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Prologue : The departure

France, Marcoussis, outskirts of Paris. Eight a.m.

Mathieu was scrolling through his emails, eyes glued to his phone. Lying in bed, he flicked through the inbox with mechanical precision. An IT engineer and a special forces officer, he looked less like a bureaucrat than a Nordic colossus straight out of an American action movie: six foot three, square shoulders, chiseled jaw, piercing blue eyes.

A dimple carved into his left cheek gave him the misleading charm of a Hollywood actor. Women loved loving this man — strong, protective, and silent.

Engineer by training, commando by instinct, Mathieu was a man of action.

He absentmindedly opened a tab about Central Africa: culture, forgotten wars, mines, jungle. His gaze lingered on the photos. Over there, he thought, people fought to survive. Over there, a man like him could be useful.

Here, in this modern cocoon, he was suffocating.

He hit “send,” under the enamored gaze of a brunette resting her head on his chest.

Caroline Legray.

Tall, slim, with smoldering brown eyes. A young corporate lawyer with a hectic life — but always room for her favorite soldier. Their naked bodies struggled to escape the warmth of the white king-size duvet on this freezing January morning.

The loft was spacious, perched atop a designer building on Rue Monceau. A mezzanine overlooked a vast living room, opening onto a terrace through a glass wall with a breathtaking view. The decor was minimalist: white, blue, a massive couch, and an open kitchen.

Born into a wealthy family, Mathieu could afford beautiful things. But that morning, all he could think about was leaving.

“Do you have to be there today?” Caroline asked.

“No. Tomorrow morning.”

“I wish I could go with you. I’ve never been to Africa.”

“I’m going on a mission. It’s not tourism.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“I volunteered. A year, easily.”

Caroline sat up, worried.

“That’s a long time. Will they really need you for that long?”

“It’s more like I need them. Managing drone software for a commando unit isn’t exactly thrilling.”

She threw a pillow at his face, revealing a pair of sharp, proud breasts.

“I wasn’t talking about you,” she smiled as he dropped his phone.

“With you, I’m never bored.”

“Liar. You and I just hook up... but I’ve grown attached to you.”

“Me too.”

He kissed her tenderly, then got up. Caroline’s blue eyes sparkled. She didn’t dare tell him she loved him.

“Want coffee?” he asked, pulling on a pair of shorts.

“No, I have to go. I’ve got a hearing in two hours.”

He whistled his way down to the living room, feeling energized. She slipped into a robe, joined him in the open kitchen, and hugged him from behind. Very feline.

Mathieu felt the warmth of her body, her breath, her scent.

“Will it be dangerous over there?” she asked.

“Hard to say. It’s a military base with a mixed command. I’ll be training a team of Congolese commandos.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“It is. Armed groups over there are aggressive, trained, organized. The regular army needs to be... let’s say, on point.”

Caroline smiled. Mathieu spoke with passion. That’s what had drawn her to him.

“I’m glad you’re not going there to fight. Training them — that’s cool.”

“But I’m a commando, sweetheart. Fighting is in our DNA, one way or another.”

She pulled away.

“Have you ever thought about marriage? You’re twenty-nine, I’m twenty-eight... and I think we get along pretty well.”

The hum of the coffee machine interrupted her.

Mathieu, hands on the counter, seemed lost in thought.

“Caroline. I told you why I enlisted.”

“Yes, you did.”

“I’m not very useful here. Look at this apartment. I pace around like a caged lion.”

“Your life isn’t so bad... I thought I added a little flavor to it.”

“It’s not about you. You’re a wonderful woman. You’re made for this life — calm, stable.”

“So what, you need a woman for the jungle? What’s the point of going halfway across the world when you have everything you need right here?”

Her voice trembled. But she didn’t blame him. She blamed herself — for getting attached despite the boundaries they’d promised not to cross.

“It’ll be okay,” Mathieu said, turning around. He held her close, stroked her hair.

“We’ll see what the future holds. But I need to feel something. I need to feel useful. I need to feel alive.”

“I understand.”

A few minutes later, she was gone. Mathieu, buzzing with adrenaline, started packing his bag.

Mathieu’s phone buzzed.

It was Chartier, his friend and fellow officer.

“Hey bro!”

“Yo man!”

“When are you bringing your white ass back to Africa? The weather here is amazing. Bullets whistle past, but not close enough to get us excited.”

Chartier had been in Kinshasa for six months. Deployed, not voluntary. But he’d fallen in love with the country since day one.

“I’ll be on site tomorrow, brother.”

“Cool. I’ve made some friends here. A Dutch guy, like ten feet tall and just as wide.”

“Ten feet? How many beers have you had?”

“There’s this local liquor... no one knows if it’s safe. But after one glass, you feel like you’re in New York!”

“What kind of nonsense is that, Sergeant Paul Chartier?”

“Come on, man, we’re waiting for you. And since you’re taking command of our unit, I guess I’ll have to call you boss...”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Is Caroline still around?”

“Nope. Why?”

“She’s clingy, man. You’re the only one who doesn’t see she’s madly in love with you.”

Mathieu laughed.

“Don’t worry, I got confirmation today.”

“It’ll be fine. You’ll have plenty to distract you here. There are some wild specimens... this continent hides its secrets well.”

“Can’t wait to be there.”

“And we can’t wait to see you. Tomorrow, man.

Mathieu hung up, thoughtful. Chartier didn’t seem eager to return. He sounded more like a travel agent selling a vacation package.

But Mathieu Lepage’s mission had nothing exotic about it. If the base was attacked, the rules of engagement would shift — and become far more offensive. He trembled with anticipation.
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The hum of his BMW’s electric engine soothed him as he drove along the N20, heading toward the military base in Vélizy-Villacoublay.  The landscape was familiarly cold: grey buildings, heavy traffic. He slowed down, sighed, exasperated. The burdens of a rich, modern society.

Missions in Africa had always left a mark on his comrades. Some even returned after their military service. This was his first time. But his gut told him he’d come back changed.

And that was the goal.

By this time tomorrow, he’d be on a plane — thousands of kilometers away from Europe.
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Chapter 1:  Taken
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Five a.m. — Beni, North Kivu, eastern Democratic Republic of Congo.

A crossroads town, agricultural and nestled in a lush green cradle, wedged between the Ituri jungle and majestic mountains. The landscape was breathtaking. Located a few hundred kilometers from Goma and Bunia — lands of mineral and agricultural wealth —

Beni was also a stage for tribal violence fueled by mining exploitation.

Resilient and devout, the people of Beni made use of the cool climate and fertile soil to build vast farms around the city.

That morning, about a hundred kilometers from Beni, deep in the equatorial forest of Ituri, a light dew clung to the fallen leaves. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and decay. Rare birds, primates, and other forest dwellers stirred slowly.

In the fading darkness, a few makeshift huts built from wood and foliage formed a rudimentary camp:

the headquarters of the FLK — the Kivu Liberation Forces.

Feared rebel separatists, known for their cruelty and unwavering resolve. Their political motives were vague, but their reign of terror was undeniable.

At their head:

Simplice Mutombo, known as General Mobomi — “The Butcher.”

With nearly a thousand men scattered across the region, he claimed hundreds of deaths, and just as many wounded and mutilated. He controlled a territory said to be the size of Paris. His fighters thrived on illegal mining and extortion. He saw himself as the richest and most powerful rebel leader in the region.

In this temporary camp, a real army of adults and child soldiers rotated day and night. Armed to the teeth, high on banghé (local cannabis), khat, or lokoto, their devotion to General Mobomi was absolute.

The camp was just beginning to stir. A few women in mismatched fatigues escorted captives wrapped in pagnes — “slave-wives” sent into the forest to gather food for the group.

At the center of the camp stood Mobomi’s hut  majestic, guarded by a dozen barely pubescent soldiers, drunk on lotoko — the local liquor. A brew so corrosive it made acid taste like holy water. Some used it to sterilize wounds in place of pure alcohol.

But in this place, where danger was constant, that poison was essential.

A tall, wiry man stepped out of a nearby hut. Hollow cheeks, blank stare, full lips. His over sized fatigues hung from his bones; his worn-out t-shirt clung to his skin.

It was the second-in-command: Eric Bikende, known as “Machete,” General Mobomi’s right hand.

He looked up at the treetops. The sky was foggy. He stretched and yawned, then strolled lazily toward the chief’s hut.

“Mbote,” he rasped. “How’s the general?”

The teenage guards snapped to attention awkwardly, their vacant eyes almost comical in uniforms far too big. But anyone who had mistaken them for harmless hadn’t lived long enough to regret it.

Their weapons were real. And they were killers — highly efficient ones.

The tallest among them replied,

“The new Doctas are still with him, sir. None of them have come out.”

Eric seemed pleased. Their blind devotion to a cause they didn’t understand struck him as oddly touching.

“At ease,” he ordered, shoving one aside to make his way to the entrance

He found himself almost nose-to-nose with her.

A stethoscope around her neck. Tall, sculptural, carved from some indefinable material. Her body — an architecture of curves and tension — radiated raw femininity, uncompromising. Her endless legs emerged from a dark dress with floral patterns.

Her chest, proud and pointed, defied gravity and every gaze. And her eyes — hazel, streaked with golden flecks, as if the sun had taken refuge there — were hypnotic.

Marissa Claude Mpassi Kibanda, known as Docta — a nod to her nursing training. Or the goddess of Kivu, because of her beauty.

Eric Bikende swallowed hard. Even in the jungle’s dim light, her fair skin glowed. Her face looked sculpted from molten bronze: high cheekbones, a fine symmetrical nose, full lips.

This Tutsi-Ngbandi woman broke every scale.

She stood at the entrance of the hut, towering at six-foot-one.

“Mbote,” she said in a melodic voice.

But her gaze was cold.

Eric felt a surge of testosterone flood his veins. Her eyes challenged him in the shadows. He wanted to reply, but no words came. He’d need a lot more lotoko to face this twenty-year-old woman.

He, who had never flinched under enemy fire.

He grabbed her arm and shoved her roughly inside the hut. She cried out in pain.

Inside, a small wooden bed sat in the center. A bearded, heavyset man with pale skin lay sprawled across it. Dressed only in shorts, his hairy body exposed. A blood-stained bandage wrapped around his swollen belly. He snored loudly.

General Mobomi. Leader of the FLK.

He was recovering slowly from a gunshot wound — a blow to his reputation as a mystical, invincible warrior.

At his bedside, another young woman. Élise Koniga, Marissa’s colleague. Jeans, dark t-shirt, chubby, terrified eyes. She was cleaning makeshift medical tools.

Eric glanced at his boss and relaxed. Mobomi was breathing. The fever had broken. He still had a bright future as a mass killer.
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