men all over France and Spain to track you down.”



    “Just give me the name of the man. Don’t worry. This conversation won’t go beyond the three of us, okay?” Patrice wrote the name on a small piece of paper and handed it to Lance.



    The pilot announced that everybody should fasten their belts and in ten minutes they touched the runway and the plane decelerated toward the terminal.



    Pierre stood up quickly. “I will be right back. There is something I have to take care of.”



    He walked toward the back and found Chantal reading a magazine. When she raised her eyes and saw Pierre, she smiled and put the magazine on her lap. Pierre sat down quickly.



    “Look, Chantal, I have a lot of business to attend to, so I will get people to help you settle here in France.” He retrieved money from his inside pocket and handed it to her.



    “Pierre, am I going to see you again?” she asked calmly.



    “Yes, Chantal, I will look for you when my business is finished, but it may be a while. Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” he said and kissed her on the cheek.



    He asked the flight attendant to send one of the officials. When he arrived, Pierre stood up and shook hands with the man. “My name is François Minow.”



    “I am Pierre,” he said flashing him his badge. “François, I am entrusting you with this lady. Please get her all the necessary documents and accommodation. She is one of us. Make it top priority.”



    “Yes, monsieur, you can count on me. I will take care of everything”



    “Good. I will be in touch.” Pierre turned around and squeezed Chantal’s hand. “I will contact you through François,” he said, looking at the man. He left them talking and went back to the front.


  



  
    CHAPTER 64


    _______



    The plane had landed, but apparently there were some details left to iron out since this wasn’t a commercial airliner. Lance and Patrice were gathering their things when Pierre returned.



    “Come on, son, we were waiting for you,” Lance said and Pierre grabbed his things.



    “Shall we?” Patrice said, leading the way to the door.



    They walked down the escalator into the baggage area where their luggage was brought and put into the trunk of their car. They stepped outside and breathed the fresh air. This was the best time to be in France under different circumstances, thought Pierre. All three of them got in and the car and took off, headed toward the city.



    Patrice cleared his throat. “Lance, I mean this. I want to ask you to hold back for some time before acting, and I swear we shall get this Sapphire. We have our best men on his tail. This is important,” he stated.



    Lance looked at Patrice and smiled. “Don’t count on catching a man like Sapphire. He probably has a big web of informers. Another thing, don’t touch the boy in Internal Affairs. Just put a powerful gadget in his shoe or somewhere, but don’t tail him. Otherwise you might blow the whole thing. You have my word that I will not go after him for at least four days. After that, all deals are off. I am not going to be a sitting duck.” Patrice nodded in relief.



    “Patrice, you won’t be able to contact me. Just give me your direct number. By the way, I will also need additional funds,” Lance said.



    Patrice wrote a number on his card and handed it to Lance. He then directed the driver to the bank. The car stopped at the Banque National and they all entered.



    “Hello Claude,” Lance said, extending his hand to the manager. “Meet Monsieur Charmer and Monsieur Philippe. Gentlemen, this is Claude Tapie, the bank manager.”



    * * *



    The men shook hands with the manager, who looked apprehensive. The last time Claude had had contact with Lance, it was a public relations nightmare and cost the bank millions to repair its reputation.



    “Gentlemen, please have a seat,” Claude said, pointing to the chairs.



    “Relax, Claude, we are just withdrawing some money,” Lance said.



    Patrice wrote the amount on the withdrawal slip and handed it over to Claude, who took it and extended his hand for identification. Patrice smiled and handed it to him.



    Claude broke out in a cold sweat when he realized who the man was. “Monsieur, I assure you, this was necessary. I will be right back.” He got up and quickly walked away, wiping his face.



    Lance reached for the phone and dialed a number. “This is Lance. I need a car.” He listened. “Good, I will call you soon.” He hung up.



    The manager came back with money and handed it to Patrice, who in turn gave it to Lance.



    “Claude, where is the back entrance?” Lance asked.



    Claude tried to protest, but gave up after looking at Lance’s face. “I will show you.”



    Lance said goodbye to Patrice, promising to get in touch when he was settled. He and Pierre followed the manager through a well-lit hallway. At the end of the hallway, Claude removed a card from his pocket and inserted it into the door. The door clicked and he pushed it open.



    “So long, Claude. Come on, Pierre,” Lance said, stepping out. They quickly walked to the street, about ten yards away, waved down a taxi and got in.



    * * *



    Monsieur Charmer waited in the chair for the manager to return. He was thinking about Lance’s earlier warning. He had four days to flush Sapphire out of hiding before Lance went after him and possibly got himself killed.



    The manager finally came in through the hole in the wall. “Sorry, monsieur, I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long,” Claude stammered as he entered.



    “Never mind, I hope you were able to assist them,” Patrice said in a commanding voice.



    “Yes, monsieur.”



    “Let me warn you—if you reveal how they left, you will be accountable,” Patrice said, knowing full well that Lance had exited from the back because he knew he was being followed.



    Claude, who looked frightened, managed to utter. “I wouldn’t dare say a word, monsieur.”



    “Good,” Patrice said, getting up. “Have a nice day,” he said and walked out the door.



    When Patrice stepped out of the bank, he looked left and right but didn’t see anything until he was entering his car. Sure enough a blue car with tinted windows passed by at a high speed and made an illegal turn. Patrice managed to memorize the number and called headquarters immediately.



    “I want to know the owner. Understood?”



    Patrice sipped his drink, admiring Lance’s instinct. His phone buzzed and he picked it up. “Yes, go ahead,” he said. “What? Are you sure? Then put out an all-points bulletin (APB) on the vehicle and apprehend the occupants immediately.”



    He reached for the intercom and told the driver to drive leisurely along the river. Then he picked up the red phone and asked for a meeting of the highest priority with all the heads of the country’s security agencies. Patrice remembered Lance’s advice, so he held back his next call. This was going to be a long day. He lay back in his seat for a quick nap.


  



  
    CHAPTER 65


    _______



    Gaston felt weak and he couldn’t move his head; his jaw was in a lot of pain. That ape Faustin must have broken it when he was hitting him. He was tied to a chair and his clothes had been removed. He vaguely remembered the beatings and torture but he must have passed out at some point.



    He looked up and saw the priest. “Monsignor, if you check out the whole story, you will find out that I am telling the truth.”



    Pesot shook his head. “Do you expect me to believe that, Demus?”



    The door opened and Faustin pushed inside. “Monsignor, this double-crosser is right. He went to the Red Cross center, where he tried to apprehend the two girls but they escaped from him. The bastard and some goons even shot a foreign nurse in the arm.” He paused and looked at Gaston with venom in his eyes.



    Pesot raised his hand. “Colonel, I know you don’t like Demus, but don’t let your hatred overrule your judgment. Treat this like any other case, do you understand?”



    “Yes, Monsignor, and I apologize. Anyway, the next time anyone saw Gaston was at about six o’clock in the morning, without a car and battered up. He managed to secure a car to take him to the hospital and his house before he went to the Hotel Meridian and questioned the receptionist about the journalist. From there, he went to two diplomatic residential areas and later to the airport.”



    Gaston looked at Faustin with new respect; the man could investigate. He also felt better because the big oaf had just corroborated his story. Not that this would save his life, but it might buy him some time.



    “Monsignor, when I neutralized him, he was trying to attack the journalist,” Faustin added.



    Pesot got out of his seat with the help of his cane, walked to a counter and poured himself a brandy. He swallowed it and then turned around. “Colonel, wait upstairs for a few minutes, will you?”



    The house that had looked homey now resembled an interrogation center, with armed men patrolling the perimeters. Monsignor Pesot sat down and asked softly, “So, you decided to tape me and other holy knights in the hope that you might use the tape as a bargaining chip?”



    “Yes, Monsignor. I knew it was a matter of time before you people eliminated me, so I was trying to protect myself.”



    “Tell me, Demus, how long have you known about me?” Pesot asked.



    “I only knew about you a few weeks ago, but I already knew about Monsignor Olivier and Bukana.” Pesot looked at him and waited. “No disrespect, Your Holiness, but Monsignor Olivier wasn’t hard to follow, and he led me to your doorstep. I had acquired powerful listening devices in Paris, so I listened to your conversation.”



    Pesot got up again, poured a brandy in a glass and handed it to Gaston. “Oh, I forgot, you are tied up.” He knocked his cane on the ceiling and a soldier came. “Untie this idiot. His time hasn’t come yet,” he said to the surprised soldier, who hesitated but did as told.



    “Here are my orders: If this man tries to use me as hostage, shoot us both. Now put two men by the door and behind that window, understand?” he stated, pointing to the window.



    “Yes, monsieur.” The soldier answered and left quickly.



    “You can drink your brandy now, Demus,” Monsignor Pesot said.



    Gaston couldn’t move his right arm, so he painfully reached for the drink with his left hand and swallowed it down.



    “Let me tell you something that I never told any operative,” Pesot began saying. “Once you join the Knights of The Helpers, it’s a lifetime commitment. What I mean is, your life ceases to be your own. In all my time in the Knighthood, nobody has ever crossed us. You are the first. I will drink to that.” He raised his glass, took a sip, and then proceeded to laugh sarcastically. “Just know that anywhere you go in the world, the Knights will be watching you.”



    Pesot looked at Gaston. “It was wrong to double-cross us, you understand? The little intelligence you acquired from abroad misled you. You obeyed us by completing your mission, but then you thought that you could put the Knights on a leash. That was a big mistake. A mistake that should have had you killed instantly.”



    “Monsignor, it was the devil that taught me self-preservation,” Gaston pleaded.



    Pesot nodded his head and made a sign of the cross. “We underestimated the will of our soldiers to fight back. Pour me another drink, Demus.” Pesot cleared his throat. “This war is being lost due to lack of leadership. We rightly believed that the civilian population would pick up arms alongside the soldiers, but as you have seen, the army has run off, leaving untrained militias. By the way, who put the Army Commander on the President’s plane?”



    Gaston thought quickly and remembered the memo of the Presidential escort. “Monsignor, the memo I saw was signed by Mr. Mapenga, a very close confident of the President and especially of his wife. I have heard rumors …”



    Pesot raised his cane to stop him. “Never talk about rumors, just facts. Did you say the man signed the memo?” Gaston nodded. “This must have been done by the late Bukana. He had mentioned a close friend who worked with the President, and I believe he had recruited him as a contact inside the President’s inner circle. It’s his greed that made him put all the Commanders’ names on the list and compromised us.” Pesot paused and looked at Gaston. “I have instructions to kill you, but I am having second thoughts.”



    Gaston knelt down and tried to kiss the Monsignor’s ring.



    Pesot brushed him off. “Sit down, you fool,” he commanded. “I am sending you to New York to retrieve the tape from the girl. We will have someone watching all her moves. We will know when you destroy the tape. After you do that, get out of there. And Demus, don’t try to let the New York police arrest you. It’s not worth it, because we can get to you even inside American jails. Try to complete the mission without bloodshed, if possible, and get out of New York. Do you understand?”



    “Yes, Monsignor, I do. The Virgin Mary has spared my life and I won’t derail again.” He made the sign of the cross.



    “Okay, Demus, you should thank God for your redemption, but you should also undo what you have done. Get the tape by any means and destroy it. But you should rest assured that even this tape can’t destroy the Knighthood of The Helpers. Now go clean yourself and put on some clothes. You are running late!” Monsignor Pesot stated as he picked up the walkie-talkie that was on the table and called the Colonel to come in.



    “Colonel, how long do we have before the rebels take the city?” Pesot asked.



    Faustin looked at the ceiling in thought. “Two weeks give or take. The morale of our men is very low and so is the ammunition.”



    Faustin’s eyes narrowed. He looked like he was going to say something more, but Pesot cautioned him to silence and pointed toward the bathroom.



    When Gaston came out, Monsignor Pesot picked up an envelope in the corner and handed it to him.



    “You will find your new identity and all the necessary documents in there. You are to take only cash with you and no weapons. There is a card inside with which you will get all you will need on your arrival. Remember, you will be watched every step of the way. If you need anything, call the same number. Is everything clear?” Gaston nodded, not believing his ears. “Colonel, have this man’s wounds treated.”



    Faustin barked orders into the walkie-talkie and instantly a soldier appeared. “Take this man upstairs and give him treatment. I believe there is a medic in the back room.”



    Pesot looked at Gaston. “Oh the visa is already stamped in the passport. Now go upstairs and see a doctor.”



    After Gaston left, Pesot said, “Faustin, I owe you an explanation. As you already know, this fool double-crossed us, but somebody else double-crossed him and gave the tape to the journalist. The reason we have chosen him for this, is because it’s a suicide mission. After completing the job, he will be eliminated.” He explained the plan to Faustin.



    “That’s ingenious, Monsignor!” Faustin exclaimed and proceeded to pour himself some brandy and toasted with the Monsignor.



    “Now, let’s get this fool to the airport. Frisk him before he leaves. He is not to take any weapons,” Pesot added as he started to stand up. Faustin got up to help Pesot, but the Monsignor brushed-off his hand.



    Before leaving, Pesot turned to look at Faustin. “We shall leave together up to the road leading to our monastery, and then I will proceed to Ligoma via the river. Take your battalion to Luguru Island through the hills and wait. We will meet in a week as planned.”



    Faustin nodded in agreement, knowing that his only hope of being a Commander rested with the powerful Helpers.



    About thirty minutes later, the whole house was empty of everything except the furniture, which the Monsignor insisted they leave behind. The convoy took off and when they got to the junction, they separated.


  



  
    CHAPTER 66


    _______



    Patrice Charmer stood in front of the window, looking at the magnificent view of the Eiffel Tower. He had just briefed the French President about the current situation in Congo. The President had slumped, and Patrice feared he was having a heart attack. The man had been a close friend of the Congolese President, so Patrice could understand his reaction.



    The phone buzzed, announcing the arrival of the new Chiefs of Intelligence: Monsieur Adrien Morel, head of Internal Affairs, had taken over Batiste’s job, Monsieur Delmont Lambert, head of the Counter-terrorism unit had taken Benjamin’s job, and Monsieur Fabien Bonnet had replaced the late Jacques Carat as head of Foreign Affairs. Monsieur Michel Mitterrand, their boss, who reported to Patrice, was not present at the meeting as he was out of the country.



    “Please send them in,” Patrice said curtly.



    The door opened and three men filed in. He shook their hands, offered them chairs, and then went to sit behind his desk, facing them. “Gentlemen, I will be brief. I believe all of you know I saw the President this afternoon and we have already sent our troops to help out in Congo, but that’s not why I called all of you here, as you have possibly guessed.”



    Patrice stood up and started pacing. “My immediate problem is here in France, gentlemen, and I want it eradicated. You started your inquiries three days ago and I still haven’t gotten a satisfactory explanation. Now, if I may ask all of you, where is Sapphire and when are we going to apprehend him?” he asked sternly, looking at each one of them.



    It was Fabien who answered. “We located the garage where the blue car you described is kept, and we are keeping tabs on the two hoods, Joe Campos and Marco Santo. Our intelligence revealed that these men have been in France for at least five years. We know the two men work for Sapphire.”



    “We have been tailing Lieutenant Jean Laurent, and I believe we are close to breaking this case, monsieur,” Adrien added.



    Patrice chugged down his drink. “Close?” he laughed out loud. “Do you know what Lance is prepared to do in twenty-four hours?” he said, looking at his watch.



    “Lance?” The three of them looked at one another.



    “Goddamn it, the Serpent is back here,” Adrien said, more to himself than to anyone else.



    “Yes. He is in France,” Patrice answered. The three men looked at him in disbelief. “Well, gentlemen, the man you call the Serpent is in town and is ready to upset half of Paris, unless we get this Sapphire in twenty-four hours.”



    All three men knew Lance very well because of his work in uncovering The Helpers’ mole. Both Batiste and Carat were dead and numerous people had lost their jobs because of the man’s persistence.



    The phone buzzed and Patrice answered it. “It’s for you, Adrien,” he said, handing Adrien the receiver.



    Adrien took it and listened. “Are you sure?” he asked. “Just a minute.” He turned to Patrice. “Do you have a scrambler, monsieur?”



    Patrice reached over and flicked on a few switches below his desk. “Okay, all set.”



    “Go ahead and describe everything,” Adrien said into the phone. He listened quietly. “Stay put and don’t get near the place. Do you hear me?” He hung up. “Gentlemen, I think we have located where Sapphire is hiding.”



    “Where is he?” Patrice asked.



    “He is staying on an island off the English Channel. The villa is surrounded by a stone fence,” Adrien said.



    “Then we will need to land commandos in the area to apprehend him,” Patrice said.



    “Commandos? Why?” Delmont asked.



    “Unfortunately, that’s the only way into the villa. It is monitored twenty-four hours a day. Nobody can simply walk in without crossing a bridge. It’s impossible for our men to get there without being seen,” said Adrien.



    “How come it took so long to find him?” Patrice asked, looking at Adrien.



    “Monsieur, the villa is owned by Count Pascal d’Estaing’s widow, who spends most of her time in the Caribbean. That’s why no one suspected that anything strange was going on there. We managed to intercept a conversation between Jean Laurent and Sapphire and traced the source. He is definitely inside the villa.”



    “This is where I take over. My men are more than ready for the job,” Delmont said, but Patrice stopped him.



    “Gentlemen, this is one job I don’t want to mess up. Delmont, I understand your anti-terrorist squad is chosen from the best France has to offer but since this is a commando raid, men in suits are inappropriate in this situation,” he said.



    Delmont didn’t want to be left out. “Agreed, monsieur, but could we provide at least ten men each?”



    Patrice thought about it and nodded. “Well, that’s settled, gentlemen. Go and rehearse the details. I want one hundred commandos in this operation, with some surrounding the villa. Gentlemen, if you fuck up this one, some heads are bound to roll.”



    The three men picked up their briefcases and left.



    * * *



    Sapphire checked his watch. It was getting late and the news he had received was bothering him. Monsieur Laurent had come by earlier and had told him that there was some kind of APB on him, and the fool had brought the news personally. Had it not been for the fact that he needed all the men he had, he would have killed him. He couldn’t keep operatives who messed up jobs.



    What bothered him more was what he had learned from Jean earlier that day: the three Chiefs of Intelligence were meeting with Monsieur Charmer, the President’s aide on Intelligence. He sipped his drink and tried to relax. This might be a coincidence, but he didn’t believe in coincidences; otherwise he would have died long ago. The chiefs probably knew about the contract on Lance and that’s why they were looking for him. He got up, walked to his special room and prepared himself.



    The room was built in such a way that one couldn’t contact anyone on the outside. The only contact was a camera view through the wires that went underground up to the main communication center. He stripped and dressed in a diving outfit that he kept for emergencies. Although the British didn’t know it, he had gotten out of England the same way; but at the time he didn’t have a concrete wall and a tunnel.



    He walked barefoot to his bedroom, picked out a few necessities, called his communication room and told them to get Joe Campos on the line.



    “Do your work and don’t bother me tonight except in an emergency. Is that clear?”



    “Yes, boss.”



    Sapphire hung up. He had used a scrambler, but he knew that the French Intelligence had a de-scrambler. He assumed that they had listened to his conversation. He hoped he was wrong, but he wasn’t going to take any chances.


  



  
    CHAPTER 67


    _______



    Lance listened to the rhetoric that Patrice Charmer was giving him and suppressed a smile. “Monsieur, there is a slight flaw in this super plan of yours. When did anybody do any serious reconnaissance of the area? And when was the Countess last seen at the villa?”



    “Frankly, all those questions didn’t come up,” Patrice answered.



    “That’s exactly what I mean. A man the caliber of Sapphire hasn’t eluded the Americans, the British, the Canadians, the French, and God knows who else by simplifying things.” He paused, looked at his watch and then poured himself some coffee. “Patrice, I want the latest map of the area immediately. I need a few hours to peruse it before the mission.”



    Patrice put through a call to Adrien, the chief of Internal Affairs. “Adrien, this is Patrice Charmer. Can you give me a map of the area surrounding the villa?” He waited and listened. “Yes, now. Good.” He hung up. “Somebody is bringing the map over here. Now Lance, try to relax. I have a feeling everything will be all right,” he said, forcing a smile.



    Lance sipped his drink and looked at Patrice. The country needed more men like him, honest and dedicated.



    There was a buzz on the phone. “Who is it?” Patrice barked into the intercom.



    “A messenger from Internal Affairs, monsieur.”



    “Okay, I will meet him at the door,” Patrice said. He opened the door, took a sealed package from the man standing there, and proceeded to open it. He removed a map from the package and handed it to Lance, who took it and carefully examined it. It was a surveyor’s map but it would do, Lance thought as he stood up.



    Patrice handed him a cell phone. “Take this. You may need it. Don’t worry; nobody else has the number.” Lance examined the phone and smiled.



    “Thanks, Patrice. I will be in touch.” He walked to the door and let himself out.



    Lance crouched down in his small car and looked over the map of the villa one more time. Something was troubling him, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. He looked through his rearview mirror and saw that everything was clear, so he quickly turned the car around and drove off. He stopped the car, stepped into a telephone booth, and dialed the number to his hideout at the late Jacques Carat’s home. Pierre picked up the phone.



    “It’s Lance.”



    “Look, boss, I’m getting tired of playing solitaire, for goodness’ sake. I am even starting to feel compassion for the guys we put in jail!”



    Lance was smiling, knowing how it felt for a field man to go underground. “Don’t worry, son, we are going to work. We have a mission this evening. I have to get some supplies. I will pick you up in a few minutes.” He hung up, still smiling, and called Nicolas, who told him where to pick up the package of weaponry.



    After picking up the package, he drove straight to his hideout at the late Jacques Carat’s house. His widow had put the house up for sale, but Lance, using his connections, had been able to rent it for a month. The garage was open and he drove straight in. As soon as he got out of the car and opened the garage, Pierre was right there. He must have been watching the area for any sign of a tail.



    “You sure took your time, boss.”



    “Sorry, son. It took longer than I expected. Bring the equipment in the back. We have a long night ahead,” he said, walking into the spacious kitchen. Pierre pulled out the weapons one by one and carried them to the house. It took him two trips to bring everything inside.



    “Okay, Pierre, let’s check the guns carefully while I fill you in on the operation. I don’t want anything blowing up in our faces.” Lance sat next to Pierre and together they discussed the mission. Lance told Pierre his reservations about the area, which was on both high and low ground. They perused the map some more.



    “Boss, for once I disagree with you. I don’t see how the devil would get out of this situation, let alone a man,” Pierre stated.



    Lance looked at Pierre and then looked away quickly. “Son, if you want to live long in this business, always expect the impossible. That’s how men like Sapphire have eluded the whole world.”



    He proceeded to make a phone call. “Yes, this is me; what time do we proceed? Thank you.” He hung up, turned to Pierre and gave him a sign.



    They quickly checked their weapons and loaded their magazines in silence. Lance walked to his bedroom and came back with a long black trench coat that he flipped over. It had numerous pockets of different sizes. He carefully put all the parts of the powerful rifle in the pockets. Pierre preferred his short jacket, and besides, his weapon wasn’t as long and demanded little concealment.



    “Let’s go. We will take the small car; it is less conspicuous.” Lance flipped on the garage switch and started the car, easing it out of the garage. He turned on the remote switch and the garage door closed. Pierre entered the vehicle.



    They drove in silence for a while; traffic wasn’t too bad at this hour. Lance pulled over and gave Pierre a signal to check for any bugs before they crossed the bridge, which Pierre did in silence. The car was clean, but Pierre was subdued. Lance noticed it and smiled. “You are probably wondering why I am taking this road away from the villa.” Pierre nodded. “The place is being attacked by para-commandos and we don’t want to be too close by, for obvious reasons.”



    Pierre looked at Lance and instantly knew his boss wasn’t telling him everything, but he bid his time and lit a cigarette. After the bridge, Lance made a right and cruised on. Pierre lay back and enjoyed the beautiful scenery.



    “All right, Pierre, I see you still have more questions. As I already told you, men like Sapphire always keep one or two escape routes. My guess is that he might try to cross the river if he sees that he is surrounded.”



    Pierre’s eyes opened wide in disbelief. “But boss, how could he? It’s impossible!”



    Lance gave him a quick look. “The word impossible does not exist for a man like Sapphire, though I must admit it would be spectacular. Anyhow, if the commandos get him, that’s even better.”



    Lance fell silent as he negotiated another bend and pulled alongside the road. He checked his watch. “We have ten minutes at the most. Remember, the commandos will be using parachutes, so be alert. I will be a hundred yards in this direction,” he said pointing to his left, “and for goodness sake, don’t go down to the beach. Keep on high ground and try to reduce your movement,” he said, stepping out of the car and putting on the long coat.



    They each assembled their weapons in silence. Suddenly Lance disappeared into the shadows, leaving Pierre scanning the opposite side of the river. The villa in question couldn’t have been more than a quarter of a mile away and with his powerful binoculars, Pierre could distinctly see a few guards roaming the perimeter of the villa. Not bad. He picked an area about fifty yards away from the car that had a good view of the villa and walked to it.



    He settled himself behind a big bolder and looked through the binoculars, scanning the area. At first, he almost missed it as he put the binoculars down, but instinctively he looked back quickly and saw figures dropping everywhere all around the villa. There was no gunfire, but the commandos were quickly disposing of the guards, one after the other. It was a view Pierre would never forget.



    Lance also saw this and was impressed, though he still had reservations about the mission’s success.


  



  
    CHAPTER 68


    _______



    Sapphire was awakened by something, but he couldn’t tell what it was. He reached over and poured himself some water, which he kept by his bed, and that’s when he noticed that the camera wasn’t working. He walked to another switch, turned it on, and was suddenly so alarmed that he dropped his glass.



    What! He took two deep breaths and exhaled heavily before he calmly walked back to his bed. So, the bastards were coming for him.



    He had installed a three-dimension image viewer that showed everything. He flicked on a few more switches and looked at the screen again. They were here, as he had always expected. Dark figures were coming in from all directions into his villa. These men were unusually fast and were possibly from an elite brigade. Quick calculations told him that there were probably one hundred and fifty men inside his perimeter. He put on his lightweight shoes and checked himself again for the last time, then he picket up a light waterproof bag and left.



    Everything was in place as he opened a door that led to the tunnel, but before leaving he placed a plastic explosive under the bed. Time was precious. Now that he was in the tunnel, the cameras were useless. He bent over as he hurried through, though it was a little over six feet high; it became steeper as it led uphill. It would take him three minutes at the most to reach the edge of the island and another three to blow it up.



    A smirk crept over his face as he approached the summit. He quickly entered a small cubicle and set up the detonators that would explode within two minutes. That done, he climbed to the top, where there was another little room, containing a hang glider. There was a little switch on the wall that opened a fake embankment, which concealed a fairly large entrance.



    He checked the glider, then carefully strapped it to his body and waited. The first explosion shook the whole mountain. It was followed by other explosions in different places in the villa. Counting on the confusion that now engulfed the villa, Sapphire flicked on the switch and the hill opened.



    He took a deep breath and ran fast in order to build up enough speed for his glider to fly. For a fairly big man, he controlled the glider beautifully. Time was against him. At the most, he had a minute and a half. He finally felt his feet leave ground and he pushed hard with his hands. There was a big explosion and a few more and suddenly his glider was engulfed in smoke.



    * * *



    At first, Lance was confused. The explosions had come one after the other and he could hear injured commandos screaming all around the villa compound. “Bastard,” he hissed and scanned the area, but saw nothing. The organized raid he had at first seen was now a mass of confusion. There was another explosion inside the villa. What’s happening? Has Sapphire gone berserk and blown himself up? He shook his head, looking for an answer he knew wasn’t far away.



    There was a different kind of explosion followed by a few small ones, which expelled heavy smoke. Then it dawned on him. The bastard was diverting attention from himself and was getting away. He reached his gun, deposited bullets in the chamber and searched the air and ground using his night vision. Then he saw it. A glider was diving through the sky.



    Lance had no doubt it was Sapphire. He estimated the speed of the glider and then squeezed three quick rounds out. The glider spun out of control and headed for the land, but instantly something else dropped. He tried to aim but it was no use because the thing had hit the water. “Shit!” he shouted as he got on his feet and ran down to the riverbank.



    * * *



    After the third bullet almost tore the glider in half, Sapphire estimated that he was about fifty feet from the ground and a quick look confirmed his guess. His glider was heading for land and it was now or never. He quickly withdrew his sharp knife and cut the belt on his waist and then he started dropping rapidly. He yanked the release on his oxygen tank, which was slowing him down. He could see the water. The only mishap would be to hit his head on a rock, but no sooner had he thought about it than his body hit the water, hard.



    He felt a ringing inside his head but forced his eyes open and carefully chose the route to take. His only chance was to swim fast under the water. He figured nobody would expect him to head to the opposite shore, since there was barely a single house there, but he knew the man who lived there and it wasn’t more than three hundred yards from his present location.



    Sapphire swam hard with powerful strokes and made it to the beach just in time to duck the powerful helicopter searchlights that were swarming all over the water. He removed his gear and dragged everything into the bush. He was worried about the man that had shot his glider to pieces. He moved cautiously to the hermit’s cottage and worked at the lock on the door. A small wiggle and the door opened.



    “Fabio!” he called.



    “Who is it, and what’s all that noise?” a cranky voice answered.



    “It’s me, Rabat. You are missing the fireworks. Come and see.”



    The old man walked to the door hurriedly, but something hit him at the base of his neck before he saw anything.



    Sapphire didn’t want to kill the old hermit. He had grown rather fond of him. He moved quickly into the bedroom, put on the old man’s jacket and then went to the bathroom to put on the facial disguise he had in his bag. He picked up the old man’s pipe, his hat, his car keys and stepped outside toward the garage.



    All this took him three minutes at the most. He started the car, backed out of the garage, and went back to close the garage door. The old man would be fine if they reached him in time. He drove up to the main street and headed for the shopping center that wasn’t more than a mile away. He was stopped by a policeman, but one look was all it took.



    “Hello, Fabio!” said the policeman.



    Sapphire managed to imitate the old man. “What are the men doing tonight? I can’t sleep.” The policeman smiled and waved his car onward.



    Sapphire returned the smile and lit the old man’s pipe.



    * * *



    Lance arrived at the beach and was puzzled. He reached into his coat and pulled out his communication radio, then switched to a private channel. “Pierre, run to the beach, quick. The bastard is getting away. Leave your radio on. I am going to the other side, over and out.”



    Lance crossed the bridge and then ran down along the riverbank. He blamed himself for his lack of foresight. Why hadn’t he asked for a few frogmen? He stopped cold in his tracks when he noticed that he was coming into an area that didn’t have a bank. He slowly moved down a steep incline and suddenly the area became flat. He looked further and saw a small cottage with the lights on. His senses were suddenly alert. He ran toward the cottage and almost tripped on diving gear.



    Lance pulled out his radio and put on a different frequency. “Attention all units! The fugitive has escaped. I am at the cottage across from the villa, over and out.”



    He quickly made his way to the house. He had his Glock out and his rifle was hanging on his shoulder. He opened the door that was unlocked and almost tripped over the limp figure of an old man. He checked the old man for any signs of life as he waited for a response. The man’s pulse was weak but he would live. He had the feeling that he was too late as he made his way to the different rooms holding his gun.



    He withdrew quickly and went into the kitchen; the door was ajar. “Damn!” he cursed as he stepped outside. The garage door wasn’t fully closed and carbon monoxide fumes were still in the air. He slumped on the wall and pulled out the radio from his coat as he walked back into the house. He turned on the lights of the living room, reached into the old man’s back pocket and pulled out a wallet. He checked the name, and then picked up the radio.



    “Attention all units! The fugitive hijacked the car belonging to Fabio Monet; has anybody seen the car? Over.”



    He quickly switched to a private frequency. “Pierre! Get an ambulance here. The old man was knocked out, over and out.”



    Lance started checking the house carefully. He was joined by Pierre a few minutes later.



    Soon after that, a helicopter landed on the beach and the old man was taken to the hospital. Everybody, including Adrien and Delmont, sat down silently in the cottage living room.



    The radio cracked. “Fabio Monet’s car has been found abandoned at the shopping center and the young policeman guarding the road block still swears he saw the old hermit himself drive by earlier, over and out.”



    Lance walked to where the old man kept his liquor, picked up a bottle of whisky, unscrewed the cap and took a big swig, feeling suddenly old. He passed the bottle to Adrien, who took it, drank and passed it on to Delmont.



    Lance got on his feet. “Pierre, let’s go. There is nothing more we can do here.”



    They both left the room.


  



  
    CHAPTER 69


    _______



    Jenny was enjoying being back in New York. The muggy air felt good for once, and she felt a sense of freedom that she hadn’t had in a while. She was walking downtown toward her apartment near Washington Square Park. All of a sudden, she had an uneasy feeling and quickly looked back, but saw nothing. Damn her imagination! She had almost reached home when she remembered that she had no milk. She turned back and headed toward a store. Again she thought she saw a shadow duck into a doorway across the street.



    Was she was being followed? The thought made her shiver but she had to know for sure. In the past month, she had learned more about life than most people would learn in their entire existence, and she wasn’t going to take any chances. She entered the store, went to the fridge and picked up a pint of milk. She paid, stepped out and headed back toward her apartment. She paced herself evenly, but her sixth sense was telling her to do something.



    In a split-second decision, she turned into an alleyway and climbed a fire escape to the first floor landing. Though it was getting dark, she could see half the block and everything that was below her. A short stocky man ran down the block and then walked across the street, coming toward her. He stopped and looked around, and then he reached into his coat, pulled out a phone and spoke to someone. Jenny almost peed in her pants as the man came closer and stopped just below her. She was in a squat position and feeling uncomfortable, but she dared not move.



    A late-model Cadillac pulled over, and a man of medium size jumped out. He was taller than the stocky man. He started shouting, “How the fuck could you lose her, you piece of shit?”



    “I don’t know, Ricky. You are the one who told me not to follow her too closely.”



    Ricky leaned on the car. “Well, did you at least bug her phone?” The stocky man nodded.



    “You go get your car and baby-sit her place. She is bound to show up sooner or later. And don’t fuck up again. You hear me, Casty? Let’s go.” The car drove off.



    Jenny staggered as she stood up. She almost fell down, but she held onto the metal handle of the fire escape ladder. She took a deep breath and steadied herself. This was beyond her comprehension. Why was someone following her? She picked up her grocery bag and quickly climbed down the fire escape and ran toward her apartment.



    She didn’t stop until the key was in her door. She banged the door shut, put the milk in the fridge then ran to her bedroom and picked up a small overnight night bag in which she stuffed a few clothes, toiletries, and books. She picked up her handbag and took off toward the door. She walked down the stairs and opened the front door. No point peeping; if they were already there, they would be watching her door. She stepped out quickly, ran to the corner of the street and flagged down a taxi.



    She quickly got in. “Take me to Jersey City,” she said.



    The driver looked back at her. “Did you say Jersey City, young lady?”



    “Yes, I did,” she said breathlessly.



    The taxi driver smiled happily. Jenny could almost read his thoughts. His night was made. “Jersey City, it is.”



    He backed up and headed downtown. Jenny looked back, but there wasn’t any car behind them. Who was following her and why? She suddenly remembered the tape. Oh my God! It had to be the goddamn Helpers; who else could it be? Damn! What had she got herself into this time?



    She again wished Pierre was around. He had been on her mind since she’d been back and she missed him. But what was the use of dwelling on what might have been? Most likely, she would never see him again anyway. She felt a pang of sadness, but quickly snapped back to the present. This was no time for sentiments. Someone was after her. The taxi went into the Holland Tunnel and she could hear the buzzing of water that surrounded the tunnel.



    “Where to, lady?” the driver asked.



    “What?” she asked absentmindedly.



    “I said where do you want to be dropped off?” the taxi driver repeated.



    “Oh, I’m sorry; take me to Journal Square. I will show you where to drop me. A friend of mine is picking me up there,” she said with a smile.



    The taxi driver smiled and Jenny wondered what the man was thinking. Probably that she had had a fight with her boyfriend and was now moving in with a friend.



    “Sir, this is good enough,” she said as they approached Journal Square. “How much do I owe you?” she asked, thinking the old taxi driver was going to overcharge her.



    “Thirty-five dollars, young lady,” he said.



    She gave him two twenties. “Keep the change,” she said as she stepped out of the taxi. The taxi driver thanked her, made a U-turn and headed back to New York City. She looked around to see if she had been followed and saw nothing. She was safe for now.



    Jenny didn’t have any idea what she was going to do next, but she needed to rent a car. She looked around and seeing a taxi stand she went there. She got in one of them. “Please take me to the nearest car rental place.”



    The taxi driver scratched his head. “Most of them are closed, lady, but there is one not far from here. You should be able to get some wheels there,” the man said in a middle-eastern accent. He smiled and Jenny smiled back, wondering why most taxi drivers were almost the same age as her father.



    She had taken a taxi from New York to avoid being followed but, come to think of it, the train would probably have been safer. She cursed herself for not thinking quickly. The taxi pulled into the rental car center, which was about to close, but the nice taxi driver honked to get the attention of the attendant. “That will be five bucks, ma’am,” the taxi driver told her.



    Jenny paid and thanked him before she walked to the office. The young attendant was hesitant when Jenny told him she wasn’t using a credit card to rent the car. “You have to leave a deposit. We normally take credit cards as policy,” he said.



    She paid a deposit for two days. The young man showed her the available vehicles and she chose a Buick, simply because its windows were darker than the rest of the cars. He brought the car around and gave Jenny the keys. She sat behind the wheel and tossed the bag with her clothes in the back seat. She drove aimlessly for a while, trying to assess her present circumstances. She had traveled thousands of miles running away from trouble, and yet here it was, on her doorstep.



    She drove through the Lincoln Tunnel and entered Manhattan in the midtown area. She saw a phone booth, pulled over, and dialed John’s number. It rang three times before he picked it up. “Hello?”



    “John, it’s me.”



    “Jenny, where are you? I have been calling your place but there was no answer.”



    There was a pause on the other end.



    “Jenny, what’s going on?”



    “John, they are here and they are watching my place as we speak. If you look carefully, you’ll see the car.”



    “Oh shit! The bastards followed you? This is unbelievable. Where are you?”



    “I am on the road. I can’t tell you right now, but I will keep in touch.”



    She hung up and walked to her car. She needed a hotel, but first she had to find a restaurant with a fair number of people so that she wouldn’t stand out. She managed to locate an Italian restaurant, went in and ordered some food. She devoured the spaghetti and meatballs, finishing the whole large plate. The waiter came over and asked if she wanted anything else.



    “No thanks,” she said, looking slightly embarrassed by the amount of food she had consumed. The Italian man grinned and left her bill on the table. She picked it up, went to the counter and paid, then she walked out feeling a lot better than before.



    She had to stop somewhere to think. She remembered an Irish pub on Eleventh Avenue, not far from the tunnel, and walked toward it. She had been there a while back with a guy who worked at the nearby Javits Center. It was a semi-dark regular pub with a long bar that curved on one side. It also had a sitting or dining area in the next room. The place wasn’t the dressy-expensive-stick-up-your-ass type. It was a more laid back, happy-go-lucky, what’s-your-phone-number, and by the way, what-are-you-doing-the-rest-of-the-night type. The bartender was friendly and so were the patrons.



    She walked into the bar, ordered a beer, and looked around before she chose a seat on the far side of the bar, where she would not be disturbed. Fortunately the pub was not busy, and she didn’t recognize any of the faces. She sat on the bar stool and pondered her current problem.



    Somebody tapped her on the shoulder. “Hello, my name is Jay. Can I buy you a drink?”



    Jenny looked at him and quickly responded. “I am Mrs. Spencer. I am waiting for my husband, but thanks anyway.”



    Jay withdrew without another word, and Jenny smiled to herself. She couldn’t have done that a year ago. Was she getting bitchy or was she getting older? She didn’t know the answer to that.



    She took a sip of her drink and thought of Kai and her mother, safe in London. Ian Hamilton, God bless him, had managed to contact the Red Cross in Brazzaville, and within days, Kai had been reunited with her mother. Marc had invited Kai and her mother to stay at his father’s place in London, which Jenny appreciated since they didn’t speak English.



    Jenny had mailed Gaston’s tape and documents to her college professor, Dr. Stapleton, as soon as she arrived, as a precaution, but she hadn’t given it much thought. Jenny and her professor had developed a friendship while she was at Columbia after they both realized that they were from the same town and his parents were friends of her grandparents. He was her journalism professor.



    At the time, when Jenny sent him the envelope containing documents and tapes, she hadn’t realized that the contents were important enough for somebody to go to the trouble of tracking her down. She had to find a way of getting out of this shit in one piece. She paid her bill, walked out of the bar, and headed toward her car.



    She drove up the street, her eyes darting left and right looking for a phone booth to call John. She finally located one and parked the car. She dialed John’s number.



    “Hello?” It was John’s voice, but it was strained.



    “Hi, John, are you okay?” she asked.



    “I am fine, Jenny. Did you get me the newspaper?”



    What newspaper? Jenny knew something was wrong. Jenny could tell that John was far from all right and he wasn’t alone, for that matter, but she decided to play it cool. “Yes I did,” she said cautiously.



    There was a pause as if John was getting some instructions. “Listen Jenny, I need to read it. Can you bring it over?”



    Jenny instantly made up her mind. “John, put on the goon standing next to you.”



    Someone got on the line. “Hello, Miss Jenny?”



    “Don’t Jenny me, Ricky or Casty, whatever your name is. You want something, you deal with me and only me, do you understand?”



    There was a pause. “Yes, ma’am.”



    “Okay. Here is the deal. Give me a number where I can reach you, and if you even touch a hair on John’s head, I will go to the press. I am not bluffing. I just got out of a real war, you creep!”



    “Alright, keep your shirt on.” He gave her the number. “When are you going to call?”



    Jenny thought about it. She had been on the phone too long already. Shit!



    “Soon,” she said and hung up.



    She got into the car and drove, all the time checking her mirrors to see if she was being followed. She entered the Lincoln Tunnel, which connected Manhattan and New Jersey, and kept driving. Her plan was to get out of Manhattan but stay within a reasonable distance so that she could get back to contact the hoodlums. She was now more angry than scared. Since the massacres in Congo and her close call with death, she felt she could take on the whole of the New York City mob. What the hell did they know about real battle anyway? I just came out of a real war zone, you assholes.



    Her mind replayed the conversation on the tape that confirmed the intentional downing of the President’s plane. She knew Gaston was a small fish working for The Helpers, but of course the tape could expose them, which they couldn’t afford. That fool Gaston had recorded their conversation, probably to double-cross them. And now they knew that Jenny had proof to expose the whole plot wide open. She was so disturbed that she almost lost control of the car.



    As she entered New Jersey, she saw a sign for a motel, and she pulled into the parking lot. She stopped the car, but didn’t get out. She took a deep breath and tried to get herself together. The realization of the serious danger she was in was starting to sink in. She took her bag from the back seat and walked to the front desk. She booked a room under some name that popped into her head. Jenny was glad the man hadn’t asked many questions. She picked up her bag and headed for the room.



    The room was unexpectedly spacious and homey. She dropped her bags on the bed and headed for the bathroom. She realized that the goons would have bumped her off already if they knew where the tape was. She was holding the ace and she intended to hold onto it until she was sure of her safety and John’s.



    She went in the bathroom and stepped into the shower to loosen some of her tension. She wondered if John was okay as she slipped between the sheets and lay in the dark thinking about her situation. Her mind wandered farther and ended up in London. Could these people hurt Kai? Her instincts told her that though The Helpers were dangerous, they didn’t engage in unnecessary killing. She shivered as she realized the serious danger she was in, as were John and Kai, and who knew how many others. Her only ace in the hole was the tape. Everything depended on how she handled this situation.



    She smiled realizing that if she managed to keep herself alive, she would write the mother of all articles. She needed to get rid of the car, though. The best way was to abandon it near a similar rental car place and then use public transportation.



    Jenny guessed she had a little less than five thousand dollars on her, all the money she had withdrawn hoping to pay her rent for at least three months in advance. As a freelancer, she never knew when the assignments would come in, so she always paid her rent months ahead, whenever she got paid.



    The next day, she would pay her rent. She didn’t like the idea of walking around with all that money. Before she fell asleep, Jenny decided she would visit a beauty salon to change the color of her hair. Next she would buy some contact lenses to change the color of her eyes and possibly even buy new clothes, all of which would cost money. She had less than one thousand dollars left in her account, and this ordeal was bound to dry her up. Her fatigue finally caught up with her and she fell into a deep dreamless sleep.


  



  
    CHAPTER 70


    _______



    Gaston woke with a jolt, looked around him confused and then took a deep breath. The flight attendant had touched him, waking him out of a bad dream.



    “Please give me some coffee,” he said as he smiled at her. She nodded and walked off smiling. This was the strangest dream he had ever had. His hands were tied to a large cross and his legs were spreadeagled. There was an evil-looking creature about three feet tall giggling and pulling on a rope that had been secured tightly around his neck. On his right was another evil-looking creature of the same size. He was still sweating when the flight attendant offered him his drink.



    “Are you all right, monsieur?” she asked.



    Gaston nodded and sipped his coffee, recalling the dream. Since the torture at the Monsignor’s house, something inside him had changed. He had felt his dear mother closer to him and she was telling him to stop hurting the girls. Gaston was convinced that it was his mother’s request to the Virgin Mary that had kept him alive.



    He knew better than to believe that the evil Monsignor Pesot would let him live, but at the same time, he had been taught that every man was accountable for his mistakes; Now was his time. He felt some pity for Jenny and Kai and he promised himself that he wouldn’t hurt them as long as he got what he wanted; he owed his mother that much.



    The pilot announced that they were descending into Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. He had slept for nine hours. He held his breath as the plane landed smoothly. He looked around and noticed that most of the passengers were foreigners going back to their countries. He wondered how their minds worked. Some had devoted themselves tirelessly to a country that hadn’t shown them much appreciation for their work. In fact, they had seen their years of work go up in smoke.



    Gaston picked up his briefcase and fell into a long queue. The Immigration officer asked for his passport, which he quickly stamped. Gaston got his luggage and walked outside, where he hopped into a taxi then gave the driver directions to a small hotel in the city center.



    Within an hour, Gaston had booked into the hotel. He took his time to check what the Monsignor had given him. There was a passport, some money, and some other documents. He would not give The Helpers the satisfaction of demoralizing him again.



    He dressed carefully in virgin wool trousers with a matching sweater, a nice tweed jacket, and soft leather shoes. Though his arm still ached, it felt a lot better. Pesot and Faustin had tortured him, but it was Kai and Jenny who had inflicted Gaston’s injury. Luckily it had only been a sprain and not a fracture. Finally he picked up his briefcase and headed out of the hotel. He walked leisurely for a while, knowing he might have a tail, and then ducked into a bar and called his buddy Chavez. He was given instructions for the pickup place. After the call, he saw his tail. The man’s face was familiar, although he couldn’t exactly remember where he had seen him. That would have to wait, he thought, as he finished his call and walked out.



    He walked down the street very fast and entered a larger hotel he knew very well. This was where he usually stayed, so he greeted the proprietor calmly and walked on toward the hallway. He moved like he was going to take the elevator upstairs, but quickly went down the staircase to the basement. There were two doors—one was a service door and the other led to the kitchen. He quickly headed for the service door, opened it and stepped out. He picked up a small pebble and stuck it in the door before he hailed a taxi and got in.



    One quick glance at the service door confirmed that somebody was trying to open it. He smiled and gave the taxi driver directions. After a few moments, Gaston paid him and walked up the street.



    A car pulled over and he jumped in. “Hello, Monsieur Demus.”



    “Hello, boys, take me where I can get a passport, okay?” He needed to get a new passport using the documents that Pesot had given him.



    “As you wish, monsieur,” replied one of Chavez’s boys. “My name is Chico. It’s good to meet you, Monsieur Demus.”



    “Likewise, Chico,” Gaston answered, extending his hand.



    They took him through a maze of alleys until they finally pulled over. One of the men walked to a door and knocked. Introductions were made and the boys left to wait outside. The process was amazingly quick and in a short time he had a new passport.



    The two boys were waiting when he entered the car. “Thanks, boys. Drop me at the Banque Internationale,” he said, looking at his watch, “and please tell Chavez I need to talk to him.” He gave them his room number.



    “The boss will be in touch,” one of the boys said as Gaston stepped out of the car and headed for the bank entrance. The bank was almost empty. He glanced around and identified a woman who looked like some sort of manager. In thirty minutes, Gaston had a temporary savings book and a safe deposit box. He walked out of the bank feeling like a load had been lifted from his shoulders. He hailed a taxi and gave directions.



    He took a stroll along the Seine until he spotted a good restaurant. Though he had been putting it off, he was hungry and hadn’t eaten anything in twelve hours. He ordered filet mignon with rice and vegetables, and he topped it off with a glass of chardonnay. He ate everything on his plate and felt a lot better afterwards. He paid his bill, walked out, and hailed a taxi to his hotel. He had deliberately left a trail by opening a bank account and staying in the same hotel. He needed to make sure that The Helpers knew where he was.



    He walked to the hotel confidently without even looking back, got his room key from the desk, and went to his room. He locked the door, fell on the bed and slept like a baby. Though Gaston was a light sleeper, he didn’t hear the first knock on his door. It was the second knock that fully woke him up. He reached for a weapon, but there wasn’t any. He cursed himself for failing to secure one from Chavez’s boys. He looked at his watch; it was almost eleven o’clock. He walked to the door and pulled it from behind, ready to pounce. A waiter with a familiar face entered with a tray of wine. Gaston closed the door and then a smile slowly came over his face.



    “Damn, Chico, it’s you,” he said relieved.



    “Yes, Demus, it’s me. I can see you were ready to damage me,” Chico said with a chuckle. “Listen, this place is crawling with goons. I counted at least four. Now put these on top of your clothes,” he said handing him white pants, a coat, and a cap.



    “That bad, ah?” Gaston said as he quickly put on the tight waiter’s uniform and the cap. He popped open the briefcase and removed the papers with instructions and the passport.



    They left the room with Chico leading the way. They took the stairs to the basement.



    “Just a minute, Demus,” Chico said when they reached the basement. He reached inside a closet and pulled out the limp body of a waiter, poured some wine on his clothes, and then dropped the tray on his lap. “This way,” he said quietly, and Gaston followed.



    They walked through a basement tunnel covered with cobwebs and spiders. Finally, Chico stopped and tapped on a manhole. The cover was quickly removed and they climbed up and were outside. They entered a nearby van and took off at high speed.



    “Well, Demus, we lost them.”



    Gaston shook his head. He had always known these guys were good, but he was impressed with how efficient they were. “Tell me, Chico, how many tunnels are there like that?”



    Chico laughed hard as he watched Gaston struggle out of the tight outfit. The guys in front joined in and the whole van echoed in laughter before Chico responded to Gaston’s question. “I don’t know. They were used during the Second World War. I understand that the resistance lived in those tunnels for years.”



    The van finally stopped. “Let’s go, Demus,” Chico said, leading the way to another parked car. They went through a maze of small side streets and entered a garage, whose door opened wide when Chico pressed the remote control. Chico parked the car in the underground garage of one of Chavez’s businesses and they both got out.



    “This way, Demus,” Chico said and Gaston followed.



    Chico pressed a bell and murmured into the intercom. The door opened, revealing a big lounge with crap tables and card games and a host of people playing and drinking.



    Gaston smiled. “A casino; why am I not surprised?” he commented.



    “Follow me, Demus,” Chico said, taking Gaston away from the scene. They climbed the stairs and again, Chico knocked, the door was opened, and they entered a well-decorated lounge with girls all over the place.



    “Chico, I have to clean my face,” Gaston said.



    Chico smiled. “I will show you the bathroom.” He opened the door and there was a big bathroom, filled with sinks and mirrors. Gaston washed his face and also rubbed down his clothes, though they were not dusty. His hair was fine, thanks to the cap he had put on.



    “Demus, let’s go see the boss,” Chico called out.



    As usual, Chavez wasn’t in the lounge, but had an adjoining area with guards on both sides of the door. Chico announced them and in seconds, Chavez opened the door himself and hugged Gaston like a brother. They sat down in luxurious chairs and were served drinks.



    “I heard that your turf is on fire, man,” Chavez said as he lifted his glass.



    “That’s an understatement. The fire is out of control. How is this place?”



    Chavez shook his head. “You remember that spy, Lance, right?”



    Gaston’s eyes popped. “Yes of course?”



    Chavez nodded his head. “When the bastard is in town, it’s always bad for business.” He paused and sipped his drink. “Tonight that bastard almost nailed Sapphire. So now it’s the Serpent against the Sapphire.”



    “You mean old Lance’s nickname is Serpent?” Gaston asked, and Chavez nodded again.



    “Now, I understand why the guy is such a good shoot. I had a brief encounter with him and believe me, it was close.”



    Chavez looked at Gaston closely and shook his head.



    “Come on, Cobra, don’t hold back on me. Go ahead and tell me what’s on your mind.”



    “Since you got here in town, you have been tailed and this morning, you barely got away from your hotel. Hardcore Belgian mercenaries were watching it. I was just wondering why.”



    Gaston looked away quickly and refilled both their drinks. He leaned over. “Cobra, this is between us. You are the only brother I have left.” He paused and took another sip. “I took insurance on the bastards before I pulled the job,” he said, looking into his glass.



    It was Chavez’s turn to look at him in shock. “You mean you pulled that big job? Son of a bitch, Demus!” he laughed, this time like a maniac, but Gaston wasn’t laughing.



    “Did you hear me, Cobra? I took insurance on them. That’s why I needed the recording equipment. I figured if I didn’t, I wouldn’t live long enough to collect the dough.”



    Chavez sobered up quickly but there were still tears in his eyes, which he dabbed with his handkerchief. “You figured right, Demus. Few men would pull a job that size and live long enough to collect. The insurance was perfect thinking, especially where those bastards are concerned.”



    They sipped their drinks in silence and Gaston pulled out the instructions that the Monsignor had given him and handed them over to Chavez. The older assassin read and reread them. “I bet you, Demus, a hundred to one, the dentist will put some kind of remote device with poison in your mouth or somewhere on your body. But why New York, of all places?”



    It was Gaston’s turn to look away. “The bitch that has the tape is in New York.”



    Chavez shook his head. “Now, Demus, listen to me. Turn to mode A, retrieve that tape and disappear, but first you must go and see the dentist. I have one or two people that owe me a favor in New York who can help you with logistics.” He paused and chugged his drink down. “Under the circumstances, you are to keep the device far from your body, do you hear me, brother?” Chavez got up and walked to a phone.



    Gaston’s mind was running fast. All this had suddenly turned into a nasty movie. His belief in the men that had taken him on as a son had long been shattered, considering the torture and the fact that they wanted to kill him. Death was of no consequence as long as he did one final deed that would appease his dear mother’s spirit.



    Chavez finally came back and sat down. “Listen to me, Demus, you’re one of the best in this business and I hope to God we pull this one off.” He paused a little and blinked. “When you arrive in New York, you are to call this number. My friend’s name is Tony Demarco, a very good man. He will make sure that the device that the dentist plants in your mouth is removed and planted somewhere in your clothes, where it won’t be close enough to poison you. Don’t worry, Demus; these men are good at what they do.”



    “Now, Demus, get out of France tonight and go to New York. The Serpent is around and he has ears all over the place. After retrieving the tape, give it to Demarco and then come straight back; only then can we make the deal with the devil.”



    Chavez looked at his watch and Gaston got up on his feet quickly, knowing, as Chavez had put it, that he was in mode A. He had to do what was necessary, including putting his life on the line, to succeed in the mission. Chavez walked with Demus into the lounge and up to the door, ignoring the guards. He gave him back the papers and kissed him on both cheeks.



    “See you soon, Demus.”



    “So long, Cobra,” Gaston said. It was the first time he had used Chavez’s field name in front of Chico. Chavez turned away quickly and walked back to his chambers.



    Chico and Gaston walked through the Casino to the car in silence and drove through the guarded entrance. “You know, Demus, l am the closest employee to the boss, but l never knew his field name until now, although l have heard legends about Cobra all over France and Spain.”



    “Chico, my friend, pretend that you didn’t hear that, and remember: Of all predators, none is more unpredictable than a cobra,” Chico nodded. “I understand.”



    “I need a favor. I need a seat on a plane for New York tonight if possible; here is the name on the passport,” Gaston said, handing him the passport he’d obtained in Paris. Chico took it and smiled. In ten minutes, they arrived at the place where he would get his ticket. Gaston followed Chico to the door. After a few knocks, the door opened.



    In front of Gaston stood possibly the most beautiful girl he had ever laid his eyes on. She kissed Chico on the cheek and shook hands with Gaston.



    “Come on in,” she said and led them to a modest living room. She offered them alcohol but they both opted for soft drinks.



    “Demus, how do you want to get to New York? Incognito or regular?” Chico asked.



    Gaston smiled. “Regular.” The Helpers have to know.



    Chico called the girl, who had kept her distance, whispered something to her and handed her the passport. She smiled and headed toward the phone. Chico came and sat opposite Gaston. “Consider it done. She works for Air France and she will deliver it tonight.”



    Gaston kept twirling his drink in the glass. “Say, Chico, man to man; how is she?”



    This took Chico by surprise and his eyes popped open. “You mean …” he nodded in her direction and burst out laughing. “Don’t know, Demus, been there only once. Do you …?”



    “Maybe next time, Chico, I have a lot on my mind right now,” Gaston said seriously.



    The girl came back and handed Chico the passport. “There is a plane at one o’clock in the morning and another at a quarter to three. You can take either. Everything is taken care of.”



    “Thanks, Claudine. Won’t you join us for one more drink?”



    She smiled and sat down as Chico poured her a drink. “Claudine, Monsieur Demus thinks you are … efficient and I tend to agree with him,” Chico said conversationally.



    She smiled warmly. “I’m glad you think so, monsieur. I hope I will see you when you get back from New York.”



    Gaston smiled. “I hope so, too,” Gaston said, looking at his watch. “Chico, I want to catch the early flight, so I guess we better go,” he said. Chico quickly got on his feet.



    She walked them to the door. “Bye, Chico, and it was nice meeting you, monsieur.”



    “The pleasure was mine, Claudine,” he answered as they walked to Chico’s car.



    “You like her, don’t you, Demus?”



    “Yes, Chico, she is beautiful, but not this time. Women have always been my weakness, and now I am paying for it. That’s why I’m going to New York,” he answered firmly.



    Chico didn’t ask any more questions. They drove off in silence for a while.



    “Chico, are you married?” Gaston asked.



    “What, me?” Chico questioned.



    “That means you are not. You know, Chico, sometimes I think God created man and woman to be together, because I have a nice life and yet I am the loneliest bastard alive.”



    Chico nodded. “Maybe you are right, Demus. Sometimes I’m a lonely bastard too.”



    They didn’t say much more until they were a few blocks from the hotel. “We can stop here and you can take a taxi.”



    Gaston nodded as he stepped out of the car. “Chico, thank you very much. I will see you when I get back,” he said as he flagged down a taxi. When he got out of the taxi, he noticed that two of his shadows were still there.



    The moment Gaston stepped into his hotel room, he knew somebody had been inside. He could smell cheap aftershave lotion. How could anybody wear that shit? He checked the room carefully, but nothing had been removed. He reached for the phone and opened the receiver and sure enough, there was a bug. He put the documents back in his briefcase and kept the fake passport in his pocket.



    He stepped out with his luggage and went down to the receptionist, purposely passing by one of his shadows, who was pretending to read the paper. After paying his bill in full, he told the receptionist to call a taxi for him. He looked back and the shadow was looking at him wide eyed, as if he couldn’t believe he’d been caught. Gaston looked away, smiling.



    The taxi came quite quickly and the driver helped him with his bags. “Where to, monsieur?”



    “Air France International, as fast as you can,” Gaston said.



    The taxi driver took off like a bat out of hell, and soon they were snaking through the traffic. They arrived at the airport in no time.



    “We are here, monsieur,” the taxi driver announced.



    Gaston looked at his watch. He still had ten minutes. He paid and gave the man a good tip before he walked inside the airport toward the first-class line. He handed over his passport and luggage. “Excuse me, madam, will my bags make it on this flight?” he asked the flight attendant.



    “Yes, monsieur. They will be on the flight. The engines haven’t started yet,” she answered, looking at her watch. She quickly checked him in and then directed him to the entrance.



    Gaston walked through the mass of people and located his seat. After all the events of the day, he needed a very good rest. The flight attendant came by and asked him if there was anything he wanted, but he smiled and said all he wanted was to rest for the duration of the flight.



    He adjusted his seat, straightened his legs and fell asleep instantly.


  



  
    CHAPTER 71


    _______



    Jenny felt a lot safer than she had in the last two days as she opened the door. The day before, Jenny had gone to meet her professor, Dr. Stapleton, at a little diner that was located uptown near Columbia University. She was wearing a long blonde wig and had schoolteacher glasses on, which made her look ten years older. Jenny had walked over to him and asked if the seat was free. The professor had been reluctant to share a seat with a blonde middle-aged stranger, but he had almost choked on his coffee when he realized who it was. She had proceeded to tell him her current predicament and made him promise to put the package in a safe place.



    Strangely enough, the professor had seemed intrigued by the whole saga, having not had an adventure in a long time. He had immediately offered her the use of his summer cottage and his car, promising to take care of inquisitive neighbors. She had checked out of the hotel, dumped the rental car, and then taken a train to the shore. The train ride had provided a welcome distraction as Jenny looked out the window and saw the trees and grass becoming greener the farther they moved south. “No wonder they called this the Garden State,” she had thought. She had felt the breeze from the ocean as she got off the train and taken a deep breath of the crisp air, before she went to find a taxi.



    She was now posing as the professor’s niece Erica Stapleton. Before she opened the door, the professor’s neighbor warmly greeted her, and told her to call on her if she needed anything. Jenny thanked her, opened the door to the cottage, and almost stepped on an envelope on the floor. She picked it up, opened it and inside was some money and a small note: “Dear niece, have a nice vacation.”



    She dropped the envelope on the table, surprised and pleased that her old professor had given her some money. The day before, she had deposited her rent money in the bank and transferred it to the rental agency, so she was running low on funds. She looked around the cottage with interest. The professor had decorated it modestly with contemporary and comfortable furniture—not too rustic. She opened a few windows to let in some fresh air and then headed for the kitchen. The fridge had ample provisions and she made herself a breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon.



    She finished eating, cleaned up everything, and put her things away. She picked up her car keys and her handbag and walked to the door. She secured the door without the usual backward glance she had now become accustomed to and walked confidently to the professor’s car.



    “I have no use for this car anyway, Jenny. It belongs to one of my kids, who is now in college and only uses it on vacation. You are welcome to it,” he had said.



    She drove for a few minutes before joining the main traffic. She got on the parkway and proceeded north. It was much better, she thought, to drive back and forth to Manhattan and make the calls from there. The car was not a rental and the goons didn’t know that she was staying out of the state. She paid at the tollbooth for the parkway and continued to Manhattan without stopping.



    Jenny was slowly coming to terms with her new situation. Her mind was busy balancing her options. She thought of Ricky and Casty. Who do they work for? Could they harm John? Her immediate concern was John’s safety. One thing was certain—she had to protect him.



    She entered midtown Manhattan and started looking for a phone booth. She saw one near a subway entrance and stopped the car. She had to make a phone call to the goon named Ricky.



    She dialed the number that she had memorized. “Hello, Ricky?”



    “Who is this?” asked a harsh voice.



    “Look, get Ricky for me, otherwise I’ll hang up and he’s gonna skin you alive!” she answered in a similar tone.



    “Okay. Keep your pants on. I’ll get him.”



    In a moment a voice came on. “This is Ricky. Who is this?”



    “Ricky, its Jenny. Listen carefully. I made copies of everything. Oh and Ricky, I am not dealing with foot soldiers anymore. Next time, I want to talk to your boss or Gaston.”



    “Okay, I get the picture, Jenny. I swear to the sweet Madonna, I won’t touch a hair on Spencer’s head, but what is this shit about copying everything?”



    “Well, Ricky, it’s called insurance. In case I fall off an elevator or get run over by a train. Even you know what that is, don’t you Ricky?” She hung up shaking and walked to her car. She had no intention of making copies, but she would be damned if she let them know that.



    Just before she got to the car, she decided to make another call, so she turned back. This time, it was to her producer. After a short wait, Conrad’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”



    “Hi, Conrad. It’s Jenny. I won’t be coming in for a while, but you can get the latest report from John Spencer.”



    “I see. Jenny, can we meet for lunch somewhere?”



    “Not yet, Conrad. I am tied up.”



    There was a small pause. “That’s fine, but I wanted to tell you not to write any more about the Congo. There is no interest in it. Let it go, okay?”



    Jenny’s mind worked fast. Why the sudden loss of interest? “Okay. Bye, Conrad.”



    She hung up, completely shocked by what Conrad had just said. The goddamn Helpers had even managed to get to an Executive of a major television network. How far was their reach?



    She walked to her car and sat down for a while trying to digest this new development.


  



  
    CHAPTER 72


    _______



    The deceleration and tilting of the plane must have woken him up. Gaston rubbed his eyes and shook his head. He asked the flight attendant to get him some coffee and she quickly came back with it. He asked when they were arriving in New York City.



    “We are already in New York, monsieur. We are waiting for clearance to land.”



    He sipped his drink contentedly; he was fully rested. The Captain announced the time in New York and asked everyone to tighten their seatbelts for their descent to Kennedy Airport. The plane must have taken at least eight and a half hours to get there, but Gaston’s watch said something different. He reminded himself to adjust it the moment they landed. The seatbelt light came on in preparation for the landing. Gaston couldn’t wait to get off the plane. The jumbo jet smoothly touched the ground and coasted toward the airport gateway.



    There was the usual “Welcome to New York” announcement on arrival at Kennedy, but Gaston wasn’t listening. He wanted to be among the first to get off the plane. Luckily, the immigration line wasn’t too long, and within a few minutes, he went through and retrieved his luggage. He started lifting it, but his arm was still painful. Luckily, an Indian-looking taxi driver wearing a head turban approached and assisted him. He breathed in the chilly fresh morning air as he followed the taxi driver, and in a few minutes they were headed for midtown Manhattan.



    “Places don’t change, but people do,” his mother had once told him when he was young. This seemed true at least for New York. He had come here years ago for a United Nations conference, and he could swear the place hadn’t changed a bit. He toyed with the idea of booking into the Plaza, but discarded it immediately. He wanted a hotel near the dentist’s office so he could walk there in the morning.



    “Is there a good hotel around eighteenth street near Union Square?” he asked the taxi driver.



    “There is a decent one on Twenty-sixth and Sixth, a few blocks away.”



    “That will be fine. Take me there.”



    “Okay, sir,” the taxi driver said as he maneuvered his way through traffic.



    There was one thing that always amazed Gaston; the speed and control of taxi drivers in this large city was amazing. Surprisingly, there were not that many accidents here. The taxi finally came to rest in front of the building.



    “Can you please check if there is a vacancy?” Gaston asked politely.



    The taxi driver was gone in a flash and promptly returned. “Sir, there is vacancy,” he said with a grin.



    Gaston jumped out as the bellman retrieved his luggage from the trunk. He paid the taxi driver generously and thanked him. The man shook his hand and walked away happily. Gaston settled the hotel bill in cash for a couple of days. He followed the bellman to his room and was pleased by its size. He gave the man a tip and proceeded to unpack his clothes and hang them neatly in the closet. Next he took a shower and ordered a light breakfast, which he ate with relish as he checked his briefcase.



    He had the name and address of the dentist he was supposed to see and also the contact for Tony Demarco, a friend of Chavez. He felt strange not being armed, having gotten used to feeling the steel next to his body. He got dressed, put some money in his wallet and the dentist’s address in his other pocket. He had memorized Tony Demarco’s telephone number after getting it from Chavez in Paris and, as expected, had torn the paper and flushed it down the toilet.



    Gaston looked at himself in the mirror with satisfaction before he walked out of the room. The streets were already getting crowded, even at this early hour. The difference in attire was evident. People here seemed less concerned about their appearance than their Parisian counterparts. Gaston stopped at a store to get change before he walked to a phone booth.



    He dialed the number of the dentist. It rang for a long time without a reply, so he dialed the other number he had been given. A lady picked up the phone. “Hello!”



    “Yes, may I talk to Doctor Woody Starks, please?”



    There was a moment’s hesitation. “May I ask who is calling?”



    Gaston thought quickly. His alias wouldn’t do, but neither would his real name. “Tell him his patient from Paris.”



    In a moment, a deep voice came on the line. “How was your journey, sir?”



    “Good. I will be at your office in fifteen minutes, doctor,” Gaston said quickly.



    “Make that thirty,” the doctor said and hung up.



    So the bastard needed time to mix something for him. He stayed in the booth for a few seconds and then called Tony Demarco’s number. “Hello, who is this?” said a harsh voice.



    “Never mind who it is. Let me talk to Demarco. He is expecting my call. I am a friend of a friend,” he said firmly.



    A voice came online. “Hello Demus. Chavez already called me; when can we meet?”



    “I am on my way to see the doctor,” Gaston said and went on to mention the location. “Most likely I will be followed.”



    There was a pause. “My people will be watching and they will see you get out. When you leave the doctor’s place, walk toward Fifth Avenue and then make a sharp right on the next street. A taxi will stop for you. Just get in and leave the rest to me.”



    “Got it; see you later.”



    Gaston hung up and got out of the telephone booth. He asked a lady who was passing by what time it was and adjusted his watch. It always amazed him how a plane seemed to move faster than time. Or was it the other way around? He smiled as he walked downtown.



    He arrived at the doctor’s building a few minutes later and opened the door. He checked the listing on the opposite wall and there it was, Dr. Woody Stark, in big letters. He used the stairs and within a couple of minutes, he was on the second floor, knocking on the doctor’s door. A woman opened and ushered him inside.



    “Sir, are you the gentleman from Paris?” she asked politely.



    “Yes, I am,” he answered.



    “Please follow me, sir.” She turned and walked down a hallway past one door and stopped at the second one and knocked.



    “Come in,” said a deep voice from inside. She opened the door and stepped back.



    “Welcome, sir; come in,” a tall heavy-set man said, extending his large hand.



    Gaston shook it and the man shut the door behind him. Gaston looked around. Apart from one recliner chair and a small counter, the place didn’t have any dental machinery, although it was well furnished with two large sofas in one corner, a marble table, and a refrigerator.



    “Sir, I will be as brief as I possibly can,” Gaston said to the man seriously. “I know you aren’t a dentist and if you are, my mother’s name is Madonna. Now give me all I need and I will be gone before you know it.” This took the man by surprise, but he recovered quickly.



    “Okay, sir,” he said as he walked toward the counter and picked up a note. He came and dropped it on the table. “Here are the numbers to contact. I will get us a drink.”



    The huge man walked toward a refrigerator in the corner. One of Gaston’s eyes looked at the note, while the other was watching the fake dentist. With a flick of his wrist the man dropped something in a glass. Interesting; exactly as Chavez predicted.



    Gaston put the note in his pocket as the fake dentist came back with the drinks and sat opposite him. “Tell me, sir, do you get a lot of patients like me?” he inquired, trying to make conversation.



    The doctor smiled. “No, sir, not too often.”



    Gaston faked a sneeze. “Doctor, do you have a tissue? I haven’t adjusted to the New York weather yet.” The huge man walked toward the counter long enough for Gaston to switch the glasses. Gaston picked up his glass and swallowed the contents.



    The fake dentist sat down and smiled. “Here you go. The weather here is something in the spring. You should adjust within a few days,” he said.



    “Probably jet lag,” Gaston said in groggy voice. “Doctor, I am suddenly feeling very tired,” he managed to say before he slumped into the sofa with the drink still in his hand.



    A few seconds later, he felt a hand remove his glass and heard footsteps moving away. He opened his eyes a little and saw that the doctor was pouring both drinks into the sink. The doctor opened a cupboard and removed some equipment and a little box. From the box, he extracted a small capsule before he turned around and headed back toward Gaston.



    Gaston had to use all his relaxation techniques to calm himself down. Huge hands opened his mouth and something was inserted in the extreme molar and pressed hard. He felt like throwing up but knew that would give him away, so he restrained himself by thinking of other things. Finally, the man finished and closed Gaston’s jaw. He stood there watching before he turned and walked away.



    Gaston stole a quick glance and noticed that the man was picking up the phone.



    “Hello, Louis,” the heavy voice echoed. “He is sleeping like a baby and I already put the cap on. He should wake up in a few minutes.” He hung up, turned around and walked out.



    Gaston took two long steps to get to the liquor cabinet, opened it hastily and pulled out the small package the fake doctor had used. He opened the box and removed a capsule which he put in his pocket, then he carefully closed the box and cabinet and rushed back to the sofa. He tilted his head as someone opened the door and stole a quick glance.



    After what seemed an eternity, the heavy footsteps of the doctor approached the door and came into the room. Gaston started groaning, but didn’t want to overdo it, so he started to open his eyes. The fake dentist was standing there looking at Gaston’s sleepy face.



    “Poor guy, you must have had a long flight,” echoed the heavy voice as Gaston cleared his head by shaking it.



    “Damn! I’m sorry, doctor. I must have dozed off,” he said, trying to get up. The quack doctor gave him a hand and walked him toward the sink, where Gaston splashed his face with water. The man handed Gaston a fresh towel.



    The fake dentist smiled as he led Gaston to the door, promising to see him again.



    “In your dreams, you quack,” Gaston was thinking as he walked down the stairs. His trained eyes picked up a possible tail across the street pretending to buy a newspaper. He crossed the street, passed by the man and then headed toward Fifth Avenue. Whatever it was that had been put into his tooth was smooth, and he wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t felt the quack dentist install it.



    Following Demarco’s instructions, he made a sharp right and walked down the street. As if in a movie, a taxi pulled alongside him and the man opened the passenger door. Gaston quickly jumped in and closed the door. The taxi driver drove fast and made a few turns before he stopped suddenly.



    He turned to Gaston. “Quick, through that green door!”



    Gaston jumped out, ran to the door and opened it. A big man walked him through a building to a parking lot where a sleek vehicle was parked. They opened it and pushed him inside. It was dark inside and the vehicle had tinted windows.



    “Let’s go, Sal. Hello, Demus,” a voice said at his side.



    Sal closed the door behind Gaston, ran to the driver’s seat, and started driving.



    “Hello …” Gaston said, turning to the man sitting next to him.



    The man smiled and extended his hand. “Call me Tony, and that’s Sal, my nephew,” he said, nodding toward the driver.



    Gaston smiled and shook Tony’s hand. “Nice to meet you both,” he said, glancing at Sal.



    “How is my friend Chavez doing?” Tony asked.



    “Chavez is doing all right. Your people are smooth.”



    Tony smiled. “It’s a necessity. We will talk business later. Just lie back and enjoy the scenery.”



    The man fell silent as the vehicle moved smoothly out of the city and traveled for probably thirty minutes before it pulled into a driveway with a high fence surrounding it.



    “Hey, Sal, stop the car here. We will walk the rest of the way,” Tony announced.



    The tall, muscular guy, who was probably in his late twenties, opened the back doors. Gaston got out and followed Tony Demarco.


  



  
    CHAPTER 73


    _______



    Lance turned in his bed. He reached for the clock and forced his eyes open. He was feeling disoriented from the heavy drinking of the night before. For a moment, he forgot where he was until he looked around the room and realized he was at Jacques’ place in Paris. His eyes fell on the clock. Shit! It was almost nine o’clock. He got up, wrapped a robe around his body and went to the bathroom. He ran the cold water, clenched his teeth, and jumped in. The water was freezing, but there was no other way he could think of to get rid of the bothersome headache. He had practically drunk a whole bottle of liquor by himself the night before, waiting and hoping for some kind of news about Sapphire.



    Agent Jean Laurent had been arrested and interrogated, but the results were inconclusive. The man didn’t even know what the real Sapphire looked like. He had never seen him in full light. Joe Campos and another goon had also been arrested but frankly, there was no case. All the police had was circumstantial evidence. Hearing this had caused Lance to drink even more and Pierre, noticing his boss’ mood, had kept his distance.



    Lance applied more soap and scrubbed himself clean, then he ran more cold water all over himself until he was shivering. He wrapped the robe around himself and walked to the bedroom. He could hear Pierre singing an old Louis Armstrong tune in the kitchen and the smell of something like eggs was emanating from that direction.



    After he completed dressing, he grabbed his Glock and checked it. All the mechanisms looked good, apart from the two rounds he had fired desperately the night before. One had to respect Sapphire after that spectacular escape, especially the dive that he had made while coming under fire. The assassin had pulled it off like child’s play and humiliated the entire Commando force.



    He walked toward the kitchen, recalling the statistics. Fifty commandos were seriously injured and fifteen were dead, which left only thirty-five, and most of them were injured. Sapphire had obviously anticipated this for years and was ready. He had used time devices to confuse the attack party, and most of the explosions had occurred one after the other to create fear and confusion. The man had succeeded in achieving both.



    “Hello, boss, how are you feeling this morning?” Pierre inquired.



    “Considering that we lost Sapphire, and have just seen several weeks of work disappear into thin air, and on top of that, I have a major headache, I would say everything is swell; nothing an aspirin can’t fix. How are you?”



    “Just a little hangover, boss. It will be fine after we chow down this breakfast.”



    Lance went to the bathroom to retrieve an aspirin, came back and poured himself a cup of black coffee before walking to the terrace.



    He came back a few minutes later, pulled a cigar from the drawer, and put it in his mouth. “Son, call me when you are done. I will be outside.”



    He sat back in a swinging chair and looked at the beautiful grounds. He thought about his former boss Jacques, who had left all this behind. Sadness engulfed him, but he made himself snap out of it and started reviewing the current situation. He was almost certain Sapphire had flown the coop, possibly to one of the many islands in the Mediterranean sea. The man could be anywhere.



    Pierre came outside and handed him the phone. “It’s for you, boss.”



    Only one man knew how to get in touch with him, and that was Patrice Charmer.



    “Hello, Patrice,” Lance said.



    “Good morning, Lance. When can you be available to come to my office?”



    Lance thought about this for a moment. The President’s aide on



    Intelligence wouldn’t want to meet him unless it was important. “Is forty minutes okay?”



    “See you then,” Patrice said and then hung up.



    “Say, Pierre, can you make me a sandwich. I’ve got to go, but I promise I will be back soon.”



    Pierre reappeared with two bacon and egg toasted sandwiches. Lance took the plate from him, devoured the sandwiches and washed then down with what was left of his coffee. As usual, Pierre went ahead to do some reconnaissance. He was good at this kind of thing, Lance thought. This time, Lance moved out of the garage and drove through the gate that Pierre had already opened. Pierre gave him a thumbs-up sign and Lance headed toward the city.



    Lance opted to park three blocks from Monsieur Charmer’s office and walk the rest of the way. As before, he used the back entrance and took the elevator up. He was asked for identification as he got out of the elevator and then he headed to Patrice’s office. The secretary announced his arrival and Patrice opened the door quickly, as if he had been expecting him that very moment.



    “Come in,” he managed to say, and Lance detected anxiety in his voice.



    Lance walked in and sat down. Patrice closed the door carefully and locked it. “Would you like a drink, Lance? I think you might need it!”



    Lance shook his head. “I am still recovering from last night. What’s new?”



    Patrice walked to the chair behind his large desk and sat down. He was playing with his knuckles and Lance noticed that they were white as a sheet.



    “Tell me, Lance. Does the name Demus mean anything to you?”



    Lance’s heart skipped a beat. “That’s the man we told you about on the plane—Gaston.”



    “I thought so. Well, I have bad news. Demus is already in New York, and although our agent couldn’t find out much, we have reason to believe that the man is after something there. If he has gone on behalf of The Helpers, there is a possibility that the fallout might be extensive, and we don’t want to antagonize our friends in the United States.”



    Lance kept silent and watched Patrice. The man was visibly shaken.



    “Lance, you are to follow this man and get him back here. I have been in touch with our counterparts at Langley, in Washington DC. They can’t get involved since it’s domestic, but they’ll get the FBI to help.”



    Lance recalled the events in Congo, especially the scuffle at the airport. He was now almost positive that Jenny Osborne had something to do with Gaston’s trip to New York. What did the journalist have that the man wanted? The answer wasn’t too far away, but whatever it was, it had Patrice nervous and that meant Paris and Brussels were nervous. There was one thing he knew for sure—the girl’s life was in danger.



    “Will that be all, monsieur?” he asked, getting up. Patrice nodded.



    “I will go and pack my bags. Pierre will come with me.”



    Patrice got up and walked him to the door. “Lance, this has come straight from the top. There won’t be any room for compromise. Good luck.”



    Lance looked at him for a moment. “When did Gaston arrive in New York?”



    “This morning.”



    Lance thought about this. “Get me a private plane. We will be ready in an hour.” He walked out without glancing back. He was thinking of the best way to tell Pierre that Jenny might be in trouble. He knew that the kid liked her a lot although he tried to conceal it.



    When he got outside, he passed his car and continued walking almost two blocks, trying to clear his mind. He needed to focus clearly on the events before and after the assassination, so as to pinpoint exactly what Gaston was after.



    He recalled Gaston’s little hut and the story about his chasing Jenny at the airport, but couldn’t come up with a good explanation. He pondered the information they had gotten from Chantal. She was almost certain something of importance had been taken away from him. Was it money? Unlikely. All of a sudden, he remembered the false brick in the basement. Yes, it had to be something that tied him to The Helpers or the recent assassination of the Congolese President. The journalist had somehow gotten her hands on it.



    “Oh my God!” he said aloud to the surprise of bystanders and sprinted to his car while talking on his phone. “Pack up a few clothes for us, Pierre. We are leaving,” he said and hung up.



    He drove home at breakneck speed, entered the already-open gate then parked the car roughly alongside Carat’s fancy Audi. Pierre was standing in the doorway, wide-eyed, knowing that something was wrong.



    “Are the bags ready, son?” Lance asked, and Pierre nodded “Come on, let’s go. I will brief you on the way. No guns!” “What?” Pierre asked in disbelief.



    “Never mind, come on!” Lance said as Pierre deposited both bags in the back of the car, opened the passenger door and jumped in.



    Lance didn’t bother looking back as he backed out of the garage and closed the garage door with a remote unit. He smoothly turned the car around and joined the main road. They drove for a while in silence and then joined the traffic heading for the airport.



    Lance picked up his phone, dialed Patrice’s office and told the secretary that he urgently needed to talk to Monsieur Charmer. A moment later, Patrice’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”



    “We are on our way to the airport. Is there any more news?”



    “No, go to the private area and you will be met and given everything. Good luck.”



    Lance could feel the tension building up in Pierre and he decided to calm him down. “Son, we are going to New York. Our friend Gaston has gone there,” he said flatly.



    Pierre turned to Lance with his mouth open. “What in hell would Gaston want in New York?” he said out loud and then sat back silently buried in thought.



    The car pulled into the parking lot and they both got out. Each picked up a bag and headed toward the private-jet airstrip. They were met by two young men, a pilot and a copilot, who led them toward the plane. There was silence as the four men walked on the tarmac. Only the sound of their shoes could be heard. They climbed up the stairs and entered the aircraft.



    “Monsieur, I have been given instructions to pass on to you. Can we have a seat?” one of the men asked.



    Lance smiled at the rookie. “By all means, young man. After you.”



    They sat down and the copilot opened a briefcase, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to Lance while the pilot walked toward the cockpit.



    “Is there anything else?” Lance asked the man.



    “No, monsieur, everything you need is in there. I will be going now, monsieur,” the man said as he stood up and walked away.



    Lance opened the envelope and there was a bunch of dollars, mostly in twenties and fifties, and a small note written in special code. He handed the note to Pierre.



    “Please decode that. My brain is fried,” he said.



    Pierre pulled out a small piece of paper and started decoding, while Lance was busy counting the money.



    Finally, Pierre finished. He had written: A lady in a black dress with a red scarf will be standing in front of a fire hydrant opposite the hotel, between twenty and twenty-one hundred or twenty-two and twenty-three hundred. Buy something in a restaurant across the street. He handed the note to Lance who read it, tore it up and put the pieces in his pocket.



    At that moment, the powerful jet engine started and the jet cruised forward slowly and finally came to rest behind the other planes. There were instructions to fasten their seatbelts and then, without warning, the plane thrust rapidly down the runway. Suddenly they were airborne as the plane tilted backward, picking up altitude. A few minutes later, it leveled off.



    “You know, Pierre, in this sucker we should cross the Atlantic in a few hours.” Pierre looked at his boss and fell silent. He knew that his boss was keeping something from him.



    “Don’t they have a flight attendant on this thing?” Lance shouted. As if she heard him, the attendant suddenly showed up by their side. Pierre suppressed a smile after seeing the expression on Lance’s face.



    “Excuse me! Can you get us some coffee?” Lance said, lamely avoiding her eyes.



    Pierre burst out laughing after she left, to Lance’s embarrassment. “Serves you right, boss, for keeping something from me.”



    The flight attendant brought a tray. “Anything else, gentlemen?” They both shook their heads. She smiled. “Please ring the bell if you need me.” She walked away and disappeared into another cabin.



    Lance poured both of them some coffee, handed Pierre a cup, and started speaking.



    “Son, I didn’t want to upset you, but like I said, Gaston is in New



    York where he doesn’t have any particular ties, and considering the events at the airport in Kinshasa, I figure everything points to Jenny Osborne.” He finished and sipped his drink.



    “I have been thinking the same thing since you mentioned Gaston’s trip to New York. I just hope we get there in time.”



    Lance nodded but said nothing more.



    Pierre fell silent as he thought about Jenny. He had missed her a lot, although most the time he tried to push her out of his mind; unsuccessfully. She was very pretty, feisty, yet very compassionate, as well as brave. Hadn’t she eluded Gaston before? Hopefully, she would do that again.



    He thought about the kiss they had shared outside a pub in Kinshasa and how it had felt. There was no longer any doubt in his mind about his feelings for her, and he hoped and prayed that he would get a chance to tell her.


  



  
    CHAPTER 74


    _______



    The compound surrounding Tony Demarco’s large mansion was impressive. Gaston could tell that the landscape had been professionally designed. The soft green grass was freshly cut and the different types of trees were well trimmed. There were flowers blossoming in various places and along the entrance. Tony got out of the car and Gaston did the same. The house was about sixty yards away. They started walking towards it.



    “So how is my buddy Chavez?” Tony asked Gaston again.



    “He is in good health. There was a sweep of some sort all over town, so he was lying low.”



    Demarco nodded. “That’s just like him. Play it cool until the fire moves on.”



    They continued with the small talk for some time before Tony dropped the inevitable bombshell. “These fuckers that are after you mean business. They have numerous people around this town, the quack dentist being among them. They had three goons tailing you today. Where are you staying?”



    Gaston told him.



    “We will make arrangements to get you another place. What happened at the dentist’s office?”



    “Well, the man isn’t a real dentist. He had one reclining chair and nothing else,” Gaston started, but was cut short by the loud, uncontrolled laugh that emanated from Tony. Gaston continued to tell Tony what happened at the dentist’s office, but Tony stopped him in the middle and looked at him closely.



    “Son of a bitch, you are serious.” He laughed even harder this time.



    Gaston paused as he waited for Tony’s laughter to subside. He continued, “The fucker then made a phone call to a certain Ricky and walked out of the office. That’s when I quickly ran to the cabinet and removed that capsule.” By the time Gaston concluded his story, they had reached the front terrace. They sat down in reclining chairs and soft drinks were brought out.



    Tony raised his glass, “Salute!” Gaston did likewise and they gulped them down.



    “Say, Tony, do you know who these guys are?” Gaston asked, handing him the paper with two names and their addresses. Tony took them and his eyes popped open.



    “These guys are nobody. Ricky and Casty work for ‘Louis the Nose’ down in little Italy. They are scum. You mean you are supposed to report to these bums?” Tony asked seriously.



    “No, Tony, they have been keeping tabs on somebody for me, but I already know they are amateurs, given that they have failed to get my package.”



    Tony smiled and refilled their glasses. “Hey, Sal, come over here!” he shouted to his nephew Sal, who was not only his driver but also his bodyguard. The young man came running.



    “Did you call the biotech doctor?” Tony asked.



    “Yes, boss, he should be here any time. Wait a minute, here he is,” he said pointing to a car.



    “Tell him to go set up and then call us,” Tony said before he turned to Gaston.



    “So tell me, do you like New York?”



    Gaston sipped his drink before answering. “To tell you the truth, I like the vibe of the city, but I find downtown a little too tricky.”



    Tony nodded his head in agreement. “You are right. Downtown is a bit tricky, but New York is where the money is, so we have to roll with the punches,” he said philosophically, looking into distance.



    “Boss, the doctor is ready,” Sal announced.



    “Come on, Demus, let’s get this over with,” Tony said as he got up and started walking. Gaston followed him through a maze of doors until they reached a room that looked like a garage.



    “You see these walls,” Tony said, tapping one of them. “They are two feet thick and completely padded. No sound can go through them.”



    Gaston felt a bit uneasy with a dentist in close proximity, although the doctor was a little old man with thick glasses who must have been pushing seventy or so.



    “Hello, doc, meet my friend, Demus. Are you ready to work?” Tony asked as he shut the door.



    The doctor nodded. “Yes, sir.”



    “All right, Demus, have a seat over here,” Tony said, pointing to a reclining chair in the middle of the room. He sat across from Gaston.



    The doctor pulled out a small gadget that looked like a calculator and turned it on. It beeped instantly, and then he moved closer to Gaston and told him to open his mouth wide. He used a small flashlight to see inside Gaston’s mouth.



    “Mister Demarco, all I can see is an electronic sensor. It’s very rare. I have only heard of this kind of device but I have never seen it; it’s amazing,” the doctor commented.



    “Shut your trap, old man. I am not interested in your bullshit. What I want to know is; can you remove it?” Tony barked angrily.



    “Of course, Mister Demarco, I just …”



    “Shut up and get to work,” Tony said, with finality in his voice.



    The poor doctor fidgeted in his bag for the equipment and in a few seconds he had extracted the cap from Gaston’s mouth. He put it carefully on a steel tray and both Tony and Gaston automatically moved in for a closer view.



    “Doctor, can you explain to us in simple language what the fuck this device is?” Tony asked, clearly amazed.



    The doctor smiled, obviously proud that his work was being appreciated. “Gentlemen, this here is …” he said pointing to a little yellow cylindrical object, “a capsule most probably containing cyanide, wrapped in a highly combustible plastic strip. On top is a sensor controlled by a remote unit. When the unit is pressed, boom! The plastic will burn the capsule and a big horse would die within seconds,” he finished and smiled.



    “I’ll be damned!” Tony exclaimed and shook his head. “What’s happened to people these days? Why go to all this trouble?” he said as he pulled a big wad of money from his pocket and gave it to the doctor. “Can you fix it in such a way that nobody knows that it has been removed? You know, like a cuff link or something?”



    The doctor nodded. “I know what to do, sir. Give me a few minutes,” he said and bent into his bag for some more tools as Tony and Gaston walked back to their seats.



    “Well, Demus, someone wants you dead,” Tony stated, but Gaston didn’t comment. He had been swung back to reality and was a little withdrawn. They sat there quietly as the doctor went about his work. Finally, after about ten minutes, he announced he was done.



    He had made something that latched under the collar and was detachable, which meant one could move it from one shirt to another. Gaston was impressed and so was Demarco. They both patted the doctor on the back as they walked out of the room.



    “Hey, Sal, give the doctor one of my vintage wines, will you?” Tony said as they walked through the house toward the terrace. They settled down in the reclining chairs and Tony poured both of them a drink.



    “Demus, I guess these people want you to get their package for them first; otherwise, I don’t see why they’d go to all this trouble,” he paused and lit his cigar. Gaston lit a cigarette from the packet he had picked up on the airplane.



    Tony took another swig of his drink. “These people know you are capable of pulling off the job, but there is a snag. You have become a liability, so what do they do?” he paused and puffed on his cigar. “They hook you with the quack doctor so that there are no mistakes. Now that you are one step ahead of them, the package will become your life insurance.”



    Gaston suddenly laughed hard and tears rolled down his cheeks. Tony looked surprised by his reaction. Finally Gaston sobered up. “Everything you said is right except one thing.” He paused and used a hankie to wipe the tears from his face. “I will still die.”



    Tony stood up and motioned for Gaston to follow him. They headed into a room at the back and then Tony pushed some buttons, the door opened, and they both entered.



    “Hi, boss,” Sal said when he saw them. Tony asked Sal to open the door. Sal used some kind of combination, the latch loosened and they entered a dark room. Sal flicked on the lights as he pulled the door shut.



    “Demus, here you are,” Tony said as he swung a large cupboard open.



    A large arsenal of weapons were lined up inside. Gaston inched closer as Sal pulled some drawers open. He saw one of his favorite Uzis—although it was a fairly large gun, Gaston liked it. It had a holster and a few clips beside it and he smiled as he picked it up and checked its lever. Without a word, he removed the coat he was wearing tossed it on a chair behind him and then he strapped the gun on and inserted the clips into their compartments.



    He looked further down, searching through an assortment of pistols. Finally his eyes rested on the Beretta, a small automatic pistol renowned for its deadly accuracy. He retrieved it with its ankle holster, bent over and secured it on his ankle. Then he stopped and smiled at Sal, who was watching him closely, like a student watching a teacher.



    “Sal, you wouldn’t have a silencer, would you?”



    Sal opened another compartment, which had different sizes of silencers. Gaston picked the latch-on kind, which fits anything. Tony and Sal watched in amazement.



    “Boss, I’ve never seen a man handle guns like that,” Sal commented.



    “Voilà, we are finished,” Gaston announced. He picked up his coat and put it on as Sal opened the door for the two men and they walked back toward the terrace.



    They had a quick lunch before Gaston announced that he had to leave and start his business. Demarco walked Gaston to the car and opened the back door for him, promising to see him later. Sal took the wheel of the Limousine, and Gaston sat back and made himself comfortable as he took in the view while contemplating his next move. He reached for a button and pressed it; the window separating him from Sal slid open.



    “Hey, Sal, can you pull over at the nearest phone booth? I want to make a call.”



    “No problem,” Sal said as he pressed the button to close the window. Gaston sat back enjoying his drink until the Limousine finally stopped and Sal opened his door. Gaston stepped out and entered the phone booth ten paces away.



    Quickly searching his memory, he recalled the number, deposited a quarter, and dialed.



    “Hello, who is this?” somebody said.



    “Never mind. Is Ricky around?”



    There was a pause. “Ricky here.”



    “Hello, Ricky, it’s Demus. Where is your joint?” he asked flatly.



    “It’s downtown on Delancey and Lafayette, near Little Joe’s restaurant. You can’t miss it. Come in through the back.”



    “All right, see you soon.” Gaston hung up, walked back to the Limousine and entered. He pressed the button and the glass opened. “Okay, Sal, I am going to Delancey and Lafayette, but I will get out a few blocks before and take a taxi.”



    “Gotcha,” Sal replied.



    The Limousine surged ahead and soon they were on the highway heading for Manhattan. Gaston settled back and thought about his predicament. He tried to tell himself that there was a possibility of outsmarting The Helpers, but deep inside, he didn’t believe it. The Limousine slowed down and joined the slow traffic of the city. After a while, Sal opened the window.



    “Sir, Delancey and Lafayette is five blocks down and two over,” he said as he pulled over.



    Gaston opened the limo door as soon as it stopped and jumped out. “Thanks, Sal. See you later.” He smiled before he walked into a small store and bought a pack of cigarettes. By the time he stepped outside, the Limousine was gone.



    “Good going, Sal,” he murmured to himself as he flagged down a taxi. He entered and gave the taxi driver the address to the restaurant.



    “Oh, Little Joe’s. They have some good food,” the taxi driver commented.



    “Yup, they do and I am starving,” Gaston said and then fell silent. In a few minutes, they were in front of the restaurant. Gaston looked at his watch—it was almost three thirty. He gave the taxi driver a ten-dollar bill and waved off the change. The man grinned as Gaston stepped out of the taxi.



    Gaston stood on the pavement and surveyed the surroundings for some time before he passed the restaurant and made a quick right, heading for the back entrance. He pressed the bell and someone peeped through a small slot.



    “Who is there?”



    “Demus. I want to see Ricky and I haven’t got all day,” Gaston barked.



    “Okay, sir, just a moment.” The door popped open immediately and two men stepped out. Gaston eyed both of them momentarily before he stepped in and walked toward the two men playing cards. The men straightened up when they saw him.



    “Which one of you is Ricky?” Gaston asked, as his eyes took in the surroundings. “Hey what are you running here, a gambling hall?” he said, smiling at the guys. Instantly, everybody relaxed and started laughing.



    The short stocky man shook hands with Gaston and then led him to another room and closed the door. “I am Casty,” he said. “Where is Ricky?”



    “He is up front, putting some of the boss’ things in order. How was your trip, sir?”



    Gaston ignored the question and walked to the refrigerator, but not before he pulled off his coat and tossed it on the sofa, together with his hat. He grabbed a coke bottle and asked Casty if he wanted one and Casty nodded.



    “So, Casty, the lady has disappeared?” he asked as he took a seat across from Casty.



    “Well, sir, it’s not that we haven’t tried, but she has been elusive and she knows the city. We even tried to squeeze whatchamacallit … John’s balls, but the bitch threatened to go to the press and Louis told us to lay low and wait for you.”



    Gaston chugged down his drink and lit a cigarette. “You know, Casty, Jenny is smart, but always remember, everybody has a weakness,” he said and sipped his beer.



    Casty shook his head. “This bitch either isn’t living here in New York or if she is, she stays indoors all day. She’s called twice from phone booths around the midtown area and then poof she’s gone.”



    Gaston took in the information carefully. These boys were amateurs. He felt a twinge of excitement. “Casty, get me a map of New York. Quick!” he said with sudden urgency.



    Casty jumped up and screamed to one of the boys to get a map then came back and sat down. “Is there something you are looking for, sir?”



    Gaston smiled. “As a matter of fact, there is. Did you by any chance record any of the telephone calls from the journalist?”



    Casty scratched his temple thoughtfully. “Yes, I think we recorded the first one when we had her boyfriend. Why?”



    Gaston didn’t answer, but took another swig from his bottle. “Let me see the tape, Casty. We are running out of time.” Casty checked around the desk until he found it.



    “No, don’t bring it here. Just play it,” Gaston shouted.



    Casty did as he was told and Gaston walked over and pulled up a chair. He heard Jenny speak. Give me a number where I can reach you and if you even touch a hair on John’s head, I will go to the press and I am not bluffing. I just got out of a real war, you creep!



    It was then that the door opened and a man of medium size and height walked in.



    “Sorry I’m late. I got tied down with work. How are you, sir?” he asked.



    “Ricky, I presume. I would feel a lot better if we had the journalist.”



    Ricky was going to say something but Gaston stopped him, pointing to the tape “Hey, Casty, rewind the tape a little,” Gaston said.



    “And did you say that you traced the calls to midtown?” Gaston asked.



    Ricky nodded.



    “Now, Ricky, tell me, is there a subway entrance around where you traced the calls?



    Ricky looked wide-eyed at Casty and then at Gaston. “As a matter of fact there is.”



    Gaston smiled but said nothing more. “We are going to be busy the next few days.”



    The three men walked to the cushioned chairs and sat down. There was a knock on the door and Casty went to answer it and returned with a map. He handed it to Gaston who opened and examined it.



    He took a pen and marked the locations while speaking. “She knows you have Columbia University covered and of course she is not in Harlem, because she would stand out …”



    Ricky laughed, but Gaston’s look stopped him cold.



    “It leaves us this route,” Gaston added pointing to the Westside



    Highway. “She comes in by car, probably rented in other names, drives over here, calls you, and then jumps into her car and zoom, hits the highway. The question is: where to?”



    Gaston reached for his bottle and swallowed. “When is she calling again, Ricky?”



    Ricky scratched his head. “Well I believe she said tonight or tomorrow. She wants to talk to the boss or a man named Gaston.



    Gaston almost choked on the beer. “Did she say Gaston?” Ricky nodded.



    “I wonder how she figured that?” he commented more to himself as he lit a cigarette. He took another swallow of his drink and puffed on his cigarette. “All right, here is the plan. The next time she calls, give her my cell phone number.”



    Ricky smiled. “Will do.”



    “Wherever she is calling from, it’s on the street. See if you can put spotters with walkie-talkie near most of the booths in the area. I’ve got a feeling she will look for open booths near where she can park her car,” Gaston added thoughtfully.



    Ricky nodded. “Consider it done.”



    “Okay then, get to work. We don’t want her to catch us with our pants down.”



    Ricky almost sprinted to the phone and began preparing the ambush.



    Gaston kept sipping his drink, weighing his options. “You know, Casty. If Jenny knows that I am here, she will cough up the package. She is terrified of me.”



    Casty looked like he wanted to say something, but grinned instead. He was also terrified of the dude. What kind of man comes to New York and acts like he rules it?



    Ricky came back and sat down. “All the men should be in place in a few hours.”



    “Ricky, do you have anybody on this Spencer guy?” Gaston asked.



    Ricky shook his head and laughed. “I don’t have to. I have the whole house wired in places he can’t reach.” Everybody laughed again.



    Gaston suddenly got serious. “I almost forgot. She may be driving a car with out-of-state plates. Look out for that, too.”



    “Gotcha! I will send the word around,” Ricky said, getting up and walking to the phone.



    “And Ricky, there is a good possibility she has disguised herself. Forget about how she looked before; hell, you might even have lunch with her without knowing. Trust me, that woman is very smart. I should know.”



    Gaston suddenly fell silent as he remembered the two mishaps he had had with Jenny. He raised his bottle and swallowed, thinking about the night he was attacked by Jenny and Kai. He also remembered that Jenny was the one who stopped Kai from killing him.


  



  
    CHAPTER 75


    _______



    Jenny woke up feeling weak and confused. She didn’t know what to do next and she was tired of being on the run. She made a light breakfast and sat in front of the television and tried to watch a show, but she couldn’t concentrate. She walked to the window and looked through it, hoping to get some answers but nothing came to mind. She was tired of the constant fear.



    Her mind went back to Pierre. If he was here, he would know what to do. She wished she hadn’t given him such a hard time in Kinshasa. There was no way of contacting him. Jenny recalled the conversations she had had with Pierre. She suddenly burst into tears when she remembered the warning Pierre had given her about The Helpers. Why hadn’t she listened? Pierre had tried to warn her, but her stubbornness had taken over and landed her in deep shit.



    She washed her face again and tried to get herself together. Since John’s life depended on her, she could not afford to make any mistakes. She applied makeup, as she was accustomed to doing these days, and walked to her car. She hadn’t talked to her professor lately, preferring to ride the mucky waves alone.



    When Jenny got to midtown Manhattan, she parked her car not far from the tunnel, around Fiftieth Street and Tenth Avenue. She reasoned that in this area she was less likely to be given a ticket than she would be deeper inside the city. Getting a ticket would bring her problems she didn’t need. Instead, she hailed a taxi to take her several blocks away. As she stepped out of the taxi she sensed that something was wrong but couldn’t put her finger on it. She decided to enter the coffee shop and buy a cup of coffee while she figured out what was making her nervous.



    She paid for the coffee and sat facing the street. It was then that she noticed a man leaning into a car apparently talking to someone. The way the man moved his shoulders while talking looked familiar. That’s when it dawned on her that it was the same man that had followed her before when she hid up on the fire escape; his name was Casty. The moment the man turned around and looked up and down the street, there was no doubt in Jenny’s mind that it was the same thug that was tailing her that night.



    Jenny finished her coffee quickly and decided to leave. She walked purposefully toward the door and as fate would have it, the man walked quickly to the coffee shop, opened the door and stepped inside. Jenny’s heart skipped a beat, but she knew she had to keep going and trust that her disguise was sufficient. The deep black eyes of the man met hers and held them for a second, but thankfully he continued into the coffee shop. She crossed the street and hailed a taxi.



    Jenny noticed another man with dark features talking into what looked like a walkie-talkie. She was shaking and perspiring as she entered the taxi. She removed a tissue from her handbag and dabbed her face. With her school-teacher glasses, she looked like a middle-aged woman.



    “Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked, but Jenny didn’t hear him until he shouted the words.



    “Oh, I am sorry, Fiftieth and Tenth, please,” she muttered. The taxi driver smiled and started the engine. Jenny barely managed to pay her fare and run out as the taxi stopped near her car.



    “Have a nice day, ma’am,” the driver shouted as he drove off.



    She started the car and checked the mirror, still panicked, before easing into traffic. She made a swift decision to get out of Manhattan and head toward Queens. She went over the Queensboro Bridge and drove on until she noticed a small restaurant on a side street and pulled over.



    In the past few days, she had gained false confidence thinking that everything would turn out all right, but now reality was sinking in. She shivered a little as she parked her car. She was dealing with sophisticated criminals that sooner or later would track her down. They had already figured out where she made her phone calls. She entered the small bar and sat in the corner. She ordered some herbal tea to calm herself down.



    She had to come up with a plan soon before the goons got to her. She sipped her drink as she weighed her options. Whatever she did, she would never use the same phone more than once. Even the Mafia couldn’t cover all the phone booths in New York City. She tried to keep calm. She finished her tea, paid the bill, and walked out. She had been tempted to order a glass of wine, but had decided against it for fear of being tipsy and making mistakes.



    Her nerves were a lot calmer as she turned on the ignition and cruised down the quiet street looking for a phone booth. She drove for two blocks before finding one that was well-located and pulling over. She entered the booth and dialed the number that she had by now memorized.



    “Hello, who is this?”



    She paused as she recalled the heavy, deep voice. “What kind of a fool do you take me for, eh?” she stated mimicking his rough talk. “You laid an ambush for me and thought I wouldn’t notice. I have had it. I either talk to your boss or else I will have the whole tape on the wire before you can say hello—got it?”



    There was a momentary pause. “Okay, keep your socks on. I will give you his number.”



    He gave her the cell phone number of the phone he had given to Gaston, but quickly added, “Jenny, you better give up, babe. You can run but you can’t hide. Soon or later we’ll get you.”



    She hung up the phone, shaking. All the bravado she had used talking to the goon suddenly evaporated. She stepped out of the phone booth and almost fell, but luckily regained her balance. She walked like a zombie to her car, and fidgeted with the keys until she finally managed to open the door and slump behind the wheel. She cried quietly for a little while before starting the car.



    Jenny decided to drive to a nearby shopping mall and do a little window shopping while trying to get herself together. She turned on the car radio and listened to country music, which always calmed her down. The parking lot of the mall was crowded and she had a hard time finding a parking space. She finally saw a car that was leaving and pulled into the spot. She applied some more makeup on her smeared face before she got out.



    She walked around the mall aimlessly until the smell of Italian food hit her nose. She decided it was time to eat something before making her next move. She sat down and ordered some lasagna and iced tea. The food was brought within a few minutes and she immersed herself in the taste of well-cooked Italian food with melodious Italian music playing in the background. Afterward, she paid the bill and walked out feeling a lot better. It was almost three o’clock and she needed to make a phone call. She saw a phone booth, entered, and dialed the number. The phone rang a few times before someone answered it.



    “Hello, this is Demus, may I help you?”



    Jenny recognized the voice and almost hung up, but she quickly composed herself.



    “Hello, Gaston. How are you?”



    There was a pause. “Jenny?” She didn’t answer. “Look, Jenny, we need to finish this tape business as soon as possible. You are putting me in an impossible position.”



    Jenny was quiet, trying to get herself together. “Gaston, I don’t like you putting a tail on me. Tell your people to stop and then we shall come to an understanding. Otherwise I will expose you and your Helpers. I am not bluffing. It would make a good cover story.”



    Gaston snapped, “Jenny, don’t threaten me. I get the tape and my documents and nobody gets hurt. You have my word.”



    “I will call you soon.” She hung up, not trusting herself in a war of words with the deadly assassin. She walked to her car and surprisingly she felt better. At least now she knew who she was up against.


  



  
    CHAPTER 76


    _______



    Lance ate his food in silence, thinking of the best way to tell Pierre everything he had been told by Patrice. All he had told Pierre was that Gaston was in New York. There would be time to tell him the rest later. Pierre, on the other hand, was unnaturally quiet, as he had been for the past twelve hours since they arrived in New York. He looked hurt and confused. Lance knew Pierre well enough to know that the young man sensed that he was being left out of something.



    When they had arrived at their rooms at the fancy Waldorf Astoria hotel, they had found new clothing and weapons. Later on, Lance had abandoned Pierre in the bar and gone to the lobby to meet an FBI man named Melvin Jackson. Lance’s explanation to Pierre was that the man would be their local contact, but he hadn’t said anything else. He had never kept any secrets from Pierre, until now. He paid the bill and they left in silence with Pierre leading the way.



    Pierre hailed a taxi and entered, closing the door before his boss could enter. “I want to be alone for a while,” Pierre said to Lance.



    The taxi took off, leaving Lance behind cursing in French. Lance hailed another taxi and followed Pierre. Pierre got off and walked toward Central Park. Lance looked closely and registered Pierre’s coordinates. He got out of the taxi and crossed the street to a liquor store. He bought a silver flask and a medium-sized bottle of cognac. He headed toward Central Park, trying to locate Pierre.



    Lance had heard about the park from Pierre but had never imagined that it was this beautiful. Spring was on the horizon and the plants were blooming. He kept walking on the small paved path surrounded by a well-kept lawn and tried to locate Pierre, but the kid was nowhere to be found. Finally he decided to rest on a bench. He unscrewed the bottle of cognac and poured the contents into the flask. He deposited the empty bottle in a nearby trash can and sipped the cognac.



    “Pierre! I give up!” he shouted as he took another sip.



    “Talking to me, boss?”



    Lance almost choked on his drink and some of it came through his nose. He turned around and Pierre was standing a few feet from the park bench, smiling.



    “Now, what’s funny about almost giving an old man a heart attack?” Lance asked.



    Pierre walked over and sat down next to him. Lance took a swig from the flask and offered Pierre some, but he declined. “Okay, son, I am going to tell you the whole thing against my better judgment,” he began. “Give me a cigarette, will you?”



    Pierre offered him the pack.



    Lance extracted one, lit it, inhaled deeply and released the smoke. “Son, I couldn’t tell you anything because I hadn’t pieced everything together and I was as confused as you are now. When I remembered how The Helpers infiltrated our government with people like Batiste Appolinaire and who knows how many others, resulting in Jacques’ suicide, then all the pieces started to fit together as to why our government would be interested in someone like Gaston. Our government has been unknowingly collaborating with The Helpers for a very long time, and we cannot afford to let this come out.”



    Pierre’s eyes popped wide open. “Monsieur, I think I will take that drink now,” he said, taking the flask from Lance and taking a swig.



    Lance looked at him and smiled wryly. “I think something happened to make our man Gaston rethink his role in the organization, so he decided to take some insurance.”



    Pierre puffed on his cigarette. “I figured he was after something that Jenny had, but it never occurred to me that Gaston would try to double-cross The Helpers,” he said in disbelief.



    Lance nodded. “Precisely. The information Gaston collected may not only implicate The Helpers, but others as well. Now you see France’s dilemma if it is was made public that she was infiltrated by such an organization?”



    “I see what you mean,” Pierre said, handing the bottle to Lance. “Go ahead, boss.”



    Lance took his time and sipped a little more. “I think your friend Jenny and the young Congolese girl managed to steal Monsieur Gaston’s insurance, and frankly I am glad they did.” He paused and sipped on his drink. “Actually, your Jenny is very good. She has managed to elude Gaston and certain local hoods for some time now.”



    Lance saw the effect his words were having on Pierre. The young man appeared calmer.



    Pierre felt both relief and concern for Jenny, but he was still confused about something. “You mean we know where Gaston is and we can’t touch him?” Lance nodded.



    “Why?” Pierre was looking straight at his boss.



    Lance looked away. “Son, our orders are to keep an eye on him until he gets what he is looking for, and then I believe The Helpers will eliminate him or we will get him. Either way, our country doesn’t want the information to fall into the wrong hands.” Lance’s jaw clenched in suppressed frustration. “That’s the way it has to be. Fortunately the FBI is working with the local police on this, so things should move faster.”



    Pierre stood up and paced up and down for five yards. “You know boss, when this is finished, I am out of the business,” Pierre said weakly. He was drained and the strain was apparent in his face.



    “Come on son; let’s take a walk in this beautiful park. There are a lot of things I don’t know about New York,” Lance said as he stood up.



    Pierre smiled in relief. “Okay, boss. I will show you around.”



    They walked deeper into the park and passed the skating rink, the pond, and the great lawn. They saw various statues and a beautiful castle. There were people all over the place, either singing, playing sports, or rollerblading and Pierre’s tension slowly evaporated. He started looking forward to showing his boss the rest of New York, but in the back of his mind, he was worried about Jenny and there was no way to contact her.


  



  
    CHAPTER 77


    _______



    Son of a bitch, she got away again,” Gaston said to no one in particular. His driver was Fat Massimo, also known as “Balls” because he had a bad habit of scratching himself. Balls, who worked for Ricky, looked at the deadly dude next to him and said nothing.



    Gaston picked up the phone and dialed. “Get me Ricky, quick.”



    There was a pause and then Ricky came on the phone.



    “Listen to me, Ricky; the lady just called. She knows about the tail. What kind of people do you employ?”



    “Yes, I know,” Ricky said and went on to say something else.



    Gaston hung up, very angry. “You know, Balls, Casty must be the stupidest bastard walking the streets of New York. He just called to say that he believes he saw a woman at the coffee shop down the street that was the same height and build, but she had blue eyes and blond hair.” Balls didn’t know what to say. He simply looked ahead.



    “Didn’t I explain to the bastard that the woman is sharp and would be in disguise?” Gaston complained. “Balls, turn the car around. Let’s go talk to Casty,” he added and lit a cigarette, his hands shaking with anger.



    Balls turned the car around, making a sharp U-turn, something that is never done in New York City. A few minutes later, he pulled over by the coffee shop Casty was still staking out.



    Gaston jumped out and walked across the street where another car was parked. He opened the back door and entered. “What happened?” he asked Casty, who was seated in the front.



    “Well,” Casty hesitated noticing the anger in Gaston’s voice. “She was wearing a dress and had on glasses and she didn’t look anything close to her. She looked older and had long blond hair and blue eyes,” he said, perspiring.



    “She is the one, all right, and to make matters worse, she knows you. When did she see you? Think!” Gaston shouted.



    Casty scratched his temple and shook his head. “The only time I came close to the bitch was when I was following her in her neighborhood and she suddenly disappeared around the corner and entered one of the buildings. I had orders not to follow her closely, sir.”



    Gaston shook his head. “No, Casty, she couldn’t have entered one of the buildings. She probably concealed herself nearby and got a very good look at you, making a fool of you. Tell me, were you with anybody else at the time?”



    “Well, Ricky came by a little later and had me waiting all night for the bitch, but she never showed up.”



    The anger suddenly evaporated from Gaston and he smiled. “Hand me a drink, will you?”



    Casty fumbled trying to reach the cooler that was placed on the back seat and came out with a can of Pepsi. He handed it to Gaston, who unscrewed it and chugged the contents down.



    “I don’t believe you people heard what I said yesterday,” he began. “Jenny is very sharp. Just call off the tail. I will be in touch,” he said, handing him the empty can and stepping out of the car.



    “Well,” thought Gaston, as he crossed the street, “it seems like I am not the only one who has been outsmarted by Jenny, but at least she didn’t walk right in front of me like she did with that fool Casty.”



    Gaston entered the car and told Balls to drive off. He was living with one of Tony’s uncles in a small house in Queens. The man was cool and didn’t ask many questions.



    “Balls, pull over on the next street.” Gaston jumped out and walked to a phone booth. He always called Tony from a pay phone to avoid being traced. The man was his ace in a hole.



    “This is Demus; may I talk to Tony?”



    “Hello Mr. D,” answered Sal. “Tony is resting but he said I should come and pick you up as soon as you called. Something about Paris.” Sal gave Gaston the location where he would pick him up.



    Gaston was suddenly alert. If Chavez had sent him a message, it meant something important was going on. “I will call you back in a few minutes.” He hung up and jogged to the car. “Listen, Balls, go back downtown—something has come up. I will call you when I need you.”



    “Okay, sir,” Balls said and sped away.



    Gaston hailed a taxi and gave the driver directions. He paid the taxi driver, walked to the coffee shop and ordered a cup of black coffee.



    The place wasn’t crowded. It was a little early by New York standards, about seven in the evening. The few men around were either bums or drunks. Gaston hated the type and didn’t conceal it. He neither smiled at any of them nor laughed at their jokes. Luckily, he didn’t have long to wait. Sal pulled up in the Limousine. Gaston paid his bill and stepped out without bothering to wait for the change then jumped in the back seat of the limo.



    “How are you, Sal?” he asked after the car started.



    “Not bad, Mr. D. How do you like your new place in Queens?”



    Gaston smiled as he stretched his long legs. “Can’t complain, Sal. I have my own bathroom and yesterday I watched some TV programs, alone.”



    Sal burst out in laughter. “Hey, you don’t like your roommate, Mr. D?”



    Gaston hesitated before answering. “It’s not that. The old man is friendly, but I’ve learned that if you keep talking to people, you’re likely to slip up and they soon figure you out.”



    Sal stopped laughing. “You know, Mr. D, you are right. That’s good advice.”



    Gaston burst out laughing. “Come on, Sal, that wasn’t for you. I was just reminding myself,” he said as they cruised on. They were now on the highway going toward Long Island.



    Gaston reached over, put on some slow music and closed the window divider, as he lay back and relaxed. His mind drifted to the first time he’d seen Jenny in his office in Congo. He should have known the girl was trouble. Still, he had a lot of respect for the journalist. She certainly was resilient.



    The Limousine slowed down and Gaston heard the screeching sound of the gate opening and closing and then the car came to a stop. Sal opened the door for him and he walked straight to the house. Tony must have been waiting for Gaston; he opened the door himself.



    “Come in, Demus,” he said, extending his hand.



    Gaston followed Tony into the house and they went through a hallway and ended up in a well-lit backyard with a swimming pool.



    “Nice place you have here, Tony,” Gaston commented.



    “Thanks,” Tony said and walked to a table that had glasses and a bottle of something in a bucket. “Have a seat, Demus; I didn’t bring you here to bullshit. Apparently you have some shit on your ass following you everywhere.”



    Gaston looked behind him and Tony laughed. “Not that kind of ass, my friend, your real ass. What would you like to drink?”



    Gaston looked confused. “Wine would be good,” he said.



    Tony served both of them some chilled white wine and sat down. He took a sip and looked at Gaston. “Do you know Lance Lemand and his junior sidekick?” Gaston nodded, suddenly alert. “Well, they are in town.”



    Gaston’s eyes narrowed for a few seconds and then he swallowed his drink in one gulp. “What are the bastards doing here? And what would they want with me?” he asked angrily.



    Demarco raised his hand. “That’s not all. You know an assassin named Sapphire?”



    Gaston stopped midway before the glass touched his mouth and slowly put it on the table.



    “Keep your shirt on Demus. The fucker is after Lance, not you. Apparently, Lance was among the commandos that sent him running from France into Spain, and the moment he got word that Lance was coming to New York, he rented a private jet and came in.”



    Gaston laughed with relief and sipped his drink. “You know, Tony, that fucker Sapphire has an enviable record. Most people would shit in their pants simply hearing his name.”



    Tony shook his head. “You almost did, Demus, and going by what I have heard about you, you’re not easy yourself.”



    Gaston forced a smile. “Thanks for the compliment, Tony, but don’t be fooled. Did you hear about the operation in London about a year ago that blew away a lot of English agents?”



    Demarco nodded. “But I heard they blew away the guys that did it.”



    Gaston shook his head. “They killed some, but not Sapphire, and he was there all right. Nobody knows how the man got away.” Gaston took another sip of wine, lit a cigarette and inhaled. From what I hear the man makes Carlos the Jackal look like a saint, and nobody has ever seen his face, not even his closest confidants. The few that had the misfortune of seeing him were found floating or disappeared.”



    Tony was listening carefully. “Holy shit. I though fuckers like that only existed in movies.”



    Gaston didn’t smile but merely reached over and poured both of them more wine. “He pulled another Houdini a few weeks ago in France.”



    They drank in silence for a while, and then Gaston leaned in. “Tony, I need your advice. You are a veteran at twisting people’s arms. This journalist got away today from Louis’ harebrained boys. She made one of them and called to let me know.” He paused and sipped his drink. “I know that John Spencer, her photographer, is our ace in the hole, but she threatened to go public if those idiots touched him. What do you suggest I do?” he asked, looking at Demarco.



    Tony’s face totally changed as he looked at Gaston. “This shit has gone on long enough. This skirt journalist may be smart, but it seems to me the guy is important to her. I say we call the lady’s bluff and take the photographer, not tomorrow but tonight.” He walked back to his seat and sat down heavily.



    Gaston nodded. “I agree with you. I had thought the same thing and with all these Feds poking around. I have to wrap this up fast.”



    “Sal, come here!” Tony barked out loud and Sal appeared out of nowhere. “Tell my boys in Queens to go ahead and take the photographer. Remind them to use gloves and to leave a note on the door, capish?” Sal nodded and rushed off.



    Gaston shook his head in disbelief.



    “Okay, I’ll explain,” Tony started with a small smile. “I have a mouthpiece in Louis’ circle. I know the photographer’s house is bugged, but we can stop the bug long enough for the boys to pluck out the photographer. My boy Dino, the leader, has done this kind of work for me before,” Tony added and then stood and walked to the pool.



    Gaston sat up and looked at Tony’s back. The man had an imposing figure by any standard, and he was decisive, which impressed Gaston.



    Tony turned around. “By the way, I found out that it was Louis who hired the quack doctor.”



    Gaston’s temper was flaring, but he controlled it. “You mean Louis, Ricky’s boss?”



    Demarco nodded. “Yes. The question that was a little harder to answer was who hired Louis and who gave the bastard that gadget we took from your tooth?” He shook his head. “Like I said, in New York nobody operates that way, otherwise I would know. Ever heard of Mr. Bertrand?” Tony asked as he turned around.



    Gaston nodded in shock but kept silent.



    “Whoever he is, he sent somebody to Louis to fix you once you have completed your assignment—paid him a large sum of money. But we can still pull this thing off. Louis is a nobody. All he does is petty gambling and loan sharking. I will handle him.” He fished in his pocket for a cigar, lit it and then walked back to his chair.



    Gaston also lit a cigarette and puffed. “I take it you don’t like this Louis guy.”



    Tony looked surprised and laughed. “Frankly, it goes way back; best to leave that alone. Tell me, how come Chavez loves you so much?”



    Gaston looked at Tony and smiled. “Well, Tony, that’s another long story; best to leave that alone too.” This time Demarco couldn’t control himself. He burst out laughing and started coughing so hard that Gaston thought the man was going to have a heart attack.



    * * *



    A few hours later, Sal came back running.



    “What’s the matter, Sal? You are out of breath,” Tony said, concerned. “Come sit down,” he added and Sal sat down. Tony quickly brought him a drink of water. He never employed anyone who drank alcohol. That was bad for business.



    Sal chugged the water down and took a deep breath before putting down the glass. “Well, boss, I went along to make sure Dino didn’t fuck up. The whole thing went like clockwork.” He paused and drank some more water. “They zapped him as he entered his apartment and walked him to the car, but that stupid Dino forgot to put the note on the door so I had to go back like a frickin’ school teacher with paper and pen in hand and put it on myself.”



    This time, both Gaston and Tony burst out laughing.



    “Good work, Sal,” Tony said. “Feed the photographer, but don’t let him see any faces. Relay that message to that harebrained Dino.” Sal nodded and walked off.



    “You see, Demus, this is why I made Sal my right-hand man, but I’m afraid he puts himself too much on the line.” He shook his head and sipped his wine. “When the family is involved in anything, he oversees the job so that nobody fucks up.”



    “I noticed that he is also a good listener. He has the makings of a smart young man.”



    Tony nodded but kept silent, massaging his glass. “Here is what we have to do,” Tony said sternly, his tone suddenly getting businesslike. “I believe these guys from France, Lance and his hanger-on, not to mention that smart-ass journalist, can recognize you.”



    Gaston nodded not knowing what was coming next.



    Tony smiled. “Relax, Demus; what we will do is very simple. We are going to transform you into an African American; you know, change the way you dress, your walk, and a few other things.” He paused. “Excuse me, Demus, I need to make a call. I will be right back. Make yourself comfortable,” Tony said and left.



    He came back in a few minutes and looked at Gaston. I just made the call. He will be ready for you in about thirty minutes, okay?”



    Gaston nodded, amazed at the older man’s quick thinking.



    “After Simms is done with you, nobody will have any doubt you are from the hood,” Tony added. He paused and eyed Gaston. “Tell me, Demus, how did the journalist contact you to inform you that she knew you had laid a trap for her?”



    “She called my cell.” Gaston reached into his pocket, pulled out the cell phone and handed it Tony.



    Tony shook his head emphatically. “This thing is dynamite. If the skirt turned the tables on you, they could trap you within five minutes using this piece of shit. That fuck Louis always uses these. Soon he will be on his way to the can. That’s if I don’t do him in first.”



    Gaston knew a little about these things, but the technology had bypassed him.



    “Hey Sal, come over here,” Tony shouted and as usual, Sal appeared quickly. “Drop Demus off at Simms’ joint; then you take this phone to our man and have him fix it.”



    Sal nodded. “Like we did last time in Chicago, eh, boss?”



    Tony smiled. “Yes, just like that, Sal.” He handed the small phone to Sal, who put it in his pocket and left.



    Tony turned his attention to Gaston. “Now, Demus, here is the deal. When someone calls you, or you make a call, it will be transferred to another unit. Sal will give you the unit. If the shit hits the fan, my lookout will press a button and your unit will flash red. You drop the fucker in the nearest trash can and get the hell away from there, and then call me using the usual method. Never call me using that piece of shit. Never! Are you with me?” Gaston nodded.



    “Hey, Sal, come over here. Time to go,” Tony shouted, getting up from his chair.



    “I don’t know how to thank—” Gaston started to say as he got up from his chair, but Tony interrupted him.



    “Don’t thank me, Demus. Any friend of Chavez is a friend of mine.”



    They walked together to the front door, with Sal behind them. Tony put his hand on Gaston’s shoulder and said quietly. “Don’t relax, Demus. The game has begun.” He turned around and walked away.


  



  
    CHAPTER 78


    _______



    Sal opened the back door of the Limousine and Gaston entered. He then went around and got behind the wheel and they eased off. Gaston slid open the dividing window.



    “Hey, Sal, tell me something. Is Tony always that hospitable?”



    Sal looked back and smiled. “No, Mr. D, not even close.”



    Gaston changed the subject. “Tell me about this man, Simms.”



    Sal started laughing, which was unusual for him. “Well, where do I start? This guy met Tony long ago when they were in the pen.”



    “The pen? What’s that?” Gaston asked.



    “You know, jail. They were both incarcerated. Anyway they got along and the guy told Tony that he was gonna escape, but Tony didn’t buy it. They made a bet of ten thousand and guess what, Simms pulled it off, and when Tony came out about a year later, he paid up.”



    Gaston was already laughing, but Sal was serious. “Simms used the money to get an investigator and soon he had evidence of a setup, but before he could prove his innocence, he got nabbed and this time they put him in a maximum-security prison in solitary confinement and guess what, the fucker escaped again and borrowed money from Tony. He got a lawyer, and with all the evidence he had acquired, he turned himself in.”



    Gaston was now laughing even harder. “Sal, are you sure you are not pulling my leg?”



    Sal looked back, his face dead serious. “Shall I go on?” Gaston nodded. “His lawyers had the state against the wall. The man had already served close to a nickel, that’s five years, for a crime he didn’t do, so they quickly made an out-of-court settlement of close to a million bucks, which he used to start a couple of beauty salons. For the past ten years, his main client is Tony and believe me, Simms is the best at what he does. You will soon see.”



    Gaston sat quietly amazed at the story he had just heard. A few minutes later, the car came to a stop next to a small store. Sal got out and walked with Gaston to the front door.



    Before they could knock, the door was opened. “Come in, Sal,” bellowed a deep voice.



    They entered and Sal shook the big black man’s hand. Gaston was a little surprised, because all along he’d been sure that Simms was Italian or Latin, but here in front of him was a black man darker than Gaston himself. Sal introduced them to one another and they shook hands.



    “Well, gentlemen it’s late; step into my office.”



    Sal stopped. “Simms, I have a little errand to do. I will be back soon. Just do the usual, but remember, this is top priority. Tony told me to tell you that.”



    The big man nodded with a smile. “All right, Sal, get going. See you later.” He turned to Gaston. “Follow me, Mr. D.”



    “Call me Demus,” Gaston said, having acquired respect for the man from what Sal had told him.



    “All right, Demus, let’s go.” He took Gaston downstairs and opened a room that was all covered with mirrors. He led Gaston to a comfortable chair and sat him down. The big man stood back, looked at him closely and then turned and opened numerous cupboards, picking different equipment from each. He selected the few things he needed and then he moved behind Gaston and started putting some solution in his hair. “So, Demus, how do you like our city?”



    Gaston smiled. “Do I look that different?”



    Simms laughed. “Demus, any kid in America would know you’re not from around here. Even your attire is foreign.”



    They both laughed as the New Yorker went about his work, washing out the solution from Gaston’s hair. In a few minutes, Gaston had soft curls, a trimmed mustache, and stylish glasses. Satisfied with his work, Simms retrieved a few pairs of trousers, shirts, and jackets and asked Gaston to try them on. Gaston tried on the clothes and selected belts to match. In a few minutes, he was a transformed man.



    “Good, now here, these are the shoes in fashion. Forget about those pointed spikes.” Simms knelt down and helped Gaston put on a pair. “Good, now put on your gear,” he said, pointing to the guns. Gaston put on the holster and he sat down to secure the Beretta to his ankle.



    “Walk down the aisle, brother.” Gaston started, but Simms stopped him and started teaching him how to walk with a swagger. It took about fifteen minutes before Simms began to smile. “You are coming along, brother. Loosen up a little.”



    He left the room and came back with two bottles of beer and gave Gaston one.



    Simms continued to teach Gaston a few things about street culture, especially the talk and attitude. “The attitude started as a defense mechanism against black oppression, but then it caught on. You have to walk and talk like you are the man and make sure there is music in your step. You have the lingo, but you have to work on the accent. I suggest you get some African American movies and watch them.”



    None of them heard Sal come in, and he kept his distance and watched.



    Simms picked a phone and shouted something. A few minutes later, a young man came in. “Pick up this here stuff and put it in some bags.” The young man did as he was told and disappeared.



    There was a sound of someone clapping and both Gaston and Simms turned around. Sal was in the corner, smiling widely.



    “How long have you been there, Sal?” Simms asked.



    “Well, I saw the walk. I wouldn’t have believed it with my balls in a vice,” Sal said.



    “I always knew you had Injun blood in you,” Simms said, and they all laughed.



    “Come on, Demus. Don’t you want to see your new look?” Simms led Gaston to the next room in front of a mirror.



    When Gaston looked, his heart skipped a beat. He touched his clothes and quickly turned around, and then he patted his hair, and exclaimed, “Wow! I look … different.”



    “Those are easy waves in your hair and it’s gonna stay like that until you have it cut it off,” Simms said.



    Gaston looked at himself again in disbelief. “I guess I can get used to this,” he said, trying out the walk with a swagger and they all roared in laughter before they headed outside. Gaston and Sal said goodbye to the ex-con and made their way to the Limousine.



    “Hey Sal, have Demus go uptown with some brothers a few times and then you won’t have shit to worry about later,” Simms called out before closing his door.



    The young man they had seen earlier came out with some bags. Sal opened the trunk and the kid deposited them inside before they got into the car and drove off.



    Sal opened the divider and handed Gaston his old cell phone. “Mr. D, when you hang out with the brothers, your name will be Sonny King. You are visiting a friend in New York and your hometown is Columbus, Ohio. You will get new identification and you will live in a new place. We took care of everything. Don’t drive; we don’t want the FBI and the Frenchies on your ass. If you want to go somewhere, just ask us or take a taxi.”



    Gaston smiled, thinking of how smooth this young man was. “Tell me, Sal, have you located anymore movement of the two Frenchies, Lance and Pierre?”



    Sal smiled. “We know that they were in Central Park, roaming around. I don’t really think they are a threat, but we will keep tabs on them. I believe they are residing in midtown.”



    Sal paused, waiting for Gaston to say something but he didn’t, so he continued. “Hey, Demus, these are necessary precautions. No big deal.”



    Gaston smiled. “Go ahead, Sal. I am listening.”



    “Okay, Mr. D. Only use that phone to call Louis’ punks and the girl. Don’t use it for more than three minutes.” He paused. “I can’t think of anything else. If something comes up, call Tony from a phone booth. Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, and handed him some cash. Gaston took it and put it in his pocket. “The rest of your paper is with us, so don’t sweat it.”



    Sal fell silent as he turned onto Queens Boulevard. He turned a couple of times and finally pulled over. “Come on, Mr. D, let’s get you settled. You new neighbor is a black man named Hicks,” Sal said, jumping out of the Limousine. Gaston opened the door and let himself out. Sal was already removing the bags from the trunk.



    “Let me help you with one, Sal,” Gaston offered as they both walked toward a two-story duplex. They were met by a well-dressed, middle-aged black man who greeted them cheerfully.



    “Hello, Sonny, how was your trip?” he asked.



    “What’s up, Hicks. It couldn’t be better,” Gaston answered.



    Sal smiled, impressed by how natural Gaston had sounded. “Hey, buddy, you got a package for me?” he asked Hicks. Hicks reached into his pocket and handed Sal a sealed brown bag.



    They walked upstairs and Sal opened the door. To Gaston’s surprise, the place was well furnished and the kitchen was well equipped with a stove, fridge, and even a microwave. He opened the refrigerator and was surprised to find all the compartments loaded. He closed it and turned to see Sal smiling and then followed him to the living room.



    “Hey Hicks, you know the drill. When my man needs anything, he will buzz you, capish?”



    The black man nodded and left to go next door.



    “Come on, Demus, let me show you the rest of the place,” Sal said, climbing up the stairs.



    Gaston picked up the other bag and followed him. The bedroom was impressive, with a big double bed all made up and a large mirror. There was a private bathroom and a shower. He was totally amazed. “Hey, Sal!” he said turning around.



    “Yes, Mr. D, what’s up?” Sal asked.



    “You couldn’t have furnished this joint in hours,” Gaston stated as he opened a bag, started pulling the clothes out and putting them on hangers



    Sal smiled. “No, Mr. D. We use this joint occasionally. Don’t worry, it’s not bugged.”



    Gaston pulled off his jacket, removed the holster and the gun and walked to the dressing table. He opened a drawer and put the big weapon inside. He started to take off his ankle Berretta but stopped himself, and Sal burst out laughing.



    “Good thinking, Mr. D. When you go out with Hicks, that baby might come in handy. Some black joints can get tricky once in a while.”



    Gaston nodded. “I know that already. I have seen enough movies, but I wouldn’t worry about it. I doubt it would go that far.” They both left the room.



    Sal walked straight to the kitchen. “You like your new joint, Mr. D?” Sal asked, smiling.



    Gaston laughed. “Who knows, after all this shit is done, I may just hang around,” he said but deep inside he knew his days were numbered.



    Sal laughed and then quickly got serious. “That man Hicks is a good man, but he doesn’t know anything. All you gotta do is follow his lead, and in no time you will be a bonafied African American.” He paused. “I have to go now,” he said, starting to leave.



    Gaston walked Sal to the limo, said goodbye, then walked back to the house and locked the door. He toyed with the idea of calling Hicks, but dismissed it quickly. He had had enough action for the day and he was hungry and tired.



    Luckily, there were some cold cuts in the refrigerator, so he made himself a sandwich and ate very quickly. He then picked up a bottle of beer and walked upstairs.


  



  
    CHAPTER 79


    _______



    Lance woke up with a jolt, and slightly confused. The previous day had been a long one, with Pierre taking him to all kinds of places in New York city. They had taken a ferry ride to Staten Island and along the way Lance had seen important historical sites from a distance, including Ellis Island and the humongous Statue of Liberty. In the evening, they had gone to Chinatown, Little Italy, and Soho.



    Pierre had told him that there was much more to see but time was not on his side. Maybe after this was over, he would take a tour and see more sights, but right now he had to concentrate on finding an assassin and a journalist.



    The phone rang again and he reached over and picked it up.



    “Who is it?” he asked sternly. He listened for a while. “What did you say, Melvin? Okay, I will be there.”



    He looked over and Pierre was standing in the doorway of the adjoining room. Lance looked at Pierre and from his look, Pierre knew something was wrong.



    “Was that the FBI man on the phone?” Pierre asked.



    “The bastards lost Gaston yesterday, and they can’t seem to pick up his trail,” Lance said.



    Pierre shook his head and left the room. He was feeling the effects of the drinks he had consumed the night before. He went straight to the bathroom. By the time he came out, Lance was in his room, already washed up and dressed.



    Pierre reached for his pants and started to dress. He strapped on his holster and picked up his coat. “Okay, I’m ready.”



    The first person they saw downstairs was the FBI agent that Lance had talked to before.



    “Melvin, meet my colleague, Pierre.” Pierre shook the hand of the haggard-looking elderly man and the three men walked towards the door.



    “Now tell me, what the hell happened?’ Lance asked quickly.



    “My car is across the street. I will explain everything as we go,” Melvin said as they all turned and walked toward a parked Plymouth. He opened the doors for them and they entered in silence, then the agent started the engine and eased into the traffic.



    “I am waiting,” Lance snapped.



    “Your man must have sidestepped and switched cars or something, because we lost his trail.”



    Lance shook his head. “About this Louis in Little Italy. Can’t you tap his phone?”



    The agent shook his head. “No, not without a court order, but we could listen into his conversation under section …”



    Lance was getting frustrated. “Look, Melvin, you woke me up but you have nothing to give me. Do you have a car we can use?”



    The agent nodded, confused about what the Frenchman was up to. “Sure, there is one downtown,” he said.



    “Take us there, please. We’ll cover more ground that way,” Lance stated.



    The agent stepped on it and in a few minutes, he parked the car. He pulled over and turned off the engine. “It’s right there. That’s used for special undercover assignments. Please be careful with it,” he said, pointing to a sleek Pontiac. “I will go in and get the keys.”



    “No problem, come on; we don’t have all day,” Lance said. He pointed to the small walkie-talkie that was on the seat beside them. “We will need one of those. Can you get us one?”



    Mel nodded. “You can keep that one. I will get another one for myself.”



    “Thank you,” Lance managed to say as they got out of the car.



    Melvin went in the building and came back shortly with keys and another walkie-talkie. He gave the keys to Lance.



    “Thank you, Melvin. The more wheels we have, the better distance we can cover. What is my code for this thing?” Lance asked, holding up the walkie-talkie.



    “You can use Lima. I am Mike, for our initials.”



    “Pierre, why don’t you drive, since you know the city,” Lance said, handing Pierre the keys. “Hey, Melvin, your car is too obvious,” Lance shouted as he opened the door with a big grin on his face.



    Melvin looked at Lance, shook his head, and walked off. He had been told by his superiors to go all out for the Frenchman, but he didn’t like the man’s arrogance. The sooner this assignment was over, the better, as far as he was concerned.



    The two Frenchmen drove downtown. Neither Lance nor Pierre knew exactly what their next course of action would be. The walkie-talkie kept squawking with the usual police rhetoric. After about an hour, Melvin came in, loud. “Lima, this is Mike. Come in, over.”



    Lance picked up the radio call. “This is Lima, over.”



    There was a pause on the other end then. “We just received a missing person report. The name is John Spencer, over.”



    Lance’s heart skipped a beat. “Are you sure, Mike? Over.”



    The radio crackled. “It might be nothing, but three men were seen escorting him to their car and a wallet was found nearby, over.”



    Lance held his breath. “Give me the location, over.”



    “It’s on Eighth between Fifth and Sixth, in the middle of the block about three apartments down; you can’t miss it, over and out.”



    By the time the transmission was over, Pierre had his foot pressed down on the accelerator, heading for the Village. Within a few minutes, he was in the area. There was a police car parked in front of the apartment. Pierre parked behind it. They both jumped out and headed for the entrance, where a policeman was questioning neighbors.



    They introduced themselves to the policeman and asked what had happened. He shrugged and explained that a neighbor had seen three men walking Mr. Spencer to a parked car, but nothing seemed suspicious until the next day when she had discovered Mr. Spencer’s wallet near where the car had been parked. The policeman handed the wallet to Lance, who examined it.



    “Can we please see the lady?” Lance asked. The policeman pointed to a middle-aged woman sitting on the steps. They went over to her and introduced themselves.



    “Please remember very carefully, madam,” Lance began. “Had you seen Mr. Spencer earlier?”



    The woman didn’t even hesitate. “Sure, I had seen him thirty minutes earlier. He helped me carry my grocery bags in. Very good young man, always helpful …”



    Lance paused to let her finish, as Pierre took some notes. “Madam, do you remember where the men approached Mr. Spencer?”



    Again she was quick. “After he helped me, he went out to do his own errands. He was coming back, but before he could climb the steps, the men stopped him and escorted him to the car.”



    “Where is his apartment, madam?” Lance asked.



    The woman pointed to a door on the first floor, and Lance and Pierre went through the entrance and headed for John’s door. There was a note on the door. I will be gone for a few days. John.



    Lance looked at Pierre, his eyes squinting. “This is very strange.”



    Pierre nodded. “You are right, boss. I don’t see how he could write the note if he didn’t make it to the apartment. Plus nobody leaves a note like that on their door, especially in New York City.”



    “Exactly, son, and nobody posts a notice of this nature on their front door. That’s an invitation to robbery, and Spencer is no fool. Call that lady over here, will you?”



    Pierre went to the front door and came back with the neighbor in tow.



    “Tell me, madam,” Lance began with a smile, “Did you see anything else after they left?”



    The woman’s eyes darted from one man to the other. “Well, a few minutes later, a young man came inside this building but he left alone. That’s all I know.”



    Lance patted the woman gently on the back. “Thanks a lot, madam. You have been of great help.”



    They waited until the woman had gone outside and then in a flash, Lance produced his special keys and worked on the door. It yielded and they both entered.



    “What are we looking for boss?”



    “Shh,” Lance cautioned as he headed for the living room. In a moment he had found what he wanted. He motioned Pierre to follow him outside and he closed the door gently. They compared the note on the door with the samples of John’s handwriting lying on his desk.



    Pierre examined them closely. “They were not written by the same person.”



    Lance nodded. “That was what I was afraid of. Mr. Spencer was abducted, but I don’t think he is in any danger as long as Miss Osborne holds the cards. Let’s go.”



    They left and met the policeman outside. Lance had already decided what to say to the cop. “Officer, this looks like a false alarm. You can get rid of these nice people.”



    The policeman seemed relieved to hear this and started telling people to leave as Lance and Pierre got into their car and drove off. A few blocks away, Pierre pull over and got some coffee.



    “Hey, son, I will wait here in case we receive a call from Melvin.” Pierre walked toward a nearby coffee shop.



    Lance was very concerned. He thought of the ramification of Spencer’s abduction and didn’t have any doubt in his mind that Gaston was behind it. What made matters worse was that the assassin had disappeared into thin air.



    Pierre opened the door and entered, but Lance didn’t even look at him. His mind was miles away. “What’s the matter, boss?” Pierre asked, handing him his coffee.



    Lance looked at him with a grim face. Lines and creases had suddenly developed on his forehead. “That bastard Gaston had something to do with this.”



    Pierre was speachless. He had started to like John Spencer, especially after he found out that the relationship between Spencer and Jenny was platonic.



    “Say, Pierre. Didn’t Melvin say that Louis’ goons were watching Jenny’s apartment?”



    Pierre nodded, not knowing where the boss was going with this.



    Lance sipped his coffee. “The way I see it, these guys must have bugged both Spencer’s and Jenny’s apartments.” He took another sip and started eating his croissant.



    “What are you driving at, boss?” Pierre started to ask, but suddenly realized what Lance was up to.



    “Brace yourself, son, we have work to do. Let’s go,” he said suddenly. They finished their breakfast in a hurry and Pierre hit the gas while Lance picked up the walkie-talkie.



    “Come in, Mike, this is Lima, over.”



    There was the usual crackling noise and then a voice. “This is Mike, over.”



    Lance thought for a moment. “Let’s meet in front of John’s apartment, over.”



    “Be right there, over and out.”



    In a few minutes, Melvin eased behind them and stopped the car. Lance and Pierre both went over to Melvin’s car and got into the back.



    “Melvin, I believe the journalist’s and photographer’s apartments are bugged. Can you get a device that could show us where the signal is going?” Lance asked.



    “Yes, sir, I believe I can, but it will take some time before …” Melvin started to say.



    Lance cut him off. “We don’t have the time. John Spencer was abducted; please hurry.”



    Melvin turned around and looked at him. “But, sir, the police said that …”



    This time Lance almost lost his temper. “I gave that lame story to the police, so just take my word for it. Mr. Spencer was kidnapped and I suggest you get the device soon.”



    Melvin nodded, totally shaken. “I will do my best, sir.”



    Lance got out of the car and slammed the door. “You do better than that, Melvin. Think about the fat pension you will be getting soon.” He walked away and Pierre followed him, a little subdued, wondering what had suddenly come over his boss.



    They both entered their car and watched Melvin take off at high speed.



    “You could have gone a little easier on the man, boss,” Pierre said. Lance grinned. “You ever take psychology, Pierre?” Pierre simply looked at him.



    Lance shook his head. “I realized the moment we started dealing with Melvin that he didn’t care one way or the other. He is the kind that likes to play it safe and we have no time for that, so I just motivated him a little.”



    Pierre couldn’t help laughing. He was amazed at how his boss could come to a foreign land and give the veterans hell. “Let’s drive by Louis’ joint and do some reconnaissance, okay?”



    Pierre started the car. “Something keeps bothering me, boss. Let’s assume The Helpers want to bump off Gaston. Why wouldn’t they locate Jenny themselves and then bump him off? Wouldn’t that be a lot easier?”



    Lance looked at him. “Son, keep in mind that they don’t like to get their hands dirty. I think they found out that Jenny had incriminating information on them and since Gaston knows Jenny and he created the mess, he was their right pick. But the way I see it, he will try to work independently because he knows for sure the organization is after him for double-crossing them. What I don’t get are the goons that kidnapped Spencer. Who the hell were they? Just a minute,” he said picking up the walkie-talkie.



    “This is Lima calling Mike. Come in, over.”



    There was a pause. “This is Mike, over.”



    “Listen, Mike, while you are at it, find out where Louis’ boys were all day yesterday, over and out.”



    Lance dropped the walkie-talkie on the seat behind him. They were now approaching Louis’ neighborhood.” Pierre suggested they stop at a restaurant and get something to eat.


  



  
    CHAPTER 80


    _______



    They walked to a small diner and sat in a booth. Lance ordered a cold tuna sandwich and watched with interest as Pierre opted for a hot turkey sandwich with gravy and mashed potatoes. Luckily, the service was quick and in a few minutes their food was ready. They ate hungrily - in silence - and then ordered coffee.



    “Tell me something, boss. What if Louis isn’t the one that took John, then what?”



    Lance looked at Pierre. “Well, son, I am counting on the fact that someone saw something. Besides, this is supposed to be Louis’ territory, so I guess he must know something.”



    Pierre was silent. Lance’s voice lacked its usual confidence, so he decided not to push the issue. The radio cracked and Lance answered it and gave agent Melvin their location. The FBI man arrived a few minutes later, and both Lance and Pierre went to sit in the back of his car.



    “That was pretty fast, what’s up?” Lance asked.



    Melvin didn’t answer but handed a fairly large brief case to Lance. “Everything you need is in there, sir. As for the other questions about Louis, none of his goons could have done it, but it wouldn’t be hard to find who did. We have a few things on the bastards.”



    “Now that’s what I like to hear, Agent Melvin,” Lance said, flipping open the briefcase. Inside was a state of the art roaming device, complete with a compass and distance gauge. He breathed a sigh of relief. “Now, gentlemen, here is what we shall do. We will go back there and do our own investigation.”



    The two Frenchmen went back to their car and started driving uptown.



    “Pierre, keep moving, but don’t go too far,” Lance said as he jumped out a block from John’s apartment. He figured that if anyone was watching the apartment, he had to be in the area. He walked casually toward the apartment building. One thing that was different about Lance, and people had often mentioned it to him, was that he didn’t act or even look like a cop.



    As luck would have it, there was an old lady leaving John’s building so he entered. He greeted her nicely and murmured something about having something to sell. She scolded him and he apologized and continued inside. Before he opened John’s door, he flipped the lock of his briefcase, turned on the device, and then moved deep inside the apartment.



    In a few minutes he had located at least five bugs. He took a notebook from his pocket, jotted down some numbers before closing the briefcase, then he quietly opened the front door and stepped out. He walked out of the apartment building casually and said goodbye to the old lady, who was still leaning on the railing. She brushed him off with her cane.



    He chuckled as he strolled down the street. He had the location of the receiver—within a few yards accuracy. In a few minutes, Pierre cruised up to him.



    Lance opened the passenger door and sat down. “You know, son, now I know why nobody wants to be a salesman.”



    Pierre smiled, but Lance could tell that Pierre didn’t know what he was talking about. He reached for the walkie-talkie. “Mike, this is Lima, come in, over.”



    “Mike here, over.”



    Lance could see the car. “Keep driving down, you will see us, over and out.”



    The Plymouth came and parked behind them. Lance and Pierre walked to Melvin’s car and sat in the back. “Tell me, Melvin, do these buildings have back entrances?”



    “Well, most do.”



    Lance scratched his temple. “Well, I have the location of the receiver. I don’t want to fuck this up, so call backup and tell them to stay in full radio contact. We need some men to seal the back entrance while the three of us go through the front.”



    Melvin made the call. “They should be in position in less than ten minutes,” he said.



    Lance jumped out of the car, pulled out his notebook and looked at it. “It’s the apartment on the corner, second floor on the right. Just follow my lead,” he said, walking toward the building. He drew his weapon and glanced left and right before heading down the corridor. He stopped in front of the door and positioned himself on the left and waited for Pierre and Melvin to take their positions.



    Everything went like clockwork. Pierre kicked in the door and Lance swiftly jumped inside, pointing his gun. Little Stick never had a chance. He was munching on a sandwich and had left the gun on the chair near the window.



    “Don’t even think about it,” Lance said.



    Little Stick’s sandwich dropped on the floor and he raised his arms high above his head; disbelief written all over his face. Lance walked to the chair and, using a handkerchief, picked up the gun and put it in the corner. “Now turn around slowly,” he said and patted him down, removing a switchblade and another extra clip. “Sit down facing the wall, you scum.”



    Little Stick did as he was told, already counting the years he was going to spend in Attica for violation of parole and possession of a deadly weapon.



    “Look what we have here!” Melvin shouted as he brought in a young girl in a miniskirt.



    “My God, she cannot be more than fifteen years old,” Lance said, motioning the girl to sit down. The poor kid was scared and tears were running down her face. Pierre reached into his pocket and offered her a handkerchief. She took it gratefully.



    “Hey, punk, turn around,” agent Melvin said. Little Stick turned around and faced them. “I will be damned. If it isn’t Little Stick in the flesh! When the fuck did you get out?”



    It was obvious to Lance and Pierre that the punk was a known criminal. “You two know each other?” Pierre asked, smiling.



    Melvin smiled back. “We go back a long way. Tell them, Stick.” Little Stick looked down on the floor. “There are not many gadget men better than Little Stick here, and I mean coast to coast. I swear the punk could wire his own mother until the turn of the century!” Melvin said, laughing. Pierre and Lance laughed as well.



    Lance suddenly got serious. “Pierre, take both keys and move the cars. Melvin, you can call off your men.” Pierre took the car keys and sprinted downstairs and Melvin moved to another room to give instructions to his men.



    “Melvin, do you have a set of cuffs on you?” Lance shouted.



    “Sure. Just a minute,” Melvin replied as he came back from the next room.



    “Just throw them,” Lance said. Melvin reached into his coat pocket, removed the steels and tossed them to Lance, who caught them without even turning.



    “Okay, Stick, cuff yourself.”



    Little Stick took them reluctantly, but Lance gave him one look and he quickly fidgeted to put them on.



    Lance shook his head. “Not like that. Here let me do it for you,” he said reaching over and pressing both cuffs with his left hand.



    “Ugh, Ugh!” Little Stick screamed.



    “Now, that’s better,” Lance said, smiling. “Melvin, tell Stick here the score, and don’t forget the weapon in the corner,” Lance said, stepping back.



    Melvin walked to Little Stick until their faces were a few inches apart. “My, my, Stick, you have really done it this time,” he began. “Where do I start? First we have the defilement of a minor; that’s a state offense. You will get at least a quarter in Attica or Sing-Sing, whichever, and don’t forget the big ugly babas that will be lining up for a piece of your ass.”



    “But she said she was eighteen. I swear to God,” Little Stick pleaded with tears in his eyes.



    “Shut up, you punk. Don’t talk until I say so!” Melvin yelled. He lit a cigarette and exhaled in Sticks face. “Let’s see … Next is possession of an unlicensed weapon with intent to assault Federal Agents; that’s another quarter. Should I go on? Taping citizens illegally, and that includes illegal entry, obstruction of justice; the whole nine yards. Are we together, Stick?”



    Little Stick was still shaking with fear. He had never been known for his muscle, only his brains.



    “And let’s not forget violation of parole. Mister Little punk, you and I know full well you will never see daylight again. What a pity. I’m really gonna miss you out here. Now you may talk. Do you want to call your lawyer?” Melvin said, walking away.



    Lance was impressed by the way the agent had handled the punk. Pierre had also seen the interaction and was equally impressed. He looked away to avoid the punk’s pitiful eyes.



    “I am waiting and I don’t have all day,” Melvin said.



    Lance saw the opportunity and stepped in. “Mr. Little Stick, would you like a cigarette?” he asked, and Stick nodded. He walked to Melvin and whispered something in his ear.



    Melvin used a handkerchief to pick up the weapons and put them inside a bag. He then nodded to the girl. “Come on, honey, let’s go into the other room. I don’t like the sight of blood.”



    The girl almost jumped up from the chair and followed Melvin.



    “Pierre, cover me!” Lance shouted and removed the handcuffs from Stick and offered him a pack of cigarettes. He then used his own lighter to offer him a light. Stick pulled on his cigarette and Lance could see a mixture of fear and hope crossing his eyes.



    Lance pulled up chair. “Now, Mr. Stick, I know that your lawyer could argue the weapons charge, but you can’t get off on defilement of a minor. Remember, ignorance is no excuse, whichever way you look at it.” Lance paused and stole a quick glance at Pierre. “If you cooperate with us, I can guarantee that all of this will be forgotten,” he said seriously.



    Suddenly Little Stick’s eyes lit up. “What do you want from me?” he stammered.



    Lance shook his head. “Not so fast, Stick. By the way, Louis’ boys are the ones that gave you up. They are going in for a long time,” he said looking at his watch.



    The shock in Little Stick’s eyes was evident. “The dirty bastards. I knew I couldn’t trust the fuckers,” he cursed and shook his head sideways.



    “Look, Stick, I am not concerned with petty crimes in little Italy, so listen to me carefully,” Lance said pulling a chair closer. “I know three men abducted Mr. Spencer, who lives across the street. I want to know who they are and where they operate from.”



    Little Stick looked away quickly as if he had just been slapped.



    “Look, Little Stick. I guarantee that your name won’t be mentioned.”



    Little Stick turned and looked Lance in the eye. “You ain’t American; I can tell.”



    Lance nodded. “I’m not American but my pal and I work for the company,” he said, motioning to Pierre who hadn’t uttered a single word since coming in. “You ever heard of Langley? We can get you out of this shit. Your beef with Melvin doesn’t mean anything to us. Besides, he isn’t here now, so let’s have it!” Lance said, faking impatience.



    “All right, I will tell you, but you gotta get me out of this shit,” Little Stick said, holding out his hand for another cigarette. “It was at about eight at night, but I made them. They were the Dino group and they work for Tony Demarco. These guys work in central Queens around the Boulevard, all the way up. I also made another guy, who came later. His name is Sal Demarco. He is Tony’s nephew and his right-hand man. He ran in and out quickly. My guess is that Spencer is holed up in Queens somewhere,” he finished, looking exhausted.



    “You are doing well, Little Stick. Does Louis know all this?” Lance asked.



    “I told him and all the dude could say was to keep a good watch out for the girl and call them as soon as I see her,” he answered, shaking his head.



    Lance looked at Pierre, who was watching the proceedings very intently. Pierre nodded.



    “Now, Stick, I don’t have to tell you what they would do to you if they found out you talked to us, do I?” Little Stick shook his head. “You keep your end of the deal and I will destroy the tape I have in my pocket, but if you don’t, Mr. Louis will get a copy and so will Mr. Demarco.” Lance stood up.



    “Sir, please don’t do that. I swear, I will do anything you say,” Little Stick pleaded.



    “Fair enough, Stick. Pierre, call Melvin over here. We have to go,” Lance added, and Pierre hurried to the bedroom to call Melvin and they promptly came back.



    “Little girl, do you have everything that belongs to you?” Lance asked the girl and she nodded. “Where do you live?”



    “I live in Brooklyn, sir,” she said shyly.



    “Look, young lady. I will have mercy on you and I won’t report you to a detention center, okay?” Just don’t mention this incident to a single soul, do you understand?” Lance said seriously.



    “Yes, sir, I do,” she answered, relief showing in her eyes.



    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill and gave it to her. “Now go, kid,” he said casually, “and stay in school. A girl your age shouldn’t be here.”



    “Yes, sir,” the girl answered as she opened the door and took off.



    Melvin couldn’t believe what was happening, but that wasn’t all. “Melvin, give me the bag,” Lance said, extending his hand. Melvin handed it to him without a word.



    Lance took a handkerchief, took out the 9mm pistol and removed the clip, making sure there were no bullets left in the chamber. He sprayed the slugs all over the room. He removed another clip and did the same. He turned the bag upside down and the switchblade fell out. “Now Mr. Little Stick, remember, don’t even think of fucking with me.” He threw the 9mm to him and Stick caught it expertly.



    “Okay, gentleman, after you,” Lance said, motioning for Pierre and agent Melvin to go. He followed them, but not before he heard Little Stick shout, “Hey, Mister, thank you. I owe you one.”



    Lance smiled. “Don’t mention it,” he said, and they all proceeded downstairs.



    By the time they got outside, Melvin was fuming. He started complaining, but Lance wasn’t having it. He had bigger fish to fry. He quickly explained to Melvin what Little Stick had said about Spencer’s kidnapping and the urgency of getting the kidnappers.



    “Agent Melvin, let’s go. We have work to do,” Lance said seriously, and the three men headed to Queens.


  



  
    CHAPTER 81


    _______



    Damn! The adjustment on the scope was wrong. Sapphire removed the silencer from his Winchester. He put the gun down and then walked to the balcony of his apartment on Fifth Avenue and Eighth Street, and watched the cars leave. There was no hurry. The time will come when his target lets his guard down, and that’s when he will strike. He smiled and walked back to his apartment. He had chosen this apartment for a purpose. He could clearly see anything blocks away. The apartment owner had been easily convinced to take a trip, but not before he introduced Sapphire to the doorman as his brother.



    He walked to the computer and inserted a disk containing the profile of his target. He was in his mid-fifties, though young-looking for his age. The man was not only intelligent but was born lucky; otherwise, he would have been dead by now. He was also strange by most people’s standards. He didn’t seem to be close to anybody, not even his own family. Interesting character.



    He switched off the computer and lay back on the couch, his mind moving back in time as if he were rewinding a movie. This very character had nearly wiped him out, as well as his organization in France, but Sapphire’s comfort lay in the fact that none of his operatives really knew him.



    The late plastic surgeon had taken care of that, wiping his entire palm and fingerprints clean. He had even taught him how to become a master of disguise. The man was good. Too bad he had to die. Did the fool think for a moment they could really become partners? How shortsighted geniuses can be. He laughed out loud as he reached for a bottle of fizzy water and poured himself a drink.



    He stood up, walked to his receiver and picked it up. He had put a bug on the Feds’ car. He listened to their conversation and could clearly hear the voice of his target. They were talking about the three punks who had kidnapped a man named Spencer. Their boss was a certain Tony Demarco whose operation base was in Queens. He listened more carefully. Dino was the chief punk among the kidnappers.



    “So far, so good,” he said to himself in an inaudible whisper.



    He poured himself another glass of fizzy water and raised the glass. “Yes, Serpent, here’s to you,” he said softly and sipped. It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon and he needed to do some scouting. He walked to the bathroom and checked himself in a mirror. He was satisfied with his appearance except for one thing—he needed a coat that could fully conceal his three guns. He chose a smart tweed one, put it on and went to the main living room. He picked up his cigarette case and a gold lighter and put them inside his pocket.



    There wasn’t any need to waste friendly civilians, at least not yet, he thought to himself. He stepped out into the corridor and carefully locked the door, and then walked down the stairs. It usually took him about three minutes to reach the ground floor. He tactfully greeted the attendant and murmured something about getting a call from his brother, the apartment owner, who was vacationing in the Bahamas. He stepped outside to the street and hailed a taxi.



    Sapphire never rented cars when there were enough taxis around. His current facial features put him somewhere between late forties and early fifties. He could speak with an American accent, so he didn’t make anybody nervous. One would have mistaken him for a college professor. When he reached midtown, he got off and walked a few blocks before getting another taxi to Queens, where he intended to learn something about this Demarco person. He sat back in the taxi, pondering the situation and smiled to himself.



    He couldn’t believe his luck. If the Feds chased these hoodlums and somehow Lance, the Serpent, caught a bullet, the whole New York police would be looking for the Demarco organization. By then he, Sapphire, would be back in Bolivia among his personal army units.



    * * *



    Pierre and Lance drove together with agent Melvin following closely behind. After crossing the Queensboro Bridge, they pulled over and Lance approached Melvin’s car. Melvin, who was taking to someone, put the set down and looked at him questioningly.



    “Well, Melvin, I told you who kidnapped Mr. Spencer and their location, but there is a little snag,” Lance said. Melvin looked at him blankly. “Pierre and I cannot get involved in the operation. We are just observers and those are our orders.” Melvin raised his eyebrows but gave nothing away. He was thankful that the two foreigners wouldn’t be involved. They had freed a known criminal, for God’s sake.



    “Melvin, I suggest we keep radio silence when we get there. We can’t afford any mistakes.”



    Melvin nodded. “I know the bunch. I’ve been trying to nail them for some time. Believe me, there won’t be any mistakes.”



    Lance looked at him closely but said nothing.



    “When are you going in, Melvin?”



    “Forty-five minutes, maybe an hour maximum.”



    “Good, see you there and good luck,” Lance said and walked off.



    Melvin got on the radio and started giving orders, then he started the car.



    Pierre started the car and followed Melvin. “Tell me, boss, do you think Melvin and his boys will pull this off, especially if these people are involved with Gaston?”



    Lance looked at him and smiled. Pierre had his answer.



    “Then why risk the whole thing?” Pierre asked.



    “Son, I am counting on one thing—flushing out our man. Obviously, Gaston has connections with this Queens group and my instincts tell me that he is holed up in a safe house. Hopefully, during the commotion, we will find out where.”



    “But, boss, what good will it do if we find Gaston? He doesn’t have Jenny yet. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have taken John.”



    Lance smiled. “He realized he was being followed and lost the FBI. But still he went ahead with the kidnapping to lure your friend Jenny into a trap. I suspect that our man has been in contact with Jenny already, and this little operation was designed to force her hand.”



    Pierre looked away, his mind running wild remembering the number of times Gaston had outsmarted them. He kept on praying that Jenny was all right and Gaston wouldn’t get to her before they did.



    He saw Melvin’s car pull into an empty parking lot and quickly parked between two vehicles and cut off the engine. Pierre stepped out of the car and lit a cigarette.



    “Poor kid,” thought Lance as he looked at Pierre. He was trying to put on a brave face but Lance could tell that he was taking the whole thing very hard.



    There was commotion in the parking lot as three more cars pulled into the lot and a few clean-shaven young men walked toward Melvin’s car. Two vans pulled up.



    “Melvin works fast. I see some activity ahead.” Lance said glancing at Pierre, who took a quick peep but showed no emotion.


  



  
    CHAPTER 82


    _______



    Jenny woke up from her afternoon nap panting and drenched in sweat. She had had a nightmare in which she was running away from an assailant, and she could not run fast enough. She woke up just before the assailant caught her. She crawled out of bed and opened the curtains. There was still some daylight left. In the morning, she had woken up and gone grocery shopping, then she had taken a walk by the water to think things through before she came home and had something to eat. For some reason, she had felt very tired and decided to take a nap and passed out like a light.



    When she woke up, she was hungry so she headed for the kitchen. She kept re-evaluating her situation as she fixed a sandwich. This wasn’t the way she wanted to live. She decided that she wanted to get this mess over with and go back to her old life. She quickly ate the sandwich and washed it down with a glass of orange juice. She checked the clock—it was a quarter past six in the evening. It was time to go and make a deal with the devil.



    She got in her car and started driving towards the Parkway. She would make a phone call and make a deal with Gaston once and for all. She felt a sense of relief after making her decision. Jenny was getting anxious and felt cold chills run through her, but she kept driving. All she wanted was to put this whole deal behind her.



    She got out of the car and walked to the phone booth with the realization that she might be signing her own death warrant. She reached for some change and made the phone call.



    * * *



    Sapphire got out of the taxi and paid the driver. He waited a little until the taxi was gone before crossing the street to a small Sicilian pizza parlor owned by a guy named Mario that he had met in Palermo a few years earlier. He peeped through the window and saw the man himself busy making pizza. He then went to the door, looked at the displayed menu and quickly memorized the phone number. He walked casually for about two blocks before he saw a phone booth. He entered and dialed the number. The phone rang and someone picked it up. “Hello?”



    Sapphire paused a little. “Let me talk to Mario,” he said quickly.



    “Just a moment, sir.”



    There was silence and then another voice came on. “This is Mario.”



    “Hello, Mario, how is business in New York? It’s your old friend from Palermo. I promised to protect your family, remember?”



    There was silence as the old man recognized the voice.



    Sapphire switched to Italian. “Mario, I need a favor. I want to send a message to Dino, you know the one that works for Tony Demarco; which club do they operate from?”



    “They are on Queens Boulevard. It’s Santino’s Tearoom, a few blocks from here.”



    Sapphire smiled, knowing that the man had almost had a heart attack hearing his voice. “Good, Mario. Give my regards to your wife and kids.”



    “Thank you, sir. I will do that,” a relieved Mario managed to say as Sapphire hung up.



    Sapphire stepped out of the phone booth and kept walking down the street. He was sure he hadn’t missed Santino’s Tearoom; it had to be ahead. He walked for two more blocks before he saw the sign of the tearoom. His eyes darted across the street, and as luck would have it, there was an Irish pub. He crossed the street and entered the dimly lit bar. There was an old man standing behind the counter; otherwise, the place was deserted. He walked to the counter and ordered seltzer water with lime. The man looked at him strangely but brought the drink.



    The door swung open and a middle-aged couple entered the bar and approached the counter. Sapphire greeted them warmly, then he excused himself and walked to a table by the window, where he had a full view of Santino’s Tearoom. He sat down and sipped his drink. Soon after, the place started filling up fast as if they had all come to the pub by appointment.



    He lit a cigarette and lay back, enjoying the life style of middle-class working people in America. Americans were generally a happy bunch, very open and happy. This always amazed him. The waitress also seemed to be enjoying her work.



    He was still wondering how someone could be happy working in a dump like this when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw two vans pull into a parking lot next to the tearoom. Something was going on. He saw three more cars next to the vans. A few men in suits were approaching the first car. Something about the car was familiar, but he couldn’t place it since it was getting dark.



    He took a sip of his drink and concentrated on what was happening in the parking lot. It was obvious that something was going down. Sapphire smiled. He knew an operation by the Feds when he saw one. One of the vans went into motion and effectively blocked off the street and stop signs were put up. Men dressed in green bulletproof vests jumped out of the van and took positions all around Santino’s Tearoom. It happened very fast.



    Sapphire thought about leaving the pub for a better view but then the streetlights came on, and he could suddenly see better. The green jackets moved quickly and kicked in the door while others covered all the exits. There was gunfire and people in the pub scrambled away from the windows, falling over each other.



    Sapphire looked left where the plainclothesmen were standing, and that’s when he saw the man he dreaded the most; the Serpent himself was across the street. Sapphire’s eyes turned steely as he reached for his drink without taking his eyes off his mark. Next to Lance was the younger agent who was always with him, but Sapphire wasn’t concerned with the kid. It was the Serpent he wanted.



    An ambulance arrived and a few medics jumped out and headed for the back of the house. Two men were brought out in handcuffs, and a few seconds later somebody was brought out on a stretcher, followed by a few green jackets. They entered the ambulance and it sped off.



    Slowly the cars started moving off, but Serpent was still talking to a chubby FBI agent. Suddenly, Sapphire remembered where he had seen the car: downtown, near his rented place. He smiled and lit a cigarette, knowing that his evening hadn’t gone to waste after all. The last car left a few minutes later and then he got up, said goodnight to the waitress and the bartender, and left.


  



  
    CHAPTER 83


    _______



    Jenny banged down the phone and walked out of the booth. She had just called a neighbor and found out that, indeed, everybody on her block knew that something had happened to John. Nobody knew exactly what, since the police seemed more eager to disperse the crowd than worry about an anonymous photographer.



    “Damn you, Gaston!” she cried out, banging both hands on the steering wheel.



    She had called Gaston’s number earlier hoping to swing a deal, but an unfamiliar voice with a foreign accent had answered, saying that they had John. The man had also threatened that failure to deliver the goods would result in the receipt of John’s body parts one at a time. At first, she had thought it was a bluff, but now she was scared and angry.



    She drove calmly to a coffee shop and purchased a cup of chamomile tea to relax her. She was white as a sheet, which prompted the waiter to ask her if she was all right. She nodded, paid for the tea and walked out of the coffee shop without another word.



    Once inside her car, she popped the lid off and sipped the tea as her mind raced. She realized she was sweating and opened the window. She took a deep breath and willed her body to stay calm. Her mistake had been in believing she could outsmart the bastard Gaston and his Mafia buddies, but she also realized that it was too late to turn back. She started the engine and cruised toward midtown.



    She had no fear of running into the Mafia hoods anymore. All she was thinking about was John’s welfare. She recalled the time he had told her to lay off, but her insistence had cost him dearly. She held back tears as she headed uptown. She drove straight on the highway until she got near her usual destination and parked the car. Then she located a phone booth and dialed her professor’s number. The phone rang twice before the familiar voice asked who it was.



    “It’s me. Can we meet in about twenty minutes and could you please bring the stuff?”



    The old man didn’t even hesitate. “All right, I will meet you at the same place.”



    Jenny dialed Gaston’s number and the same man talked to her. She said that she was ready to make a deal the next day. The man warned her coldly about what would happen to John if she attempted to double-cross them but agreed to relay the message.



    She was still thinking about the voice as she stepped out of the phone booth. She felt chills down her spine. The man, whoever he was, was the meanest human being she had ever talked to.



    The air was a little chilly, with wind blowing from the Hudson River. Jenny got in the car and took a deep breath, still shaken by the phone call. With John’s life on the line, all the previous plans she had devised fell through. Why hadn’t she anticipated that they would do that? She was still mentally beating herself as she started the engine.



    She drove steadily for ten blocks before slowing down and looking for a parking spot. She walked toward the little restaurant where she had met with the professor before. She opened the door and immediately saw the professor walking toward her.



    “Hello, my dear. Are you okay? You look pale.” It was more of a statement than a question.



    Jenny forced a small smile. The professor led her to a small table in a corner. Thankfully, the place was deserted and they could talk in relative peace.



    Jenny shook her head. “They have John,” she said breathlessly.



    Stapleton seemed to be visibly shaken by the news. His eyes kept darting left and right but he didn’t say a word.



    “He was kidnapped from his apartment a couple of days ago. All I know is that he is in danger and I am the cause of it all,” she said, tears running down her face.



    The professor gave her a handkerchief and she took it gratefully.



    “Stay put, Jenny, I will be right back,” he said and walked toward the bar. He returned a moment later with two drinks. Please take this. You will feel a lot better,” he said gently.



    Jenny started sipping her drink. She didn’t even know what it was, but she didn’t care.



    “So tomorrow is the day?” he asked.



    Jenny nodded without raising her eyes. “My guess is that they will tell me to come alone and they will also choose the place. I really want to thank you for everything, but right now I can’t accept any more help. Enough lives have been compromised by me,” Jenny said firmly.



    The professor tried to protest but it was no use; her decision was final.


  



  
    CHAPTER 84


    _______



    Gaston was having the time of his life in Harlem. Clad in fine clothes, with his new hairdo and new swagger, nobody would have believed the man was African. Some mistook him to be from the Caribbean. He was at a popular nightspot, listening to a woman talking about her life history. Hicks was dancing nearby with a beautiful young lady.



    Gaston toyed with the idea of taking one of the young beauties to bed, but instinct told him to ignore the urge and focus on the operation at hand. He was about to accept an offer to dance when his phone buzzed. He excused himself and rushed for the men’s room.



    “Yup, this is D.”



    There was a pause.



    “Mr. D, this is Sal. The shit has hit the fan, man. How far are you from the house?”



    “I’m in Harlem. What’s going on?”



    “I can’t talk on the phone. Let’s meet at the usual place.”



    “All right. See you soon,” Gaston said and switched off the phone, his senses suddenly alert. He walked out of the men’s room a different man. He put a fifty in front of the woman he’d been talking to. “I’m sorry, sugar; I have business to attend to. That should take care of your drinks.”



    She smiled. “I hope to see you again, big boy,” she said, but he barely heard her.



    Hicks noticed that Gaston was about to leave and instinctively walked over. “What’s up, Sonny?” he asked.



    Gaston pulled Hicks toward the door. “I just talked to Sal. I gotta go meet him.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out some money and handed it to Hicks. “Here, take this. I will catch up with you later. I am taking the subway,” he said and started to leave.



    “Wait, man. I will walk you to the train. That’s the least I can do,” Hicks called out, falling in step beside him.



    They walked in silence until they arrived at the station entrance, then Gaston slapped Hicks on the shoulders. “Hey, brother, thanks. I will be fine from here.”



    Hicks gave him a wide smile. “Okay, man, I will get back to my squeeze. Catch you at the crib.”



    Gaston smiled in turn and walked down to pay for a subway token. He waited for a downtown train, feeling edgy. He knew something was very wrong for Sal to contact him on the cell phone, but as usual, he kept calm. The train zoomed at high speed and he got out in midtown, climbed the stairs, and hailed a taxi. The taxi driver started to talk, but seeing that his customer was quiet, he backed off and concentrated on the driving.



    Gaston paid the man and walked the two blocks. His eyes were scanning the whole area for any sign of a Limousine, but all he saw was a red Oldsmobile parked near a street corner close to where he was supposed to meet Sal. Gaston almost ignored it, but out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that there was a man inside. Instinctively, he turned, looked through a shop window and he caught the reflection of Sal. He walked to the car and knocked lightly on the window.



    Sal jolted before he recognized Gaston and smiled. He reached over and opened the passenger door. Gaston jumped in quickly as the car got into motion. Sal was silent as he made a left and headed for the highway.



    “Sal, don’t keep me in suspense, pal.”



    Sal cleared his threat and glanced at him. “Mr. D, the Feds burst into our operation on the Boulevard, in Queens. They arrested both Dino and Vito and shot one of our men.” He paused and lit a cigarette. “Somebody nearby made out a Fed named Melvin as the one overseeing the operation, and he was with the two Frenchies, so you get the drift.” Gaston’s eyes suddenly turned dark and he clenched his jaw.



    “There was a leak. Word has it they were looking for the Spencer guy.” Sal added, and looked at Gaston. “You know what, Mr. D, I got a bad feeling about this thing. It’s gotta come to an end soon.”



    “Tell me, Sal, can Spencer identify the guys that abducted him?”



    Sal shook his head. “Nope, he was given an injection immediately and everybody has been using face masks since then, but I believe somebody with the Little Italy group made out the boys and we shall soon find out who and take care of them,” he said expressionlessly.



    “How is Tony taking all this, Sal?”



    Sal smiled. “Very well; as a matter of fact, he went on a little vacation and he gave me this note to give to you.” He handed him a small piece of paper.



    Gaston looked it over and then read it more carefully. Time to spring the trap … the water is getting warm … my boy will provide you with everything you need… say hello to the kids.



    He reached into his pocket for a lighter and burned the note, depositing it in the ashtray. “Tell me, Sal. Is the boy in a safe place?”



    Sal laughed faintly. “They would never guess where he is, Mr. D. Not even Dino and his boys know the location.” Gaston smiled, thankful that Tony had had the foresight to allow for possible problems.



    The vehicle branched off the highway and took a small narrow lane between two warehouses; the whole area was deserted. Sal slowed down and sounded his horn. The gate slid open and they entered, then it quickly closed behind them. They both got out of the car and walked toward a small door; a couple of men stood up as the two passed by them. Sal inserted a key into the door and it swung open, revealing a small cozy office area. Gaston wondered how many warehouses these people had, since they had been to a different place the day before. Sal seemed to read his thoughts.



    “We have a few in all the boroughs: Queens, Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx, and some across the Hudson in New Jersey. Have a seat, Mr. D,” he said as he walked toward a refrigerator. He handed Gaston a beer and sat next to him.



    “Salute!” Sal raised his bottle and they both chugged their drinks down.



    There was a knock on the door and Sal went over to open it and talked with one of the guards speaking in low tones. He closed the door, walked straight to the phone and picked it up. This time, he spoke in Italian. He hung up, turned around and faced Gaston with a smile.



    “Hey, Mr. D, the eagle has landed. The girl called you and requested a meeting. Tony took the liberty of having a backup man in Manhattan take the call. I hope you don’t mind.”



    Gaston put down his glass, his eyes expressionless.



    Sal walked over and sat next to Gaston. “Mr. D, all this was necessary after the shit in Queens. The girl already knows we have Spencer, but insisted on checking out the information. She will definitely call back. Otherwise, she will receive her boyfriend piece by piece.”



    Gaston chugged down his drink. He walked over to the fridge, took another beer and came back and sat down. “Tell me, Sal, has the girl contacted Lance or the FBI at all?”



    Sal shook his head. “Not that I know of, because we have someone who works at the hotel and she hasn’t seen the girl.” Gaston nodded and sipped his drink. “Our man said the girl insisted on talking to you, but he said you weren’t available and she said she would call later.”



    Gaston sipped his drink philosophically. “Sal, I know this lady. I will bet my whole arm she will try to double-cross us. There is only one way of making sure she doesn’t, and that is if she finds out we have her friend for sure.” Sal nodded his understanding but didn’t say a word.



    “Tell me, Sal, is your man always on the move?”



    Sal nodded. “Yes. We have specific telephones in Manhattan where we can contact him.”



    Gaston smiled suddenly, relaxed and chugged down his drink, and leaned over toward Sal. “Now here is the plan.” He started explaining the plan to Sal.



    * * *



    Little Stick packed all his gadgets into a medium-sized briefcase. He stood up and stretched his legs. It was time to get out of there. Louis had decided to call off the whole operation, and that was fine with him. He fingered the wad of money in his pocket and smiled. What the bastards didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. He had another job lined up in Seattle. He picked up the case, headed for the door and scanned the room before he pulled the door shut.



    He felt free and relieved as he stepped outside the apartment building. A wave of fresh air hit him in the face. He went down two steps to the pavement and made a right to where he had parked his car on Waverly. A few minutes later, he was opening the car door. His first mission was to find a young thing to satisfy his lust. He got into the car, tossed the briefcase on the passenger seat, reached over and closed the door. He selected a station on the radio and then he put the keys into the ignition.



    Suddenly he felt something like a wire around his neck. Using both of his hands, he tried to loosen it, but the thing kept getting tighter and it hurt like hell. His last thoughts were. Why doesn’t he simply take all the money and leave me alone?



    * * *



    Sal quickly opened the door to Gaston’s hideout and in a flash, Gaston had his pistol leveled at Sal’s midsection. He lowered it after realizing who it was. “Damn, Sal, you could get killed surprising someone like that. What’s up?” Gaston said.



    Sal froze, still amazed at the speed with which the man had drawn his weapon. “That’s some speed you got. Tony was right. You are good,” Sal said and took a seat. It was approaching night time.



    “So, what’s up?” Gaston asked.



    “Our man scared the shit out of the bitch and she’s ready to deal tomorrow.”



    Gaston smiled. “I always knew Spencer was her weakness,” he said out loud, talking more to himself than to Sal.



    “Mr. D, all has been set up for the final showdown,” Sal said.



    “I’m impressed. What happened to the dude that marked your boys to the Feds?”



    “He got ‘garroted’ in the old Sicilian style,” Sal answered. “His name was Little Stick. He was working for Louis doing surveillance, but he freelanced all over the country. By now, some ants are waiting anxiously for his snitch ass.”



    “How is Spencer getting on?” Gaston asked.



    “He is being taken care of. The only problem is if the bitch notifies the cops.”



    Gaston fell silent. He was deep in thought, examining any flaw in tomorrow’s exchange. Suddenly he turned to Sal.



    “Don’t let the girl drive to the spot. Have somebody pick her up, and don’t frisk her. Just have a bug detector nearby or in the car and if she doesn’t have any, we go ahead with the arrangements.” He paused and lit a cigarette.



    “Just remember, the girl is very unpredictable. Everything must be done gently. We don’t want her to panic. Not before I get my hands on my stuff.”



    He stopped talking and shook his head when he noticed that Sal was already snoozing in the chair. The boy works too hard.
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    The foot patrol policeman passed by numerous times before he decided to investigate why the car was parked at that hour with music blasting out of it. Officer Callaghan opened the car door after knocking on the window to no avail. The sight that met him made him jump back and puke on the pavement. He managed to collect himself and call homicide. The policemen who arrived on the scene shortly afterwards were in shock. None had ever seen anything like that before.



    Melvin was on his way to his office when he heard the call on the radio and he quickly turned his car around and went to the murder scene on a hunch. In fifteen minutes, he was there. He got out of his Plymouth and moved closer, flashing his badge. The body wagon had already arrived and they were preparing to put the body inside the van. He introduced himself to the policemen and asked to see the body.



    “Sir, it not a pretty sight, but go ahead, be my guest,” said one of the policemen.



    Melvin bent over and removed the sheet from the upper part of the corpse. “Goddamn it! It’s Little Stick!” he exclaimed as he put the sheet back.



    “You know him, sir?” asked one of the policemen.



    Melvin nodded, but he was dismayed and already considering the ramification. He walked away toward an older policeman who seemed to be in charge. “Excuse me, officer, can you brief me about this homicide?” Melvin asked, flashing his badge.



    The police officer looked at the badge before he answered. “Well, there isn’t much to say except that the hit was professional. He was killed by a garrote,” he said. Melvin gave the man a confused look.



    The officer smiled slightly before explaining. “It’s an old method of strangulation with a wire. It’s used by the Cosa Nostra, mainly in Sicily.”



    He carefully opened the victim’s car door and cautioned Melvin not to touch anything. “The fingerprints haven’t been lifted, but I don’t think any will be found. The vic had a lot of money on him, a gun, and a knife, but nothing was taken. This was a hit, pure and simple.” The officer turned and walked away. Somebody was calling him.



    Melvin shook his head and walked toward his car. “Thanks to you, Frenchie bastard. There goes my only witness against the punks,” Melvin muttered under his breath. He got in and slammed the car door. Then, he opened the glove compartment, retrieved the radio and pressed the button. “This is Mike calling Lima, come in, over.”



    He was so pissed off that he didn’t want to work with the fuckin’ foreigners anymore, but orders were orders. After a couple of minutes, the unmistakable voice of Lance came on the line. Melvin mentioned where he was and then dropped the walkie-talkie on the seat. He needed a drink, but since he was on duty, strong coffee would have to do.



    * * *



    Lance was also pissed off when he received the call from Agent Melvin. He tried to call the man back, but apparently the agent had turned off his radio. He got up, washed his face and brushed his teeth. Pierre, who had been awakened by Lance talking to someone, got up and headed to the bathroom to get ready before he went to Lance’s room.



    “That bastard doesn’t even have the decency to call back. We only slept a few hours, for goodness’ sake.” Lance cursed as he came out of the bathroom and started dressing.



    They walked to the elevator without a word. They retrieved their car and headed downtown in silence. Both of them had their windows down so the morning air rushed into the car, and before long they were fully alert. It wasn’t hard to locate the place with all the police present.



    They got out of the car and were allowed through after displaying their badges.



    Lance greeted them cordially and introduced himself and Pierre. One man looked them over before greeting them likewise. “I’m Detective McPherson. May I help you gentlemen?”



    “Yes, we would like to know who the victim is, detective.”



    “His name was Paul Little. He was hit by a professional. No fingerprints, no motive. Nothing was taken and there was no struggle. The victim was known on the street as Little Stick.” He reached into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes, extracted one, and then offered them the pack.



    Lance shook his head. “So Stick was murdered. That’s very interesting.”



    The Detective’s body suddenly stiffened. “You knew this man?” he asked.



    Lance nodded. “Yes. We met him yesterday. Can you tell us how he was killed?”



    This time, the man grinned revealing a set of yellow teeth. “He was garroted in the old Sicilian way of …”



    “I know which way. Thanks, detective, and if you want to know anything about Mr. Little, get in touch with agent Melvin of the FBI.” They both turned and walked toward their car, leaving the detective staring at them in confusion.



    Lance put in a call for Melvin as soon as they settled in the car. Melvin gave them the location of the restaurant where he was, and a few minutes later, they found it.



    “He must be pissed off, boss. Remember, he wanted us to book Little and you refused. He said the victim was the only witness against Dino’s bunch in Queens,” Pierre commented.



    Lance nodded. “I know. Come on. Let’s go in and see what the agent has to say.” They walked toward the restaurant.



    Agent Melvin was seated alone in a corner toying with his cup of coffee when they entered the restaurant. He didn’t bother raising his eyes, but he sensed them coming toward him.



    “Have a seat, gentlemen. I assume you know the stiff was my chief witness,” he stated, still toying with his coffee cup.



    Lance cleared his throat. “It will be fine, Melvin.”



    Agent Melvin raised his eyes but said nothing.



    “You see, Melvin, Stick isn’t important. We have bigger fish to fry, the kind that affect national security. I believe we are getting close, and that made them very nervous,” Lance said.



    “Nervous or ticked, what difference does it make now? I don’t have a case,” Melvin said.



    Lance looked at him and suddenly felt angry. “You didn’t have him to begin with, Melvin. The man was a felon and who knows if his testimony would have been enough,” he barked. “Come on, Melvin, don’t let me down now. I promise you will get a bigger fish,” he added softy.



    Melvin suddenly raised his eyes and they met Lance’s. He shrugged.



    “Okay, I will hold you to your word.”



    They decided to concentrate on looking for Gaston for the rest of the day.



    Later that evening, Melvin, Lance, and Pierre met downtown to compare notes. Melvin told the two Frenchmen that Demarco’s goons were still not talking. Pierre was getting more frustrated by the minute, and it showed. Without Gaston, they couldn’t get to Jenny.



    Melvin started to leave but then stopped. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Michael, our electronics expert at FBI headquarters says he detected an individual using one of our communication systems around Union Square. The person keeps moving as if he is trying to avoid detection. Never mind, it might be nothing.”



    Lance was suddenly alert. “Melvin, let’s go to your man, now.”



    He rushed toward the door and Melvin and Pierre rushed after him. A few minutes later, both cars were heading uptown at breakneck speed.



    “What’s the matter, boss? Talk to me,” Pierre said breathlessly.



    Lance’s eyes kept looking ahead as he explained his suspicion. “Pierre, think about it. Gaston probably found out about our sting in Queens and knows we are after him. Using our system would be best the way for him to avoid detection.” Pierre tried say something, but Lance continued to speak. “Believe me, Pierre, I have been at this game all my life and I have a hunch.”



    The cars pulled into FBI headquarters and the two men followed Agent Melvin. They entered the elevator and Melvin punched in the floor number. Melvin stopped in front of a large door and inserted a card in the slot, then placed his hand on a bar and the door opened.



    They walked down a long hallway before Melvin stopped and knocked on another door.



    The door was opened by a young man in his late twenties. “Gentlemen, come in,” he said as he ushered them in and closed the door.



    “Michael, this is Lance and Pierre from French Intelligence. I think you have heard of them.”



    The young man nodded in acknowledgement. “Nice to meet you, gentlemen. I am Michael Irvin,” he said as he nervously extended his hand, which both Lance and Pierre shook.



    “They would like to know about what your system picked up,” Melvin said before they all sat down.



    Michael smiled and walked to a big console with all kinds of electronic gadgets. “Well, it was only by chance that I detected the transfer from one wavelength to another.”



    Lance took his chance. “Did you listen to the conversation?”



    Michael turned a little confused and nodded. “It was a man’s voice talking to a woman. The man had a strange accent. Just a minute, because it’s only today that I managed to narrow it down and listen in.” He fidgeted with some switches. “This unit has been in place for some days,” he said and started rewinding the tape. After a few minutes, he stopped it. “Here we are. The call was registered here,” he said pointing to another unit.



    None of the men really knew what he was talking about, but they stayed attentive nonetheless. Then they heard the voices. “Hello. May I talk to Gaston?” (Lady’s voice) … “He is not here.” (Man’s voice)… “Tell him it’s too late to deal tonight; it will have to be tomorrow.” (Lady’s voice) … “Listen bitch, your time is running out. If you double-cross us, your friend will be delivered to you piece by piece, but I will deliver the message” (Man’s voice). The phone went dead.



    All three men looked at one another in silence. Pierre was in a trance. Hearing Jenny’s voice made him worry even more.



    “Gentlemen, that’s all I could pick up,” Michael said.



    Lance told Melvin that the woman on the tape was the one they were looking for and the reason for Spencer’s abduction.



    Lance forced a smile. “You did good, Michael. Keep your eyes on that thing today. We want to know the moment another call comes through and Michael, this is very important. You had better not fuck this one up,” he said, looking the kid straight in the eyes. Michael shivered.



    “You heard the man, Michael. This is high priority. Fuck the rest of the shit you are doing here. I will tell Margaret to bring your lunch from the cafeteria,” Melvin said sternly.



    The young man nodded, clearly shaken. “Yes, sir.”



    Lance got up from his chair. “Michael, call us the moment the call comes in and find the punk’s location and where they are meeting the girl. Okay, kid?” Michael nodded. “See you later.”



    “Good day, gentlemen,” Michael managed to say.



    Lance started walking toward the door, and Melvin and Pierre followed suit. Michael got up and closed the door behind them. None of them spoke a word as they walked on to their respective cars.



    “Don’t give up, Pierre. We have come a long way. We will nail the bastard, trust me. Let’s go get something to eat, okay?”



    Pierre didn’t answer but he had relaxed a little knowing that Jenny was still alive. Hearing her voice had brought back all the memories and feelings. He longed to see her one more time, if only to tell her how he felt. No other woman had ever affected him that way. He laid his head back and prayed to God that she would be safe. Lance was silent but anxious, like a leopard waiting for a prey.



    * * *



    Sapphire had seen police cars from his apartment and taken a walk to see what was happening. The poor punk who had squealed to Lance about the Queens boys had already bought the farm. He smiled slightly. He had heard every word.



    Apparently, the FBI agent had got pissed off at the two French agents, but the Serpent must have managed to calm him down with fake promises, since they seemed to be on good terms again. Afterwards, they had rushed downtown. With the transmitter in place, he could find out what they were up to.



    He fingered his battered briefcase that contained a powerful Winchester rifle equipped with a telescope. He shook his head and smiled a little. Hey, Serpent, I will have you in my history books soon.
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    The next morning, Lance and Pierre were sitting in Melvin’s car in front of the hotel talking about Jenny’s phone call, when Melvin received a call.



    “Good morning, Mel, this is Michael.”



    “Hi Michael, what’s up?” Melvin’s heavy voice answered.



    “The guy who’s been using our communication system just received a call. I’m recording everything.” Michael told them the man’s location.



    The Frenchmen quickly jumped out of Melvin’s car and into theirs then they followed Melvin’s car toward Union Square. When they arrived, Lance and Pierre got out of their car and Lance approached Melvin.



    “Melvin, please stay back where you can monitor everything. Trust me on this. You look too much like a cop, and we don’t want to spook the guy.” Melvin nodded.



    Lance started walking and the walkie-talkie crackled. He reached inside his coat and turned it off; his eyes were scanning the vehicles on both sides of the street. The man wasn’t hard to find, since he had his telephone to his ear.



    Lance approached the brown Ford and tapped on the window at the same time as Pierre was putting a powerful transmitter beneath the bumper. Pierre finished and walked back to the car while Lance was pretending to get directions. He thanked the man, walked off and joined the other two gentlemen further up, where the two cars were parked.



    * * *



    Sapphire’s receiver had crackled and, putting it close to his ear, he heard the men talk about going to Union Square to tail someone. He wrote down the exact location, quickly picked up his bag and headed for the door. He got into a taxi and in a few minutes, he was at the location. Sapphire walked a little closer to the middle of the block and sat down on a stoop by a garbage dump.



    Out of the corner of his eye, he had seen the two Frenchmen men approach a car from different sides and one of them had put a transmitter near the wheelbase of the car while the other talked to the man.



    After the men had left, he saw a big burly-looking punk, probably of Mediterranean origin, get out of the car and go into a store. Sapphire, who was dressed like a bum on skid row, walked toward the place and approached the man. He wanted to take a closer look at the man.



    “Sir, could you spare some change?” he asked humbly.



    “Buzz off, you old piece of shit,” the punk shouted before he got back into the car and took off, burning rubber.



    Sapphire removed his dirty torn coat, dumped it in the garbage can and then hailed a taxi to his apartment. He had a nagging feeling that something was going to happen soon. He paid the taxi driver, walked to his apartment and switched on his unit. The transmitter was quiet, apart from the noise caused by the traffic nearby, which meant that the agent had parked the car.



    He went out on the balcony and looked around a bit, trying to decide what to do. He turned, went back into the bedroom and came back with a bigger suitcase, which he opened, and started arranging his equipment. He left the apartment, suitcase in hand with a hat on and a scarf half-covering his mouth, although it wasn’t that cold outside.



    * * *



    “Where is the receiver unit, Melvin?” Lance asked sternly.



    “It’s in my car.”



    “Okay, get it and put it in the Pontiac.”



    “What!” Melvin said, visibly annoyed.



    Lance shook his head. “Look at it from a civilian point of view.



    Who drives the most Plymouth cars?” he asked. Melvin got the message—cops. “I bet if anybody sees your car, they will vanish, so let’s not waste time. Moreover, we will be in constant communication,” Lance added.



    Melvin had one of his men move the unit to the Pontiac. The transmitter worked perfectly and they all breathed a sigh of relief. They were tired, having had little sleep the last few days, but none of them seemed to be concerned.



    Lance looked at Pierre and patted his shoulder. “Pierre, everything is going well so far. Trust me, very soon all this will be concluded.”



    Melvin’s cell phone rang and he answered. “Yes, Michael, go ahead.”



    “The man is talking to the woman now.”



    “Good job, Michael.” Melvin hung up and relayed the information to Lance and Pierre.



    “Have your men ready,” Lance stated.



    “Already in progress,” Melvin said and walked back to his car.



    Lance checked his watch and yawned. “Hey, son, can you get us some sandwiches and please ask Melvin what he wants.” Pierre was gone before he finished talking.



    They ate their sandwiches and washed them down with coffee. They were still eating when a call came in from Melvin. Lance threw the remainder of the sandwich in a paper bag and answered the call.



    “This is Lima, over.”



    “This is Mike. They’ve set a meeting point, over and out.”



    Instinctively, Pierre started the car. The man drove on and Pierre eased behind him, ignoring the angry hooting. Lance called Melvin. “He’s on the move. Do you read me? Over.”



    “Loud and clear. Keep the channel open, over and out.”



    Both cars followed the burly guy in the brown Ford, but kept their distance. The Ford parked on the west side in the midtown area. Pierre parked in a no-parking zone close to where he could see everything that was going down. The Plymouth was ever farther away. A street cop approached his car and Pierre waved her off by flashing his badge.



    The goon approached a petite blonde and said something. They entered the car and drove uptown. Pierre let a few cars pass before he joined the traffic.



    “Mike, they’re on the move, over,” Lance said, looking closely at the car.



    “Roger, I’m right behind you, over and out.”



    The driving was slow, but Lance wasn’t worried. With the transmitter, he could pinpoint the location of the car. They moved for possibly twenty minutes until the car stopped near a building uptown, on 113th and Seventh. The man seemed to be giving instructions to the woman and she entered the building.



    Lance reached for the radio and called Melvin. “Come in Mike, this is Lima, over.”



    “This is Mike, over.”



    “The woman has entered the building. Have your guys move in and get the punk. He is still here, over.”



    “My men are closing in as we speak. Turn on the local frequency and listen in, over and out.”



    Lance did just that and heard that the man had been apprehended. “Come on, Pierre, let’s go. Lance grabbed his binoculars and they both jumped out of the car and walked toward the building. They saw the culprit being led by the plainclothes officers. Lance and Pierre broke off and crossed the street to the building where the woman, presumably Jenny in disguise, had entered.



    They yanked the door open and flashed their badges. Lance heard his walkie-talkie and picked it up.



    “Come in, Lima. This is Mike, over.”



    “This is Lima, over,” Lance answered.



    “We have some information. One of the boys squeezed the punk’s balls and he spilled. The exchange will be on the roof, over,” Melvin said.



    “We are on our way. Get a spot where you can watch the two entrances, over and out.” Lance put the walkie-talkie in his jacket pocket, and they started climbing the stairs on the opposite side of the building.



    They were perspiring by the time they reached the last floor. They pushed open the door to the roof with difficulty, and moved quietly to a spot where they could watch everything.



    “I wonder why Gaston chose the roof,” Pierre commented quietly, more to himself than to Lance.



    “Let’s go behind the water tank, son. You take the right. I’ll take the left,” Lance said as he crawled toward the tank. Pierre did the same until they were on both sides of the tank.



    Lance chose to study the situation. He could see Jenny with something in her hand. Suddenly from the other end, two figures appeared. One was John, whose hands were tied, and the other was Gaston with a gun pointed at John’s back.



    Gaston had changed his appearance completely and unless one knew his exact height and size, he could have been mistaken for a local hood.



    * * *



    Sapphire perused the whole area with his binoculars. He could see a lot of cops around. Some were in their cars and others were in plain clothes. He had no intention of tangling with the Feds. His target was the Serpent. The information coming out of the agent’s shortwave was that he was on the roof. He entered the building opposite the one his mark went in.



    He quickly went to the basement, removed his coat, scarf, and hat, underneath which he was wearing blue overalls. Anybody seeing him with a bag would have thought that he was some kind of maintenance worker. He closed the door and walked to the stairs, which he climbed quickly.



    His adrenalin was pumping hard. This always happened to him moments before a kill. He was tired when he finally reached the door that led to the roof. He stopped and regained his breath before he smoothly opened the roof door and scanned around. The place was deserted, as he had hoped.



    He opened his bag and started assembling the Winchester. Then he removed two bullets from his pocket and put them into the chamber. Finally, he started crawling toward the far end of the roof. He took a peep at the opposite roof. There was a girl standing a few paces away from a black man. She had something in her hand and they seemed to be negotiating. He also noticed a figure kneeling down in front of the black man.



    His eyes moved further left. Two men were crouching behind a large tank. He took his gun and studied the two figures behind the tank, using the telescope attached to his rifle. A smile crept into the corners of his mouth.
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    Lance aimed his gun at Gaston. But he hesitated when he noticed that John Spencer was kneeling down next to Gaston with his hands tied behind his back, facing Jenny. Pierre noticed the same thing. He inched to where Lance was.



    “Boss, shall I take the shot?”



    Lance’s orders were to shoot Gaston after he completed the transactions, not before. “Son, we have to follow orders all the way,” he said.



    “No, boss. Jenny is in danger.” Pierre started running toward Jenny and Lance tried to stop him, which gave Sapphire a clear shot at Lance.



    * * *



    Gaston agreed to let Spencer go first, before he received the tape. He bent over and selected the key to the handcuffs. The light from the reflection of Sapphire’s rifle hit his eyes, followed by a loud blast and he turned to look in the direction. He instinctively aimed in the direction of the flash, where he saw a man with a rifle. He let off two more rounds, although the rifle wasn’t pointing to where he was. The man with the rifle fell off the roof with a loud scream.



    The impact of the bullet made Lance fall behind the tank. It had barely missed Lance’s chest and creased his arm. Pierre had rushed to where Lance lay bleeding and at the same time pointed his gun in the direction of the fire, but before he could pull the trigger, he noticed that the man had fallen on the ground below. Pierre eased his boss toward the tank.



    “I am okay, Pierre. Help the rest!” Lance shouted.



    * * *



    Jenny spotted Pierre just as the gun went off and tried to move, but she tripped on a ledge and lost her balance. John, Pierre, and Lance watched in horror as she started to slip over the edge, but in a split second she grabbed onto a ledge while her body dangled over the building. As if in a slow motion movie, they watched Gaston pounce with lightening speed to catch and pull her back to safety. For a second, their eyes met and at that moment, something changed in Gaston’s facial complexion from panic to relief as he pulled her off the edge. He looked at her hands. The tapes were gone.



    Gaston’s eyes looked down to the ground to where the tapes had fallen and shattered. He quickly moved to where Spencer was kneeling and threw the keys next to him before running toward the door to the staircase.



    Pierre started running after Gaston, but turned around and removed the walkie-talkie from Lance’s belt and pressed SOS. “Mike, come in, over.”



    “This is Mike, over.”



    “Lima has been hit. Get an ambulance, over and out,” he managed to say between breaths as he sprinted after Gaston.



    Jenny got to her feet and ran to where John was struggling to sit up. She reached for the keys and knelt down to unlock the cuffs. She hastily untied John and helped him to get up.



    “John, are you all right? I am so sorry, John. It’s all my fault. I should have listened to you, but you know how stubborn I am and …”



    John stopped her. “Thank God you are all right, Jenny. I was worried about you.”



    Tears welled in her eyes as she embraced him. “You big lug, you were the one abducted and you were worried about me?”



    She turned and looked at Lance and ran toward him. He seemed to be okay except for his arm, which was bleeding. She pulled her scarf from her neck and placed it on his wound to stop the bleeding. Lance tried to protest, but Jenny wasn’t listening. “Hold on to that,” she said, almost in a commanding tone. She turned to John. “John, can you help him downstairs?”



    Before John could answer, Jenny was running toward the door leading downstairs.



    * * *



    Melvin, who was covering the entrance, saw a man coming down the stairs with a gun in his hand. He had heard the shots on the roof in addition to Pierre’s SOS call, and he wasn’t going to take chances with an assassin. He aimed and before the man could see him, he squeezed off a couple of shots; both shots caught the man in the chest and he staggered backward and fell down.



    Melvin called an ambulance and gave them directions. He turned around and saw Pierre running out, a weapon in his hands. Pierre stopped in his tracks when he saw Gaston lying down bleeding. He turned around and saw Jenny coming down the stairs and froze.



    Lance and John walked out next, with Lance holding on to his arm. Melvin sprinted toward them. Lance saw him and waved, “I am okay, Melvin,” he said as he looked around.



    “Who is the man on the stretcher?” Lance asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “I will go take a look,” Lance said as he moved closer. The other four followed him.



    Lance approached the man lying on the stretcher and looked at him closely.



    Gaston stared back at him. “You know, Serpent, I wasn’t going to kill her. All I wanted was the tape.”



    “Thanks for saving my life, and Jenny’s too,” Lance stated with a smile.



    “It was about time I did something good,” Gaston said weakly and then closed his eyes.



    The doctor stepped over and checked him and shook his head. “He’s gone, sir.”



    Lance looked at Gaston. “He was a damn good shot.”



    Somebody touched his arm and he turned around, and in front of him stood Melvin. “Maybe you can identify this other man for us,” he said, pointing at another stretcher. They both approached the stretcher at the far end.



    “Doc, can you pull the cover off for us?” Melvin asked, flashing his badge. The doctor removed the sheet covering the face.



    Lance did a double take. He couldn’t have been more shocked if he had seen the devil himself. “Can somebody clean his face? He looks a lot like …” He didn’t finish the sentence.



    Somebody removed the fake moustache and washed his face a little with some water. Then suddenly Lance shouted, to everybody’s surprise. “I’ll be damned. It’s Sapphire!” He leaned closer and nodded. “It’s him, no doubt about it.”



    “Are you sure?” Melvin asked.



    “I had an encounter with him years ago but he disappeared off the face of the earth and was presumed dead. His nickname was Sapphire even then, but I never put it together. Had it not been for a small scar near his neck, I would not have recognized him.” This New York assignment wasn’t bad after all. He turned and looked at Gaston’s body. “Thanks, Demus,” he said and walked away, visibly shaken by how close he had come to death.



    * * *



    Jenny’s heart almost jumped out of her chest when her eyes moved from Gaston’s body and turned to Pierre. He was glued to one place, looking at her. He seemed to be trying to say something but nothing was coming out of his mouth. Instead he opened his arms.



    Jenny ran toward him and they embraced for what seemed like forever, forgetting that John was there. Pierre finally released Jenny and then shook John’s hand.



    “It’s good to see both of you. For the past few days, we have been looking everywhere for you,” he said, sounding relieved.



    “What! You have been here all this time?” Jenny asked.



    Pierre nodded. “Yes, we have been working with the FBI and the police trying to find you two.”



    Jenny was surprised, but yet again these guys always seemed to be everywhere. She turned and looked at Pierre and they continued to gaze into each other’s eyes, until they heard John’s voice.



    “If you two will excuse me, you will find me at home. It’s been long time since I had a drink, and a shower,” he said and walked away smiling.



    Pierre pulled Jenny closer and kissed her on the mouth for a long time, oblivious of the law enforcement personnel all over the scene. He finally released her and looked into her eyes. “I’m glad you’re all right, Jenny. I was so afraid that something would happen to you before I got the chance to tell you that I missed you, and I love you.”



    “I love you, too, Pierre,” she said. “All that time I was on the run, I kept wishing there was a way to contact you,” she said, tears coming to her eyes.



    He hugged her again. “You are okay now, my love,” he said and held her tight.



    All of the tension that had built up finally left Jenny’s body, and for the first time in a long time, she felt safe. She held onto him until somebody said something and both of them turned. It was Melvin smiling at them.



    “Pierre, you dropped this.” He reached in his coat pocket and passed a gun to Pierre.



    Pierre shook his head. “No, Melvin, I don’t need it now or ever. You can keep it,” he said before he took Jenny’s hand and walked away, leaving behind a bewildered Melvin. Melvin walked over to Lance, whose wound was being treated by the paramedics.



    After he was bandaged, Lance thanked Melvin and tossed him the car keys. He said goodbye and started to leave, but not before he picked up the documents and the damaged tapes.


  



  
    CHAPTER 88


    _______



    Lance was waiting for a phone call from London. He sipped his coffee slowly and thought about how things had changed. A week before, the situation had looked hopeless, but now everything was totally different. Melvin had arrested Dino and his punks and they each faced at least twenty years behind bars. Sal had been given five years, but Tony Demarco had disappeared and the Feds were still looking for him. Louis’ operation was shut down and his boys Ricky and Casty had also been arrested and remained behind bars pending Jenny’s testimony.



    Lance had received a call from Monsieur Patrice Charmer congratulating him, but he had interjected and told him to recommend both Pierre and Agent Melvin, who had saved his life. Melvin had been taken off the streets and given a desk job with a fat pay raise.



    Patrice had insisted on getting the whole story, so Lance had explained the events. Patrice had been ecstatic to hear about the destroyed tape and the documents, which Lance had torched. Most of all, he had been surprised by Sapphire’s death.



    “I can’t believe Sapphire is finally dead. How did you know it was him?”



    Lance went on to explain.



    “That’s quite a story. I can’t wait to hear the rest of it,” Patrice said.



    “He has already signed out. Thanks to Gaston.”



    “What! You mean Gaston shot Sapphire?” Patrice asked.



    “Yes, Gaston came to my aid unknowingly. He even stopped the journalist from falling off the rooftop,” he added.



    “Hold it there, Lance. Wasn’t Gaston in New York to finish her off and retrieve some tapes?”



    “I guess you can call it a final act of redemption,” Lance stated.



    “Amazing!”



    “Gaston took off after the tape only to be shot by Agent Melvin. Melvin knew he was an assassin and I believe he didn’t want to take any chances, so he pumped lead into Gaston’s chest without hesitation.”



    “How bad is your arm, Lance?”



    “Fine, sir. It will be okay.”



    “Take a few weeks off and heal. You have done well. Both of you,” Patrice had said before hanging up.



    Lance thought about how close he had come to death. “Damn! I’m a lucky guy. Sapphire was determined to finish me.” He reached for his lighter and lit his favorite cigar.



    The phone jolted him and he jumped up and reached for it breathlessly.



    “You all right, Lance?” Hamilton asked.



    “Well, I couldn’t be better. It’s just my arm, which is still itching a little. How are things going over there?” Lance asked



    “Well, the girl and her mother got their visas.”



    Lance was glad to hear this. “Ian, thanks for expediting things. Jenny will be happy.”



    He started to pack his things. His flight was at eight thirty that evening and he wanted to stop by Jenny’s place and say goodbye.



    * * *



    Pierre was in Jenny’s apartment watching American football with John Spencer and trying to figure out the rules. Jenny was nearby working on her computer. Pierre had been staying with Jenny for the past few days, but he went to the hotel every day to check on Lance and change clothes. He was so in love with Jenny that he couldn’t imagine life without her.



    “There is no doubt in my mind that some of these guys could flip over a large truck if they really wanted,” Pierre said, sending both Jenny and John into uncontrollable laughter.



    Suddenly the door bell rang and Jenny went to open it.



    Lance entered. “I have come to say goodbye. I have a taxi waiting to take me to the airport,” he announced.



    “So soon? I thought you took time off?” Jenny asked.



    “I have things to do back home. I want to visit my ex-wife and son. You are in good hands,” he said as he glanced at Pierre.



    Pierre interjected. “Tell me, boss, with The Helpers still out there, what next?” he asked.



    Lance looked at him with a smile on his face. “By now, they know everything that’s happened and they don’t want any more friction between them and all these powerful countries. But make no mistake, we haven’t heard the last of The Helpers. But as far as you and I are concerned, this mission is over.”



    “Boss, I’ve heard that one before.”



    John looked at Lance. “Damn! Can’t anybody get rid of these Helpers?”



    “No, I don’t think anybody can, young man.” Lance said and looked at Jenny. “So, are you planning on writing a story about this?”



    Jenny shook her head. “I don’t have a death wish.” She held Pierre’s hand. “I have a second chance and I won’t mess it up for a story.”



    “What about you?” she looked at Lance. “Are you going after The Helpers?”



    “Absolutely not, Jenny. Like you, I don’t have a death wish,” Lance said. “By the way Kai and her mother got their visas. They can come as soon as you are ready. Hamilton will give you the details.”



    Jenny was so excited that she jumped up and gave Lance a big hug.



    Lance, who was not used to that level of excitement, was clearly uncomfortable. John and Pierre looked at him and laughed.



    Soon after that, Lance said goodbye to Jenny and John and left, escorted by Pierre.



    * * *



    Pierre came back in a few minutes and sat next to Jenny. “About that trip to New Orleans—we can wait until Kai and her mother are settled before we go.”



    “Are you kidding? No way. We will go right away, before they arrive.”



    Pierre smiled, looking at Jenny. In his wildest dreams he never thought that one day he would fulfill the fantasy that he had had back in Kinshasa, the day after he met Jenny.


  



  
    EPILOGUE


    _______



    Monsignor Pesot sipped his wine while seated on the verandah of a mansion, looking at the horizon, at the peaceful bay of Pagani in Congo. Though the scenery at this lakeside resort was breathtaking, he wasn’t seeing it. His mind was busy recalling the meeting they had had years ago, at this very spot, with Monsieur Logiest, a descendant of King Leopold II. They had mapped out a strategy of keeping the triangle, referring to Angola, Congo Brazzaville, and Congo Kinshasa in check. He shook his head to clear the daze that had overcome him. He reached for his glass and sipped his wine.



    “Excuse me, Monsignor?” said an elderly Sister who had just appeared at his side.



    “Yes, Sister, what is it?” he asked, turning his head a little to the left.



    “Monsignor Olivier and another gentleman are here to see you. They just arrived.”



    “Oh? Please send them in, and Sister, get rid of this red wine and bring in the cognac.”



    She nodded, removed the tray and disappeared. Moments later, she ushered the two gentlemen in and then left. The men shook hands and took their seats. Monsignor Olivier introduced Monsieur Menlo, who simply nodded without uttering a word.



    Pesot was barely able to mask his surprise at the unexpected visit. The man was one of the most dangerous men he had ever met.



    “Monsignor Pesot, I have orders from the Supreme Leader,” he said and extended an envelope with the usual large seal to Monsignor Pesot.



    Pesot took it reluctantly and opened it, reached in his pocket for his glasses and started reading. At first, he was confused. Is it possible? He read on and finished the letter. He folded it neatly, put it in his pocket and looked up at Monsieur Menlo.



    Monsieur Menlo was about to say something when the Sister walked in with a tray and proceeded to pour drinks for each of them. “Is there anything else you want, Monsignor?”



    “No, Sister,” Monsignor Pesot answered quickly, and she was gone instantly. The men lifted their glasses and drank.



    It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon and the breeze coming from the lake was a little chilly. Monsieur Menlo looked at the horizon before he spoke. “The decision has been made for The Helpers to go back.”



    “Monsieur, you understand what this means?” Pesot asked. Monsieur and Menlo nodded. “Okay, then. I have a good Commander on that island,” Pesot said, pointing to a rather large island on the lake. “I believe we can regroup all the forces and set up some kind of government.”



    The other two men nodded their heads in agreement.



    “The most important thing is to keep them unified,” Olivier interjected.



    Monsignor Pesot looked at Monsieur Menlo. “Very well, monsieur. As you already know, we will do everything we are ordered to do. We are expecting a visitor who will brief us on the latest situation in Congo,” he said, tapping his stick on the door.



    The Sister appeared moments later. “Sister, has Colonel Bonga arrived yet?”



    “Not yet, Monsignor.”



    “Good. Just send him in when he arrives. That will be all,” Pesot said and bent over to pour them more cognac, but Monsignor Olivier quickly got up and refilled their glasses.



    Monsignor Pesot had spent all day listening to communications among the units of the former government and there was no question in his mind that this round of fighting was over. Many had fled either to Angola or Namibia in the south, or to Uganda and Rwanda in the east.



    The Sister came in a little while later to announce the arrival of Colonel Bonga.



    The Colonel was a big man by any standards, and his entry was imposing. He greeted each of the men with respect before taking the only empty seat on the patio.



    “Monsieur Menlo, this is Colonel Faustin Bonga,” Pesot said. The two men shook hands.



    “So tell us what is happening right now, Colonel,” Monsignor Olivier asked. His eyes looked tired and there was an edge of anger in his tone, which Pesot noticed. He was happy to see Olivier display resolve.



    “Monsignor, my command was overwhelmed, so I withdrew my men safely to the island with few casualties. There was a breakdown among the various units, which led to every battalion working independently and thus becoming weak against the rebels.”



    Monsignor Pesot knew the Colonel was a well-trained man and he trusted his judgment; the man was also ruthless, which was needed for their upcoming mission. He reached over, poured a drink and handed the glass over to Faustin. “Colonel, that is in the past. You are to maintain discipline in your command. You will receive more ammunition and weapons.” He paused and sipped his drink, watching the effect his words were having on the Colonel.



    Faustin reacted instantly, sitting straight up in his chair.



    Monsignor Pesot liked that. “I also want you to move around in areas where the refugees might be and start mobilizing them. You will have all the necessary documents showing who you are. Colonel, we are going to put up resistance and finally we shall go back.”



    “Monsignor, I am sure with your help we shall succeed,” Faustin said. Everybody smiled.



    “Gentlemen, I believe this is a good beginning for The Helpers to gain back their rightful place in Congo,” Monsignor Pesot announced, and all of them raised their glasses.


  



  
    DISCLAIMER


    _______



    This is a work of fiction. The organization of The Helpers in this story is purely fictit