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“We should close up early today,” Nick said as they entered the elevator. He slapped at the buttons and sent them to the seventh floor. 

“Excellent idea,” Kate replied.

“I get to tell everyone.”

“Why don’t I ever get to be the cool boss?”

“Everyone likes you best already, you know that.”

“That’s not true.”

The elevator doors opened and they walked to the frosted-glass entry doors of Sandstorm International at the end of a quiet hallway. Nick waved a keycard over the access pad, then guided Kate through with a hand to the small of her back.

“Ask Margaret. She definitely likes you best.” Nick gestured to their office manager, who waited for them behind the receptionist’s desk.

Margaret stood and nodded in the direction of the large conference room off the main reception area. Hidden behind more frosted glass, the room was quiet.

“We had visitors while you were at lunch. A man and a woman. The woman insisted on meeting with you.”

“We’re not taking new clients,” Nick said. “And really, who barges in on a Friday demanding a same-day meeting?”

“I tried to tell her, but she was quite insistent. And she claims that she knows you.”

“What’s her name?” Kate asked.

Margaret referenced a note on the desk. “Leslie Vincent. The man didn’t identify himself.”

Kate knitted her eyebrows. “Sound familiar to you?”

“Nope.”

She sighed. “Let’s go break the bad news.”

Nick followed Kate to the conference room. She pushed through the door and stopped short. Nick collided with her but snagged her around the waist to prevent her from pitching face-first into the sleek glass table.

“Di—? Leslie?”

Diana Fraser stood and smiled. “Hello, Kate.”

“What…?” Kate trailed off, a hundred questions on the tip of her tongue, but unsure of where to start.

Fraser glanced at the man, who had also risen when they entered. He wore a close-fitting tailored suit, the jacket of which he buttoned and unbuttoned. 

“Forgive our surprise visit, but I hoped you’d have some time for us.”

“Of course.”

Nick’s arm slipped off Kate’s waist. She half-turned to him, one eyebrow twitching just slightly. He closed the door and they all took seats at the table, Kate and Nick across from Fraser and the man, facing the expanse of windows and the downtown Boston skyline. They left the head of the table empty.

Fraser smiled again. “You look well. Life in the private sector suits you.”

“Best decision I ever made.”

“Indeed. And Nick, a pleasure to see you.”

Nick’s attempted smile looked more like a grimace. “We’ll see,” he murmured. Kate kicked his foot under the table.

The four spent an awkward moment in silence. Kate and Fraser exchanged a look, and Kate saw discomfort in her eyes. The man continued to fiddle with anything available to him, now his wedding ring. He spun it round and round on his finger, staring blankly at his hands.

Fraser made the introductions. “Laurent, this is Kate and Nick Cavanaugh, managing partners of Sandstorm International. Kate and Nick, this is Laurent Dubois. Laurent is the director-general of French DGSE.”

Kate and Nick shared a glance. “DGSE?” Kate said.

“La Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure,” Dubois said. “The French external security service.”

Kate smiled patiently. “Yes, we’re familiar with it. I was just surprised. What can Sandstorm do for the DGSE?”

Dubois leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “I come to you with a private matter. I must have your assurances that what we discuss will never be revealed to anyone outside this room.”

Kate felt Nick shift. She didn’t need to look at him to know that he was growing more suspicious by the second, and that it was more than his intense general dislike for the French driving his annoyance.

“You have our word,” she said.

Dubois studied them. “Diana m’a dit que vous parlez français,” he said to Kate.

“I do speak French, yes,” Kate replied in English. “But Nick doesn’t. If you’re comfortable communicating in English, I’d ask that you do so for his sake.”

“Oui, d’accord,” he said. “My apologies.” He spun his wedding ring a few more times. “It is my daughter, Camille. She…” His voice wavered and he paused to take a deep breath. His eyes, panicky like a cornered animal’s, danced from Kate’s face to Nick’s. He turned to Diana. “I cannot do this.”

“Laurent, if you want them to help you, you have to tell them,” Fraser said, laying a hand on his forearm. 

“Perhaps you should explain.”

“No. They need to hear it from you.” 

“It is a family matter. I should not have come.”

“But we have come,” Fraser said, gently but firmly. “You need their help. Trust me. Trust them.”

Dubois clasped his hands together and squeezed hard enough to turn his fingertips white. “I must emphasize the sensitive nature of what I am about to tell you.”

“We understand,” Kate said.

“I suppose there is no easy way to say this. My daughter, Camille.” He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “She intends to join the Islamic State in Syria.”

Kate’s eyes flitted to Diana, whose expression confirmed that Dubois was serious. She searched for the right words. “I’m sorry to hear that. But—”

Nick cut her off. “But we’re not taking new clients at this time.”

Kate shot him a warning look. “But as you said, that’s a family matter. I’m not sure how we can help you.”

“It is at Diana’s counsel that I seek your aid. She has assured me that you are willing to take on the most challenging assignments, and that your flair for the creative has borne tremendous success.”

“That’s kind of her to say, but Sandstorm is a security consultancy. Our clients tend to be of a corporate variety.”

“I am not here for Sandstorm, Madame Cavanaugh. I am here for you. Your particular set of skills.”

Kate raised her eyebrows. “And what skills would those be?”

“I know you are a former CIA officer who served in the Middle East. You speak fluent French and Arabic, and your passion and expertise were counterterrorism operations. I have been informed that your source-handling skills are unparalleled, and that you possess a unique insight into the human condition.”

“She left that life behind,” Nick said coldly.

Kate turned to him. “Sweetheart, please don’t speak.” 

Nick set his jaw and shook his head. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest, glowering at the Frenchman.

“Nick is right, Monsieur Dubois. I did leave that life behind. While I appreciate Diana’s vote of confidence and I’m flattered that you would come to us, I don’t think we’re your best option. Why not go to the police? Or your own service?”

Dubois laughed, a hollow echo in the large, airy conference room. “The national police are overwhelmed trying to stem the flow of jihadists and true believers to Syria and Iraq, track down returnees, and investigate any number of credible threats to the Republic. And my service…no, I cannot involve my own service. It is a private matter. I cannot stress that enough.”

“We get it. You don’t want the embarrassment,” Nick said. “It would surely send you into retirement, or worse, if you couldn’t keep it quiet.”

Dubois’s nostrils flared. He looked to Kate, perhaps hoping she would chastise her husband. But Kate said nothing. She waited for his response.

“It is true,” said the Frenchman in a measured voice, “that should this information become public it would mark the end of my career with the DGSE, with government. I would be a pariah. But more than that, I would like to save my daughter.”

“Then just stop her,” Nick said. “I fail to see the difficulty here.”

Dubois smiled wryly. “Clearly you do not have children. She is an adult. What would you have me do?”

“I don’t know. Cut off her allowance, chain her to the radiator, deradicalize her by making her watch cat videos all day long.”

“And this is why our only child is a dog,” Kate cut in. “I’m curious, Monsieur Dubois, what did you want from us, exactly?”

He sighed. “Truly, I’m not sure. I suppose I had hoped for a brilliant plan to show my daughter the folly of this quest. Short of arresting her, you are my last resort.”

Nick snorted. “You want us to fix a lifetime of parenting errors?”

Dubois flinched. “I will admit that I have made many mistakes as a father. The consequences are mine to bear.” He turned to Fraser. “Perhaps we should take our leave?”

Fraser help up a hand. “Kate, could we speak privately?”

Kate reached under the table and patted Nick’s thigh. “Behave yourself,” she whispered.

He squeezed her hand. “Never,” he whispered back. He stood and gestured to the door. “Mr. Dubois, let’s give the ladies time to catch up. Can I get you a drink? You look like you could use a drink.”

As soon as the door swung shut, Kate turned on her former boss. “Jesus, Diana. What the hell?”

Fraser sighed. “I’m sorry. I know this is unexpected.”

“I probably would have used some four-letter words, but sure, that works.” 

She laughed. “I’m glad to see you haven’t changed, Kate. You can take the girl out of the CIA, but not the CIA out of the girl.”

“What’s really going on here?”

“When I got to Paris last summer, I made improving cooperation with the DGSE, especially on counterterrorism matters, my top priority. I crashed nearly every meeting our team had with Dubois’s people, much to the consternation of the team lead.”

“Being chief has its perks.”

“If one can call listening to DGSE ops officers and analysts stonewall us and talk in circles a perk. But it didn’t take long to get their attention. My meetings with leadership developed into something more than simply indulging the CIA station chief every couple of months. Rather than being passed off to their chief of operations, I started meeting regularly with Dubois. Hashing out real strategies for cooperation. Syria is their top priority. They’re still reeling from the attacks on Charlie Hebdo and the Bataclan and Nice. The police and their internal service are overwhelmed, and the DGSE doesn’t have our reach or expertise.

“About a month ago, Dubois and I were having dinner, talking about online radicalization and the sophistication of Islamic State media elements. He had a bit too much to drink. Over dessert, he blurted out that his daughter had been radicalized and was making preparations to fly to Turkey for onward travel into Syria. As you might imagine, I was stunned. While I’ve played priest to an untold number of assets and liaison partners over the years, it’s generally not the heads of Western services who confess their deepest secrets over the crème brûlée.”

“You should have pitched him.”

Fraser laughed. “The night ended on a depressing note. But within a week I was on his calendar again. That was not a topic one just leaves hanging out there. Once we got past the fatalistic Catholic bullshit and a gazillion promises to never tell a soul, I did pitch him…but I pitched him on you.”

“And I’m flattered, I truly am, but why?” 

“Have you forgotten Yemen? Because I sure haven’t.”

Kate sighed. Fraser’s ice-blue eyes bore into her. Those eyes once intimidated Kate, their intensity, the way they saw just a little too deeply. The way they revealed nothing. 

“Yemen feels like a lifetime ago.”

“Eighteen months.”

“The Agency is much better suited to…to whatever this is.”

“I disagree. And you don’t believe that, either.”

“Did you report this?”

“Not yet. I’ll have to, eventually. But I thought I’d try to create a certain reality, one that Langley will have no choice but to accept. The bureaucracy might not care about one young woman throwing her life away, but they care about getting the French to do more in Syria and Iraq, in the Sahel, even in Afghanistan and other hotspots.”

“So, we’re the means to forcing a more productive partnership with a traditionally difficult ally?”

“No. You’re the means to saving one young woman from the most brutal terrorist group on the planet. Look, just because the bureaucracy doesn’t care, it doesn’t mean that I don’t. I brought him here because he’s desperate to save his daughter. Even if that doesn’t come across as clearly as it should.”  

Kate rubbed her forehead. “This really isn’t what we do.”

“I know. But you are intrigued, are you not?”

“Of course I’m intrigued. You know I enjoyed the work. I just didn’t enjoy all the nonsense that went along with it. And my life is different now. It’s a life I love. And one I’m not willing to give up.”

“I understand.”

Kate held Diana’s eyes for a few seconds, letting her point sink in. Then she opened the door and motioned to Nick. The men returned to the room, Dubois looking more relaxed. He held a mostly empty tumbler.

“Your husband has excellent taste in alcohol,” he said to Kate.

“Bourbon is the only reason we keep Kentucky around,” Nick said, raising his own tumbler toward the Frenchman.

Kate studied Dubois. He had a youthful appearance, despite his obvious stress. His mop of dark hair was stylishly mussed. Thin and fit, his black suit hugged his runner’s frame perfectly. He wore a white dress shirt without a tie, ebony cufflinks occasionally visible as he raised his glass. He was the epitome of a youngish star in the French national security apparatus, almost assuredly rising too far, too fast for his personal life to keep pace. And now he faced a reckoning with the wreckage of that life in the wake of his success.

“Monsieur Dubois, as we mentioned earlier, we’re not taking new clients at this time.”

“Don’t take it personally, mon ami,” Nick said. “Business is booming. We just don’t have the bandwidth for new clients.”

“Perhaps you’d like to thank the former CIA officer in our midst for that booming business,” Fraser said. “Or is it your charming bedside manner that seals all these deals?”

Nick smirked at Fraser. She smiled back.

“That said, this is a unique situation. We’d like to take the weekend to talk it over,” Kate said. Before Nick could object, she laid a hand on his forearm. The muscles twitched under her touch. “Can you come back on Monday? Say one o’clock?”

“Of course,” Fraser said.

“There’s just one condition. For us to seriously consider this job, we need to bring our partner, Jake, into discussions. He’s traveling but will be back Monday. Whatever we know, he knows. No exceptions.”

Dubois stroked his chin. He glanced at Diana. She nodded.

“D’accord,” he said. “He may be informed.”

“Thank you. We’ll see you Monday. Enjoy your weekend in Boston.”


      [image: ]Kate and Nick closed the office early. At home they went for a run with Shadow, their rescue dog from Yemen, then finished their respective workouts in their basement gym. They made dinner together and retired to the back porch with a bottle of wine. Shadow chased squirrels in the fenced yard while Kate and Nick watched him from the swing. It was a crisp early-September night, the sky full of stars and a bright half-moon. Kate, curled against Nick’s warmth, shivered as a light breeze rustled the trees. 

He downed the last of his wine and stood, pulling her up. “Come on, let’s call it a night.”

Shadow barreled into the house and led the way to the master bedroom. He flopped onto his bed on the floor at the foot of theirs and curled into his sleeping position, tail covering nose.

Kate watched Nick in the bathroom mirror as they brushed their teeth. He had been quiet since the meeting with Fraser and Dubois, and Kate had kept conversation light. She slipped into their walk-in closet and changed behind the door, wrapping a jade silk robe around her body and tying the sash. When she stepped back into the room, he paused for a beat before shedding his shirt and jeans. They faced each other across the expanse of the king-sized bed, her in the jade silk, him in gray boxer briefs. 

“Are we going to bed angry?” she asked.

“I’m not angry.”

“That scowl on your face suggests otherwise.”

“You agreed to cook up some harebrained scheme.”

“I agreed to nothing. All I said was that we would discuss it.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. I thought we were on the same page. We’ve got too much going on. We need to focus on the projects we have. And this…this is just asinine, the idea of us getting involved in what is essentially a domestic dispute.”

“You don’t think a misguided young woman is worth saving?”

“Whether or not she’s worth saving isn’t the point. The point is your unilateral decision to launch us headlong into this mess. Caught between two of the world’s most powerful intelligence services is hardly the place we should be.”

“Again, I did nothing of the sort.”

“I thought we were in this together,” Nick said.

“Always.”

“It sure doesn’t feel like it.”

“I guess we’re going to bed angry, then.”

Nick threw his T-shirt in the hamper. “Maybe I should sleep in the guest room.”

“Is that what you really want to do?”

“Yes.”

Kate smiled indulgently. “The python in your panties begs to differ.”

Nick glanced down. His nostrils flared in irritation. “I’m fantasizing about someone else.”

“Well then, I’ll be sure to stay on my side of the bed. You know how I get sleeping next to a naked man.”

Nick rolled his eyes. He slid under the covers and picked up a book from the nightstand. Kate slowly untied the sash at her waist. His eyes flicked in her direction. The robe slid down her shoulders and pooled at her feet, revealing a sheer, plum-colored baby-doll ensemble. He swallowed hard; his big hands had a death grip on the book.

Kate crawled across the bed and straddled him. She pried the book from his grasp and set it on the table. His cobalt-blue eyes were almost black as they roamed over her face and traveled south. She leaned forward, placing her hands on his chest, and kissed his cheek. Then her hands skimmed down his chest and found rapidly growing evidence that the guest room was the last place he wanted to be.

“You don’t fight fair,” he said through gritted teeth.

She smiled, her lips teasing his. “I know.”

“Spy.”

“Jarhead.”


      [image: ]As was his custom, Nick destroyed her lingerie in his haste to remove it. He was exceedingly efficient in that regard. Perhaps the top was salvageable, Kate thought, but he had snapped the thong. She had once slipped a “lingerie” line item into Sandstorm’s budget to make a point, but it had backfired, resulting in much manly gloating and a quickie in their shared office one rainy Friday afternoon.

On her side, resting in his arms, she tossed her top leg over his, entwining them. He hugged her closer, nuzzling her head. Her fingers traced over the muscles of his chest and abdomen and the V-cut at his hips. She breathed in his scent and blinked drowsily, knowing she would be asleep as soon as she closed her eyes.

He reached toward the table and a harsh light filled the room. She squinted against the bluish rays. He held his iPhone in his free hand.

“What are you doing?”

“Googling which is bigger, a python or an anaconda.”

Kate raised her head from the hollow of his shoulder. “A python or an…?” Then she resettled her head and squeezed him tighter. “You’re ridiculous.”

“The python is the world’s longest snake—”

“Exactly.”

“—reaching up to thirty-three feet.”

Kate peeked under the covers. “You might be a few feet short.”

“But the anaconda is the world’s biggest and heaviest snake, weighing up to five hundred and fifty pounds.” He lowered the phone. “I’m not sure how I feel about this.”

“Python and panties. I liked the alliteration.”

“Everyone knows there’s more to it than length.”

“I would argue that everyone does not know that.” She yawned. “One could even say it’s all about how you use it.”

“Five hundred and fifty pounds. That’s a big snake.”

“Can this wait until morning?”

“An anaconda can overpower and eat a crocodile. Can you imagine? Pythons, though, constrict and—”

Kate gave the python a tug. His breath caught. She smiled into the side of his chest. That should shut him up.

He darkened the phone and turned toward her. “The python’s getting his second wind.”

“This is more like your third wind.” She wrapped her legs and arms around him, taking some of his weight as he covered her. “You better let me sleep in.”

“I reserve the right to wake you at a time and in a manner of my choosing,” he said, in between kisses.

“Just remember that the last time you…started without me, shall we say…I almost snapped your neck. Accidentally, of course.”

He patted the side of one thigh, running his hand along it to her bottom. “For such a small person, you are remarkably strong. You have a lot of torque in these hips.”

“Perhaps tomorrow I could tell you my idea?”

Nick rested his forehead against hers. “I would love to hear your idea. Though I doubt I could stop you even if I wanted to.”

“I’m glad you accept your role in this relationship.”

“Shh,” he said. “The python has some ideas of his own he’d like to share.”

Her giggle became a gasp of pleasure as the python demonstrated the practical application of those ideas.
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Kate and Nick summarized Friday’s meeting with Fraser and Dubois for Jake Gillespie on Monday morning. Jake, just returned from an oversight visit on their project in Nigeria’s Niger River Delta, merely shook his head and laughed. 

“The CIA and French DGSE walk into Sandstorm on a Friday afternoon,” he said. “Why not? Seems exactly like something that would happen to us. Let me guess, Kate has a brilliant plan to save this girl, and Nick is violently and self-righteously opposed?”

“We’re so predictable,” Nick said to Kate.

“I’m not sure I’d call it a brilliant plan,” Kate said, “but I do have a plan.”

Jake laughed again. “I love it already. Especially if Nick hates it.”

“In all seriousness, before I tell you what I’m thinking, we need to decide if this is something we can handle, from a business perspective.”

Jake ran a hand over his sandy hair, shorn close to the scalp. “The Niger Delta project is well ahead of schedule. Only minor security incidents so far, easily handled by the crew on the ground. I expect that Boko Haram and garden-variety criminal elements will continue to test the readiness and skill of the unit, but both the roving and static teams are well-trained and well-armed. It’s a fairly overwhelming show of force. The client couldn’t be happier.”

“Dubai and the Philippines are moving along, although we’re delayed on the Mindanao side of the Philippines project. But that’s a client issue, not us. We’re ready to begin security improvements to the offices at the port once the client finalizes a renegotiated contract with the government. We’ve already been paid, so the onus is on the client. Got an email this morning from our subcontractor; they think things will be back on track within the week. As for Dubai, our favorite Emirati prince keeps adding to his wish list for his palaces. He’s padding our accounts. I mean, literally just dumping money into our coffers. Easy job,” Nick said.

“The West Africa NGO project is chugging along, but that’s one that needs close monitoring. New local partners in multiple countries, a deteriorating security situation, do-gooders who want to see the best in everyone. French language required in most interactions,” Kate said.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but what about letting Allison take the lead in West Africa?” Nick said. “That would free you up to impress a snooty Frenchman with your ‘unparalleled source handling skills’ and ‘unique insight into the human condition.’” He turned to Jake. “The snooty Frenchman’s words, not mine.” Then he winked at Kate.

“I think Allison’s ready,” Jake said. “But that’s your call, Kate. You know that project and the personalities better than we do.”

“She’s ready. What about Mike and Spencer? We’ll need them to step up, too. If we go forward with this, it will take all three of us to pull it off.”

“I’d be okay with that,” Jake said. “Would we still be reachable in the event of an emergency?”

“Yes. We can’t all just disappear. I’m willing to give the baby birds some extra responsibility, but the buck stops with us. They send daily status updates, we’re cc’d on all correspondence, and we continue to make the major decisions.”

“Works for me. What do you say, big guy?”

“It’s been clear from the start that I’m just along for the ride in this marriage.”

“Nothing’s been decided,” Kate reminded him. “We make the final decision together. All three of us. Husband, wife, and work husband.”

Jake laughed. “I have to say, I haven’t looked forward to a meeting like this in a very long time. And as we know from firsthand experience, no CIA operation involving Kate is ever dull. So, what’s this brilliant, or not-so-brilliant, plan?”


      [image: ]As the meeting time approached, Margaret brought tall glass bottles of still and sparkling water into the conference room, along with a tray of assorted truffles from a local chocolatier in Beacon Hill. Nick wheeled a portable bar cart into the room and placed it in the corner. It was stocked with their finest liquor.

“I’m impressed you’d share our high-end stash with a smelly Frenchman,” Jake said.

“Oh, it’s not for him. I’m pretty sure I’m going to need a drink, or several, to get through this.”

“So melodramatic,” Kate said. 

He grinned at her, deep dimples cratering his cheeks. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Pixie.”

They settled themselves at the table to await their guests. This time Kate took a seat at the head of the table, flanked by Nick and Jake. Allison, Mike, and Spencer, their project managers, had been told to stay away from the front of the suite, specifically the reception area and the conference room, as long as the meeting was in session. Margaret, their prim and proper enforcer, would ensure that no one ventured from the office spaces to sneak a peek at the visitors. Diana’s choice to give a fake name had told Kate all she needed to know about the nature of the visit, even before she had introduced Dubois. 

Promptly at one o’clock, Margaret showed Fraser and Dubois into the room. The Sandstorm partners stood and introduced Jake to Dubois. The Frenchman again wore a black suit and white dress shirt, but this time he had paired it with a skinny black tie. Fraser, ever the sartorial wonder, wore a chic navy pantsuit with a silk blouse of the palest pink and her favorite pair of beige, red-soled Christian Louboutin pumps. The Louboutins had been evacuated from Yemen, along with their black twins. Fraser wasn’t shy about her priorities: America and her wardrobe, usually in that order.

Kate waited until Fraser and Dubois had poured themselves glasses of Perrier before starting. “First, I’d like to thank Monsieur Dubois for giving us the weekend to gather our thoughts and evaluate the status of our existing projects. Nick, Jake, and I have discussed your situation, and while sympathetic to your plight, we’re not yet ready to commit. We have a number of questions and concerns, which this meeting is designed to address.”

“Of course, Madame Cavanaugh.”

“I’d like to be very clear, sir. If at any point we think you’re lying to us or withholding information, this meeting will be over and you’ll need to seek assistance elsewhere.”

Dubois’s eyes narrowed. He took a sip of Perrier. Kate detected a slight shake of his hand, but he recovered quickly.

“I will hide nothing. But in return, I ask that you sign a nondisclosure agreement.”

“Absolutely not,” Kate said. She saw Nick and Jake exchange an amused look in her peripheral vision. 

“I must insist.”

“That’s not how this works. You’re free to walk at any time, and you have our word that what happens stays between us. You either trust us or you don’t. But we don’t sign NDAs.”

“Everything is at stake. Everything.” Dubois stared into his Perrier.

“They know how to protect you and your family,” Diana said gently. 

“Commencez, s’il vous plaît, Madame Cavanaugh. Let us not prolong this distasteful exercise.”

“In order to save your daughter, we need to know her. Start with the basics, and we’ll nudge you in the right direction.”

Camille Margot Dubois was twenty-two years old, born and raised in the wealthy sixteenth arrondissement of Paris. She was an only child and spent much time in the company of nannies. Dubois, a career DGSE officer, was frequently absent, deployed often to former French colonies in North and West Africa. 

“In fact, that is how I met Diana. We were young officers in Guinea in the mid-nineties.”

“Terrible place,” Fraser said, wrinkling her nose as if she still smelled the open sewers.

“It was not, as you say, a garden spot,” Dubois agreed.

Camille did well in school, excelling in French literature and art history. She was a gifted artist, her favorite mediums being watercolors and oils. Throughout her youth she spent entire weekends in the small attic studio that Dubois had set up for her, but she never seemed satisfied with any of her work.

“She destroyed so many beautiful paintings,” said Dubois. “I never understood why. Her studio was filled with light and beauty, but now I see that it was also filled with darkness and rage. She was such a sensitive girl, prone to bouts of depression, always a bit melancholy, never quite seemed to fit in. The real trouble began during university. Her mother and I encouraged her to branch out, make new friends, get out of her atelier on occasion and join the world. She fought us, but then decided to volunteer for a student-run organization that helped new immigrants and refugees settle in the country.”

It was there that she met her boyfriend, Tarek, a first-generation French citizen born to Moroccan parents, and his group of friends, mostly of North African descent. Her grades slipped as she spent the bulk of her time with him and his friends, some of whom were recent and illegal arrivals to France.

“She suddenly wanted to talk global politics, something that had never interested her previously. In particular, she wanted to discuss the situation in Syria, the cruelty of the Assad regime and the heroism of the brave fighters who were bringing a pure form of Islam to a region that had lost its way. This ‘pure Islam’ would save millions, and those millions would prosper and grow strong enough to challenge the West and usher in a new world order.” Dubois shook his head in disgust.

“Does your daughter know what you do?” Jake asked.

“Yes. She knows I’m the head of the DGSE.”

“And she still talked openly of her admiration for the Islamic State?”

He swallowed hard. “She made that mistake only once.”

Kate allowed the silence to persist for a moment before asking, “How did you react?”

“It’s not important.”

“No. It’s critical. How did you react?”

He swirled the dregs of his Perrier. “To my everlasting shame, I slapped her across the face. I told her that the Islamic State and their so-called caliphate was an abomination that peace-loving nations would unite to destroy, that its adherents were responsible for the attacks that had killed hundreds of our countrymen. I told her never to speak of such matters again.” He laughed bitterly. “And she never did. Rather than retreat to her art when she was home, she holed up in her bedroom on the internet. She spent hours, entire nights, online. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, message boards, private chat rooms. She was either with Tarek or at the organization’s office, or she was on the internet.

“One day, I returned home early with one of the DGSE’s technical officers. We imaged the hard drive of her laptop.” He held up a hand. “Before you ask, this officer is someone I’ve known for twenty years. I said that I was concerned about my daughter’s boyfriend and her online habits. He has three daughters of his own, he asked no questions. I have the only copy of the hard drive, and the equipment that was used to collect the information has been destroyed.”

“We’ll need that image,” Kate said.

“I will ensure you receive a copy.”

“Not a copy. The original.”

He made a gesture of concession. “As you wish.”

“Were you able to get your hands on her phone?” Nick asked.

“Unfortunately, no. The phone is always with her.”

“Are you confident that the hard drive image captures enough of her online activity to inform our approach? Young twenty-somethings live on their phones. Sometimes I feel like laptops have become obsolete.”

“I believe you’ll find most of what you need. Camille has suffered from migraines for years. She prefers working on a larger screen that allows more flexibility with the size of fonts and images.”

“You said she spent time on social media and in private chat rooms. What type of interactions was she having? Was it simply ‘likes’ or retweets? Or was she engaging with specific individuals?” Kate asked.

“From what I can tell—and I caution you that I am a bit of a luddite—it started when she began following Tarek and his friends on Facebook and Twitter and Instagram. Their feeds are filled with Islamic State propaganda, conspiracy theories, all manner of insanity. Tarek sent her links to more extreme content, and from there she just kept clicking. It is like a rabbit hole, I believe you say?”

Kate nodded absently. She tapped her cheek with her pen. “Tell us about the personalities. The direct contacts.”

“Approximately six months ago, she began engaging with a man calling himself Samir. The recruitment process was one you would recognize. Deep conversations about life and religion and philosophy, the decadence of the West, the moral decay of our societies. He praised the work of the mujahideen in Syria, their holy and righteous cause to liberate enslaved masses from French and American and British oppressors and create an Islamic paradise that would welcome all believers, regardless of origin.”

“Were these conversations in French?”

“No, English, and fairly good English. But other than his use of English rather than French, he gave no clue as to his nationality. He did seem keenly interested in her French citizenship, however. As you know, French and Francophone Belgian jihadis have poured into Syria to fight. This has been followed by a corresponding influx in French and Belgian women traveling in hopes of settling in the caliphate. Good riddance, I used to say. And now…my thinking has evolved.

“Finally, about a month ago, right before I copied her hard drive, Samir revealed that he was a fighter and recruiter for the Islamic State. He asked her to come to Syria to support the caliphate. He said the caliphate needed her. The caliphate needed good, pious Muslims like her. She agreed to come.”

“Wait,” Nick said. “Back up. She converted?”

“If I understood her conversations with Samir correctly, he is preparing her to formally convert immediately upon her arrival to Raqqa. He is treating her like she is already a member of the faith, however.”

“Where is Tarek in these developments?”

“It turns out, Monsieur Cavanaugh, that Tarek was simply not committed enough to the cause for my daughter. She asked him to come with her to Syria, where they would marry. He would fight the infidels and she would live blissfully in the caliphate, tending house and bearing his children. He balked, and she called him a coward and ended their relationship. Tarek’s police record suggests that he is far more interested in continuing his small-time criminal enterprises—extortion, breaking and entering, stealing cars—than fighting and dying on the battlefield in Syria.”

“When does she plan to leave?”

“According to the last conversation I saw between her and Samir, she has booked herself on a Turkish Airways flight from Paris to Istanbul on September twenty-seventh.”

Jake let loose a low whistle. “That’s less than a month away.”

“My fear is that I return home and she is gone. Samir pressed her to come sooner, but she remained firm that she needed to settle certain issues beforehand. I suspect one of them was the situation with Tarek. She has given her mother and me no indication that she will leave, but she has always been good at hiding things from us.” 

“What else stood out to you?”

“She seems to have a fascination with the Islamic State’s Dabiq magazine, one of their main propaganda tools, as I’m sure you’re aware. She downloaded expensive graphic design software and taught herself how to use it. She has a folder full of art that she created, perhaps in hopes of contributing to the cause in that fashion.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Nick said.

“You know that, and I know that, but my daughter has a romantic view of life in the caliphate. She doesn’t seem to understand what her future holds. I’ll give the Islamic State credit—their marketing is outstanding.”

“Assuming we can organize everything in the next couple of weeks, we need to discuss a few key details. First, what languages does your daughter speak?” Kate asked.

“Native French, obviously, and she is fluent in English. She studied it all throughout her schooling, and of course no one can escape the pervasiveness of your culture,” Dubois said with a slight smile.

“Does she speak any Arabic?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Perhaps she knows hello or please or thank you, but I saw no indication that she had made any effort to learn the language.”

“Is she a true believer?” Nick asked.

Dubois poured more Perrier. “That is the question, n’est pas? She believes, that much is clear. She has embraced this cause fully; it has become like her art, a passion, and something to be defended at all costs. Politics and social-justice issues were never on her radar. She barely even mentioned the attacks in France when they occurred. Tarek brought her out of her shell, but also unleashed something in her that I didn’t know existed. And Samir, a smooth, savvy sociopath, exploited a long-suppressed need to belong. I believe she would do anything he asked.”

“Including perpetrating violence?”

Dubois frowned. “Perhaps.”

“Do you consider Camille fragile?” Kate asked.

“Before I knew all this, I would have said yes, without a doubt. But now I’m not so sure. Today there is a hardness in her that I don’t recognize.” He paused. “May I ask what your plan is?”

“If we agree to take this assignment?” Nick said pointedly.

Dubois smiled patiently. “Yes, Monsieur Cavanaugh, if you agree.”

“The plan stays in-house,” Kate replied. “That will be another condition of our partnership. You agree to trust us completely.”

“Can you tell me if you will conduct any activity in France? I do need to ensure that you’re protected.”

“No operational activity will take place in France. And if that changes, we would notify you through Diana. Is that sufficient?”

“Oui, merci. I understand why you don’t want to share your plan with me. If I were in your position, I would feel the same. But I would like to be sure that you will not hurt her.”

Kate shook her head. “There will be no physical violence, not unless she attacks us. In that case, we’ll defend ourselves accordingly. Samir played a psychological game with her, and we would do the same. I can’t guarantee that she won’t come out of the experience traumatized, but trauma at our hands will look much different than trauma at the hands of the Islamic State.”

Dubois rubbed his face. “Mon Dieu.”

“You asked us to show her the error of her ways,” Nick reminded him. “There’s no gentle way to do that.”

“I understand. But, also, I do not understand.”

“Escalation,” Kate said. “Let’s leave it at that.”

“On a more practical matter, France passed a law criminalizing travel to Syria. If she steps into the country, she will have committed a criminal act.”

“Noted,” Kate said. “But if we fail to convince her to return home, we won’t forcibly stop her from crossing. I know she’ll always be your little girl, but in the eyes of the law, she’s an adult. At some point, she’ll have to make a choice.”

“That is fair.”

“And now, one last thing before we make our decision.” Kate leaned forward, resting forearms on the table. “How much are you worth?”

Dubois started. “How is that relevant? I’m confident I can afford your services.”

“You agreed to answer all our questions. What’s your net wealth?”

He fiddled with his wedding ring. “Approximately two million euros.”

Kate cocked her head. “Would you like to try again?”

“Pardonnez-moi?”

“I believe you’ve been truthful with us up to this point. But I think you’re lying to us now. And if you do it again, we’re done.”

Dubois pursed his lips and stared at Kate. She slowly twirled her pen, holding his eyes. He sighed.

“Approximately twelve million euros.”

Fraser gaped at him. “Jesus, Laurent.”

He shrugged. “My wife brought considerable assets into the marriage. And we are not subject to the same strict rules as government employees in your country.”

Nick and Jake looked at Kate. “Close enough,” she said.

“Would it be wrong of me, Madame Cavanaugh, to suspect that you already knew the answer to that question? Although without hacking into my…” He trailed off. “Ah.”

“Last question,” Nick said. “Twelve million euros is a lot of money. What’s your daughter’s life worth?”

“You expect me to put a monetary value to her life?”

“Sure. Just toss a number out there.” He leaned conspiratorially toward Dubois. “I’m just saying, if it were me in this situation, I’d spend a bit to get her back—gotta sleep at night, after all—but I’m not about to blow a lifetime of hard work and marrying up on some dumb, ungrateful kid who should know better.”

“Monsieur Cavanaugh, I’m appalled that you would use this opportunity to extort a terrified parent.”

“It’s a simple question, Laurent.”

“Madame Cavanaugh, I beg you, please—”

“Answer the question,” Kate said.

Tears sprang to Dubois’s eyes. He swiped at them with the back of his hand. “She’s worth every euro. Take everything. Just please bring her home.”

“Give us a few minutes to confer.”
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“All right, Monsieur Dubois, Sandstorm will take this assignment.” Dubois straightened and Kate held up a hand to preempt any interjections. “I think we’ve been clear about our terms. Nick, Jake, and I will make this our priority. We’ll provide updates as necessary through Diana. As I said before, it’s best that you don’t know our exact plans, and you need to prepare yourself for periods of silence.”

“Compris. I am at your disposal for whatever you need.”

“We’ll need to bring in a special team.”

“Oh dear,” Fraser said with a sigh.

Dubois looked at Fraser in alarm, and then back to Kate. “A team? But I thought you would keep the knowledge of this matter to those in the room.”

“Based on the information you provided, this is more complicated than we realized. If your daughter truly believes, then we need to go all in. You have our word that those we involve will be bound by the strictest adherence to our confidentiality agreement, which is standard in all our contracts.”

“You know of this team?” Dubois asked Fraser.

“I do. I have complete faith that they’ll get the job done.”

Dubois nodded. “Whatever is necessary. I will trust you. And your team.”

“Thank you. And on the matter of payment…”

“I’ll need some time to liquidate holdings and make the transfers. I will contact my broker as soon as we conclude here. Please ensure that I have your account information.”

Kate turned to Nick. “Would you like to tell him?”

“Defer to you, darling.”

“You’ll pay our standard fee and expenses. We’ll take an initial payment as soon as you can make it in order to start laying the groundwork. Don’t worry, we keep excellent records, and we won’t spend a penny more than we have to.”

“But…but I don’t understand. Why the question of my wealth?”

Kate smiled.

“I can pay you. I want to pay you. Whatever it takes. I didn’t lie.”

“We know.”

“But—”

Fraser laid a hand on his shoulder. “They know. I think that was the point.”

Dubois ran a hand over his hair. “You are very good, Madame Cavanaugh. I see why Diana thinks you are the best.” He transitioned to French. “But it is difficult to determine the intentions of your husband.” 

Kate shrugged and responded in French. “He’s like a bull. No subtlety and gleefully combative. Ignore what he says and watch what he does, and his true intentions become clear.”

“Such is the nature of a former Marine, yes?”

“Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

Fraser smiled. Nick looked back and forth between Kate and Dubois. He frowned at Jake.

“I feel like I just got insulted.”

“For sure,” Jake said.

“It’s time for that drink.” Nick poured scotch for everyone and passed the glasses down the table.

“What must I do between now and September twenty-seventh?” Dubois asked.

“Keep Diana apprised of any changes in Camille’s behavior. And, of course, if she makes any sudden movements, like changing her flight. We’ll be working a few things back here to prepare.”

“And on September twenty-seventh?”

Kate took a sip of scotch, feeling the warmth traveling through her system, giving her courage to say what came next. “Let her go.”
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A courier from Paris, dispatched by Diana, delivered the original hard drive image to Sandstorm on Wednesday, two days after the meeting with Dubois. Before the Monday meeting broke up, Kate and Diana had spoken privately. Kate had explained what she needed from her, namely giving her counterpart in Turkey a heads-up that the Sandstorm family was about to reunite, and it was guaranteed to be a doozy. 

Upon her return to Paris, Fraser had sent Kate a message requesting a conference call. Sandstorm didn’t have the equipment or clearances to connect to the government’s secure video teleconference system, but Fraser simply commandeered one of the Paris embassy’s unclassified systems after close of business. They could talk around anything sensitive.

Wednesday afternoon, after Kate had handed off the hard drive image to George, their blue-haired hacker on retainer who promised to work her magic within twenty-four hours, the three partners gathered in the conference room and dialed the U.S. Embassy in Paris. Diana Fraser’s face filled the screen.

“Bon soir,” Kate said. “Thanks for the package.”

“I have an idea of how you plan to insert yourselves into the proceedings. Do you need any help with that on the technical side?”

“We have a blue-haired whiz kid on the problem. She’s supposed to give us options tomorrow.”

“Your decision to charge only your standard fee and expenses was a truly magnanimous gesture, but don’t put yourselves at risk trying to save his money. Buy clean equipment, invest in the best digital security if you don’t have it already.”

“Don’t worry, we’re not taking any chances.”

“And we’re flying business class, just like we would for any other job,” Nick chimed in. “The frog can afford it.”

Fraser sighed. “He certainly can. Yet another reason to marry rich.”

“Mrs. Frog did bring assets to the marriage, but from what we can tell, he accrued a fair bit of his wealth from insider trading,” Kate said. 

Fraser laughed. “The French and their laissez-faire attitude. Must be nice.” 

“What’s the status with our final destination? Are we good?”

“That’s what I wanted to discuss. I called my counterpart and explained the broad strokes of the situation. In principle, he didn’t object too strenuously.”

“But?”

“But he said you’d have to do it completely under the radar. Their relationship with the local service has been strained, and he thinks they would either deny permission outright or be so far up your asses when you hit the ground that you couldn’t do anything.”

“And if we get caught?” Nick said.

“Ever seen Midnight Express?”

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

“Look, if you get tossed in prison, we’ll get you out. It may just take a bit of time.”

“This is insane,” Nick said to Kate.

“Okay, before we make any rash decisions, let’s think logically. How closely are the locals watching arrivals?” Kate asked. 

“Clearly not closely enough, considering the tens of thousands who have transited in order to cross. But snark aside, they’re not paying any attention to women. Men from certain countries, with a certain look, will probably receive some interest. Western Europeans are more likely to get questioned than Americans, overall. Your target should breeze through immigration easily.”

“What’s the status of our documents?”

“They’ll be ready by early next week. I briefed the two relevant directorate chiefs and the deputy director for ops. Everyone is on board. They asked a lot of questions, of course, but seem content to let it play out.”

“I’m shocked.”

“The push to do more with the French comes from the highest levels. They love the idea of him owing us.”

“Us?” Nick said. “Who is this ‘us’ you speak of?”

Fraser smiled. “You know what I mean.”

“Back to this whole Midnight Express situation,” Jake said. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, yes. But both my counterpart and I share the assessment that you’ll be just another handful of white faces amongst the tourist masses. As long as nothing spills out into the open, you won’t be worth their time.”

“Look, if the operating environment isn’t conducive to what we had in mind, either we find a new place or we scrap the mission,” Kate said to Jake. “You have a family.”

Jake waved away the concern. “Lisa has so much life insurance on me, she’d be in Dubois’s tax bracket if I disappeared.”

“What about a local point of contact?” Kate asked.

“All set up. He’ll arrive a week or so before you do.”

“You didn’t force him to do this, did you?”

She laughed. “The only thing I forced him to do was calm down. He was ready to drive to Dulles and get on the first flight out. And the rest of your merry band?”

“Just waiting for the word.”

“Give them my regards.”

“Thanks for the help. I’ll be in touch.”

“Bonne chance, mon petit.”


      [image: ]The next morning, Margaret escorted the blue-haired whiz kid to Kate and Nick’s office. Margaret and George, as dissimilar as two people could be, had reached a détente whereby Margaret would refrain from announcing that “the felon” had arrived and George would respect Margaret’s authority to control access to Sandstorm and especially to the three partners, the cubs to her mama Grizzly. 

George flopped onto their couch and retrieved her laptop from her backpack. Kate and Nick took the chairs across from the couch. As the laptop whirred to life, George put her Converse-clad feet up on the coffee table.

“I’m going to start by saying, this shit is fucked up. Whoever this Camille chick is, she needs help.” George pronounced Camille phonetically.

“Well, she’s French, so obviously,” Nick said.

“Ha! Nice.” George reached a fist toward him, which he bumped. “Cheese-eating surrender monkeys, am I right?”

“Aside from the obvious, what were your impressions? Who is this girl?”

George looked to Kate in surprise. “Like my thoughts and stuff?”

“Sure. You’re not much older than Camille. You grew up online. You’ve been in trouble with the law because of your unique skills with computers. You had access to everything, and I’m pretty sure you’ve figured out who her father is. Who is this girl?”

“Camee. So that’s how you pronounce it. Okay. Well,” George said, “I saw a girl who started out wanting to help people—refugees and migrants, from what I can tell—except a few mouse clicks led to the abyss. First it was a link from some dumbass, Tarek, I think, probably trying to get into her pants. He sent her some YouTube videos, propaganda shit, so I hacked him, too. He’s a complete poser, though.”

“How bad were the videos?”

George shrugged. “Eh, nothing too crazy. It was the stuff she found on her own that got a little weird. She seemed drawn to videos and interviews with women talking about the glory of the caliphate and how it was the only place in the world where Muslims practiced true Islam and how everyone was welcome. I think I was most freaked out by one video where a fully veiled woman talked about her duties as part of the hisbah, whatever that is.”

“The morality police,” Kate replied.

“Those wackos are no joke. Camille ‘liked’ the video on YouTube, and her comment was something like, ‘All caliphettes must respect the authority of our hisbah sisters. It is for us that they cleanse the caliphate of the unbelievers. Glory to God.’”

“So she went all in?”

“Oh yeah. She lapped up the stuff on marriage and family and community and the caliphate’s inclusivity.”

“What about her art?” Nick said. “We were told she has a folder of graphic design art on her computer.”

“She bought and downloaded the full Adobe suite with daddy’s credit card. Got pretty good with it. The early efforts are a little uneven, but she’s got talent. If you’re into flaming swords and shit like that. Frequently clicked on anything referencing some online magazine called Dabiq. Seems like a propaganda tool.”

“How about her contacts? One in particular, a Samir,” Kate said.

“Oh Jesus, Samir, that smooth-talking bastard.”

“Do you have any idea who or where he is?”

“He’s using a shit-ton of encryption. I had a hell of a time locating his real IP address, but I tracked him to an internet café in Raqqa, Syria.”

Kate and Nick shared a glance. “Looks like she found herself a live one,” Nick said. “I gave it fifty-fifty that he was some creep in his mom’s basement.”

“Did he let slip any biographical information?” Kate asked.

“Not really. He deflected most of her personal questions, but didn’t hesitate to thump his own chest. Claimed to be a high-ranking ISIS member, direct contact with leadership, one of the first wave into the caliphate, glorified fighter, killed many infidels, recruiting her because she’s special, et cetera, et cetera.”

“He never indicated where he might be from?”

“Not that I could see. Now, it’s possible she also talks to him through a different app on her phone, but she spent a lot of time with him on her laptop.”

“Any photos or videos exchanged?”

“He never sent her anything of himself. She sent him a couple of selfies, but she was veiled. Only her eyes were visible.”

“We know they communicated in English. Did he use any other languages with her?”

“He tossed in the occasional Allahu akbar, but otherwise they stuck to English.”

“Most importantly, the thing we asked you to do? The thing that’s kind of illegal. Did you do it?”

George looked insulted. “Is that a real question?”

Kate smiled. “My apologies, I know better than to doubt you. If we give you one of our company credit cards—”

“Whoa, whoa,” Nick said.

“—would you go buy us two new laptops and get them set up with everything we need? Top of the line security, VPNs, and copies of everything on Camille’s computer transferred to ours?”

George’s eyes lit up. “Hell yes.”

Nick went to his desk and found a spare credit card. “Bring back a receipt for everything,” he said sternly.

This time she looked hurt. “I’m a hacker, not a thief.”

“Everything,” he repeated.

She stuck the card in her pocket. “Aye aye, Marine.”

Nick sighed. “Where did we find her?” he said to Kate.

“Can you have everything set up by tomorrow morning?”

“For sure. I’ll swing by no later than eleven.”

“We may need you on call for the next couple months, so don’t disappear.”

“You guys pay too well for me to disappear. I do a few jobs a year for you and my parole officer doesn’t question how I can afford my apartment.” George shut down her laptop and slung her pack over her shoulder. “Hey, this terrorist shit…this seems highly questionable. What are you up to?”

“We could tell her,” Nick began.

“But we’d definitely have to kill her,” Kate finished.

“Aw, guys.”


      [image: ]Nick rubbed his eyes. He had been scrolling through conversation after conversation between Camille and Samir, making notes on a yellow legal pad of key phrases, recurring themes, Camille’s hopes and dreams, Samir’s sociopathy. They spent hours online together each night, but for the most part the ramblings were cogent. Samir was a silver-tongued serpent, slithering into her life and telling her exactly what she wanted to hear. Then he sat back and let her convince herself of what she needed to believe. Only recently had he retaken overt control of their relationship, teaching and guiding with a firm hand, indoctrinating her with his twisted version of Islam.

Nick leaned back in the leather recliner in their home office and closed his eyes, but seconds later he heard the thump of Shadow’s tail on the floor beside him. Kate stood in the doorway, watching him. 

“Hey, beautiful,” he said, holding a hand toward her.

She crossed the room and he pulled her onto his lap. She stroked his cheek, covered with a week’s worth of beard growth, and kissed him.

“This is pretty awful, isn’t it?”

He sighed. “Yeah.”

“Obviously I know these things happen—it’s all over the news, and of course I have firsthand experience with terrorist recruitment operations—but being a third party, an intimate third party, offers a much different point of view. I feel…”

He felt her shudder and held her tighter. “Helpless?”

“When I did this sort of thing, it never occurred to me how it would look from the outside.”

“Kate, when you did this sort of thing, this was not how it looked. Trust me. I was the intimate third party, remember?”

“Samir would argue that I’m no different than him. The only difference is our choice of cause, which we each believe is righteous.”

“The difference between fighting terrorism and recruiting naïve kids to be actual terrorists couldn’t be starker. I know Samir believes he’s going to die a martyr and get his seventy-two virgins, but I’m choosing to believe that when he gets blown to kingdom come in an airstrike, Allah will want to have a chat with him.” 

“It would be a travesty of justice if he got those seventy-two virgins.”

Nick brushed a lock of dark hair behind her ear. The soft light from the table lamp caught the remnants of the natural reddish highlights that appeared each summer, the partner to the smattering of light sun freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her hazel eyes, flecked with green and gold, met his. He lost himself in their depths.

“Can she be saved?” he asked.

“I want to believe she can be.”

“Samir doesn’t stand a chance against you.”

She smiled. “I know. Now take me to bed.”

Nick stood, cradling her in his arms. “Your wish is my command, emira.”


      [image: ]Nick prepared breakfast while Kate finished her yoga routine on the porch. It was a cool morning, but she worked up a sweat over an hour. Nick watched her through the sliding glass door as he beat eggs for omelets, Shadow staring attentively at the bowl in his hands. Nick still had no idea how anyone could bend like that. His lower back hurt just watching her.

He lit the burner under the kettle when she entered the house, sweaty but glowing. She stood on tiptoes to kiss him—he had to help her by bending down—and then readied an infuser of loose-leaf green tea. 

“Need help?”

He poured the boiling water over her tea, handed her a bowl of fruit, and directed her toward the stools on the other side of the kitchen island. “No. You’re in the way.”

“I’m in the way, but he’s not?” She gestured to Shadow, whose nose inched dangerously close to the skillet in which her veggie-and-cheese omelet cooked.

Nick flipped the omelet, slid it onto a plate, and set it before her. “I made a list. What do you think?” 

Kate pulled the legal pad closer. “Interesting. What’s your rationale?”

Nick poured raw eggs into the pan for his own omelet and put two slices of whole-grain bread into the toaster oven. “I don’t think he’s an Arab. He doesn’t talk like one.”

“I agree.” Her eyes ran up and down the list. It wasn’t long. “You don’t think he could be Western European, though? Or even American?”

“He’s clearly had a Western education, or spent time in the West. But I’m not convinced he’s Western European. And no, I don’t believe he’s American.”

“If he were French or Belgian, or from a Francophone country, I do think he would have communicated with her in French. The English is good, but there’s just something off.”

“Something a little non-native,” Nick agreed. 

“German?” 

“Too much of a sense of humor.”

Kate laughed. “First, I think that’s an unfair stereotype. Second, I can’t believe you think Samir has a sense of humor.”

“Perhaps not so much a sense of humor as a whole-hearted embrace of the absurdity of it all. Do you think he’s German?”

“No. It just seemed like the most plausible of the Western options. Kosovo, Albania, Bosnia…all possible.”

Nick sat beside her with his breakfast. “Do you have a preference?”

She took a sip of tea and tapped one nationality on the list.

“I knew you would choose that one.”

“I’m impressed you included it.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, it works for this harebrained scheme of yours.”

“I have to make contact with Samir this weekend. I want to fly out next weekend at the latest. I need a few days on the ground before Camille rolls in.” Kate nibbled a grape and watched him. 

Nick forced himself to finish chewing and swallow around the lump of dread in his throat. “Amy’s been busy. She sent some photos to our Sandstorm accounts. And her proposal to enhance security is…” He paused. “Audacious.”

“I’m glad she hasn’t lost her touch.”

Nick made Shadow give him a high five before tossing a small piece of bread crust into the air. The dog snatched it and then engaged in a series of increasingly aggressive high fives for another treat. He followed them to the dishwasher and licked each dish as they loaded. Kate wrapped her arms around Nick’s waist.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine. When do you plan to cyberstalk Samir?”

“George will let me know when he logs on. He’s especially active at night, Syria time. My new social media accounts are populated with history and George got me access to the chatrooms he frequents most often.” Kate shook her head in wonder. “That girl really is dangerous with a computer.” 

“How can you be sure he won’t ignore you?”

Kate smiled. “Men are not complicated creatures. Especially the ones who think they are.”

Nick sighed. 


      [image: ]George sent a WhatsApp message at three that afternoon. Everyone’s online.

“Showtime,” Kate said.

Nick collected his laptop and notes from the dining table, where they had spread out to work. “I’ll be upstairs.”

“I promise I’ll keep the flirting to a minimum,” she said. 

“Temptress.”

She blew him a kiss.

Ready? George messaged.

Kate sent a thumbs-up emoji. Nick, a member of the group chat, sent a dark-skinned, turbaned, Arab-looking emoji.

We’re live.

Kate, already logged in under her username KalashEM47, admired her avatar. George had set up Kate’s various fake social media profiles with a photo of Kate, in an abaya and fully veiled, posing with Nick’s contraband AK-47. George had gone overboard during the photoshoot at the Cavanaugh household, making the most of her time with Kate’s high-end photography equipment and souvenirs from an adult life spent wandering the globe. Her Instagram feed was full of backdated images of her in full Muslim dress superimposed in Arab locales: Cairo, Amman, Beirut, Tunis, Rabat, Baghdad, Sanaa, and even Damascus before the war. All places she had visited or served, camera in hand, providing a multitude of scenery photos for George to manipulate. Others were close-ups of her eyes, ringed with heavy mascara and eye shadow, striking in their intensity. Kate’s own artful photos of weapons, mostly guns and tribal knives from all over the region, broke the parade of selfies. 

Kate typed into the window a mixture of English and transliterated Arabic. As-salaam alaikum, brothers and sisters.  

Wa alaikum as-salaam, came the polite response from several users. 

Kate held her hands poised over the keyboard. Waiting. Hoping.

Tell us, sister, how did you gain access to this chatroom? asked CaliphSamir.

“Hello, Samir,” she whispered. She consulted her notes. George had dug deep on Samir. She wrote: Abu Omar al-Masri, may he rest in peace, was my teacher in Cairo throughout my studies. We remained in contact until he passed last month. He spoke highly of you and facilitated my entry into this chat. He told me to wait until I was truly ready.

Are you truly ready? he asked.

Kate paused for dramatic effect, which she knew was wasted in the virtual world. I am. I’m ready.

Then welcome to our glorious cause, he responded.

“Welcome” in a variety of languages hit her screen. It was clear who held the power in this room.

I love your avatar, @KalashEM47, wrote CMDvivelecalifat. Is that you?

“Et bonjour, Camille,” Kate said.  She wrote: It’s me. I volunteered in Yemen after the war started. I served in a field hospital for victims of Houthi and Iranian attacks. We were always prepared to defend ourselves.

Shia dogs, someone responded.

It appears that our sister has shown her mettle, but will she also demonstrate her devotion to our just and righteous struggle? Perhaps she will join the wave of caliphettes who stream toward our land of milk and honey, wrote Samir.

Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!

Kate joined in the virtual chant. Then she directed her attention to Camille. I’m glad to find a fellow caliphette.

Camille sent her an invitation to a private conversation. Kate accepted. A new chat window opened, just her and the young Frenchwoman.

CMDvivelecalifat: My name is Camille.

KalashEM47: Hi, Camille. I’m Kate.

CMDvivelecalifat: Are you English?

KalashEM47: American.

CMDvivelecalifat: It’s rare that we have Americans joining our cause. 

KalashEM47: Americans wouldn’t know how to serve a cause greater than themselves if their lives depended on it.

CMDvivelecalifat: It’s not much different in France. One caliphette at a time, we can be the change the world needs.

KalashEM47: I agree. All it takes is one.

CMDvivelecalifat: You have been to many places, done many things. Samir will be eager to talk to you.

Kate thought she detected a note of jealousy in the girl’s words. Is Samir a brother who can help get me to Syria? Is there a way to contact him privately?

CMDvivelecalifat: Samir initiates contact. It is always at his request.

Kate rolled her eyes at the haughtiness. He must hold you in high regard.

CMDvivelecalifat: We have a special relationship.

“Gross,” she said to no one. A second private chat invitation popped up. Kate accepted. She typed into Camille’s chat: He’s messaging me! Then she focused on Samir.

I hope I will not regret my defense of you, my sister, Samir wrote. 

KalashEM47: Thank you for your support, brother. The time has come for me to take the next step in my journey.

CaliphSamir: Good. I would hate to look the fool if you did not join our ranks. 

KalashEM47: Is that an invitation?

CaliphSamir: We seek strong, dedicated women. We warriors derive much of our own strength from the women who love and support us, who bear our children, who make our homes. 

KalashEM47: Perhaps this is out of line, but would you be willing to help me get to Raqqa? 

Samir took a while to respond. Finally, he wrote: I am intrigued by your profile, sister. It is not often that we see an American woman looking to take such risks. I hope you will understand if I take some time to consider your request.

KalashEM47: Of course. I didn’t mean to push. Your security is paramount.

CaliphSamir: Return to the chatroom in two days’ time. Perhaps I will have made up my mind by then.

KalashEM47: Thank you, brother. May Allah keep you safe.

Samir closed out the chat. Kate returned to Camille. She wrote: I think I made a mistake. I think I asked too much.

CMDvivelecalifat: Samir is very security conscious. He will research who you say you are. It is an honor to earn his trust.

KalashEM47: I have nothing to hide. I seek only an opportunity help people.

CMDvivelecalifat: I’m talking to him now. You impress him. Be patient, sister.

KalashEM47: It’s so hard to be patient when you’re finally ready to take the biggest step of your life.

CMDvivelecalifat: I understand.

KalashEM47: Thank you for your kindness.

CMDvivelecalifat: We have much to discuss.

About an hour later, Kate and Camille wrapped up their conversation, Kate claiming she had to work a night shift. Camille said nothing more about her discussion with Samir. Nick soon wandered downstairs and took a seat at the table. 

“Well?” he said.

“Talked to them both.”

“Are you and Camille besties?”

“I think it will be a balancing act. She seemed happy to have a fellow woman enter her sphere, but at the same time, she was possessive of Samir.”

“And the international man of mystery?”

“Said he was intrigued by my profile.”

Nick’s dimples made a quick appearance. “It’s a hot profile. I’d bang that chick.”

“You do bang that chick.”

“Did he ask you for a photo?”

“No.”

“He will. He’s a perv.”

“Then he’ll get the sexiest from my ‘burka babes’ line of selfies.” 

Nick leaned back in his chair. “I’m not sure that’s what he’s looking for. Is it wise to anger a violent terrorist?”

Kate rested her chin in her hand and fixed her eyes on her husband. “Are you suggesting that I send him a nude?”

Nick shrugged, but a shadow of a smile crossed his face. “It’s your operation, Pixie. Do what you think is best.”

“I can’t wait to see a transcript of his conversation with Camille.”

“That’s why we pay the whiz kid.”

Just as he spoke, an email appeared in Kate’s inbox, transcripts of that evening’s conversations. George had established remote access to Camille’s computer and would continue to dig and forward relevant information.

“Speaking of…”

He winked at her. “Happy reading.”
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