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The three partners at Sandstorm International had just finished a teleconference with Oman-based clients, a U.S. shipping company seeking to augment training for their security personnel stationed at the port of Muscat, and now debated a walk to their favorite bistro for a late breakfast. 

“We know where Kate stands,” Jake said.

“For the record, I made Kate an omelet the size of a large pizza this morning, and with about as much cheese,” Nick said.

“That was hours ago, and I always have room for second breakfast,” Kate replied.

Jake stood and stretched. “Shall we? I’m starving.”

An email popped into Kate’s inbox, with only a subject line: Let me know when call is over. “Hang on. Margaret needs us.”

Jake opened the door and stood aside for Margaret to enter Kate and Nick’s shared office.

“What’s up?” Kate asked.

“Do you remember that woman who visited twice last year? Leslie Vincent?”

“Oh no,” Nick said, before Kate could respond. “Absolutely not.”

“Hush,” Kate told him.

“She’s on the phone requesting a meeting with you.”

“No,” Nick said.

“At least she called this time,” Kate said. “When does she want to meet?”

“This afternoon at one o’clock.”

“No,” Nick said.

“She indicated there would be others joining her.”

“Oh my God, how many times do I have to say no?”

Jake snorted. Margaret waited for Kate, who gnawed her bottom lip. She picked up her iPhone, then set it back on her desk.

“Fine,” she said. “One o’clock.”

“Damn it, Kate.”

Margaret smiled. “Main conference room at one.”

“Let Leslie know that she’s going to get a nasty text message from me,” Kate called after Margaret’s retreating figure.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Nick muttered.

“Come on, aren’t you even a little bit curious?” Kate stood, grabbed her phone and purse, and motioned the two men toward the door. “We can argue about it over second breakfast.”


      [image: ]As usual, Nick lost the argument to his wife over second breakfast. Kate sent a WhatsApp message to the woman calling herself Leslie Vincent, but all she received in return were not-so-cryptic emojis of poop and fire.

“I’m not sure that bodes well,” Kate commented over her Belgian waffle smothered in butter, whipped cream, and fresh fruit.

Nick ordered a pitcher of Bloody Mary and drank most of it himself.

A few minutes before one, the partners arrayed themselves at the conference room table, with Kate at the head flanked by Nick and Jake. Sandstorm International, a Boston-based boutique security consultancy, was no longer able to accommodate same-day meeting requests except from their most important clients or most important potential clients, but Kate was willing to make an exception for Leslie Vincent. If she were a cat, curiosity would have cost her all nine lives, in quick succession.

“I don’t deserve this,” Nick said to Kate.

“You’re right, darling, you deserve much worse.” Kate smiled sweetly at him as the frosted-glass door swung open and Margaret showed in their guests.

The partners stood. Kate managed to conceal a smile, Nick barely stifled a sigh, and Jake coughed to muffle a snicker.

Diana Fraser, who was known to call herself Leslie Vincent on occasion, entered first, followed by a thin, fit man with stylishly mussed hair wearing a tailored suit. Two men followed him, and then a fifth individual burst through the door and beelined for Kate, a huge grin on his face.

“Charlie!”

Kate hugged Charlie Rodriguez, whose tight embrace lifted her off the ground a couple of inches. Charlie slapped Nick on the back and reached across the table to fist-bump Jake before taking up position at Diana’s side.

“Please, sit,” Kate said.

Their five visitors had separated themselves, Diana and Charlie on one side, the three men on the other. The fit man with the tailored suit caught Kate’s eye and gave her the quickest of winks. Kate gestured for Diana to begin.

“Kate, Nick, Jake, I’d like to introduce you to our partners from la Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure, the French external security service. Laurent Dubois, the director-general; Henri Ardouin, the chief of protocol; and Emmanuel Giraud, their top Sahel analyst.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Kate replied. She saw in her peripheral vision that Nick and Jake gave no indication that they knew anyone on the French side.

“Gentlemen, Kate Cavanaugh, Nick Cavanaugh, and Jake Gillespie of Sandstorm International.”

“Enchanté, madame, messieurs,” said Dubois. “Diana has told us much about you.”

“What can Sandstorm do for the CIA and the DGSE?” Kate asked.

Diana Fraser, the CIA’s station chief in Paris, smiled apologetically at Kate, her former subordinate. “I’m not sure where to start.”

“Maybe I should save you the trouble and tell you we’re not taking on new clients,” Nick said.

Fraser smirked at him. Charlie snickered. Ardouin, the DGSE’s chief of protocol, hissed at Dubois in French. Dubois waved away the concern.

“Ignore him,” Kate said. “We’re all ears.”

“How familiar are you with the Sahel?”

“We do some work in West Africa, but mostly Senegal, Ghana, and Nigeria.”

“Nothing in Mali?”

“Not directly. Our NGO clients push into Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso from their home base in Senegal. We advise them on best practices, but Sandstorm hasn’t put boots on the ground. Even for the locals it’s exceptionally dangerous, especially if they don’t have the right tribal or ethnic background.”

“Then you know for a Westerner it’s downright suicidal to leave the confines of Bamako or the other regional capitals,” Diana said.

Kate had an inkling of where this was headed. “Have people made some bad life choices?”

“Spectacularly bad.”

Nick sighed. “Look, we have a lot going on. Whatever you want from us, just say it. Please.”

Ardouin again hissed at Dubois. “Juste écoute,” Dubois responded. Just listen.

Fraser continued. “Between our two countries, we have at least five known hostages held by al-Qaeda’s affiliate, the Islamic Emirate of the Maghreb, in northern Mali. Two Americans and three French nationals.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “And?”

Fraser cringed. “We don’t know where they are.”

The partners exchanged glances. Kate frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“We want you to find them.”

“Let me get this straight. You’d like us to do what the most powerful intelligence agency in the world, and a partner service that once controlled the country in question, can’t do?” Nick gestured to Kate and Jake. “The three of us?”

“Yes.”

“C’est complètement absurde,” Ardouin said to Dubois.

Nick looked curiously at Fraser. “You seem so…I don’t know…together. But then you speak.”

Charlie covered his face, laughing.

Kate shot Nick a look. “That’s a pretty big ask,” she said.

“I know. And we’re not here on a lark. We’ve tried everything. All available resources on both sides have been directed against this problem for the past six months.”

“Six months really isn’t that long,” Kate said.

“We’re under a lot of pressure,” Fraser said.

“From whom? The families?”

“No, the families are the FBI’s problem.”

“Then…”

Fraser sighed. “Perhaps you’re aware that the new administration is eager for a foreign policy win? And that the vice president himself has taken a keen interest in the plight of American missionaries overseas?”

Kate held up a hand. “Now that I’m no longer an underpaid, underappreciated government employee, I don’t have to care about a politician’s priorities.”

Fraser smiled tightly. “I don’t have that luxury. The director is up everyone’s ass on this. Africa Division is throwing everything they have, which isn’t much, at the problem. After ignoring the issue for years, the Counterterrorism Center’s leaders decided they want in on the action and have started calling the shots, but they’re late to the game and offering edicts disguised as suggestions that aren’t terribly helpful.”

“Shocking,” Kate said dryly.

“It’s fallen to the field, specifically Laurent and me, to develop a coherent strategy and direct collection.”

“But?”

“It turns out that northern Mali is a black hole for both services. It’s too big, too vast, and everyone has an agenda and constantly shifting loyalties. We haven’t been able to establish a foothold or determine whom we should actually be engaging for actionable information on the hostages.”

“You know, I’m willing to give the Agency a pass on this failure, but what’s your excuse, Monsieur Dubois? No one keen to help the former colonial overlord?” Nick asked.

Ardouin bristled, but the corners of Dubois’s mouth twitched in amusement. “I’m told you are well-versed in history, Mr. Cavanaugh, so I will not attempt to justify our current struggles in Mali or her neighbors.”

Nick looked disappointed that Dubois didn’t take the bait.

“Back to why you’re here,” Kate said. “You want us to find the hostages. And then what?”

“Just find them.”

“You’re looking at a military rescue?” Jake asked.

“It’s a possibility, but a lot depends on where they are. The goal is not to get anyone killed, obviously.”

Kate cocked her head. “Why the rush? I understand you’re being pressured, but this is hardly the first time that politicians have pressured the Agency.”

“I’ll let Charlie and Emmanuel explain.”

Charlie led off. “As Diana said, there are at least five in custody. The two Americans are a married couple, evangelicals who were ‘divinely called’ to the Sahel. They were nabbed in backwoods Niger in late 2015 and immediately spirited over the border into Mali, where we believe they were handed over to IEM, who has held them ever since. They’re older, the husband in his mid-seventies, the wife a couple years younger. Our most recent reporting indicates that the husband is in poor health.”

Jake, the combat medic, leaned forward. “What’s the problem?”

“His kids said he had a pretty severe heart attack about a decade ago and has been on a boatload of meds to keep him stable. He’s been in custody for over eighteen months at this point, almost certainly without medication and under tremendous stress.”

“Proof of life?” Nick asked.

“Not since early 2016. We’re fairly confident they’re still alive, but for how much longer?” Charlie tossed up his hands.

“Al-Qaeda and friends, at least in that part of the world, have been far more interested in kidnapping-for-ransom as opposed to kidnapping-for-beheading, à la ISIS,” Kate said. “Correct?”

“Correct.”

“So, the fear is that an elderly evangelical couple will succumb to difficult conditions in captivity as opposed to dying gruesomely?”

“Yes…and no.” Charlie glanced at Diana. She nodded. “We’ve had some intermittent coverage of the bad guys’ phones, Arabs with known links to IEM. The nerds at NSA think there’s mounting frustration over the U.S.’s refusal to pay a ransom.”

“What are they asking?”

“Eight million dollars for the couple.”

Jake whistled. “I know the government can’t pay, but any hope of the family coming up with that kind of cash?”

“Not a prayer. The concern is that the Americans might be made an example of, especially if the husband is on his last legs, anyway.”

“And les français? Don’t you people pay ransoms? Keep those terrorist coffers full?” Nick said.

Dubois smiled patiently. “I cannot discuss our past actions, but our president, like yours, prefers to see our hostages liberated without payment of ransom.”

“Tell us about your citizens,” Kate said.

Giraud, the analyst, cleared his throat. “The first to be taken were the two sisters, volunteers with an NGO, in the summer of 2014. They had been providing aid to vulnerable populations in Timbuktu in the aftermath of the jihadists’ takeover of the city two years prior. They’re in their early sixties, unmarried and childless, both former teachers. They have one brother, who has been vocal about his displeasure with the government for failing to get them back.”

“And the third?”

“A businessman with wide-ranging interests in the region. He was visiting a mining project in Burkina Faso, in 2016, when gunmen attacked. Like your citizens, he was then handed over to IEM in Mali.”

“Asking price?”

“Three million euros for each.”

“Almost twenty million dollars in total.” Nick shook his head. “We’re in the wrong line of work.”

Jake smirked. “For real.”

“You’re sure your citizens are alive?” Kate asked.

“Oui. We received a video of the sisters approximately eight months ago. Both appeared in decent health, although clearly under duress. A video of the businessman followed, approximately three months ago. Our technicians believe they’re authentic.”

“How confident are you that the five are held together?”

“Pretty confident,” Charlie replied. “The challenge for us has been how frequently they move, and how well the camps are concealed. Like Diana said, it’s a wasteland in the north of the country. They could be anywhere.”

“And all you want us to do is find them?” Nick said.

“Yes,” Fraser replied.

“Well, I’ve heard enough,” Nick said. He looked across the table at Jake, who nodded. “We’re in.”

Giraud leaned toward Dubois and Ardouin and spoke excitedly. Diana and Charlie remained quiet. Dubois shushed Giraud.

“But he said—”

“It is not yet decided until Madame Cavanaugh says it is so.”

Jake laughed. Nick smirked and shook his head in resignation. Kate drummed her fingers on the table and stared at Fraser, who shifted in her seat.

“What aren’t you telling us?”

Diana waited a moment before answering, searching for the right words. “There are some…personalities involved.”

“Such as?”

“Look, we’d try to limit your exposure to—”

“Diana. Who?”

Fraser sighed. “Neil Weiss.”

Kate felt her left eyelid twitch. “And?”

“Van Pelt.”

Nick and Jake watched Kate, but she kept her gaze on Fraser, hoping to appear impassive. Charlie looked like he might put his fist through the wall.

“I thought he was banished to meaningless jobs.”

“Six months ago, the Hostage Task Force was a meaningless job. Then the new leadership rolled in and overnight Van Pelt went from a staff of a few fellow rejects and a nonexistent budget to an influx of personnel, real money, and biweekly briefings with the director.”

“Weiss’s people?”

Fraser nodded. “The Sahel is Weiss’s new playground. He’s convinced Mali will spawn the next great threat to America.”

“Rational people find that assertion a bit hyperbolic,” Charlie said. “But he figured out that if he pretends to care about the hostages, he may generate some incidental reporting on his IEM targets. That’s all he really cares about.”

“Do they know you’re here?”

“They do,” Fraser replied.

“And?”

“Unsupportive is the politest way I can phrase it. However, we have the director’s approval to seek outside assistance. He’s not happy with the task force’s progress so far.”

Kate leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Thanks for coming by. We’ll let you know our decision.”

“Any thoughts on when that might be?”

Kate shrugged. “We’ll call you when we call you.”

Fraser opened her mouth to respond, then thought better of it. “I understand. We appreciate your time. Charlie and I can extend here in Boston until the end of the week, but then I have to head back to Paris. As for our French colleagues…”

“We will remain until you make your decision, Madame Cavanaugh. We look forward to your response.”

Kate smiled tightly. “Margaret will show you out.”


      [image: ]“Dude, you thinking what I’m thinking?” Jake asked once they had adjourned to Kate and Nick’s office.

“Oh yeah. Tuareg militia.”

“Hell yeah, Tuareg militia.”

“And we can be French Foreign Legionnaires!”

“You know what that means,” Jake said.

“Tattoos,” they said in unison.

Kate sat on the couch and kicked off her heels. It never failed, her and Nick supportive of or opposed to different projects. The last time Fraser and Dubois had walked through Sandstorm’s doors, a mere ten months ago, it had taken all of Kate’s considerable powers of persuasion to convince Nick to take the job. Now, he was ready to jet off to Mali and raise a Tuareg militia. For what reason they needed a Tuareg militia was unclear, but that was immaterial at the moment.

Their excitement calmed to a dull roar after a detailed discussion of their planned temporary tattoos—Nick and Jake were the only Marines that Kate knew who did not have tattoos of any kind—and Nick dropped to the couch beside Kate.

“What’s up, babe? You want in on the tattoo action?”

“She could rock a sleeve,” Jake said, stroking his chin and evaluating Kate’s toned arms, highlighted by her sleeveless dress.

“You really want to take this job?”

Nick grinned. “Surprised? Thought you’d have to use your Jedi mind tricks to convince me?”

“Not exactly.”

Nick twisted to face her. “Wait, you don’t want the job?”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

“Not a good idea? This is right up your alley. We bum around the desert for a few weeks, find the hostages, let the SEALs be heroes, and make bank. Plus, we’ll make the CIA and the DGSE look like fools, which is priceless.”

Jake nodded enthusiastically.

Kate shook her head as if to clear it. “You think we—the three of us—will find hostages held by terrorists roaming around a vast wilderness in a few weeks? The same hostages that powerful governments with nearly bottomless resources can’t find over the course of years?”

“Not a doubt in my mind. And I know there’s not a doubt in yours, either. ‘We’ll call you when we call you.’ Loved the power play. Let them sweat, then we roll in and save the day.”

Kate stared at him. “I don’t understand what’s happening here. This is the CIA and French DGSE we’re talking about. The very same intelligence services that literally sent us to therapy.”

Nick reached for Kate’s hand. “And I like to think that you and I and all our crazy stories have enriched Dr. Larson’s professional life. But we’re talking hostages and terrorist assholes. Black and white, good and evil.”

“Not some dumb kid who needs to be saved from herself?” Kate’s thoughts flashed to Camille Dubois, the daughter of the DGSE director-general, whom they had persuaded from traveling to Syria and joining the Islamic State last year.

“I’ll always be grateful we took that job. It was the right thing to do, and you saw that long before I did. I think this job is worth considering, too, for the same reasons.”

Kate wrinkled her nose. “You just want tattoos and a Tuareg militia.”

Nick smiled and squeezed her hand. “I’m a simple man.”


      [image: ]Nick held Kate close, running his hands up and down her back and sides. She had collapsed against his chest and now her lips pressed kisses against his neck. He nuzzled her forehead, breathing in her scent.

“I’m sorry about earlier today,” he said.

She lifted her head to look at him. “Why are you sorry?”

“I really thought you’d be all for this. When I said we were in…”

“Sweetie, we both know that no matter who says what, we’re always going to talk about it and figure out what works best for us. Right?”

“Right.”

“And besides, no one takes you seriously, anyway.” She grinned and kissed him.

“Madame Cavanaugh is zee boss,” he said in his best, worst French accent.

“If nothing else, I’m glad that’s what Dubois took away from his last experience with us.”

Nick’s fingers traced her spine. “Who’s Neil Weiss?”

“He’s no one.”

“Your left eyelid twitched when Fraser mentioned him. Usually, it does that only when I really, really annoy you. Kind of seems like he’s someone.”

“Just a name I’d hoped never to hear again.”

“Worse than Van Pelt?”

“Different. More competent, therefore more dangerous.”

Nick was vaguely aware of her sliding south, trailing kisses down his chest and abdomen. The mention of Stan Van Pelt had put every American in the room on edge, and although Nick and Jake’s unfortunate experiences with the man had been limited, they despised him just the same. But it was nothing compared to Kate’s hatred. As Kate nibbled at his abs, he rested a hand on her head and absently twirled a lock of her hair around his finger. He realized what was about to happen a moment before it did, and cupped her chin.

“Kate Devlin, are you trying to distract me?”

“If you’ll let me.” Her striking hazel eyes, flecked with green and gold, locked onto his, daring him to let her.

“We need to talk.”

“You can talk. I’ll listen.”

“No. This is important.”

She pulled away and gestured for him to continue. “As you wish.”

“If this Weiss character and Van Pelt weren’t involved, would you be more interested in the job?”

“I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“Last year—”

“Last year Diana brought a desperate father to our door. Today she brought the CIA, all its vicious politics, and a prickly allied service with its own goals and politics into that conference room. I’m not terribly keen to reenter that world. I didn’t leave it on the best of terms, if you’ll recall.”

“Fuck Van Pelt for that.”

“Yes, but he wasn’t the only reason.”

“Weiss?”

“Among others. But please don’t forget that I didn’t leave the CIA just because of a few bullies. I left because I was tired of that life, and working with you and Jake seemed like it would be a lot more fun and rewarding.”

“Is it?”

“Infinitely. Especially because I’m the boss.” She smiled and patted his hip.

“Whether we take the job or not, I’m good with whatever you want. No Sandstorm assignment should ever make you miserable.”

“It’s not a no, it’s just not a yes yet, either.”

“I understand. We’ll take as much time as you need to decide.” Nick ran his fingers through her hair, gazing at her. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay what?”

“I’m ready.”

Kate arched a slender brow and kissed the palm of the hand that tried to gently guide her head back to where he wanted it. “Oh, sweetie, too much talking. That ship has sailed.”

Nick sighed. “I knew I’d regret that.”

But then she did something to his thumb that made him think that not all hope was lost. He held his breath. He saw the laughter in her eyes just before the pleasure overtook him.
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The next three days saw the Sandstorm partners busy with an array of projects in far-flung lands. They had begun to transfer day-to-day management of well-established jobs to their project managers, freeing them to focus on the most complicated ventures and high-priority clients. Like their prince in Dubai. 

“He’s building a new waterfront compound and wants us to trick it out like his desert hunting lodge,” Nick announced to Kate and Jake.

“Done and done,” Jake said. “Our easiest money comes from that guy.”

“He’s insisting that I bring Kate on my next trip. Time for another debrief.”

“I’m always up for receiving state secrets in Dubai,” Kate said. “And seeing old friends, of course.”

“All right, we’ll set aside some time for a quick visit, maybe next month. He hasn’t broken ground on whatever obscenity he plans to build, but it can’t hurt to scope out the area and attend one of his soirées with a hot chick on my arm.”

“You ought to hit Oman while you’re there. Press the flesh with the new clients,” Jake said.

“Good call. I was thinking, we should see if our subcontractors in the Philippines have ever done work in the Gulf. They did a nice job with the facilities in Mindanao. We might be able to talk these guys into an upgrade.”

“Agreed. We could also consider—”

“Why would we need a Tuareg militia?” Kate asked without warning.

Nick and Jake glanced at each other. They hadn’t spoken of the potential job in Mali since the day it was offered, but it hadn’t been far from Kate’s mind. She noodled over it at the office, during workouts, while walking their dog, and during evenings with Nick, who seemed content to give her time and space to come to a decision. It was Thursday, and though Kate was still undecided, she knew they owed Fraser and Dubois an answer.

“You want to tell her?” Jake asked Nick.

“Truthfully?” Nick said to Kate.

“No, definitely lie to me.”

“We just want a Tuareg militia.”

“You know, sort of a ‘when in Mali’ deal,” Jake offered.

“Why Legionnaires?”

“Because it sounded cool?” Nick grimaced and then said to Jake, “I hate when she makes us explain our terrible ideas.”

“I didn’t say they were terrible,” Kate said. She twirled her pen and gnawed on her bottom lip, running through a scenario in her head. She saw a glimmer of excitement reach Nick’s eyes.

“Do you have an idea?” he asked her.

“I might. Might,” she emphasized, as they both leaned forward in anticipation.

“Tuareg militias? Legionnaires? Tattoos?” Nick said eagerly.

“No tattoos.”

“Aw, babe.”

“All right,” she said. “Here’s what I’m thinking.”


      [image: ]Nick and Jake listened intently to Kate. She talked without interruption, feeling more than slightly insane as she outlined her idea for how Sandstorm might find unfindable hostages in the wasteland that was northern Mali without any existing sources or infrastructure. Her rational brain knew it was an exercise in futility—Mali was almost twice the size of Texas and one of the least-developed countries on the planet, riven by terrorism and ethnic violence, plagued by disease and famine, and ravaged by climate change and the resulting mass migration toward already-overburdened cities and towns. Much of the population lived in grinding poverty and under the heel of extremists or insurgents or armed factions. Kate had trouble seeing how they would succeed where the CIA had failed, but those failures made more sense after a few days of research.

The idealist in her believed that anything was possible, believed that maybe it was worth a shot. What harm could there be in bumming around the desert for a few weeks?

She tossed up her hands. “That’s what I’ve got so far. Tear it apart.”

They stared at her. Then they high-fived. “We’re going to Mali!” Nick said.

“This doesn’t stand a chance of working,” Kate said.

“Strongly disagree.”

“Fraser and Dubois won’t like it,” she mused.

“Then they can take their business elsewhere.”

“You really want to try this?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Nick said. Jake nodded.

“We’ll see what the others say.” Kate sent an encrypted email that she had written yesterday to critical members of the team. “I also took the liberty of drawing up detailed contracts that differ from our normal paperwork. I won’t move forward unless they agree to our terms.” She handed copies to both men. “Let me know if you want any changes made.”

As they skimmed the contracts, Kate received the first reply to her email. Holy shit, count me in. She smiled. Minutes later, another email arrived. My goodness, love, this might be your craziest plan yet. We are with you.

“The gang’s all in,” she said.

“Goddamn, Kate,” Jake said, his eyes bugging out at the financials. “This makes Dubai prince money look like pocket change. You really think they’ll pay this?”

“They will if they want our services. Desperate government agencies are willing to spend a lot of money, right?”

“I like this section,” Nick said, pointing.

Kate didn’t have to look to know which section he liked. She had spent hours focused on the wording, leaving no room for interpretation. “That especially is non-negotiable.”

“Your wife drives a hard bargain,” Jake said to Nick. “She’s gonna clean you out in the divorce.”

Nick sighed. “Don’t I know it.”

“Well?” Kate asked.

They grinned. “Let’s go take the CIA and their frog friends for a ride,” Nick said.

Kate picked up her phone and tapped out a message to Diana Fraser, telling her to come to Sandstorm tomorrow at nine a.m. Fraser responded immediately, and Kate felt her relief through the phone.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get ready for tomorrow.”


      [image: ]The CIA and the DGSE arrived promptly at nine. The partners were already settled in the conference room, and Kate forced herself to refrain from attacking the platter of breakfast pastries in the center of the table. She intended to make this as painful as possible for her ex-employer, but they could at least be good hosts.

Margaret showed in their guests and they took opposite sides of the table, as they had earlier in the week. Their receptionist collected coffee requests as everyone settled into their seats. Charlie immediately reached for the pastries and Kate followed his lead, grabbing a flaky croissant. He winked at her as he bit into a Danish. Ardouin, the DGSE chief of protocol, looked critically at the platter.

“These are from a patisserie,” Kate said. “The owner is French.”

“I am fine with just coffee,” he said with a sniff.

Kate shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

The coffees arrived and they got down to business. Kate passed out copies of Sandstorm’s contract. Dubois accepted his eagerly, but Fraser looked nervous.

“First things first. Nothing moves forward without your signatures on this document. And I suggest you read the fine print carefully,” Kate said.

For several minutes the only sound was the rustling of papers and the clink of cups on saucers. Then the Americans, ahead of their French counterparts, reached Kate’s addendum. Fraser paused to rub her eyes and take a fortifying sip of espresso. Charlie munched on his Danish and nodded along in agreement as he read. He shot her a surreptitious thumbs-up and waited for Fraser to react. Fraser then turned the page to Sandstorm’s financial terms. Her head dropped.

“Something wrong?” Kate asked innocently.

“I guess no friends-and-family discount,” Fraser said weakly.

Ardouin adjusted his tie. “Madame Fraser, surely you understand that this is merely their opening gambit. The negotiations—”

“There will be no negotiations. These are our terms. Take them or leave them,” Kate said.

“We will need time to consider our options and—”

“You have until the moment you walk out of this office. Should you return at a later date to secure our services, assuming our services are still available, you will find that we have become exponentially more expensive and possibly more draconian.”

You are so hot, Nick mouthed to Kate.

She smiled at him and reached for another pastry, a pain au chocolat, perfectly baked by the far less obnoxious Frenchman who greeted Kate personally every time he saw her.

Ardouin ranted at Dubois in French. “These people are immature, incompetent, and overpriced. We would be better off hiring actual criminals to find our citizens, not these highway robbers.”

Kate spoke sharply in French, a rather colorful epithet directed at the chief of protocol and a pointed suggestion that he excuse himself from the proceedings if he couldn’t be professional. Ardouin jerked in surprise and stared at her. Emmanuel Giraud’s eyes widened. Fraser tried to disguise her laugh with a cough.

“Did I forget to mention that Madame Cavanaugh speaks perfect French?” Dubois asked mildly. “My mistake.”

Nick spoke in Arabic to Kate. “What’s the frog’s problem?”

“Something about you being immature and incompetent,” Kate responded, also in Arabic.

“He’s an excellent judge of character.”

“She’s also fluent in Arabic. As is the monsieur,” Dubois noted. “And that only begins to scratch the surface of their unique talents. I ask that you set aside your assumptions about our hosts until after we’ve talked through the matter at hand.”

Ardouin took a slug of his coffee and averted his eyes from Kate.

“Now, I fully expect that you have questions. Let’s discuss,” Kate said.

Dubois gestured to Fraser. “Mesdames d’abord.”

“I think most of this is doable. We’ll fast-track the paperwork for your clearances. You’ll have access to everything we know. Four of you?”

“Let’s make it five. We need to loop in our tech expert. And we want approval to share whatever we think is necessary with the foreign nationals on the team.”

“Seeing as I know those foreign nationals, I’ll be happy to vouch for them. Now, the matter of operational funds.”

“Thirty million, in clean bills, no funny business, to be spent as we see fit, no questions asked. All under our control.”

“That’ll be a tough sell.”

“Don’t worry, the cash will be accounted for according to Agency standards.”

“Should I even bother to ask why you want that much money?”

“No.”

Fraser studied Kate. “You absolutely cannot pay a ransom with U.S. government funds.”

“We know.”

“The thirty million is in addition to your fee and expenses?”

“Yes. You’ll pay our full fee up front and we’ll bill for expenses at the conclusion of the operation. We commit to thirty days, then reevaluate where we stand. If both sides agree that the operation should continue, we’ll present new terms at that time.”

“When you say that you maintain full operational control…”

“You’re free to offer input, and we’re free to ignore it.”

Fraser tapped a specific paragraph in the contract, the one Kate knew would cause the most heartburn. “This right here, this clause that gives you an out for any reason you deem necessary at any time, no questions asked, no refunds given.”

“My favorite part,” Nick said.

Fraser looked at Kate with tired eyes. “People will lose their minds.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Look, I understand why.”

Kate waited, but Diana chose not to elaborate. “You have two options. Don’t sign, and seek assistance elsewhere. Or, sign and keep your ‘personalities’ under control so I don’t walk away with all your money before the job is done.” Kate offered her former boss an equanimous shrug.

Fraser picked up her pen and stared at the contract.

Ardouin was aghast. “Madame Fraser, you cannot possibly consider signing this document. Thirty days with no guarantees? Full payment before a single action is taken? Complete operational control? Thirty million dollars plus their fees and expenses? Nothing to stop them from walking away at any time? It is madness!”

Dubois reached into his jacket and extracted a Mont Blanc fountain pen from his inner pocket. He scrawled his signature on the document, committing the French external security service to Sandstorm’s terms.

“Laurent!”

“I am the director-general, Henri. It is my prerogative.”

“I cannot support this.”

“I absolve you of all responsibility, my friend.” Dubois looked to his American counterpart. “Madame Fraser? Shall we make your last year in Paris a memorable one?”

Diana signed with a flourish. “What could possibly go wrong?”

“Would you like a list?” Nick asked her.

She sighed. “Dear God, no.”

Kate took the signed contracts and she, Nick, and Jake added their own signatures. She then summoned Margaret, who would organize account information and ensure each party received hard and soft copies of the paperwork.

“Okay, let’s talk details.” Kate turned to Dubois. “We’d like to make use of the French military base in Timbuktu. We need a secure facility to hold the money.”

“Our service has a presence on a restricted section of the base. I’ll ensure that you and your team have access. Will you operate from the base?”

“No. But we need a fallback point should things go south. Also, I assume that both the CIA and the DGSE will want to station people at the base to annoy us?” Kate raised an inquiring eyebrow at both chiefs.

Dubois smiled. “We’ve offered our hospitality to your Hostage Task Force, and I understand they’ve accepted.”

Fraser nodded. “I’ll be there for the duration. Trying to keep the Hostage Task Force out of your hair.”

“Me too,” Charlie said.

“As will we,” Dubois said. “You should have no question as to the importance our government places on the hostages’ safe return.”

“Given the risks we are taking by allowing you access to our facility and our intelligence, you must sign a nondisclosure agreement,” Ardouin said.

“Absolutely not,” Kate replied. Dubois’s lips twitched in a smile.

“We should decide who plays us in the movie,” Nick said to Jake. “I’m definitely one of the Chrises. Either Captain America Chris or Thor Chris.”

“Madame Cavanaugh.”

“He’s going to keep pushing your buttons until you lighten up,” Kate told Ardouin in French.

“I know it’s hard to believe, but we really are discreet,” Jake said. “We’re not in this for glory.”

“Speak for yourself,” Nick said.

“You really must ignore him,” Kate said to Ardouin before he could sputter another protest.

The chief of protocol made a show of washing his hands of the matter. “I have registered my objections. I defer to the director-general. Bad decisions are, as he said, his prerogative.”

Dubois sighed. “Henri, Madame Cavanaugh is a former intelligence officer and her partners are former United States Marines. I believe they can keep a secret.”

“One more thing. We want Charlie,” Kate said.

Charlie nearly leaped from his chair in excitement. He leaned toward Fraser, begging her with puppy eyes.

“His safety is paramount.”

“Of course.”

“And under no circumstances is he to participate in anything illegal.”

Nick laughed. “I’m pretty sure everything we do will be illegal. And with your money.”

Fraser shot Nick a warning look. “You have no idea how far up my ass the lawyers will be when I show them this contract. Please don’t compound my pain by making a CIA officer an accessory to your crimes.”

“He’ll be there to turn information into intel gold,” Kate said. “We just need him to do his real job.”

Fraser looked like she was about to regret her next words. “Fine. Consider Charlie seconded to you for the duration of this operation.”

Charlie tossed up his arms and signaled a touchdown. “Vive le Mali!”


      [image: ]When the meeting finally wrapped up at six p.m., about two hours later than it should have, mostly thanks to Ardouin, Kate made straight for the couch in their office and collapsed, pulling a blanket over her head. Nick moved her legs, sat, and then situated her feet in his lap. He tossed aside her ballet flats and began massaging her left foot.

“It’s only going to get worse,” she said from under the blanket.

“I know.”

“Would you be upset if I pulled the plug now?”

“Nope.”

He ran his thumb over her arch, easing up on the pressure as he neared her heel, which acted up when she ran too much. She tended to run too much when she was stressed. She had logged a lot of miles over the last few days, Shadow their Yemeni rescue dog with boundless energy at her side. It would be a yoga weekend.

She emerged from under the blanket. “I assumed Van Pelt would be the first person I killed, but Ardouin is making a serious play to be number one.”

Nick smirked and moved to her right foot. “It’s a master class in condescension, that’s for sure. But, to be fair, he doesn’t know us. I’m sure he thinks this is some grand American plot to embarrass his country.”

“It’s about to become that if he doesn’t lose the attitude,” Kate grumbled.

“Dubois needs to be careful. He’s not supposed to know anything about us either, yet he seems remarkably trusting of our unconventional ways and unbothered by my incompetence and immaturity.”

“Yeah, I’ll tell Fraser to rein him in. Can you imagine what Ardouin would do with that information?”

“I think he’d reach a new level of insufferable.”

Kate reluctantly extricated her feet from his hands. “Come on, let’s go home. Shadow is probably beside himself that we’re late.”


      [image: ]On Monday, Kate summoned George, Sandstorm’s blue-haired hacker on retainer, to the office. Charlie, now living in a downtown Boston hotel with a secure computer and a head full of critical intel that would shape the group’s plans, had commandeered the consultancy’s smaller back conference room and set up his command center. He eagerly awaited George’s arrival, knowing her only as the hacker who had broken into the DGSE’s secure network last year during Sandstorm’s Operation Grenouille.

Margaret escorted George to the conference room, giving the hacker’s hoodie, torn jeans, and red Converse All-Stars a reproving look as she allowed the convicted criminal to join her employers and their polite, clean-cut friend. George dumped her backpack on the table, pulled out her laptop, and cracked her knuckles.

“Who are we hacking today?”

“She’s so the part,” Charlie said in awe.

George looked at him, noticing him for the first time. “Who’s the Boy Scout?”

“George, this is Charlie, a former colleague of mine,” Kate said.

“Damn, what is it with the CIA? You people are nothing like the movies.”

“Mild-mannered bureaucrat is only my cover,” Charlie said. “I spend my evenings breaking into the embassies of our enemies and stealing their most valuable secrets.”

“And what was she?” George asked, gesturing to Kate. “A stone-cold assassin, all eighty-two pounds of her?”

“Have you seen how she eats? She weighs at least eighty-five pounds.”

“If we could focus on something besides my weight, that’d be super.” Kate then reached for the box of doughnuts Charlie had brought, choosing a Boston cream.

Nick and Jake walked in, fist-bumped George, and took seats at the table. Jake rooted through the doughnuts for a glazed, which he dunked in his coffee.

“Central casting did much better with your Devil Dogs,” George said, pointing at the two Marines.

“Today, we’re central casting, and we need to create a terrorist,” Kate said.

George grinned. “Now this is some CIA shit right here. You have someone in mind, or are we starting from scratch?”

Kate opened a photo file on her laptop, which was connected to the conference room’s television. A familiar face filled the flatscreen, a green-eyed, white-bearded tribesman from Yemen’s Al Jawf Governorate.

“Who’s this handsome gentleman?”

“A blank canvas in terms of his electronic and social media footprint. We need him to have an opaque past with some shady business dealings in the Middle East. I’m thinking import-export, with a base of operations in Mukalla, Yemen. Weapons and matériel and khat in addition to legal goods. He should also be a devout Sunni Muslim who supports al-Qaeda.”

George cocked her head. “I can work with that.”

“But his overt online presence should be relatively benign. Just a company website in Arabic and English, nothing too slick. Social media isn’t his scene, and we don’t have enough time to teach this old dog new tricks. I want him to be a member of some very specific WhatsApp and Telegram groups, though, which Charlie will provide.”

“Easy.”

“He can be a loiterer in the big groups, but I want to create historical chats between him and ostensibly certain individuals on his phone. One-on-one and small-group conversations.”

“If you have phones and SIM cards, I can mess around to adjust the dates so the messages will appear to have been exchanged at a time of your choosing.”

Kate reached down and retrieved a bag of new Samsung smartphones. “We’ve got everything.”


      [image: ]A special delivery for Nick and Jake arrived later that week from Paris: sets of French Foreign Legion desert-camouflage uniforms, identical to those worn by Legionnaires who served as part of Operation Serval, the French military’s antiterrorism campaign in northern Mali from January 2013 to July 2014.

Nick modeled his fatigues for Kate that night. His uniform bore captain’s bars, his rank at time of discharge from the Marine Corps. Jake’s bore sergeant’s stripes, the closest to his Marine discharge rank of staff sergeant.

“Très sexy, Capitaine Cavanaugh,” she said, lounging on their bed.

He set his new green beret on his head at a jaunty angle and appraised his look in the full-length mirror on the back of their open closet door. “Nothing beats Marine digicam, but this has its Saharan charms.”

“You know, every Legionnaire is supposed to learn at least some French. It’s part of their basic training.”

“Coincidentally, like me, my alter ego does not care for our Gallic friends. He skated by in basic with the occasional bonjour and merci and ‘I like your derrière’ when he hooked up with a Legion groupie. And there were a lot of Legion groupies,” he said with a sly look in Kate’s direction.

“Hard to understand why Ardouin was so opposed to letting you play dress-up,” Kate said dryly.

Nick touched the Légion étrangère patch on his shoulder, then removed the beret and fingered the insignia of the First Foreign Cavalry Regiment. “Legionnaires have fought by America’s side in a number of wars, including in Afghanistan. My alter ego might have sold his services to the highest bidder, but I would never make light of their sacrifices or disrespect the uniform.”

“I know. And Dubois knows that, too.”

“Besides, Ardouin was far more opposed to your request than mine. I thought he was going to have an aneurysm when Dubois agreed to it.”

“It’s so tempting to abuse their trust.”

Nick shed the uniform and folded it neatly, setting it atop two other sets on a shelf in the walk-in closet. He approached the bed wearing nothing but the green beret, his cobalt eyes burning holes through her silk negligée. Kate gave her nightie a fifty-percent chance of surviving the next few minutes. One of his big hands traveled from her knee up her thigh and under the silk, cupping her bottom.

“Have I told you lately how much I like your derrière?”








  
  

3


[image: ]




The next two weeks flew by in a blur of activity. Kate, with help from Charlie and George, had created online profiles and histories to her satisfaction. Their Dubai-based team had made only minor revisions, mostly helping Kate phrase certain thoughts or ostensible conversations in Arabic to match the style of the original source material. Kate had then put George in touch with Amy Kowalski, who was champing at the bit to develop her character’s history and online presence. Judging by the gales of laughter that Kate heard from George and Charlie in the conference room during their video calls with Amy, she knew her best friend and former colleague had cranked up the crazy to eleven and broken off the knob. 

Nick and Jake were busy with preparations specific to their roles as Legionnaires and maintaining security for the Sandstorm team. As excited as they were about bumming around the desert, both men were stressed over the enormity of the task. The former Marines, who had fought seven combat tours together in Iraq and Afghanistan, recognized the challenges and had gotten impressively creative with ideas to mitigate at least some of the threats they would face.

But they knew that there was no possible way they could account for all the conceivable threats in a place like northern Mali, which was either lawless or ruled by the iron fist of the terrorists.

“It’s different than Iraq or Afghanistan,” Nick said. “It’s so big. And it’s just us.”

“That does beg an interesting question. Do we trust anyone to come for us if shit goes sideways?” Jake asked.

“The French have thousands of troops in country, including special forces. We have a small presence in Niger,” Nick said, scratching at his beard stubble.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Both men looked at Kate. She tossed up her hands.

“I honestly don’t know,” she said. “This is a black op. I’m confident that Fraser would fight like hell to send the cavalry, but she doesn’t control military assets and no one will want to own this if we run into real trouble.”

“Black ops are super cool until they’re not,” Nick said.

“It’s a no-go unless you both are comfortable with what we can control and, perhaps more importantly, what we can’t control,” Kate reminded them.

“I like the plan. I think it’s solid,” Jake said.

“We’re putting an awful lot of faith into people’s acting skills,” Nick said. “And the one it all rides on has been the wallflower during our past shenanigans.”

Jake cocked his head thoughtfully. “I think he’ll surprise us.”

“I’ve talked to him every day since we started this. He’s a quick learner and he understands what’s at stake,” Kate said. “Plus, Fatima would never let this go forward if she had doubts.”

Nick nodded. “Okay. We’ll take it a day at a time, like always. I do wish we had an air asset that we could control, though. Just in case.”

“Remember Colonel Patterson?” Jake asked.

Nick brightened. “Of course.”

“I had the same concern so I tracked him down. He’s contracting for a transportation company that provides helicopter medevacs for the military.” He paused for effect. “In Niger.”

Nick grinned. “I bet we can make it worth his while to hang out in Timbuktu for a month with his helo.”

“I’ll make the call.”

Nick looked at Kate. “You ready to make our call?”

“You’re sure you want a Tuareg militia?”

“Babe, the only thing I’m more sure about is my undying love for you.”

Kate good-naturedly rolled her eyes. “I suppose I should take what I can get.”


      [image: ]Kate used a clean Samsung smartphone to make the call to a Malian employed by U.S. Embassy Bamako’s political section. Diana Fraser had provided the man’s mobile phone number with strict instructions that Sandstorm was never to tell anyone, especially the Malian, where they obtained it.

The Malian was a Tuareg from Kidal, a small city in the north of the country near the Algerian border. He was invaluable to the political section for his wide-ranging contacts in the north, especially throughout the regions of Kidal, Gao, and Timbuktu, and his good relationships with Tuaregs and Arabs on all sides of the numerous political divides.

Kate called in the evening, Mali time. He answered on the first ring. Kate exchanged pleasantries in French, explained what she wanted, and never once identified herself or Nick, who was seated at her side on the couch in their office. The Malian listened, asked a few questions, and gave her a name and a phone number. Kate thanked him and told him a token of their appreciation would be sent to a bank or less formal financial institution of his choosing.

Then Kate punched in the number he had given her and set it to speakerphone. Nick crossed his fingers. A man answered in Tamashek, the language of the Tuaregs. Kate spoke in French.

“Bon soir, Cherif. My name is Kate. I’m told you control a militia near Timbuktu.”


      [image: ]Dubois’s people met the Sandstorm crew at their arrival gate at Charles de Gaulle International Airport, spiriting Kate, Nick, Jake, Amy, and Charlie through passport control and to a waiting van outside the terminal. DGSE officers collected their luggage and drove them to a small airport outside of Paris, where a Gulfstream jet awaited them for the flight to the French military base in Timbuktu, Mali.

Diana Fraser, Laurent Dubois, Henri Ardouin, and Emmanuel Giraud were already on board the plane, chatting and sipping champagne.

“I will hit that,” said Amy, shrugging out of her backpack and making straight for the bottle of champagne.

The flight attendant poured her a flute. Amy reached over and clinked glasses with Fraser, who looked genuinely happy to see her other former subordinate. Amy still referred to their old boss as “that skinny bitch” in conversations with Kate, but now with a hint of warmth in her voice. Kate and Amy hadn’t gotten off to the best of starts with Fraser during their final CIA assignment in Yemen, but Fraser had come through for them when it mattered.

“Good flight?” Fraser asked.

Nick took a gulp of champagne. “Air France maintains a passable business-class cabin. I prefer warmer nuts, though.” He grinned at Ardouin, who rolled his eyes.

Dubois signaled the flight attendant, who picked up the phone and spoke to the pilots. The engines powered up.

“We have all our gear?” Jake asked.

“Everything you sent has been loaded,” Dubois said. “Please relax and help yourself to any amenities. The flight to Timbuktu will take approximately six hours.”


      [image: ]A second Gulfstream that originated in Dubai made excellent time and arrived an hour ahead of schedule and thirty minutes in advance of the Gulfstream out of Paris. The DGSE plane offloaded its passengers first; the group stepped into shimmering heat waves over the tarmac.

“Love that Third World stench,” Amy murmured, wrinkling her nose at air thick with diesel fumes, brown dust, and a hint of raw sewage, carried on the breeze from the city.

“Oh my God, this is the desert. Why is it so humid?” Charlie asked, pulling at his shirt that was already sticking to him.

“Rainy season,” Kate replied. She set her sunglasses, which had fogged immediately upon exposure to the wall of humidity, atop her head.

“Maybe summer was not the ideal timeframe in which to bum around the desert,” Nick said.

“Too late!” Fraser said brightly.

“Shall we welcome the rest of our motley crew?” Kate asked.

They dumped their bags into waiting French military vehicles and faced the second plane. The door opened and the stairwell descended, lowered by an attractive male flight attendant. A tornado of black robes appeared at the top of the stairs and glided down, clicking across the weathered tarmac in stiletto heels. Kate approached Fatima al-Maqdisi and hugged her friend and former Arabic-language teacher.

“How are you, love?” Fatima adjusted the loose hijab around her head and waved to Nick, Jake, and Amy.

“Eagerly awaiting the appearance of our sheikh.”

As if on cue, a green-eyed, white-bearded tribesman from Yemen’s north materialized in the doorway and imperiously surveyed the scene on the tarmac before him. A flick of his hand sent the flight attendant scuttling toward the back of the plane. He reappeared with a wide belt holding a jambiya, the broad, curved ceremonial dagger sported by Yemeni tribesmen across that broken land. The sheikh allowed the young man to help him fasten the belt at the small of his back. Then the tribesman, dressed in a spotless white thobe and a red-and-white kaffiyeh, joined them on the tarmac.

“Marhaba, Kate,” said Sharaf al-Jawfi, his eyes twinkling in the bright afternoon sun.

Kate offered formal greetings in Arabic and a slight bow, as befitting a man of rank. Fatima snorted.

“Don’t encourage him. He’s been insufferable for weeks.”

Kate laughed and hugged their ersatz sheikh. They joined the others, and Nick and Jake teased Sharaf in a mix of English and Arabic. He gave it right back to his former employers from their time in Yemen. Fatima joined Amy and Charlie and Fraser, the latter admiring Fatima’s shoes and Gucci handbag.

Kate’s sunglasses were no longer fogged, so she covered her eyes and took a moment to study the group. The three Frenchmen watched the reunion with curiosity. She didn’t need psychic powers to read Ardouin’s mind; the chief of protocol no longer bothered to hide his disdain for whatever Sandstorm had planned, and the unexpected appearance of two Yemenis didn’t assuage his concerns. Giraud was like most CIA analysts Kate knew, just happy to be there watching the operational sausage get made. And Dubois was putting the pieces together in his mind, never before having met the people he knew only as Umm Ali and Natasha. He looked at her, his head tilted thoughtfully, and Kate grinned at him. He returned the smile.

“Come,” he said. “We’ll take you to our section of the base.”


      [image: ]The DGSE section of camp was a mishmash of CONEX boxes and other temporary structures that had become semi-permanent, typical of military actions in foreign lands that last years beyond their optimistically anticipated end date. In France’s case, their intervention in Mali after the jihadist takeover of Timbuktu in 2012 began with Operation Serval in early 2013; Operation Barkhane, a joint effort with the G-5 Sahel forces comprised of former French colonies—Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Chad, and Burkina Faso—to reestablish Malian government control over its northern territory followed in August 2014, and remained ongoing. Barkhane greatly expanded upon Serval’s reach in the country, but the French military’s success had been limited following the initial expulsion of jihadists from the major cities, as the terrorists melted into the hinterlands and rallied—or shanghaied—rural populations to their cause, and now controlled significant territory in the center and north of the country.

Nick and Jake likened France’s challenges in Mali to the U.S.’s challenges in Afghanistan. Entrenched incompetence and endemic corruption on a staggering scale would always trump military prowess and the best of intentions. Nick, a voracious consumer of military histories, had added several tomes on the French Foreign Legion and France’s colonial history in Africa to their bookshelves and then talked Kate’s ear off as he finished each in quick succession. The definitive account of operations Serval and Barkhane hadn’t yet been written, but he found enough information online via reputable news and academic sources to fill his quiver with metaphorical arrows that he intended to sling at Dubois and Ardouin, should the situation call for American wit and unhelpful commentary on another country’s military quagmires.

Dubois led the group into the largest building and brought them to the conference room. Several individuals sat clustered around the far side of the long table, talking amongst themselves. Kate took a deep yoga breath, hoping to calm her roiling gut.

Fraser, the most senior American representative, took charge and motioned for everyone to sit. The Sandstorm team took positions as far from Kate’s former colleagues as they could. Nick watched Kate with concern, and she shot him a tight smile.

“Okay, folks, we all know why we’re here. This joint CIA-DSGE effort will hopefully result in intel on our hostages’ location and facilitate a rescue. Given the challenges we face, we’ve outsourced some of the collection going forward to Sandstorm International, a security consultancy. I know there are some familiar faces here—Kate Cavanaugh and Amy Kowalski are former Agency officers. We need to get them up to speed on the most recent developments and then turn them loose. Their entire team has been cleared for this classified briefing. Hostage Task Force, you’re up,” Fraser said, and then sat beside Dubois.

Stan Van Pelt, the former chief of the CIA’s station in Sanaa, Yemen, rose from the head of the table opposite Kate and straightened his red tie. Inexplicably, he was dressed in a suit, although Kate saw that it was not a bespoke suit of the fashion that he wore in Yemen. The finer things in life were harder to afford on a Washington-based civil servant’s salary.

“The Hostage Task Force was created in order to respond to a number of terrorist kidnapping incidents around the world. Our highest priority is the rescue of our hostages here in the Sahel, and the director himself has taken a keen interest in our work. I’d like to note that we’ve made outstanding progress in the last few months under my command and—”

“Stan, just focus on the facts, please.”

Amy snickered. “There’s the Limp Dick we know and despise,” she whispered to Kate.

“Yes, well, I’ll allow the experts to speak to the specifics.”

Van Pelt ceded the floor to a stooped, sinewy man with a shock of wild gray hair and a bushy gray beard that put most terrorist beards to shame. He held a clicker in his right hand and waited for a young woman to load a PowerPoint presentation onto the room’s television. His beady eyes swept over the Sandstorm crew with undisguised contempt, lingering on Kate.

“Neil Weiss, chief of CT operations in the Sahel,” he said. “Our priority target is Islamic Emirate of the Maghreb emir Khalifa al-Ghazawi, a longtime member of al-Qaeda’s shura. Khalifa is Libyan, half Arab and half Tuareg, giving him a unique place in the Malian terrorist ecosystem. He’s number eight on the U.S. government’s list of most-wanted terrorists, but I consider him number three, behind the top two al-Qaeda leaders in Pakistan. IEM has been incredibly profitable under his leadership, keeping greater AQ afloat in lean times.”

Weiss clicked to a grainy photo of a bearded, turbaned man surrounded by other bearded, turbaned men. “This is Khalifa about fifteen years ago, in Afghanistan. We assess that he escaped from Tora Bora with Bin Laden and helped the group reconstitute in Pakistan. Then Bin Laden appointed him emir of IEM and dispatched him back to Libya. He’s been living in northern Mali amongst the Arabs and Tuaregs friendly to IEM since the onset of civil war in Libya in 2011.”

As Weiss continued his history lesson on Khalifa al-Ghazawi, Nick leaned close to Kate. “What died on his face?”

Amy leaned in from Kate’s other side. “I’ve long suspected an opossum, and probably a rabid one, given his behavior over the years.”

“I always thought he looked like an unkempt crotch,” Kate observed quietly, keeping her gaze straight ahead.

Both Nick and Amy guffawed, causing Weiss to pause his presentation and the rest of the audience to turn and look at them. 

“May I?” Nick asked Kate.

“Have at it,” Kate said.

“Neil, question,” Nick said before Weiss restarted his monologue. “I thought we were here to find hostages.”

“You are,” Fraser replied immediately.

“Then why the hard-on for this one doofus?”

Fraser sat back to watch the show. Van Pelt pulled at his shirt cuffs, exposing onyx cuff links that Kate recognized from Yemen. His eyes darted around the room, looking everywhere except her. The young woman behind the laptop had been staring at Nick since they entered the room, moving her gaze only when the PowerPoint required her attention, and now she licked her lips.

Weiss glowered at Nick. “As I said, Khalifa should be as high as number three on our list of terrorists to capture or kill. He presents an existential threat to the United States.”

“Sounds like your problem. We’re here to find the hostages you can’t find. How does this history lesson help us do that?”

“We assess with high confidence that Khalifa’s network holds the hostages.”

“And?”

“We assess with even higher confidence that you will not get anywhere near that network or the hostages.”

An uncomfortable silence hung over the table. “For the sake of the American taxpayer, I hope you’re wrong,” Nick said.

“Khalifa al-Ghazawi has spent the last two decades outrunning—”

“Outwitting,” Amy corrected.

“—counterterrorism pressure from us, the French, and now us and the French. He’s one of al-Qaeda’s top operatives, with counterintelligence experience across an array of operating environments. He’s in his element here in Mali. He’ll know your moves before you know your moves.”

“We take great pride in being insanely unpredictable,” Amy said.

“We’ve had the finest operational minds pursuing Khalifa since 9/11. We’ve never gotten close. And you think you can just drive into the desert and break bread with the man?”

“Sure, why not?” Nick said.

Weiss and Van Pelt shared an amused look. “Mr. Cavanaugh, I can’t blame you for seizing an opportunity to cash in on certain individuals’ misplaced faith in your abilities, but I’m sure you understand how this looks to those of us with long, successful careers against top terrorist targets,” Van Pelt said.

Kate laid a hand on Nick’s forearm to prevent him from launching himself across the table and throttling Van Pelt. “Please, continue your presentation.”

Weiss clicked to another slide, one with a list of names that Charlie had already shared and whom Sandstorm had no intention of engaging. “The most you can hope for is contact with the hangers-on, those allowed to loiter around Khalifa’s outermost circle. These are the people with whom a conversation, or even a face-to-face meeting, is possible. He uses at least a dozen businessmen and brokers, both Arab and Tuareg, to pass messages and set terms, which seem to change by the day. Our sources report that Khalifa never gets near the hostages, and none of our middlemen have ever been permitted contact with either him or the hostages. However, some of the more careless brokers occasionally let an interesting nugget of information slip. We would appreciate you sharing the details of any calls or meetings you have. We may be able to corroborate our previous and ongoing collection, and further refine our efforts.”

“Of course,” Kate replied. “We’ll funnel any reporting through Charlie.”

“Chief, may I?” asked the young woman at the laptop.

“This is Lacey Simms, my top targeter in the Sahel Department. She’s been hot on Khalifa’s trail since she joined us a couple of years ago. She’s spearheading our current lines of collection and helped get us past the outer ring very recently.”

“This is the letter I wrote with the help of our interpreters that one of our sources passed to a Kidal-based Tuareg with known connections to Khalifa’s military advisers.” She handed some papers down the table.

Fraser and Dubois each took a copy of the translated version. Kate, Nick, Fatima, and Sharaf shared copies of the Arabic version. The letter was written in formal Modern Standard Arabic and purported to be from an Algeria-based businessman who wanted to expand his smuggling routes through northern Mali. The letter requested a meeting to discuss mutually beneficial business opportunities. Kate knew from the body of reporting that Charlie had shared that Khalifa communicated in Maghrebi Arabic with his regional cohorts, and expected them to do the same. He saved his prowess in Modern Standard for formal correspondence with al-Qaeda leadership or contacts from outside the region.

“The goal is to prompt movement, or communication, which we’re poised to pick up through coverage of the outer ring’s phones,” Lacey continued.

“Your agency needs new interpreters,” Fatima commented in Arabic. “The only thing your eavesdroppers will hear is the sound of Khalifa’s laughter. Assuming this letter wasn’t destroyed on the spot.”

“I’m sure the interpreters just translated what they were told to translate,” Kate replied, also in Arabic. “Not to mention this went through several hundred layers of bureaucracy before it got out the door.”

“It misses the point completely. I am not privy to all your intelligence, but even I know from a casual perusal of what you have shared that this is not who Khalifa is.”

“It also reads exactly like something the U.S. government would write to try to lure out a target.”

“Could work to our advantage,” Nick said.

Kate returned to English. “Thank you for sharing this, Lacey. I’m sure it will spur a response in no time.”

“What’s your plan?” Weiss asked.

Kate looked at her team, a motley crew if ever there was one. She shrugged. “Pray for a miracle, I guess. Based on your assessment, those hostages seem screwed.”

Van Pelt drew back his shoulders. “As the director’s representative to this operation, it’s my responsibility to coordinate all collection. That means full knowledge of your plans and intentions, and my approval to proceed.”

“No.”

“But—”

“No. Should we deign to inform you of our plans and intentions, it will be done through Diana and Director-General Dubois.” Kate stood, and her motley crew stood with her. “We’d like to see the rest of the facility, if you wouldn’t mind, Monsieur Dubois.”

“Bien sûr, Madame Cavanaugh.”

“Fuck me,” Amy muttered once they departed the conference room. “Limp Dick and Crotch Face, now there’s a pair.”

“Sorry,” Fraser said with a sigh. “The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

The wall of heat hit them like a sledgehammer as they exited the building and followed Dubois toward another hardened structure. He paused at a keypad on the door.

“This is the armory. We have your operational funds, all thirty million dollars, inside here, as well as your weaponry, ammunition, and requested supplies. We’ve arranged for your full access to the building, sans escort. Your code is as follows: 0-6-0-6-1-9-4-4.”

“Nice,” Nick said. Everyone looked at him. “D-Day. Come on, guys.”

“Who else has access to this building?” Kate asked.

“My officers at base, of course, each with their own unique passcode. We have also given access to Diana, as the senior CIA representative, and your two paramilitary officers who accompanied the Hostage Task Force. They have some gear stored here as well.”

Dubois led them into the dim interior. He flipped on the overhead lights, illuminating two sets of side-by-side cages. The two nearest cages stored shelves piled high with ammunition and racks of sidearms, rifles, and light machine guns, plus body armor and other tactical gear. Dubois stopped between the second set of cages and faced the one on the left.

“Your gear. You’re free to keep it here, or we will help you load it onto your trucks.”

Nick and Jake stepped inside to take a quick inventory of their Pelican cases and the store of ammo for their rifles and pistols, and the three M249 light machine guns on loan from the CIA. They had enough firepower to conquer northern Mali themselves.

“Looks good,” Jake said.

“And here we have your funds. We can provide bill counters, should you wish to verify.”

Kate looked inside the cage at the pallet on which shrink-wrapped blocks of U.S. currency rested. She counted thirty blocks of cash, each containing a million dollars in hundred-dollar bills.

“We’ll trust that Agency bean counters did their jobs. And that no one has tampered with it.” She looked at Diana.

“I checked it personally before it was loaded onto the plane.”

“Good enough for me.” Kate tugged at the heavy chain, fastened by a padlock, that secured the cage door. “I’m a little concerned about this, though.”

“It’s not ideal,” Dubois agreed. “However, Diana and I discussed this at length. Sometimes high-tech solutions, in a place like Mali, cause more problems than they prevent. The power here is extremely unstable, and—”

Just then, the electricity cut out, plunging the group into darkness. A minute later, generators hummed to life and restored power to the armory.

“As I was saying, that is a frequent occurrence. Our diesel generators can power the entire base, but we do have shorts if a surge is particularly strong. We didn’t want to find ourselves in a situation where a damaged electrical system prevented access to the funds.” He handed out keys to Kate, Nick and Jake. “These are keys to the padlock. Diana has the fourth.”

“Can we trust her?” Nick stage-whispered to Kate.

“It’s her ass on the line once we pay that ransom.”

“How many of your fancy shoes could thirty million buy?” Amy asked Fraser.

The CIA’s chief of Paris Station looked longingly at the pallet of cash. “Forget shoes. I’d retire to the French countryside and never speak to another soul as long as I lived.”

Dubois’s mobile phone rang. He listened and confirmed his understanding, then ended the call. “I’m told there are some people waiting for you outside the gates.” A smiled played on his lips. “They caused some consternation for base security, but all is calm.”

“We want to move to our compound before sunset,” Jake said, checking his watch. “We still have time if there’s anything we need to wrap up here, but we ought to get moving within the hour.”

“We need to gear up and load everything,” Nick said. “We’ll take as much ammo as we can. Pixie, how much money do you want on hand?”

“Five million,” Kate replied.

Fraser put a hand to her heart and closed her eyes.

“Ladies, gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I need to brief the general on the military side regarding your arrival and assure him that your small army poses no threat to the base. Diana, it would be good for you to meet the general.”

“Lead the way.”

As soon as the door closed behind Fraser and Dubois, Kate tested all three keys in the padlock securing the chain. Then she unwound the chain and handed it to Nick, who examined the links for any weakness. Kate, Amy, and Charlie entered the cage and surveyed each block of currency, ensuring that all were tightly shrink-wrapped.

“We do trust Fraser, right?” Charlie said.

“One hundred percent,” Kate said without hesitation.

“We just don’t trust anyone else,” Amy said. “I know it would be a hassle to wire up a new security system just for us, but any asshole with a pair of bolt cutters could have a field day in here.”

“Chain appears strong,” Nick said. “Everything as it should be in there?”

“Looks good. Let’s move five blocks.”

Nick, Jake, and Charlie carried five million dollars out of the cage and set the money beside the array of Pelican cases. Then Jake rooted through one case for a black pouch, which he opened to reveal several items. Nick pulled forth a black electrical box, an uninterrupted power supply, essentially a large battery that could consistently power small electronics when the power cut out.

“Can you find an outlet?” Kate asked Amy, Fatima, and Sharaf. “Preferably one that’s low and easily concealed.”

“Over here, love,” Fatima called from the cage stocked with French weaponry. “I think I see one behind the rack.”

Nick and Jake joined her with flashlights, the UPS unit, and the pouch. There was enough space to nestle the UPS on the ground between the rack of gear and the wall. Jake inserted a European plug converter into the outlet and powered on the unit. Nick handed him a wireless-signal extender from the pouch and he plugged it into the UPS.

“Did you get the WIFI network name and password?” Kate asked Charlie.

“Emmanuel gave it to me. Told him I wanted to post a shot of me and the ‘Welcome to Timbuktu’ sign on Instagram. Analysts are so gullible.”

Kate pulled her iPhone from her backpack and found the base’s wireless network. She typed in the password and the phone connected, although the signal was weak in the armory.

“You up and running?” Kate called to Nick and Jake.

“UPS and extender are operational.”

“Time for George to work her magic.” Kate sent a WhatsApp message to George with the network information. The hacker replied immediately and, within minutes, had remotely connected the extender to the base’s WIFI, giving them a full-strength signal in the armory. “Okay, got the camera?”

Nick joined her with a tiny black surveillance camera in the palm of his hand. Kate took it from him; it was barely the size of her thumb pad. She marveled at it.

“Same thing we used in Istanbul?” Amy asked.

“Exact same.” Kate turned to Nick. “Give me a boost?”

Nick sank to his knees and Kate climbed atop his shoulders. He stood and walked toward the door. Kate positioned the camera well above the door frame, facing straight down the walkway between the cages, and adhered it to the wall. Still on Nick’s shoulders, Kate called George.

“Camera is mounted.”

“I see you and the gang, and what look like cages full of weapons and stuff?”

“You have an unobstructed view of the second cage on the right?”

“Yeah. Blocks of something. And a chain and padlock on the door.”

Kate motioned to Fatima to turn off the lights. The armory went dark. “What about now?”

“I can still see movement, although not as clearly.”

“Okay. Make sure you keep a record of everything.”

“It’s already storing to the Cloud. I’ll check the feed regularly.”

Kate dismounted from Nick’s shoulders and surveyed her handiwork from the ground. The tiny camera was unnoticeable. Nick motioned everyone toward the money cage. He pointed to the chain and padlock.

“You see this? Chain wrapped clockwise, three free links. We do it like this every time.”

“All right,” Kate said. “Let’s go find some hostages.”
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