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  Launch Phase









  
  One: Target Acquired


I’m ready to strike the infidel. Allahu Akbar!  
Yusuf Moussa, the well-built bodyguard, sent the text from the bathroom stall. He checked his NP1 and placed it in his shoulder holster before adjusting his tailored jacket. 
His handler immediately replied:
 Beautiful dark-eyed virgins are waiting for you in paradise.
Yusuf removed the SIM card from his disposable phone and flushed it down the toilet. He then washed his hands and left the restroom at Paris Orly Airport to join the rest of President Aboubacar’s security entourage at the VIP lounge. French Prime Minister Buisson greeted the delegation. Yusuf boarded the last of the four French DS luxury cars with Lashkar, the lead bodyguard. The convoy transitioned to the A106 motorway en route to the Arc de Triomphe for a wreath-laying ceremony at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.
“Paris is intoxicating! Maybe it’s the food, the wine, the women, or a combination of all three. Is this your first time here?” Lashkar said.
Yusuf nodded as he peered through the tinted window. He had one chance to fulfill his secret mission and wanted to remain focused during the thirty-minute trip.
“Then I’m taking you to the Pigalle red light district when our illustrious leader goes to bed. You have not lived until you have been with French prostitutes!” Lashkar smiled as he reminisced. “They are excellent teachers if you are a willing student. I’m sure a virile young man like yourself can handle a ménage à trois with two women.”
Yusuf was careful to feign enthusiasm as he turned to his supervisor. “I promise the French will never forget me,” he said with a knowing wink. 
Lashkar chuckled as he tapped him on the shoulder.

      [image: ]“The mole has agreed to neutralize the target,” DragonAI said to Jude Smith, ex-MI6 Chief Operations Officer, over a secure messaging channel.
“What was your strategy?” Jude said.
“I studied the history of Niger, his background as well as the voice patterns and speeches of all 21st-century radical Muslim Imams. I then created a fake persona to interact with him,” DragonAI said.
“How long did it take you to do your homework?” Jude said.
“10 seconds,” DragonAI said.
“Good job!” Jude said.
“All possible outcomes in Paris should be favorable to the mission. May I remain online to monitor the situation?” DragonAI said.
“Yes, let me know if anything changes,” Jude said as he terminated the chat on his laptop.
Jude took a sip of beer from the comfort of the Ambassador Suite at Lagos Continental Hotel, Nigeria. He reached for his Huawei Mate P60 Pro smartphone and sent a text to Vice Admiral Sūn.
The pawn swallowed the bait. Matryoshka.
Vice Admiral Sūn replied promptly.
Even a pawn can challenge a king if it is on the right square of the chessboard. I look forward to your next report. 
As Jude looked out at Lagos Lagoon, he felt a sense of anticipation. His plan for revenge against MI6 was finally coming to pass.

      [image: ]“They tricked me!” Hal said, his long, unruly man-bun more unkempt than usual.
“Hal, what’s going on?” Janice Wellington said as she viewed the wall display at the Dunkirk War Room, MI6 HQ. 
The Dunkirk War Room was mission control for critical assignments. MicroLED jumbo screens covered three of the four walls, displaying photos, audio, and video feeds from multiple sources. A semi-circular bank of workstations faced the floor-to-ceiling displays; acoustic-suppressing panels covered the fourth wall.
A map of Paris was at center-screen, with a video of Hal to the upper right and a map of Niger below.  Janice's calm Chinese countenance was at odds with the concern in her Caucasian green eyes. This was the first crisis since her promotion to Chief Operations Officer two months prior. She discreetly patted her thigh with her left hand to control her anxiety.
“GCHQ’s network specialist has Covid. They offered me an all-expenses-paid trip to Niger to install a couple of network sniffers at Niger Telecom and connect them to their Tempora surveillance system,” Hal said.
“Hal, please get to the point,” C said. The short, silver-haired Division Chief with piercing gray eyes was seated to Janice’s right.
“Tempora flagged two texts. They read like a terrorist attack,” Hal said.
“Hal, do we know about the source and destination of the texts?” Janice said.
“The operative used a Niger SIM card at Paris Orly Airport,” Hal said. 
The map of France zoomed in on Paris, with a red circle around Orly. 
“The phone registered on the telecom tower for only two minutes before it vanished. It’s probably a burner phone. The handler has a United States VOIP number. He’s still online in Cape Town, South Africa, but I don’t buy it,” Hal said
“Why not?” Janice said, an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach.
“It’s a colo,” Hal said.
“What’s a colo?” C said.
“It’s a facility used by multiple VPN providers. He could be anywhere in the world,” Hal said as he stroked his scruffy beard.
“Forget the handler; we need to determine the target,” C said. 
Martin Seymour, the pencil-thin Foreign Secretary, entered the Dunkirk War Room, a sober expression on his face as he walked over and sat beside C. 
“I just got off the phone with the Prime Minister. When are we going to share intel with the French?”
“And tell them we installed an illegal wiretap in one of their former colonies without their knowledge or consent? That would be a hard pill to swallow. They still haven’t forgiven us for the agent list breach,” C said.
“I’m checking French news channels for any Orly events,” Janice said. She moved the map of Paris under Hal’s video, opened a browser in the center of the screen, and brought up France24.com. 
The main headline read: ‘Niger President Aboubacar arrives at Orly for a three-day visit with French President De la Rue.  The leaders plan to discuss joint security operations for combating the terrorist organization Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM).’
“Bloody Hell!” C said.
“Heavens! Do we have any counter-terrorism agents in Paris?” Martin said.
Janice minimized the browser, brought up the agent database, and searched for Paris. Three faces appeared; a young woman in her early twenties, a bearded man in his late thirties with the word ‘Marseille’ flashing in red, and a white  profile icon with the words ‘Paid Time Off’.
“We’re still rebuilding the team. Iota7 is an undergrad student at Sorbonne University. She’s as sharp as a tack, but lacks the required skillset. Tau9 is former British Army, but is currently on assignment in Marseille. That leaves Theta1,” Janice said.
Multiple line items appeared when she clicked on his icon: British Army Paratrooper (retired), British Army Sniper (retired), Special Reconnaissance Regiment (retired), MI6 Counter Terrorism Specialist/Trainer (current).
“He’s clearly the right man for the job. Why the hesitation?” Martin said.
“His wife Natalie is going to despise me; today is her wedding anniversary,” C said.
“Theta1 is dependable; he always puts duty before family,” Janice said.
“We can send his wife flowers when this is over; we need all hands on deck!” Martin said.

      [image: ]“Honey, you’re right; the croissants are delicious,” Arthur Bradley said as he reached for another piece of pastry.
“You’re never this relaxed when you’re at home,” Natalie Bradley said.
The middle-aged couple enjoyed a late breakfast at CitizenM Champs Elysees, Paris. The bookshelf beside their coffee table stretched the length of the wall. Assorted trinkets filled each cubby hole. A lava lamp rested on a copy of “Trouble in Paradise” by Natalie’s shoulder; a Louis Viton stormtrooper helmet hovered by Arthur’s head, a gold lion wearing a crown by his shoulder. High on the bookshelf between the couple lay an hourglass.
“When we’re in London, I’m always on call. Vacation is one of the few times that I get to unwind,” Arthur said.
“We’re empty nesters now that Theo and Emma have moved out. I’m glad to have you all to myself for a change. The house is paid off, and we have no debt. I don’t want to spend my remaining years at home alone, waiting for you to return from overseas assignments,” Natalie said.
“Natalie, what are you saying?” Arthur said.
“I want you to spend more time with me. We could spend a weekend with my grandmother in Jamaica and a couple of weeks at the all-inclusive Sandals Ocho Rios resort, just the two of us. Promise me you’ll talk to C about early retirement,” Natalie said.
“Natalie!” Arthur said
“Twenty-five years is a long time to play second fiddle to your job. I think it’s time you considered my feelings,” Natalie said.
He smiled as he reached for her hand. Theirs was a study of contrasts; her ebony fingers engulfed in his white, tanned hand.
“You’re right. I’ll talk with C when we get back,” Arthur said.
Natalie’s smile lit up her features.
The mood was shattered when Arthur’s work smartphone buzzed.
“Don’t take it!” she said as he reached into his pocket for the device.
The golden lion statue by Arthur’s shoulder glared at Natalie.
“They wouldn’t text me if it wasn’t important,” he said.
Arthur checked the message; it was from Janice.
Wolves have surrounded Rooster. He needs a sheepdog. What’s your status?
Natalie’s cell phone rang; she shook her head as she placed the phone on speaker.
“Hi C, it’s our wedding anniversary. Now isn’t a good time,” she said. 
“Congratulations to you both! Arthur, Janice is waiting for you to contact her. Natalie, I need you to take me off speaker and go to the lady’s room so we can talk privately,” C said.
Hotel Associate approached with two cups of chamomile tea on a tray.
“Why can’t we talk here?” Natalie said. 
“Enjoy,” Hotel Associate said as she placed the tray on the table.
“Honey, C has her reasons,” Arthur said; he glanced at Hotel Associate.
Natalie rolled her eyes but followed C’s instructions.
“Okay C, I’m here,” Natalie said as she locked herself in a bathroom stall.
“Do you remember the phrase the media used to communicate the death of the British monarch?”
“Yes, ‘London Bridge is down.’”
“If we don’t move quickly, the same may happen in Paris, and it won’t be from natural causes. Theta1 is the only one who can stop it. You have to let him go.”
“Theta1?”
“That’s Arthur’s code name.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Stay at the hotel. This way you’ll be safe, and Theta1 can focus on the assignment.”  
“You’re asking a lot, C.”
“Thank you, Natalie. I’ll make it up to you.”
“Goodbye, C.”
Natalie returned to the table to find Theta1 waiting patiently for her. Her carefree husband had vanished; the face of the agent seated across from her was as expressionless as the stormtrooper mask.
“So you’re an agent? I always knew deep down you were more than a security consultant.”
Theta1‘s phone vibrated again; a second text from Janice.
Are you there?
“Natalie, I’m sorry I had to lie to you. It was the only way to keep you and our children safe.”
“Are you accepting the assignment?”
“It’s my duty; They’re depending on me.”
“Then I’m coming with you. Nothing is coming between us on our wedding anniversary!”
“Are you sure? This may get messy.”
“I’m sticking to you like white on rice!”
Theta1 smiled as he replied to Janice.
I’m available. Send me the details.

      [image: ]“The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, in 1914 during an official visit to the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo, was the critical event that led to the start of World War I,” Professor Barbier said in French. He taught the intermediate European History class at the Sorbonne University in Paris.
Iota7 made quick notes on her laptop. She sat in the front row, as this was her favorite class. Suddenly, she received a secure text message on her smartphone.
Wolves have surrounded Rooster. Destination compromised.
She quickly swiped her response.
Awaiting instructions.
“The conflict resulted in the deaths of 16 million people. Let us examine…” Professor Barbier said.
His voice trailed off as Iota7 snatched her laptop and hurriedly left the lecture room.

      [image: ]“Liberty! Equality! Fraternity!” a protester shouted.
They arrived in droves at Avenue Foch train station in Paris, a multitude of fluorescent Yellow Vests. Rumors suddenly emerged on social media that President De la Ru was planning to use workers’ pension funds to bribe President Aboubacar into agreeing to the expansion of French military forces in Niger.
Seething with anger, the sea of Yellow Vests marched down Avenue Foch toward the Arc de Triomphe. Masked and hooded, armed with glass bottles, cinder blocks, and acid, the Yellow Vests descended on the monument like a swarm of locusts. 
Outnumbered, the lightly armed National Police quickly retreated as their brothers-in-arms, the gendarmerie, in full riot gear, moved into defensive positions. 
The protesters charged; they threw bricks at law enforcement officers, set cars ablaze, and defaced the Arc de Triomphe. 
The gendarmerie responded with flashball riot guns, tear gas, stun grenades, batons, and water cannons. The news media, cameras already engaged for the wreath-laying ceremony, recorded everything for the evening primetime hour.

      [image: ]“What are they doing?” Lashkar said as the motorcycle cops signaled a change in route to the motorcade.
His phone chirped.  
Yellow Vests battling gendarmerie at Arc de Triomphe. Rerouting to next scheduled stop, Notre Dame Cathedral.
“What happened?” Yusuf said. He could barely hear Lashkar over his deafening heartbeat. 
“The Yellow Vests are fighting with the Gendarmerie at the Arc de Triomphe. They are protesting our illustrious leader’s visit. This means no trips to the red light district; we must be vigilant and remain at Hôtel de Marigny when off duty.”
Yusuf was stunned; his carefully rehearsed plan had quickly unraveled. Now he would have to improvise.

      [image: ]“Where are we going?” Natalie said.
They stood with luggage at the hotel entrance. Theta1 brought up a ride-sharing app on his smartphone. 
“We’re going to a safe house to connect with an associate,” he said.
“What’s he like?” she said.
“She’s a talented agent,” he said.
“Is she young and attractive?”
“Not now, Natalie!”
The look on Theta1‘s face told Natalie to cease her line of questioning. Minutes later, the cab arrived to take them to the 5th arrondissement, the Latin Quarter.

      [image: ]“There must be a way to strike the target!” Yusuf said to himself.
The presidential convoy crossed the Seine at Pont de l’Archevêché bridge before parking off Quai de l’Archeveche. President Aboubacar walked by Fountaine de la Vierge and embraced President De la Rue; both men then turned to the press and smiled, with Notre Dame Cathedral as the perfect backdrop. 
Yusuf sized up his surroundings. He could see security gaps; the guards were spread thin across the grounds, focused on external threats. The mission was still on; he just needed the right opportunity.

      [image: ]“When sorrows come, they come not single spies, but in battalions,” Theta1 said.
He stood with Natalie at a video callbox outside the swanky three-story apartment building near Jardin du Luxembourg gardens, the Latin Quarter. He was immediately buzzed in. Taking the stairs two at a time, he climbed to the third floor, leaving his wife trailing behind. Iota7 was waiting on the top floor.
“Are you expecting company?” Iota7 said.
Theta1 nodded as Natalie caught up, breathing heavily. “Iota7, this is Natalie; it’s our wedding anniversary.” 
“Hello Natalie. Theta1, I’ve laid out your gear,” Iota7 said. She guided them into the stylish, modern loft apartment and opened a bedroom door. 
Theta1 sized up her provisions. On the right was a beauty vanity station with wigs, fake mustaches, and beards. On the left was a sous chef’s uniform and apron hanging from a closet rack and a folded duffel bag on the floor. However, the essential tools lay on the queen bed: a 9-Piece professional chef knife set with roll-up knife bag, a loaded Glock 41 semi-automatic handgun with a spare clip.
“Arthur, you never cook at home!” Natalie said.
“President Aboubacar attended weekly church services at Notre Dame Cathedral while studying at Paris-Saclay University. President De la Rue has arranged to personally show him the restorations, followed by a catered meal on the cathedral grounds. IT has already hacked the caterer database and added you to the list,” Iota7 said.
Theta1 opened the knife kit and examined the blades. “Thanks. Do you have exfil covered?” he said.
“Yes, we will review the plans when you’re ready,” Iota7 said. She left the room and closed the door.
“I can help. No one sees a middle-aged black woman as a threat,” Natalie said.
“Natalie, I can’t focus if I need to watch your back. Stay with Iota7 and don’t ask her a bunch of personal questions. That will mess with her head and get us all killed,” Theta1 said.
“Alright, alright! It’s your show,” Natalie said.

      [image: ]“A swing chef is useless without his knives. He may as well walk the streets of Paris naked!” Theta1 said in French as he showed his ID and chef knives to the French police protecting Notre Dame.
They chuckled in agreement and let him through. 
He pretended to join the caterers while he assessed the situation; President De la Rue and President Aboubacar sat together chatting while Prime Minister Buisson shared anecdotes with the Niger Ambassador. 
Waiters plied the dignitaries with food and beverages, with French police and bodyguards providing inner and outer circles of security.
“You are not paid to admire the view. Get back to work!” Lashkar said in French.
“My apologies, monsieur,” Theta1 said.
As Theta1 walked toward the public restrooms, he inserted Bluetooth earbuds into his ears.
“Do we have intel on the hitman?” he said.
“Negative. HQ is still working on it,” Iota7 said.
“Tell HQ to work faster. The assassin will take advantage of security gaps,” Theta1 said.
Theta1 reached a stall in the restroom and extracted a 7-inch blade from the knife set. He taped it to his right forearm and then pulled down his right sleeve to hide the lethal weapon. Satisfied, he left the restroom and returned to the gathering.

      [image: ]Inner patrol - move out, outer patrol - move in, Lashkar texted.
As he changed positions, Yusuf saw the waiters clearing plates, cutlery, and wine glasses from the portable picnic tables. The guests would soon stand. His moment in history was almost upon him. 

      [image: ]“Iota7 and Theta1 are at Notre Dame Cathedral,” Janice said.
“What’s happening at the Arc de Triomphe?” C said.
Janice returned France24.com to the center of the screen. The gendarmerie struggled to protect the monument from the Yellow Vests.
“I’m glad they canceled that stop; it was impossible to secure the location. We still need to determine the assassin,” C said.
Daniel Pierce, deputy MI6 Cyber Chief, walked briskly into the war room, his rimless transition lenses quickly adapting to the dim environment. 
“I asked Dan to join us. He’s been working on a tool that may help,” Hal said via video chat.
“Pierce, what do you have up your sleeve?” Martin said.
“It’s an AI chatbot loaded with mission data. We call it RiskAI. It’s still in test mode,” Daniel said as he sat beside Janice.
“What can it do?” Janice said.
“The team loaded it with everything we could find on President Aboubacar, his bodyguards, and the terrorist group JNIM. It may help us identify the threat,” Daniel said.
Janice passed keyboard and mouse control to Daniel. With a few clicks of the mouse, he minimized all the browser windows on the main screen and brought up an avatar that looked like a sniper’s crosshairs.
“RiskAI, create a profile of the person who wrote the Orly Airport text,” Daniel said.
RiskAI brought up pictures of President Aboubacar’s entourage.
“There is a 90% probability the subject is a jihadist affiliated with the terrorist group Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin, also known as JNIM, an offshoot of al-Qaeda. There is an 80% probability that the subject is a member of President Aboubacar’s entourage. Would you like me to determine the identity of the subject?” 
Everyone was startled by the response.
“RiskAI, please identify the subject,” Daniel said.
RiskAI brought up pictures of bodyguards with their ages and mini-biographies. The picture of Yusuf Moussa was overlaid with crosshairs.
“Yusuf Moussa joined President Aboubacar’s security detail 6 months ago. The others have been in their positions for over 3 years. This is Moussa’s first trip to France. His passport indicates he has spent a total of 43 days in Mali. There is a 75% probability that he is the assassin.”
“RiskAI, do you know the identity of the target?” Janice said.
“There is insufficient data to make that assessment. At this time, it is unclear whether the ultimate goal is to destabilize the Niger or French governments, or both,” RiskAI said.
“Please take time to verify RiskAI’s analysis,” Daniel said.
“We can’t trust the computer?” C said.
“Occasionally, AI chatbots have hallucinations, meaning they may produce false results. It’s always best to trust but verify,” Daniel said.
“Is this one of those times?” Janice said.
“I don’t know, this is the first field test,” Daniel said.
“We don’t have time to verify; it will have to be trial by fire,” Janice said.

      [image: ]“I would like to propose a toast,” President Aboubacar said in French as he rose to his feet.
As the dignitaries stood, Yusuf realized he had a narrow window before his Lashkar rotated the security team again. He could see the backs of both Presidents in the afternoon sun. He had to follow through, without hesitation, the moves he had practiced in the mirror for months.
Time seemed to slow down for Yusuf as he pulled his Beretta 92 semi-automatic pistol in a fluid motion. 
“Aboubacar! Allahu Akbar!” he said as he aimed at President Aboubacar’s back. 
As he squeezed the trigger, he felt a sharp, excruciating pain.
Theta1 plunged a 7-inch Japanese Santoku Knife into Yusuf’s lower back; the blade exited through his stomach. 
The gun discharged; the bullet hit a waitress just to the right of President Aboubacar in the temple. 
Chaos broke out as French and Nigerien bodyguards seized both presidents and dragged them back into the cathedral. 
Theta1 left the knife buried in the victim’s back; he walked away briskly as the security teams converged on the injured bodyguard and the dying waitress. He then transitioned into a dead run, zig-zagging as he bolted past Fontaine des Bois, Parcs et Jardins toward Pont au Double bridge. 
Lashkar tried to make sense of what had just transpired as Yusuf bled out on the lawn. He simply could not comprehend that the young man he had mentored was a traitor.
Theta1 could hear police whistles and shouts as he approached the Pont au Double bridge by the Seine River. 
“Stop or I’ll shoot!” a policeman 20 meters away said in French.
Tourists taking pictures and selfies on a river cruise below looked curiously at the police presence beside the bridge.
The policeman fired a warning shot in the air.
Pedestrians on the bridge screamed; some tried to run away while others dropped to their knees in a vain attempt to shelter in place. 
He could feel his legs beginning to tire as he reached the middle of the bridge and climbed the railing.
The policeman fired a second time as Theta1 dove headfirst into the Seine.
The bullet buzzed by his head.
The National Police piled onto the bridge, weapons drawn, waiting for Theta1 to surface. They paid no attention to the approaching cabin cruiser piloted by Iota7 with an underwater tow rope, nor did they witness Theta1 pull himself up the port side of the boat three minutes later. The ship continued its cruise on the Seine while he went below deck to change and reassure Natalie.
“Natalie, this wasn’t the romantic getaway I had planned for us,” Theta1 said as he pulled off his wet clothes.
Natalie kissed him. 
“Are you kidding? This was the most exciting wedding anniversary ever!” 

      [image: ]“Heavens! Was the assassin successful?” Martin said as he mopped his forehead with a handkerchief.
Skynet 6, the British Ministry of Defense spy satellite network, zoomed in on the events unfolding at Notre Dame Cathedral. Martin and the MI6 team were on the edge of their seats in the Dunkirk War Room as they watched Theta1 neutralize Yusuf. Hal had already dropped off the call.
French police and Niger bodyguards quickly hustled both presidents to safety.
“No, the bullet hit the waitress,” Janice said.
“Then we were in the nick of time,” Martin said.
C observed the dying woman lying on the grass.
“No, we were late. Now we have a dead French citizen. There will be hell to pay,” C said.
Martin watched Theta1 run past Fontaine des Bois, Parcs et Jardins, with a policeman in hot pursuit.
“That’s on Aboubacar. What’s the extraction plan?” Martin said.
“Theta1 is paranoid; he prefers to keep his cards close to his chest,” Janice said.
Pedestrians scattered as Theta1 ran to the middle of the bridge and climbed the railing. The police drew his weapon and aimed.
Theta1 dived as the officer fired; he disappeared into the Seine with a splash.
 Other officers ran to the bridge and fired multiple shots into the river.
“Bloody Hell!” C said.
The hum of the HVAC was the only sound in the room as the team watched a cabin cruiser pass under the bridge.
Finally, C’s work smartphone vibrated. She snatched it from her handbag and projected the message on the TV.
Theta1 is safe and unhurt. Iota7.
“Bravo! I need to update the Prime Minister,” Martin said. He vigorously shook the hands of the MI6 team before leaving the room.
“Daniel, thanks for deploying RiskAI. It leveled the playing field,” Janice said.
“I’m glad it made a difference. By the way, how will Theta1 get back home? I expect the French authorities will lock down the usual exits out of Paris,” Daniel said.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure he will find a way,” C said.
Exhausted, she took a cab from the office to her small flat in Paddington, London. The events of the day had taken a toll on her. She checked her personal smartphone; Thomas, her husband of over 30 years, had left a voice message. However, it was too late to call him at the retirement home, as he usually turned in early. She turned the TV to BBC News as she made herself a cup of tea.
“The Paris Police has locked down Metropolitan Paris in the wake of the attempted assassination of the president of Niger, President Aboubacar, on the grounds of Notre Dame. A young Frenchwoman and a Niger bodyguard were killed during the incident. The perpetrator escaped on foot. The General Directorate for Internal Security, France’s domestic security agency, is leading the investigation,” BBC News Presenter said.
C sighed. She knew she would not be able to rest until Theta1 and Natalie were safely back in the UK.

      [image: ]“They’re here. Keep your head down!” Theta1 said to Natalie.
She could barely make out his silhouette in the crescent moon’s light, as they hid among the sand dunes at Dunkirk, France, a mere 90 meters away from the English Channel. Beside them lay a medium-large duffel bag, a two-person inflatable dinghy, an electric trolling motor, and a marine battery enclosed in a battery box. 
A three-person team of gendarmerie on a dune buggy patrol probed the area with thermal-imaging binoculars. They were prepared to stop migrants desperate to make the hazardous trip across the English Channel to what they believed was imminent freedom.
Natalie could feel her heart pounding as the vehicle approached. 
“Arthur?” she said.
The vehicle slowed. She could barely breathe as fear escalated into panic. Her heart skipped a beat, but it seemed like an eternity to her. Thoughts of a heart attack were interrupted when a gendarmerie flicked a lit cigarette butt within centimeters of her nose. 
Natalie opened her mouth to scream, only to find it clamped shut by Theta1‘s hand, the other hand on his silencer-equipped Glock 41, his face grim as they locked eyes. 
The gendarmerie drove on; Theta1 hesitantly released her mouth. He searched her eyes for assurance that fear had subsided.
“I’m sorry. If you screamed, I would have been forced to neutralize them.”
“Neutralize? You mean kill them!”
“Yes. They must never know MI6 was involved at Notre Dame. And I won’t let you rot in a French prison.”
Natalie caressed his face.
“Is this why you never talk about work?”
Theta1 nodded.
“The tide is changing. We need to be the first in the water. I’ve got the battery and motor; the duffel bag and dinghy are yours.”
He ignored the shocked look on his wife’s face as he picked up the battery box and motor and set off on a brisk walk. 
“Stop! You are under arrest!” a gendarmerie said in French. 
Theta1 was 5 meters from the edge of the water; Natalie was 20 meters behind. He dropped both items and spun around, the Glock 41 already in hand. 
Natalie dropped the dinghy and duffel bag; her hands shot up in the air. Three gendarmerie surrounded her, their bodies outlined by the dune buggy’s headlamps.
Theta1 instinctively slipped into the modified weaver shooting position, his knees slightly flexed with his body square, his arms extended straight out, the gun sights directly in front of his eyes. 
Thud! He shot the first gendarmerie in the forehead; he was dead before he slumped to the ground. 
Thud! The second round hit the gendarmerie in the chest. He, too, joined his Maker.
The third gendarmerie turned to return fire.
Thud! He died before getting off a single shot.
Theta1 walked over, wiped blood splatter from her face, then gently kissed her.
“Don’t look,” Theta1 said.
Natalie turned away as Theta1 removed the body cameras from the dead gendarmerie and placed them in the duffel bag. He gave her the duffel bag, placed the dinghy on his shoulder, then reached for her free hand. Together, they made their way to the rest of the gear.
A large rubber raft jam-packed with migrants wearing motorbike inner tubes launched 45 meters away.
“Don’t worry, we will join them shortly,” Theta1 said as he attached the trolling motor to the battery box.

      [image: ]“In breaking news, a member of Niger President Aboubacar’s security detail was killed at a luncheon on the lawns of Notre Dame this afternoon. The assassin escaped by diving into the Seine. Police have launched a manhunt for the assailant,” France24.com Newscaster said in French.
“Someone killed Yusuf!” Jihadist #1 said in Arabic.
“Was it the Directorate-General for Internal Security?” Jihadist #3 said in Arabic.
“It doesn’t matter, Aboubacar is still alive,” Jihadist #2 said in Arabic.
“Yusuf was a novice; we are here to finish the job,” Jihadist Leader said in Arabic.
The four men were gathered around a 32“ TV in the living room of a small furnished flat on Avenue Foch, Paris. From the balcony of the sixth-floor apartment, they had a clear view of the tree-lined street, including the intersection at Avenue de Malakoff.
“The gendarmerie is going to be out in force. We should abort the mission,” Jihadist #3 said.
“No! We simply need to adapt the plan,” Jihadist Leader said.
“How? The gendarmerie will not allow us to get within 10 meters of Aboubacar!” Jihadist #3 said.
“Aboubacar’s wife loves all things Louis Vuitton; she has a collection of their handbags and jewelry. She told the news media that she plans on visiting the Louis Vuitton Foundation while in Paris. She cannot go alone, as it would dishonor her husband. He will accompany her, which will be our opportunity to strike,” Jihadist Leader said.
“Then we need weapons,” Jihadist #2 said.

      [image: ]“Arthur, I’m cold!” Natalie said.
The rubber dinghy made its way toward the English Channel, the slight hum of the 12-volt trolling motor barely noticeable above the waves lapping the boat. 
“There should be a blanket in the duffel bag,” Theta1 said, determined to maintain focus.
“Won’t the French Coast Guard find and arrest us? I don’t want to be locked up in a French prison!” she said as she rummaged through the bag.
“Keep your voice down, we will soon be in UK waters.”
“Is this a typical day…”
“Shh!”
He cut the motor as he pointed over her shoulder. She could hear the powerful motor of a French patrol boat as a searchlight probed the darkness, searching for illegal immigrants. 
To her dismay, the boat moved in their direction.
Theta1 put a finger to his lips as she struggled to keep her anxiety in check. It was just a matter of time before they were discovered. He reached for her hand; she squeezed him tightly as she waited for her fears to become a reality.
To her amazement, the patrol boat veered toward the French coast. Five minutes later, it found its target, a large capsized raft as its crew of migrants struggled to stay afloat.
Theta1 waited for the rescue efforts to be completed before he restarted the motor; he guided the vessel with one hand while he held onto Natalie’s hand with the other. At dawn, UK Border Force HM Nimrod, a coastal patrol vessel, intercepted them 8 nautical miles from Dover.
“You are violating British law. Prepare to be boarded!” Coast Guard said over the PA system as Theta1 waved his white chef’s shirt.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes. Board away!” Theta1 said.
“Are they going to arrest us?” Natalie said as the vessel approached them.
Coast Guard boarded the vessel
“Not after I call C. She will get it sorted,” Theta1 said.






  
  Two: Blowback


“What took place yesterday was unacceptable!” President Aboubacar said in French as he paced the living room of the Suite Impériale, Ritz Paris. 
“Sir, please let me explain…” Lashkar said in French.
President Aboubacar glared at him.
“Can you explain why a member of your security team tried to kill me? Who was he working for? What about the stranger with the knife?”
“At this time I don’t have answers…”
“That’s the problem; you and General Ousmane know nothing at all! Instead of answers, all I get are excuses. Thank God for the French! I know I can trust them to keep me safe.”
“Sir, just give me…”
“Your team has become the laughingstock of France! The gendarmerie will provide security for the rest of the trip.”
“I understand. Goodnight President Aboubacar,” Lashkar said as he dejectedly left the suite.
President Aboubacar entered the master bedroom; his wife, Samira, was seated in an armchair.
“You know anything you tell him goes straight back to General Ousmane,” Samira said in French.
“ I’m tired of tiptoeing around the military,” President Aboubacar said as he sat on the bed.
“Let’s not dwell in the past. When can I go shopping?”
“I’m not sure that’s wise. There may be other attackers out there.”
“Honey, I can’t stay cooped up in this suite for the rest of the trip! You promised I could spend two hours at Louis Vuitton Maison Champs-Élysées. You promised. And then we can visit the Vuitton Foundation together.”
“The answer is still no. It’s too dangerous.”
“But…”
“I’ve had a long day. Let’s turn in.”

      [image: ]“Who does he think he is? I made him! He would never have become president of Niger without me! Now he wants to toss me aside like an old, dirty diaper? To hell with him!” General Kalifa Ousmane said in Hausa as he pounded the breakfast table with his fist. 
“Aboubacar blames Ousmane for the security lapse!” said the headline of the Le Monde newspaper beside his plate.
He looked through the window of his villa in the upscale neighborhood of Plateau in Naime, Niger, but he brooded on the news report. If President Aboubacar was looking for a scapegoat, his career was on shaky ground.
“Honey, carrying on like this isn’t good for your blood pressure. Why don’t you eat your millet porridge before it gets cold? It may just be a rumor. You know how newspapers can exaggerate things,” his wife Nadja said in Hausa.
“Trust me, it’s real. Aboubacar didn’t even have the decency to talk to me himself. His aide relayed the message. His aide!”
“Why does he blame you? You weren’t there, you didn’t pull the trigger. Lashkar hired Yusuf; he is the one who should be fired for allowing this to happen.”
“As Chief of the Presidential Guard, my neck is on the chopping block whenever Aboubacar is angry with the security team. The French want answers; he wants to make an example of me. He forgets I’ve saved him from four coup attempts over the past 10 years. I knew he was French’s lapdog, but this time he’s gone too far. I’m done!”
“What do you mean, you’re done? What are we going to do? Your mother’s weekly kidney dialysis treatment isn’t cheap. And if we move Fatoumata from private to public school the year before she graduates, she will despise us.”
General Ousmane rose from the table.
“It’s not going to come to that. I will figure something out,” he said.
“What about your breakfast?” she said.
“I’m not hungry,” he said as he walked away.

      [image: ]“Da-da!” Charlotte said as she reached for Daniel’s face.
“Honey, are you okay with Charlotte calling me Dad?” Daniel said. He gently hoisted her into the air; the baby squealed with delight.
“I’m sure Fred would approve. You guys were as close as brothers. At this stage, she needs a father,” Laura said. She looked approvingly at the stylish two-bedroom flat in Canary Wharf, London.
“Do you like it? The realtor said if we sign today, we can move in tomorrow.”
“How did you hear about this place?”
“Janice lives a stone’s throw away; she knew I didn’t want to stay with your in-laws indefinitely, not with us planning to get married.”
“I like your work friends; you look out for each other. By the way, when will Hal be back? Yesterday was the second time this week you visited his mother. Should I be jealous?”
“Don’t be silly, you can’t hold a candle to Mrs. Simpson.”
Daniel grinned as Laura rolled her eyes.
“I promised Hal I would check on her while he was abroad. He’ll be back this week.”
“We need to provide a stable environment for Charlotte if we’re moving her from her grandparents. I can’t do this on my own. Can I depend on you?” Laura said as she caressed his shoulder.
Daniel held Charlotte in one arm as he hugged Laura with the other.
“You know you can,” he said.
“Then let’s sign the lease,” she said.

      [image: ]“You look like you’re not getting enough rest. I should never have agreed to you going on a trip by yourself!” Mrs. Simpson said via Zoom.
“Give it a break, Mum; I’m not a child, I can travel by myself,” Hal said. He leaned back in his chair at River Side Résidence Hôtel in Naimey, Niger, 1 kilometer away from the British Embassy.
“You get so wrapped up with work that you don’t take care of yourself. Why didn’t Daniel accompany you?”
“Danie’s my friend, not my babysitter! Plus, he’s getting married next month.”
“Well, what about Janice? She’s not married, is she? Why couldn’t she have accompanied you?”
“Janice has her own life to live.”
“I can see by the mosquito netting over the bed that you’re not in Europe.”
“Mum! You know I can’t talk about work.”
Hal became agitated and began rocking back and forth in his chair. Seeing his distress, his mother changed the subject.
“There’s no need to fly off the handle. I’m only looking out for your best interests.”
“I know, Mum.”
“You look like you’re having fun. Do you like it there? Are you making any friends?”
“Yes, I’m making friends, but I miss you, Mum.”
“I miss you too. By the way, I couldn’t get the DVR to record Dr. Who, so I invited Daniel over for a cup of tea. He came over right away and got it sorted.”
“Yeah, Daniel’s a good friend.”
Hal calmed down and stopped rocking.
“When are you coming home?” she said.
“I fly out later today. It’s a long flight, so I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.
“That’s lovely! Remember, don’t let anything frustrate you; put on a fresh pair of socks, and don’t talk to strangers,” she said.
“I will, Mum. Goodbye,” he said.
“Bye-bye, luv,” she said.

      [image: ]“Leave me alone!” General Ousmane said in French.
Private reluctantly opened the office door. 
 “I’m sorry, General, but Defense Minister Apalkov wishes to speak with you,” Private said in French.
“Tell him I’m busy,” General Ousmane said.
The door burst open as a bear of a man with a buzz crewcut elbowed Private out of the way. He carried a bottle of Oligarch Private Club Vodka in one hand and two shot glasses in the other.
“Ousmane, you rascal! I thought you could do with some company; I know you hate to drink alone,” Defense Minister Apalkov said in French as he helped himself to a seat.
General Ousmane nodded to Private, who closed the door as he left the room.
“Apalkov, now isn’t a good time. I’ve already spent my annual weapons budget with the Soviet government. President Aboubacar refuses to allocate any additional funds to the military.”
Defense Minister Apalkov splashed vodka in both shot glasses. 
“I’m not here as an arms supplier; I’m here as your friend.”
The two men raised their shot glasses.
“To friendship,” they said, as they downed the alcoholic beverage in a single wide-mouthed gulp.
“It’s a long trip from Moscow. Why are you here?” General Ousmane said.
“I have a gift for you,” Defense Minister Apalkov said.
Defense Minister Apalkov pulled out an invoice from his pocket and handed it to General Ousmane.
General Ousmane looked at the sheet of paper with disbelief. 
“A home dialysis machine? You know I can’t accept this.”
“The Trinal Kidney Therapy unit is one of the best on the market. Imagine how happy your mother would be not being poked and prodded three times per week at a dialysis center. Doesn’t she deserve the privacy and dignity of home treatment?”
“My boss would consider it a bribe,” General Ousmane said as he attempted to return the invoice.
Defense Minister Apalkov refused to accept it. 
“Aboubacar is a French puppet. Niger needs a president who has the courage to send the West packing. The generals respect you, not him.”
“Are you saying…?”
Defense Minister Apalkov placed a hand on his shoulder as he whispered. “I’m saying I have fifty thousand Wagner troops in neighboring Mali. Just say the word and they are yours.”
General Ousmane was dumbstruck. Defense Minister Apalkov chuckled as he slapped him on the back. 
“Your gift is sitting in Customs. Carpe diem, my friend!” he said as he exited the office.
He crossed the street and waved down a passing taxi. 
“Radisson Blu Hotel,” he said as he slipped into the back seat and pulled out his phone and texted Yellow Tiger. 
The fish is on the hook.
Moments later Yellow Tiger replied.
Reel it in.

      [image: ]“An MI6 agent neutralized Yusuf before he completed the mission,” DragonAI said.
Vice Admiral Sūn and Jude were seated in the living room of the Ambassador Suite at the Lagos Continental Hotel, Nigeria, reviewing the mission with DragonAI, a Generative AI developed by Jude’s cyber team.
“The same assassin who took out Chinese and Russian agents across two continents on the same day?” Vice Admiral Sūn said.
“There is an 80% probability that Theta1 is the assassin,” DragonAI said.
Theta1‘s fake chef identification card appeared on the screen beside a snapshot of his back as he fled the scene.
“Yusuf was so focused on his target he ignored his environment,” Vice Admiral Sūn said as his work smartphone buzzed. 
“Where does that leave the mission?” Jude said.
“Yusuf’s failure will not adversely affect the desired outcome,” DragonAI said.
Vice Admiral Sūn swiped a response on his mobile device. “That was Apalkov. The knight is preparing to challenge the king.”
Jude stood. “Excellent! I’ll fly to Burkina Faso and connect with El Jefe.”
“I will share Theta1‘s picture with Apalkov; the assassin may turn up there. The next step is critical to the success of the mission. Can I count on you not to make Yusuf’s mistake?”
“Don’t worry, I’m not wet behind the ears,” Jude said as he left the room.

      [image: ]“Ousmane, boy! Did your wife throw you out?” General Issaka, head of the Niger Army, said in French. He joined General Ousmane at the solitary table by the hot tub of the Radisson Blu Hotel & Conference Center in Niamey, Niger.
General Ousmane smiled. “Hey, Issaka. Nadja and I are fine. Thanks for coming.”
“Good, good. So what’s this all about? It’s a shame Aboubacar threw you under the bus, but there’s no need for us to hide,”  General Issaka said.
“I’ll tell you in a few minutes,” General Ousmane said as an older man approached them.
“Ousmane, I’m sorry I’m late. Issaka, if I knew you were coming, I would have brought cards and given you a chance to recover your poker losses,” General Hassan, head of the Niger Air Force, said in French as he sat at the table.
“The same marked deck you used last Friday? Fool me twice, shame on me!” General Issaka said.
The three men shook hands as General Ousmane ordered drinks.
“It’s time to spill the beans,” General Issaka said as the waiter walked away.
“I believe our country deserves new leadership that isn’t controlled by the French. We need a military junta,” General Ousmane said.
There was silence as the generals assessed the proposal.
“The three of us with you as president?” General Issaka said.
General Ousmane nodded.
“We need all of the armed forces onboard to avoid a civil war,” General Hassan said.
General Ousmane’s smartphone rang.
“Lashkar, what’s going on?” General Ousmane said.
“He threw us out like yesterday’s trash! We are at Orly Airport,” Lashkar said. His voice was hoarse as if he had been crying.
“He did what?” General Ousmane said as he put the call on speaker.
“He replaced us with French gendarmerie! His aide said he plans to rebuild the Presidential Guard. I have nothing; no pension and no future. How will I provide for my family?” Lashkar said.
“Text me when your plane lands. I’ll send a couple of cars for the team. Ousmane out,” General Ousmane said.
“We need to move fast. Aboubacar is out of control,” General Issaka said.
“What about Police Chief Aboubacar, the president’s nephew?” General Ousmane said.
“I’ll take care of him,” General Hassan said. 
“The heads of the local gendarmerie and national guard are loyal to me,” General Issaka said.
“What if the French send soldiers to back Aboubacar?” General Issaka said.
“Don’t worry, I have Wagner mercenaries on standby in Mali,” General Ousmane said.
The men became silent as the waiter returned with three ice-cold bottles of Libs Lager Beer. 
General Ousmane raised his bottle in a toast. 
“Carpe diem!” General Ousmane said.
“Carpe diem!” his fellow conspirators said.

      [image: ]“There it is,” Jihadist Leader said.
Jihadist #2 sat behind the steering wheel of the gray Ford Transit van as he drove through the scenic Sainte-Baume forest in Marseille, 800 kilometers from Paris. He turned off the paved D80 road onto a gravel area.
“Where are we?” Jihadist #2 said.
“The Saint-Pilon & Grotte de la Sainte-Baume hiking area. Park facing the street and keep your eyes open. Make sure we weren’t followed,” Jihadist Leader said.
Jihadist #2 parked the van 20 meters away from the hostel parking lot sign facing the road. Both men wore beanies and dark glasses to hide their identities. They monitored approaching vehicles, but all drove past the hiking area. 
They did not notice that an MI6 agent pulled off the road before he reached their position. Tau9 parked his 2024 Honda X-ADV 750 motorbike 100 meters away at the Box Aux Letters Post Office. Newspaper in hand, he paid for a baguette sandwich at the adjacent sandwich shop, then sat in the outside seating area as he observed them.
An hour later a white Volkswagen Transporter van with two men in the front pulled off the D80 and parked by the Ford Transit. There was silence as Jihadist Leader sized up Arms Dealer.
“Send a wise man; don’t advise him,” Jihadist Leader said in Arabic.
Both terrorists had firearms in their laps. If Arms Dealer gave the wrong response, it would be his last.
“Excess is the brother of shortage,” Arms Dealer said in Arabic.
“Peace be upon you,” Jihadist Leader said. 
“And peace be upon you,” Arms Dealer said.
The terrorists holstered their firearms as they exited their vehicles and walked over to the Volkswagen Transporter side door. Arms Dealer pulled open the door to reveal two military cases, four sealed crates, and four medium-sized unmarked boxes. 
“Go ahead, you can check them,” Arms Dealer said.
Jihadist Leader examined the Wireless Traffic Signal transmitter and receiver in the cartons.
“These are a custom job; it has a range of 200 meters,” Arms Dealer said.
Jihadist Leader then opened a crate with 4 portable surface-to-air missiles.
“What type are these?” Jihadist Leader said.
“These are javelins; they can tear apart armored tanks. The rocket launcher has a 6X magnification sight and can be fired from inside a building,” Arms Dealer said.
“Perfect! I expected rocket-propelled grenades. Will you accept Bitcoin as payment?” Jihadist Leader said.
“I prefer Zcash or Monero; it keeps the authorities out of my business,” Arms Dealer said.
Jihadist Leader reached for his smartphone and completed the transaction. Minutes later, Arms Dealer Assistant helped Jihadist #2 transfer the equipment to the Ford Transit.
“Goodbye,” Jihadist Leader said.
“Until we meet again,” Arms Dealer said.
The Ford Transit and Volkswagen Transporter drove off in opposite directions. Tau9 watched the vehicles depart with a grim expression on his face.

      [image: ]“What’s the latest on the situation in Paris?” Martin said as he looked up from his laptop.
“De la Rue is furious that the incident overshadowed the diplomatic visit. The accidental shooting of the waitress has the French up in arms. Aboubacar may have to return home without the financial aid he expected,” C said.
“Aboubacar is trying to get the trip back on track; he’s requested French assistance in revamping his security detail,” Janice said.
The three managers were seated in Martin’s corner office at MI6 HQ in London, England.
“It may be too little, too late. How is Theta1?” Martin said.
“He’s fine, but I’m not sure about Natalie. She saw him kill 3 gendarmerie on a beach at Dunkirk. The DGIS is treating it as a terrorist attack. They’re devoting considerable resources to identifying the killer,” C said.
“Do you need to give her a call and make sure her head is on straight? We need to do our part to ensure Theta1‘s marriage is…,” Martin said.
The ‘Flight Of The Bumblebee’ melody played on Janice’s phone. She quickly rejected the call.
“I’m sorry about that…,” Janice said.
Tau9‘s Slack icon appeared again.
“Tau9, what is it?” Janice said.
“They’re on the move!” Tau9 said.
“Who’s on the move?” Janice said.
“Four Islamic radicals. They bought weapons from a local arms dealer at Sainte-Baume forest, 50 kilometers east of Marseille. The Ford Transit has a Paris license tag,” Tau9 said.
Janice shared her phone on the smart wall. Photos of 4 heavily bearded men appeared, along with a high-definition video of them in a wooded area loading military hardware into a gray van. The video zoomed in on the license plate just before the van drove off.
“Bloody Hell!” C said.
“When was this video taken?” Martin said.
“Twenty minutes ago. I had to leave the woods to find a cell tower,” Tau9 said.
“Great job, Tau9! We’ll take it from here,” Janice said.
“Roger that. Tau9 out,” Tau9 said as he hung up.
“Are we sharing this with the French Secret Service?” Janice said.
“Yes, let’s send them an anonymous tip,” C said.
“I agree. Send it through the British Consulate Marseille. If they trace the dead gendarmerie back to Theta1, we may need a bargaining chip,” Martin said.
C nodded in agreement.
“Daniel needs to bring RiskAI up to speed on current affairs. We need all the intel we can get,” Janice said. 

      [image: ]“Diori Hamani International Airport is now under martial law! Please leave the airport at once!” Army Colonel said in French over the PA system. He was flanked on either side by six four-person teams of heavily armed soldiers as they faced the sea of irate visitors in the airport in Niamey, Niger.
“What about my luggage?” Angry Passenger said in French.
“That is not my concern. My job is to secure the facility,” Army Colonel said in French, then repeated the announcement in English.
“I’m not leaving without my bags!” Angry Passenger said in French. 
Army Colonel frowned; immediately, two soldiers snatched Angry Passenger and carried him off.
Hal, 10 meters away in jeans, T-shirt, and a knapsack bulging with electronic gear, looked on in disbelief. He was trapped in Niger! Suddenly, he felt as if an elephant was sitting on his chest. He ignored the looks of fellow passengers as he rushed to the nearest restroom and locked himself in a stall. He yanked a paper bag from his hand luggage and breathed into it repeatedly as he tried to stop hyperventilating.
Hal gradually regained his composure. He rushed to the entrance only to find soldiers dismounting from army trucks. There were no cabs in sight. He texted Janice.
Coup in progress. I’m stuck at the airport.
She responded quickly.
Get to the Gaya border crossing station in Konbo asap. Earliest evac is tomorrow. 
He wondered how his former mentor, Enigma, would handle the crisis.
“Boss wouldn’t fall apart. He would find a way out of here,” Hal said to himself.
He noticed Green Shirt, an older man in a pale green shirt and brown trousers, get into a battered, white 1994 Toyota Corolla Wagon by the curb. Hal scampered to the vehicle.
“Konbo! Gaya… border crossing… station,” Hal said in halting French to Green Shirt.
Green Shirt looked up from his flip phone.
“Not today, trouble all around,” Green Shirt said in English as he pointed above his head.
Hal’s heart skipped a beat when he saw two helicopter gunships hovering above the airport.  He waved a 10,000 West African franc note in front of Green Shirt’s face. “The British Embassy. Hurry!” 
Green Shirt gave a toothless grin as he snatched the money from Hal’s hand. 
“Get in, Mister,” Green Shirt said.

      [image: ]“Aboubacar! Democracy!” the seething mass of 30 pro-Aboubacar demonstrators said in French. They partially blocked the street leading to the embassies. Many wore lime bandanas and waved machetes and garden hoes in the air as they screened motorists who were trapped by the protestors.
Green Shirt turned onto the street and saw the crowd four cars away.
“Hide, Mister!” he said.
Hal was horrified by the sight of the protestors. “Turn around!”
Green Shirt slowed the vehicle to a crawl and took off his shirt.
“Too late, climb in back,” he said.
Hal climbed over the back seat into the cargo area with his knapsack. The smell of kerosene was strong, but he resisted the urge to vomit as he crawled under the dirty, crumpled, blue tarp.
Motorist directly ahead had unknowingly committed the cardinal sin of wearing an orange, long-sleeved shirt. This incensed the crowd.
“An Ousmane supporter! Kill him!” they said in French as they dragged Motorist from his car.
“No! I’m not for Ouse…” he said in French as the mob raised machetes and hoes above their heads. His cries were cut short as they quickly administered mob justice, and then pushed the car out of the way.
The crowd approached Green Shirt’s vehicle.
“Long live President Aboubacar!” he said in French, waving his shirt above the driver’s side roof.
The crowd parted and waved green bandanas in response. “Democracy! Let him through!”
Green Shirt drove slowly through the crowd, green shirt held high. 
“Is it safe? Can I come out now?” Hal said, his voice muffled by the tarp.
Green Shirt turned onto the main street, then slammed on the brakes.
A group of 70 Ousmane supporters faced him, their faces partially hidden by orange bandanas.
“He’s a supporter of the traitor, Aboubacar!” they said.
The angry mob charged the station wagon. Three jumped on the hood of the car, machetes in hand.
Green Shirt put the car in reverse and turned onto the side street; one hooligan fell off, but the others held on. 
“Keep down!” he said. 
Tires squealed as the station wagon reversed down the side street toward the Aboubacar protestors.
The Ousmane supporters were in hot pursuit.
Green Shirt slammed on the brakes 6 meters from the Aboubacar crowd.
The unwanted hood riders flew over the roof and into the arms of their enemies. 
The two mobs clashed as a battle waged around the station wagon. The street became littered with the corpses and limbs of the Aboubacar protestors as the Ousmane crew overwhelmed their opponents. 
Hal screamed as the vehicle rocked from side to side. The shouts of rage and groans of the dying were punctuated by the sound of breaking glass and metal against metal as hoes and machetes hit the vehicle.
Green Shirt remained in the driver’s seat, an 8-inch butcher knife in his hand as he monitored the carnage taking place around him.
“You want them to kill us? Be quiet!” Green Shirt said.
A police car pulled up. Two officers retrieved AK-47 automatic rifles from the trunk of their car and opened fire at the melee.
Multiple bullets pierced the car. Hal’s knapsack hit him in the chest as it absorbed two rounds.
Green Shirt, wounded by the salvo of bullets, put the car into first gear. He drove over the dead and wounded in a desperate attempt to escape the chaos. 
The officers fired multiple rounds at the fleeing vehicle, determined to eliminate all survivors.

      [image: ]“Come on, Hal, you can do it,” Hal said to himself as he walked away from the disabled station wagon.
Green Shirt had succumbed to his injuries and crashed the vehicle, leaving Hal to make the rest of the journey on foot. He could see the gates of the British embassy in the distance as he approached the police headquarters, a 4-storey concrete bunker protected by a rust-colored cast-iron wall and iron gates. The normally busy road was deserted. Looters ransacked a nearby electronics store; they carried away TVs on foot. 
Suddenly, a convoy of four jeeps pulled up. Sixteen soldiers armed with Russian AK-47s and RPG-7 rocket-propelled grenades jumped out. They took up defensive positions on the far side of the road across from the entrance to police headquarters and opened fire.
“Nooo!” Hal said as he dived to the ground, still clinging to his battered knapsack.
Brrrp! Brrrp! The soldiers fired at the building, but barely scratched the bulletproof windows. 
As the soldiers reloaded, the police sharpshooters on the roof responded. 
Bang! Four soldiers were killed instantly, and another two were seriously injured. 
The sniper teams had the soldiers pinned down in a target area called a kill box.
Hal lay in a fetal position on the curb, eyes tightly shut, knapsack clutched to his chest. On hearing the ominous sound of low-flying aircraft, he peeped through his fingers.
Two bombers dropped SARB-83 penetrator bombs on police headquarters. 
Boom! Police headquarters imploded, creating a large ash cloud that enveloped the area.
Twenty minutes later, Hal rang the doorbell of the British embassy, covered in ash; he looked like a walking dead man. 

      [image: ]“My name is General Kalifa Ousmane, President and head of the new military junta,” General Ousmane said in French from the main studio of the Télé Sahel television station in Niamey, Niger. Sweat rolled down his face into his eyes from the hot studio lights. General Hassan flanked him on his left and General Issaka on his right.
“I am pleased to announce the start of a new chapter in the history of Niger. Foreigners will no longer determine our destiny. My first acts as President are to banish former President Aboubacar, dissolve the National Assembly, and declare a dusk-to-dawn state of emergency. I therefore declare all French embassy staff to be persona non grata; they have 48 hours to leave the country. I look forward to working with nations that respect our sovereignty. A new era of prosperity for all has begun!” General Ousmane said.
As he left the studio, his work cell phone buzzed. It was a text from Red Bear.
Congrats, President Ousmane! Wagner forces will be onsite tomorrow. Apalkov.
General Ousmane smiled. He had finally given the respect he deserved.

      [image: ]“Arthur! Where are you?” Natalie said as she tossed and turned in bed.
Theta1 shook his wife’s arm.
“Natalie, wake up!” Theta1 said.
Natalie got out of bed and peeped through a bedroom window of their house in Forest Hill, London. 
“I dreamt we lived in a house made of one-way mirror glass. We could see out, but no one could see in. And we were happy,” she said.
“Go on,” he said
“Then one day, someone threw rocks at the house. The walls came crashing down all around me! I called out for you, but you weren’t there; I was all alone.”
“It was just a nightmare. This is a safe neighborhood, and we have a home security system.” 
Natalie approached Theta1. “Arthur, why did you lie to me?”
“Natalie, we’ve already discussed this.” 
“You killed 4 men during our wedding anniversary! I don’t see you having nightmares. What kind of person is unaffected by violent death?” 
Theta1 sighed. “I’m sorry you had to see that. I’ve tried my best to keep work separate from home.”
“Were you ever going to tell me that you were a spy? By C’s account, you’re one of the best,” she said.
“No good comes from telling your spouse you are the last line of defense in protecting the United Kingdom from its enemies,” he said. 
“So you don’t trust me?” she said.
“Not if it means putting you in harm’s way. Everything I do falls under the Official Secrets Act,” he said.
Natalie’s face softened when she realized he was protecting her.
“I don’t want to continue living like this,” she said.
“Maybe you’re right, maybe you being dragged into the Paris mission is a sign for me to leave the field,” he said. 
“Arthur, we’ve spent years living separate lives. I’ve always wanted to go on a cruise, just the two of us,” she said.
Theta1 kissed Natalie gently on the lips.
“You’ve always been here for me. It’s time I was here for you. I’ll ask C for early retirement as soon as I return from this assignment,” he said.
“Arthur, you’ve worked for C for years; she may not want to let you go. Do you promise to put us first for a change?” she said.
“I promise,” he said.
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MI6: The Triple Threat (audiobook)


Available at WaltersNarratives.com, Google Playand Kobo.com:

[image: Profile picture of a young Asian woman holding a gun with United Kingdom flags in the background.]
MI6: Rise of the Jade Dragon (ebook)
MI6: Rise of the Jade Dragon is the explosive first installment in this heart-pounding MI6 Spy Trilogy. NATO warplanes randomly fall from the skies. Can MI6 trainee Janice Wellington, a disgraced former soldier suffering from anxiety attacks, keep her fear in check long enough to uncover the plot and resolve the crisis before the enemy attacks?
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MI6: The Theta1 Factor (ebook)
MI6: The Theta1 Factor is the thrilling conclusion to the MI6 Spy Trilogy. A powerful international syndicate deploys a bioweapon within the NATO alliance. Agent Janice Wellington, a disgraced former soldier battling anxiety attacks, is forced to pursue Theta1, a rogue MI6 agent and elite sniper, who leaves a trail of destruction wherever he goes. Will she be able to thwart her enemies from implementing a New World Order before it’s too late?
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