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“I PREFERRED TO LIVE AS THE MASTER OF MEN, NOT THEIR SERVANT.”

—NABAWIYYA MUSA (EGYPT, 1938)
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JULY 28

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

Bathed in sweat, with their M4 rifles aimed, Juliet Arroway and her teammate emerged from the shadows and made their way toward Abu Hassan’s compound. It was well past midnight, but the late July air in Damascus was thick with heat, laced with the smell of rusted copper.

A destroyed couch, a ruined sink, and other bits of rubble littered the front lawn of al-Alfatih chief Abu Hassan’s safe house, where he planned and directed all terrorist activities. A Syndicate reconnaissance drone groaned overhead, surveying the operation from high above, and a silvery moon illuminated the night sky, negating the need for night vision goggles. With a tightness in her throat, Juliet sidestepped a box of dust-covered clothes that spilled out onto the gritty driveway.

She met the eyes of her teammate, Mariam al-Saud, who seemed to be sharp with the same adrenaline Juliet felt crackling through her own veins. As a former Army ranger turned Syndicate spy, charged with hunting energy terrorists, Juliet was used to the spike in blood pressure, the sense of danger that made her pulse visible in her throat. But tonight felt different—off, somehow—as though she could sense that things had already gone horribly wrong.

We are not the first ones here, Juliet’s eyes said to Mariam. After nearly two years of working together as part of the Syndicate—a conglomerate of allied intelligence agencies charged with hunting energy terrorists—both women had learned to communicate through deliberate looks and minimal gestures. With a wary glance, Mariam nodded her agreement and inclined her head toward an abandoned house across from Abu Hassan’s safe house. If they caught Abu Hassan and learned the identity of the al-Alfatih operatives before they deployed, they could stop the next terrorist attack.

But they hadn’t.

Juliet’s stomach tightened at the possibility of another attack on a country’s alternative energy site, or a bombing at the next Climate Summit as she and Mariam shuffled across the dust-packed street. The search for al-Alfatih’s chief was like a hunt for a ghost; an empty apartment in Riyadh, a shelled-out base in Irbil.

Juliet thought of her source meetings in Amman, rethinking every step since. Source code name HALFFOOTE had provided two phone numbers for Abu Hassan’s deputy, Tariq. But after the Syndicate intercepted Tariq’s phone calls and conducted voice analysis, the Syndicate concluded that the phones belonged to Abu Hassan himself. And after geospatial analysts looked at Abu Hassan’s call activity, those phones had led them directly to Abu Hassan’s safe house in Damascus. If they could catch Abu Hassan, they could learn the identity of the al-Alfatih operatives during debriefings before the next terrorist attack.

But if Abu Hassan had advance warning of the Syndicate’s raid, they were likely too late to catch the operatives before they deployed. Juliet shoved away the thought, trying to focus on the task at hand—but the possibility that they had already failed in their mission beat down on her heart like a drum.

Heat rose in her face as they entered the compound across from Abu Hassan’s safe house. Once inside the compound, both women crept quickly toward a window someone had hastily covered in plywood. They crouched beneath it, where a fractured mirror lay on the ground beside Juliet and she caught her reflection—her father’s angular nose and light gray eyes, both of which she felt had marked her as a daughter of the conflict that had shaped a generation. She was a little girl when the energy war began—after the world depleted their oil reserves and al-Alfatih terrorists started attacking alternative energy sites. But it was not until her father, wanting to maintain peace, joined the Syndicate that her world then changed forever.

Juliet pulled her blond hair to one side, unruly as per usual, gone wavy from the heat and humidity.

“Someone must have warned him.” She used the butt of her gun to pry open the window. With a pop and a crack, the plywood came unhinged, and dust thickened the air.

“Impossible.” Mariam passed a bottle of water to Juliet. “His phone pinged just moments before.”

Juliet took a sharp swig of water and gazed across the street, where signs of the energy war abounded: remnants of shattered lives littered the city’s crumbling streets, their belongings cooked into mud pies by the bubbling sun. Sweat pebbled on Juliet’s upper lip as she pulled back from the window and pressed her earpiece to signal back to the Syndicate’s base in Damascus.

“Please use aerial asset to reconfirm target’s location.”

“On it,” said Christine, a geospatial analyst who specialized in geo-locating targets using cell phones and other electronic devices.

Distant gunfire cracked the silence and Juliet pinched the skin at her throat. David Barany, the Syndicate’s operational chief, had tried to warn her that al-Alfatih might have more superior satellite detection. The possibility of Abu Hassan having advance warning of the Syndicate’s military raid gnawed at her as she squinted at his safe house across the street, in search of signs that their mission had been compromised. But the road was quiet and empty, lined with partially shelled-out homes—remnants of an energy war that had lasted two decades.

“Maybe he’s using some sort of scrambling device to throw us off,” Mariam suggested.

“If al-Alfatih has better technology than the Syndicate, then we really are screwed.”

“I still don’t understand how Abu Hassan bent the minds of Saudi men and convinced them to destroy the largest commercial-scale solar panel company in the Persian Gulf,” Mariam said. Her face had grown thoughtful as she paused to touch the Muslim prayer beads on her right hand. “Can’t they see through his political motives?”

Juliet could tell that Mariam saw the pain of her people as her own. Despite Mariam’s role as a Syndicate source and ally, she carried that same irrational feeling that most intelligence officers seemed to possess—that they were somehow responsible for the outcome of a war.

“And he found a way to inspire French men and women to do the same,” Juliet added, her voice softening as she stared down at her phone, waiting for the Syndicate to reconfirm Abu Hassan’s location. HALFFOOTE had said that al-Alfatih’s next target was Paris, but without having any identifying information on the operatives themselves, what hope did they have of preventing the next attack?

Mariam gasped. “Look!”

Juliet’s eyes snapped up as a trickle of light drained from the back window of Abu Hassan’s safe house.

“Even if he isn’t in there,” Juliet said, meeting Mariam’s almond-shaped eyes as she slung her rifle strap over her shoulder, “there could be cell phones, computers, something that could give us more intel on the identity of the operatives.”

Mariam got up and brushed the soot from her cargo pants. “I don’t want to go back to David Barany empty-handed, not if what the source in Amman said was true.”

Juliet straightened, anxiety snagging at her mind at the mention of David. He had taken a huge gamble in supporting the Abu Hassan operation in Damascus when most of the Syndicate’s leadership in Paris had said the risk was too great. More than ten Syndicate intel officers had already been lost on the failed raids in Riyadh and Irbil.

Juliet gave Mariam a pained look. “Any chance you have a backup plan if this all goes to hell?”

“Don’t I always?” Mariam winked at her. “I have a source that can meet with us when we return to Paris. He used to be an al-Alfatih sympathizer, but he has since seen the error in his ways.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

Juliet let out a breath. As the only daughter of King Ibn al-Saud, it was no surprise that Mariam easily maintained a vast subnetwork of spies. But since that relationship had soured over recent months, Juliet often wondered whether that access might falter.

“Ready?” Mariam asked.

Juliet nodded. Feeling the familiar burn of adrenaline bubbling through her, she crept across the street toward Abu Hassan’s safe house with Mariam following closely behind. Juliet’s pulse thrashed within her ears as they eased along the backside of the mud-walled compound. Bending down on one knee, she used a red-pointed laser to etch a woman-sized circle into the compound wall. With a barely audible thump, the circle dropped into Mariam’s gloved hands, and she met Juliet’s face with a smile that showed bright white against her olive skin.

Both women squeezed through the opening.

Inside Abu Hassan’s compound, the air was stifling—dark, hot, and filled with the acrid smell of blood and unwashed bodies. Juliet’s eyes watered and her stomach lurched, but there was no one in sight. The electricity flickered off and on, casting an eerie yellow light down a peeling plastered wall. Somewhere behind the compound a generator buzzed and sputtered, struggling for life.

It was strange. While at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, never once had Juliet and Mariam’s professors mentioned the possibility of joining the intelligence community. Yet here they were, ambling down dark narrow passageways, readying themselves for the possibility of death. Perhaps it was then that Juliet first recognized Mariam’s defiance, that she was bold enough to stand up against al-Alfatih’s brutal tactics despite the threat they posed to her personally, as well as to her country and family. It was one thing for Juliet, an American, to go up against terrorists who threatened the stability of alternative energy—she operated clandestinely, while her family remained unknown and unthreatened within the relative safety of US borders. But for Mariam, this life meant constant death threats and severed family ties. What drove that kind of recklessness and courage?

When they reached the end of the hallway, a soft murmur of voices lit Juliet’s inner ear. Then, a faint cry. Children’s cries. With her pulse thumping wildly in her head, Juliet locked eyes with Mariam. After four years as an Army Special Forces operative and five with the Syndicate, she had learned about the unpredictability of a military raid, how an IED—improvised explosive device—missile, or grenade could thump down in her path and lay waste not just to a mission, but to their lives. Somehow, these risks were easier to bear because Juliet was a combatant. But al-Alfatih’s lack of respect for civilians iced the blood within her veins. With clammy fingers stretched out over the closed door, Juliet breathed deep and tried to brace herself for what awaited her inside. Mariam came beside her and, after getting a nod from Juliet, shoved open the door with the toe of her boot.

Inside there were two young children, a boy, and a girl, around six years old. With wild, pain-filled eyes, they sat hunched over a woman’s battered body, crying. Juliet tasted the sharp tang of disgust and she lowered her gun.

Dirty mattresses lined the walls to guard against shelling. A jewel-toned rug splattered with crimson footprints covered the dirt floor. She caught Mariam’s eye, and they moved slowly toward the children.

Crouching down to be face-to-face with the children, Mariam began to speak in soft Arabic. The young girl was blank faced, her hairline matted with a thin layer of blood. Mariam pulled a cloth from her pocket and began to gingerly dab at the girl’s wound while she spoke in soothing tones. The young girl responded with a barely audible gasp followed by a few strained words.

“What happened?” Juliet asked. Her Arabic only allowed her to pick up on: they killed her.

“That woman,” Mariam swallowed down a thickness in her throat as her eyes quickly moved over the body on the floor, “was their mother. She says that some men came for her father, and he fled before they could take him.”

“Bastard,” Juliet muttered under her breath. She gave the young boy a tight-lipped smile and patted his thick tangle of hair. “It’s going to be OK, buddy; we’ll get you out of here.” She knew that he could not understand her but hoped he could feel her sympathy.

Mariam sighed. “Let’s see if there’s anything of use in here and get them out.”

Juliet nodded and scanned the room while still talking over her shoulder. “Odds are Abu Hassan took anything we could use to track down the operatives in France.”

“But if he left in a hurry … Hey, look.” Mariam nodded toward the other side of the room.

Next to a dilapidated orange sofa was a small file cabinet covered in a thin layer of mattress stuffing. Mariam muttered something reassuring to the children in Arabic and then joined Juliet.

Mariam leaned down, dusted off the mattress stuffing, and tried to pry the file cabinet loose. “Locked.”

Juliet smiled and brought out the laser she had used to burn through the compound wall to now burn a hole in the lock. Inside the file cabinet, there was a smattering of old pornographic DVDs, documents, and iPads.

Mariam rummaged through the drawer until she reached the bottom and pulled out a small rectangular device. She held it up to Juliet’s face. “What the hell is this?”

Juliet took it from her gloved hand and smiled. “That’s called a thumb drive. Older technology that terrorists use to transfer files from one device to another.” She bit her lip and sniffed. “I’m not sure we have to worry about al-Alfatih being more technologically advanced.”

“Can it be exploited?”

“Sure.” Juliet took out her phone and inserted the micro-USB.

On the screen was a single file folder labeled topped. latest. owls.

“What do you think it means?” Mariam asked in a faint voice.

“There was this computer program that didn’t quite get off the ground,” Juliet said, clicking on the file. “It assigned each location in the world with a unique three-word address.”

Mariam’s eyes lit up. “So, maybe we have the location in Paris where the operatives were deployed?”

The drumming in Juliet’s ears grew louder as she plugged the three-letter address into the application on her phone. She gazed down at the geospatial image and inhaled a shaky breath. “That’s not Paris.”

Mariam’s wide eyes fastened on hers. “The source in Amman lied to us.”

“It’s London.” Juliet’s stomach dropped as her mind immediately shifted to her boyfriend, Jean-Marc. “Al-Alfatih is planning to attack Westminster Central Hall.”

Mariam opened her mouth to reply but a humming sound started coming from overhead, and Juliet’s insides went cold. The distinct sound of fast-approaching rotary blades twisted fear deep within the pit of her stomach. It was no secret that al-Alfatih had purchased dozens of Apache helicopters on the black market. Both children shrieked and hugged their dirty knees tight to their chests. The two women locked eyes and rushed toward the children. Juliet scooped up the small boy and Mariam grabbed the young girl. The buzzing grew louder and traveled downward, muffling the sound of the boy’s cries. The piercing sound of a missile made Juliet’s insides seize up and she clutched the little boy tighter. A blinding white light scorched her vision and she fell to her knees with the boy cradled in her arms. The whoosh of terror came over her; it pounded within her ears as she bent over to guard his body from the blast.

Darkness fell in a heavy wave.

When Juliet awoke, she tried to blink her eyes open, but they were glued shut with caked blood.

“Mariam,” she croaked.

“I’m here.” Mariam’s words came out like a thick whisper. “What happened?” The young girl clung to Mariam, wailing, but unharmed. “Al-Alfatih?”

Juliet tasted bile. Only Abu Hassan would sacrifice his own children to get back at his enemy.

“It must have been.”

Juliet tried to breathe and calm the deafening ringing in her ears, but there was a painful throbbing in her right elbow that mirrored the pounding in her chest. The young boy whimpered, although he was thankfully unscathed by the blast. He looked up at Juliet sullenly and said something low in Arabic.

She brushed down the boy’s sweat-matted hair. “It’s OK. We’ll get you out of here, I promise.”

She hugged him close despite the pain that lanced her right arm.

“I just signaled for backup,” Mariam said. “Barany should be here any minute.”

But just then, heavy boots crunched and popped on the gravel outside the compound. Raised voices lit the air. Mariam and Juliet shared a look as they placed the children behind them and brought out their rifles.

Al-Alfatih was there.

Bullets rocketed past, blasting through the walls, and spraying shards of stuffing into the air from the piled-up mattresses. Juliet and Mariam grabbed the children’s hands and vaulted across the room in a haze of dust and debris. Gunfire whizzed past and the children shrieked in terror. The possibility of not getting them out clamped down on Juliet’s nerves like a vise.

“Let’s go!” Mariam yelled above the gunfire. “David says they’re just outside.” She touched her earpiece. “In the front.”

With the boy clinging to her neck, Juliet darted away from each bullet until they reached the front door. Mariam wrenched the door open, and a silo of light poured into the compound.

Juliet blinked as her eyes slowly adjusted to a blinding spotlight. Row after row of soldiers in mismatched uniforms stood before them. Their faces were drawn and thin, a reflection of the latest economic sanctions against Syria in response to their support of al-Alfatih.

The leader stood at the center, a man with sharp features and lucid eyes that cut with clarity. He spoke to Mariam in Arabic, then turned to his men. Juliet could not make out what he said, but the leader’s grim tone to his men seemed to signal that he meant to do the women and children harm. A river of cold raced through Juliet’s veins as she positioned the young boy behind her.

She tightened the grip on her gun.
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A thumping came from overhead, echoing the heavy heartbeat behind Juliet’s eyes. Fifty yards away, two Syndicate helicopters landed, their propellers beating fiercely against the purple-tinted sky. Syndicate operatives descended in a wave, and a monsoon of gunfire followed, beating down on the militants in a rage. Juliet bounded toward the helicopter with the young boy’s arms firmly clasped around her neck.

“Come on!” she shouted at Mariam, who was behind Juliet, struggling to keep the young girl cradled in her arms while shooting at the al-Alfatih militants.

“On your right!” Mariam screamed as shots volleyed.

Juliet darted a quick sideways glance and spotted three al-Alfatih militants lifting rocket launchers onto their shoulders. Dread slithered down her spine as she met Mariam’s eyes, alight with the same panic she felt erupting within her chest.

David Barany’s silver-tipped head bobbed out of a helicopter, glowing like a halo above his head.

“Behind you!” he mouthed, waving frantically.

The sound of rockets came at them like harpoons, biting and tearing through the dust-packed earth.

“Do something!” Mariam shouted at David, but the wind stifled her voice.

Juliet’s legs burned with effort as she and Mariam darted behind a shelled-out compound. The home, built of concrete bricks, had been reduced to rubble. Pain lanced at Juliet’s arm and the little boy’s dirty fingernails sliced into her neck, making it difficult to think.

Juliet tried to catch her breath as death stampeded toward them. Every shot from al-Alfatih was a warning of what could be. But David and the Syndicate met al-Alfatih with more fury, unleashing a defense that was difficult to match.

Juliet and Mariam had two choices. Run toward the helicopter and risk the rocket-propelling militants behind them, or wait and be killed by the Syndicate soldiers armed with Beretta shotguns and M4 rifles in front.

Either way, time was running out and the Syndicate soldiers could only hold them off for so long before al-Alfatih’s reinforcements arrived.

“What now?” Mariam shouted over the shriek of gunfire.

Juliet’s insides turned hot, bubbling with the fire of terror as she caught the gleam of a weapon David had yet to use—a flamethrower cresting the roof of one of the helicopters.

She snatched Mariam’s communicator from her ear. “David, get a guy up there to use the damn flamethrower.”

In an instant, the heavy whoosh of fire ripped past Juliet.

Heat prickled on the back of her neck, and she gulped air. She brought her hand up to shield the little boy’s face as the fire extinguished the rocket-propelling militants behind them. Hot steam rose off the asphalt street along with the bitter smell of burnt flesh. Juliet coughed at the simmering haze that fell like a blanket around them. The al-Alfatih militants scattered, confused and choking on the fumes from the fire, and scrambled for cover while their leader ordered they retreat.

“Let’s go!” Juliet yelled.

With the boy heavy in her arms, she pitched herself upward and darted toward the helicopter. She glanced at Mariam behind her, her black hair flying in streamers around her face. The little girl’s wails knifed through the air as Mariam raised her rifle and shot at the fleeing militants.

When Juliet reached the helicopter, she lifted the boy into the gloved hands of a woman she recognized as the base medic. Gritting her teeth, Mariam did the same with the young girl.

David stretched out a hand and hoisted Juliet into the helicopter.

“Good call on the flamethrowers,” David shouted at Juliet over the thumping of rotary blades as the helicopter lifted upward.

Mariam shook her head and grimaced at the wreckage below them. “It took you long enough.”

Juliet could hear the annoyance in Mariam’s voice. She turned to face David, who, despite the chaos that circled them, was completely composed, as usual. She had forgotten how cold and matter-of-fact her godfather could be. In times like these, she could see why her father had chosen his best friend as her godfather—he must have demonstrated those same qualities that the Syndicate valued in their intelligence officers: calm, with an arrogant quality that made others believe that he knew more than he really did. It had been several years since David directed an operation from the field. Since his appointment as Syndicate’s operational chief, he had traded his combat boots for suede loafers.

“Where did they all come from?” Juliet asked, still panting.

“I tried to warn you about their satellite capabilities.” David sniffed at the cloud of smoke that billowed up from the compound behind them.

“Jesus,” Mariam panted, with her hands cupped on both knees. “I thought we were really done that time.”

“Jesus?” Juliet repeated, the corner of her mouth twitching. “An odd sentiment for a Muslim.”

Mariam seemed to hold back the urge to laugh. “I just get used to you all saying it.” She nodded toward the Syndicate officers around them, tending to their injuries. “And it seemed appropriate, given the situation.”

Juliet gave her a tight-lipped smile with her eyes fixed on the two children. They were huddled together with a blanket wrapped around both their shoulders. The base’s female medic attended to the minor scratches on their faces and scraped knees before turning her attention to Juliet’s arm. It was scratched and bruised but not broken.

After the medic had cleaned and dressed Juliet’s wound, Juliet met David’s face with a heaviness in her chest. “No Abu Hassan, but at least the op wasn’t a complete failure.” She breathed deep, trying to quiet the pulse thumping loudly in her head. “Al-Alfatih’s next target is in London: Westminster Central Hall.”

“Not Paris?”

Juliet gave him a solemn nod.

David bent his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “The UN’s next meeting on energy reform is in London.”

“We found the location just before we came under heavy gunfire.” Juliet slid a sidelong glance at Mariam, who had begun to go through the media she had confiscated from the compound.

David reached out a hand and cupped Juliet’s shoulder, although his eyes remained downcast.

“That’s in two days,” Mariam said.

“Any intel on the identity of the operatives?” he asked.

“No.” Juliet’s head continued to pound with worry.

She inhaled a long, shaky breath.

Mariam held up the two iPads. “Hopefully, the media we captured will give us some clues.”

Juliet gave Mariam a weak smile but felt a small swell of pride. Although she had recruited Mariam just two years ago, she was quickly becoming one of the Syndicate’s most trusted sources on energy terrorism.

“Hope you’re right.” Juliet pressed her lips tight together and then started typing into her phone, trying to ignore the onslaught of text messages from Jean-Marc that tugged hard on her insides. “I need to touch base with my sources in London.”

• • •

The next day, back at the Syndicate’s base in Damascus, heat rose from the base’s newly laid tarmac, creating a blanket of bitter-smelling asphalt around Mariam and Juliet. With their thoughts turned inward, they sipped their beers in silence, waiting for the plane that would take them to London. The desert air blew, kicking up sand and particles of crushed rock, mimicking the battle Juliet felt waging within her. She hated that feeling that crept up on her every time she went out on a military raid—that she would not be able to stop the war that had cost her father’s life.

“David says that they’ve stepped up security at Westminster Hall,” Mariam said.

“Good.” Juliet’s voice was distant, her thoughts somewhere else. The sights and smells of the raid had brought her father’s memory screaming back to her, and something within her had come unhinged, fears that she would rather not revisit. What she could not say to Mariam was that she understood the children’s pain. That the death of her own father colored every decision she had made during her adult life—and she was certain that these children would feel the same.

Mariam drained the remainder of her beer and turned toward Juliet. “I thought you would be thrilled to go back to London.”

“I am. It’s just …” Juliet’s voice cracked. What she also could not say was that she feared what this career in intelligence might cost her—a normal life. “Jean-Marc just texted that he’s a part of the latest talks on the Climate Accord in London.”

“And you can’t warn him—”

Juliet shook her head slowly. It was the hardest part of her job—keeping secrets from the people she loved. “I can only do my best to keep him away.” There was a raw ache in the pit of her stomach.

Mariam and Juliet shared a look. They had stitched their experiences together in those knowing looks—all the unsaid things about the trauma and near-death experiences that had linked them together while working at the Syndicate. As Mariam’s handler, Juliet knew that technically she should keep her distance. But the amount of time Juliet spent working—compared to anything else in her life—meant that her closest relationships ended up being among her coworkers at the Syndicate, and that included Mariam.

“The lying to Jean-Marc is starting to get to me,” she began reluctantly, staring out at the sky stamped with lines of tangerine and buttery yellow. “I feel like all the secrecy about my work has created this”—she paused, groping for the right word—“space between us. I cannot share anything with him. Not only because he doesn’t have a clearance, but also because he is French.”

“He’s a UN diplomat working to end this whole energy war. You can’t tell him anything?”

“No.” Juliet sighed. “But I’m trying to change that.”

Mariam’s dark brows shot up. “You applied for the clearance to tell Jean-Marc where you worked?”

Juliet nodded.

“Well, six years is a long time.” Mariam drew back in her seat. “It sounds like things are getting serious. How do you think he’ll respond when he finds out what you do for a living?”

Her chest itched, like the question had bitten her, and she forced a shrug. “I can’t imagine that it will come as any huge surprise … the foreign languages … the constant travel.”

“Where did you tell him you were headed this time?”

“I said I had to cover for a colleague going on medical leave at the embassy in Damascus.”

Anxiety rippled down her forearms. Her cover as a “diplomat” at the US Embassy in Paris allowed her to maintain a level of secrecy to hide her intelligence activities with the Syndicate, but it was far from perfect.

Mariam narrowed her eyes, glistening pools of hazel outlined with thick dark lashes. Her otherworldly beauty easily distracted the men they worked with. And Mariam seemed not only unaware of this, but she also had never learned to properly hide her emotions as well as Juliet had.

“What is it?” Juliet asked.

“I just never thought I would see the day when you would get married.”

Juliet stifled a laugh. “Honestly, neither did I, but Jean-Marc is … different.” She paused and glanced out on the tarmac as the unmarked plane rumbled to life. “He makes me believe that it’s all possible—the career, the family.” The corner of her mouth twitched.

“I’m happy for you.” Mariam pulled her glossy black hair to one side and eyed the army-green duffel bag she had propped beneath her feet as a footrest. “Although I’m not certain you’ll ever see me doing the same.”

Juliet wanted to ask why but knew better. Her question would send Mariam on a tirade about women’s rights in the Kingdom. Mariam’s feminism was one of the things Juliet cherished most about her source—and friend. Since they’d met, Mariam had found every opportunity to speak out in ways to empower women and push to redefine an Arab woman’s role in society.

“There’s been progress,” Mariam said as she waved an index finger at Juliet. “But not far enough for me to take up the role of mother and wife quite yet.”

Juliet smiled, and Mariam mirrored it. Sometimes she forgot that Mariam was the only daughter of the king of Saudi Arabia. She had grown used to seeing Mariam lounging in a pair of sweatpants and her face marbled with exhaustion after a military raid.

“There’s a cleric in London that I’ve been communicating with over email for weeks,” Mariam began. “He was educated alongside Abu Hassan at the university in Egypt. A long shot, but worth a meeting.” Mariam ran a hand through her hair and looked toward Juliet.

A stern look in Mariam’s eyes reminded Juliet of the day she had asked the Saudi woman to spy on behalf of the Syndicate. It was the calm, almost surrendered look in her large eyes that told her Mariam had made her decision long before Juliet asked. Mariam had made clear that it was her people who would suffer the most from more war—and she had no choice but to defend them against al-Alfatih’s brutal tactics. But Juliet could not help the feeling that crept up on her—that all the sacrifices, all the deaths, would not achieve the outcome that they hoped for.

“Is everything OK?” Mariam placed a hand on Juliet’s tense forearm.

“Yeah, why?”

She folded her arms across her chest, trying to block out her emotions. She wished there was a way to divorce her past and feel nothing at all.

“You’re not as good at hiding your emotions as you think.”

“These military raids … they tend to bring back feelings I’d rather not revisit.” Juliet inhaled a shaky breath and turned toward Mariam. The memory of her father felt suddenly heavy within her mind. It was always this way—just after a raid or intel operation—a whisper that told her when someone was near or when things were not right. “I know, not exactly the thing we’re supposed to say.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

Juliet inhaled deeply. “I keep thinking that if there was no war, those children would still have a mother.”

“And you would still have your father.” Mariam finished her thought and turned toward her, a small crease forming between her brows. “That’s exactly what we’re fighting for, an end to all of this.”

Juliet nodded, although the tormented look in the children’s eyes still haunted her. For her father, for the future she wanted, she would finally end this war.

Mariam stretched out a hand. “You did enough back there.”

Juliet smiled back at her friend, although her worry was a drum inside her chest, thumping loudly with the possibility of failure. She had already lost her father to this war. She could not lose Jean-Marc too. She had to find a way to warn him, even if that meant putting everything she had worked for at risk.

Across the tarmac, she spotted David at the bottom of the stairs that led up into an unmarked plane. What would he say if he knew she was contemplating warning Jean-Marc about a potential attack?

Juliet stiffened, clutching her phone tight in her right hand. There was power within her to break free, the thundering within her chest, her veins. She always knew she possessed it, yet she waited to tap into it. She had signed Syndicate secrecy documents, and leaking intelligence meant jail. She needed to bottle up her fear as she always did, knowing that otherwise she could become a slave to it. She had to let her heart become stone. There was no place for emotions in intelligence operations.

She shot a sideways glance at Mariam, and they started down the runway. They reached the bottom of the unmarked plane and Mariam stopped suddenly, signaling to David to move inside before them.

Juliet’s fingers hovered above the keyboard on her phone. “I … I …” Her breath caught with what she could not bring herself to say out loud. It would take just one breach of her security agreement to tell Jean-Marc the truth, to tell him what was coming. But something inside her chest splintered at the thought.

Mariam took Juliet’s left hand and squeezed it.

“I will be your strength when you need it,” Mariam said simply.

The intimacy of the gesture took Juliet by surprise. But before she could respond, Mariam had turned to greet their captain. Pressing her shoulders back, Juliet stole a glance at the sun finally melting into the sundrenched earth behind her. Above the tarmac, the air turned cool, and Juliet relished it for a moment. Then she took a deep breath and ducked into the unmarked plane.
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AUGUST 1

LONDON, ENGLAND

Juliet sat at her desk at the American Embassy in London in total awe of the differences between the environment here and the one at Syndicate headquarters. In Paris, no one would have dared to leave before eight o’clock, not unless it was to meet with a source. But in London, it was just three o’clock in the afternoon and the US Consulate office was completely empty.

“Bye, Juliet!” The last foreign national waved his goodbye. She nodded, smiled, and pressed a button to switch her computer over to the Embassy’s top-secret server that allowed her to access Syndicate databases.

The top-secret database flashed before her, prompting the encryption key, and the familiar prickle of nerves ran down her arms. To Juliet’s frustration, the micro-USB seized at Abu Hassan’s compound containing geolocation coordinates did not constitute enough of a threat—according to those in charge—to call for the shutdown of Westminster Hall.

But Mariam had a source that could corroborate the intelligence they had discovered in Damascus, and Juliet hoped that information would be persuasive enough.

She breathed deep and entered her password to access the secure database. She and Mariam were not scheduled to meet with Mariam’s source until nine o’clock that night, which gave Juliet enough time to do another deep dive on the source’s background. One missed phone call between the source and someone directly or indirectly connected to al-Alfatih could make the difference in identifying a source as a double agent. But the potential source, who went to school with Abu Hassan in Egypt, could be their best shot at seeding a direct penetration of Abu Hassan’s inner network.

If he was willing to work with the Syndicate.

As she started to open the source’s top-secret file, she caught Jean-Marc’s familiar voice, smooth with an unmistakable French accent, speaking to the Marine posted at the entryway to the US consulate. She quickly switched her computer back over to the unsecure server as she watched through the bulletproof glass as he flashed his UN credentials, thanked the Marine guard, and moved past the security checkpoint. Jean-Marc appeared in the office doorway. His build was muscular but looked more svelte than broad in his tailor-made navy suit. He buttoned his suit jacket with a straight back like the distinguished Parisian statesman he was and made his way toward her.

“Bonsoir, the last one to leave the office I see, per usual, mon coeur.”

She held up a finger. “I just need to finish one thing.”

“I’ve heard that before, and five hours later, you are finally on your way home.” He gave her a dazzling smile and circled behind her desk just as her computer shut off.

She stood up and he brought an arm around her waist, pulling her close. There was a long pause, and in it was the truth about her work that she could never reveal, not unless they were married.

“When are you going to agree to marry me?” he asked.

She met his eyes, a dark, bottomless blue, and bit back the urge to laugh. “Is that a question?”

“I’m serious, I don’t want to just live together anymore.”

His words were a slow glow beneath her ribs, although she was still hesitant to let on that she wanted to get married as much as he did. She still had to obtain Syndicate approval to marry a foreign national. The French were members of the Syndicate, but Jean-Marc still did not have the required security clearances.

“You know that I love you,” she said in a hoarse voice.

He brushed a long tendril of hair from her face. “That wasn’t an answer.”

She swallowed hard. She needed to feel safe with the knowledge that he knew who she was, truly, and accepted it.

“I just need more time.”

“Of course, I will wait for as long as it takes.” His eyes flashed indigo. “It’s just that—if you aren’t in the Middle East, then you’re headed off to these late-night meetings. If I did not know better, I would say that you are cheating on me, Ms. Arroway.”

She chewed her bottom lip. It was a joke, but Jean-Marc’s tendency toward jealousy was a quality she had never gotten used to.

He moved closer and kissed her unrelentingly until she felt her limbs weaken. The physical side of their relationship was how they found their way back to each other after her long absences.

She inched herself away. “Even if we were to get married, I would still work.”

“Your passion for your work is one of the many reasons that I love you.” With his eyes glued on hers, he pressed her hand to his mouth. “But is it so strange that I would want to spend more of my evenings with a brilliant, gray-eyed, blond Foreign Service Officer?”

She forced a smile although her insides knotted. It was a reminder that she resembled her father with bright blond hair and deep gray eyes. It had been six years since his death, but the pain of that loss still hit her at unexpected intervals—it was also a reminder of what her life as a spy could cost her.

Jean-Marc looped his arms tighter around her hips. “Have I mentioned that I love your curves?” He cupped her backside with both hands.

She laughed. “A few times.”

“French women don’t have curves like these.”

She felt the charge of him as he brushed her hair behind her shoulders and ran a finger down her cheek. All the subtle hints and unspoken exchanges. The tilt of his head and the mischievous look in his eyes when she knew that he wanted her. She felt the lure of these familiar gestures, pulling her back to the comfort she knew only in his arms.

“My mother would call it fat,” she said.

Juliet thought back to the conversation she had with her mother right before her father’s funeral. “This one should fit you; it’s too big for me,” her mother had said as Juliet had tried on a funeral dress. “You’re just carrying all your holiday weight in your thighs.”

Juliet’s face had been puffed with grief. Her younger sister, Veronica, darted her a wary look as she slipped one of her mother’s ten black designer dresses over her head. The tags were still attached. “Mom,” Veronica began, flipping over on the bed in a pair of tight-fitting yoga pants. “It’s actually the fashion not to be rail thin.” Waving a hand dismissively, her mother let out a puff of air.

“Did I tell you girls I weigh 116 pounds now?” Her mom had stood in front of the full-length mirror, holding a cold washcloth beneath her eyes to reduce the puffiness as she surveyed her petite frame. It was perplexing to Juliet that her mother mourned her father as deeply as she did, even though she had divorced him ten years prior. “I can’t believe your father left you both with nothing,” her mom went on. “Not a penny.”

Juliet’s face had gone numb. “It’s not really about that right now,” Juliet said to her mom. She did not expect anyone to understand the depths of her bond to her father, including all those late-night talks about his work in intelligence that had shaped her future. “And it’s OK,” she went on, “really, I’m making my own money now.”

But her mother wasn’t listening. “It just isn’t right,” she had said. “First, he leaves me with nothing during the divorce, and now my daughters. It’s a good thing I met someone who truly appreciates me.” Juliet and Veronica had met each other’s eyes, both trying to pinch their lips together to prevent their laughs from escaping. Neither of them could say anything about their mom’s new boyfriend without making her completely lose it. And they didn’t want that, especially on the day of their father’s funeral.

“Tell me,” her mother had continued, “about this new beau, Juliet.” Sitting in a wing-backed chair, her mom narrowed her eyes. “I heard he’s from a wealthy French family.”

Juliet gave her sister a look. She had not wanted her sister to reveal Jean-Marc’s aristocratic origins and run the risk of her mother pressuring her to seal the deal. Plus, Jean-Marc had recently hinted at his family’s financial troubles, which Juliet did not want to get into with her mother.

“I’m not really sure,” Juliet had lied. “I know they have an apartment in London and Paris, but other than that …”

“You OK, mon coeur?” Jean-Marc’s voice pulled Juliet abruptly from the memory, back into the office. “I haven’t seen that look in a while.”

She nodded sharply, still trying to shake off the memory. “Yeah,” she cleared her throat. “I’m only tired, we’ve had a lot of turnover in the passport office. I have had to work more than usual, but I expect that to change.”

“That’s good news.”

Lying to Jean-Marc had come more easily than she hoped it ever would. She breathed deep, still struggling with how to hint at the danger in London without revealing too much. She wanted to tell him that she considered wrecking everything—her career, her security agreement with the Syndicate—all to save him.

He bent his raven-black head toward hers so that their foreheads nearly touched. “You would tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?”

Juliet bristled at his ability to read her thoughts. Perhaps it was what made him such a talented statesman.

“Are you still going to the conference tomorrow?” She tried to make her voice sound light.

“Actually, no, I have a meeting with some Emiratis involved in the energy trade, thanks to Mariam’s intervening.” Jean-Marc knew Mariam only as the daughter of King Ibn al-Saud, not—obviously—as a Syndicate source. Her family’s influence over the Emiratis was widely known. “I fly to Dubai tomorrow.”

“That’s great!” She wrapped her arms around his neck, relief weakening her knees. “You’ve been trying to get them involved in the Paris Agreement for ages.”

“Oui.” His skin, usually a light olive color, glowed bronze after spending the last two weeks on the French Rivera with two former Qatari oil tycoons.

“With the major energy traders on board, we might actually have a shot at energy reform.”

“So, you won’t be going to Westminster Hall at all?”

“Non.” His eyes traveled toward her desk where her phone lay. “Pourquoi?” He narrowed his eyes at her.

Jean-Marc was curious about everything. It was what led to his career in energy reform. He enjoyed the uncertainty and challenge of it all. He even appreciated the search for alternative energy sources and the political mess that came with it. His task at the UN was not an easy one—to gain the support of former oil-dependent nations.

“No reason.” She placed a swift kiss on his chin. Jean-Marc would be safe—that was worth his suspicion.

His gaze was clear and direct, although there was a hint of uncertainty in his tone. He came closer and placed a hand on her cheek.

“When am I going to hear about Syria?” he asked.

“It was the same as any other war zone assignment—long hours, unbearable temperatures, rocket attacks.” Her omission about her work left a sour taste in her mouth.

“My girlfriend, the badass.” He took her hand and squeezed it, but the bitterness on her tongue lingered.

She forced a smile just as her phone buzzed in her pocket. She swiped to answer the call. “Hey Mariam.”

Jean-Marc took that as his cue to leave and sauntered toward the door, stopping just before he exited to give her a broad smile. She smiled back at him and blew him a kiss.

“What’s up?” she asked over the phone.

A crackling came through on the other end. “We were too late.” Mariam’s voice was tight with regret.
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Juliet’s Syndicate-issued Range Rover lurched and creaked over potholes as she and Mariam neared the blast site. A congregation of British police, MI5, and recovery workers gathered where Westminster Hall used to rest, but now was a gaping hole in the city. The oldest building on the Parliamentary estate, part of which was erected in 1097, had been reduced to ash. Firefighters struggled to put out cars still being swallowed by flames. Emergency workers loaded body bags onto metal stretchers and into the back of ambulances.

Juliet’s breath caught as she rolled to a stop. It was the possibility of this very attack that had haunted her for the last month. She felt the blood drain from her face.

“Abu Hassan.” Mariam clutched the door handle tight. “What an asshole.”

Something ominous crept into Juliet’s ribcage and tightened it as she squinted against the black cloud that billowed out from the blast site. Bile rose in her throat and her hands itched with the urge to hit somebody.

This cannot be real. This cannot be happening.

“I should have been less consumed with finding Abu Hassan himself,” Juliet said, “and focused more on doing call analysis to find connections between Abu Hassan and his operatives inside London. I could have found them.” She tried to focus on her breath and steady the rage she felt rippling through her.

“It’s easy to do the what-if game in this situation,” Mariam said. “There was not enough time. You did your best with the intel we got.” Sadly, Mariam had grown up with this level of chaos, and knew how to temper her frustration.

Juliet envied Mariam’s ability to remain calm and levelheaded. She tried to beat down her regret as they emerged from the SUV and into a rainstorm of ash. Failure was an inevitable part of intelligence operations; there were times when there were simply too many holes to make sense of the larger picture or make the connections between the terrorist mastermind and his operatives. Still, she could not help but second-guess every step she had made leading up to this point.

Shouts of outrage erupted in a wave as she and Mariam threaded their way through the crowd. It was as if a thick gray fog had rolled in, painting people’s faces with solemnity and expressions of fresh horror. As she moved toward the gaping hole in the ground, Juliet felt as though she were sitting in a movie theater and watching the climactic scene unfold. She had seen horror before, but something about the role that this building, now reduced to a desolate scene of black and white, had played in British history etched regret deeper into her mind.

“David said that we should meet him over there.” Mariam pointed to where a group of Syndicate personnel had gathered, waving their hands and asking questions that no one knew the answers to.

Juliet held up a small duffel bag in front of Mariam’s face. “I have the biometric kits ready.” It was the same pack she had used to collect biometrics on a military raid while part of the Army. The HIIDE system collected iris, fingerprints, and other biographical information. “But with a blast of this magnitude, it’s unlikely that we’ll be able to collect DNA or fingerprints.” She paused and squinted against the thick haze. “But if we can find any electronic e-cigarette, cigarette butts—”

“DNA goldmine,” Mariam finished.

Juliet’s toes curled inside her shoes as she thought through what pieces of evidence would give her the entire picture. The first twenty-four hours after an explosion were the most important in gathering biometrics. If they could recover a thread of hair, or even a speck of blood from the operatives who had planted the bomb, they might be able to identify them.

Large pellets of debris rained down from the sky, covering everything in a thick coat of residue. Mariam stopped a woman who looked to be in her mid-fifties, wandering aimlessly. Her face creased with pain.

“Ma’am, are you OK?” Mariam brought a hand to the woman’s shoulder.

“The whole building just exploded. There must have been more than a hundred UN officials inside. It was horrifying.” The woman’s trembling hand cupped a small gash in her cheek. “Who would do this?”

Juliet exchanged a brief glance with Mariam, unable to detach herself from the cold rage that hardened within her belly. She would do anything for the chance to face Abu Hassan—to make him suffer as she had suffered and force him to pay for the thousands of victims whose lives were cut short because of his senseless terror attacks.

Mariam guided the woman toward a medic at the back of an ambulance, who draped a blanket over the woman’s shoulders as he surveyed her injuries.

As they walked away, Mariam met Juliet’s eyes. “Thank God Jean-Marc wasn’t here.”

Juliet nodded, a sudden queasiness sloshing within her belly. She wished she could turn herself into something impassive and stoic, but the scene made her want to vomit. She should have been able to protect more than just her boyfriend from this fate.

She tried her best to force the shredded feeling inside her aside as she thought about next steps.

“Let’s find out where we are on identifying the explosives used in the blast. That will help us to find out more about the operatives and how they are planning and conducting these attacks.”

The wall around the perimeter of the blast site was enforced by a heavy police presence. Juliet and Mariam flashed their Syndicate badges and the police officer standing guard waved them through. Beyond a thick line of yellow tape, Juliet caught David Barany’s eyes; his soot-covered face signaled that he had arrived at the scene not long after the attack, and the same regret that made her want to retch was etched across his features too. As head of the Syndicate’s intel operations to combat energy terrorism, he would be held accountable for the attack—and that made her failure more unbearable.

Mariam moved toward the blast site while David took Juliet by the elbow. “The blast killed more than ten US personnel detailed to the United Nations. The FBI is already here.”

Remorse pummeled at her insides. Not only was the human toll significant, but this also impacted the Syndicate’s efforts to end the energy war. The US contingent assigned to the UN had been the Syndicate’s main source of intelligence on those leaders who opposed alternative energy policies.

“I know you blame yourself.” David’s voice was soft as he met her face with sympathetic brown eyes. “But you shouldn’t.”

“You don’t need to do this right now.” Her chest ached with anger, not just at al-Alfatih, but at herself. It was the day every intel officer feared—when her failure meant the loss of life.

“These operatives must have been in play for months, if not years before the attack,” David went on. He stopped walking and looked Juliet in the eyes. “You did everything you could, followed up on every lead.”

She avoided his eyes. It was an inevitable part of intelligence operations. Sources often came in with fractured reports, whispers that circulated in extremist circles that she would have to make sense of through other forms of intelligence. Sometimes they would get lucky and intercept a phone, email, or text message conversation that filled in the missing information. But they had not been that lucky with the hunt for the elusive Abu Hassan or his operatives.

She tried to let go of the blame and self-doubt, but the consuming rage once more rose within her, warming her blood with the need to avenge her father’s death and bring and end to Abu Hassan’s reign of terror.

“Do we know if it was a suicide attack?” she asked.

“Not yet.” He used his hand to shield his eyes as he looked toward the blast site. There was a swarm of Syndicate, Interpol, MI5, and FBI agents standing in a circle and discussing next steps. “If it was, there’s a small possibility that DNA will still be present.”

“Where are we on the forensics?” she asked with one eye fixed on Mariam.

Mariam had captivated a group of British police officers at the security checkpoint with her bold questions.

“The explosion was caused by some sort of vehicle-borne explosive, VBIED,” he said. “Apparently, most of the UN’s leaders drive Teslas. They were all parked in a row in front of the building when they detonated.”

“VBIEDs,” she repeated as the cooler air bit at her skin. It was a commonly used tactic by al-Alfatih, but she had never seen the tactic used successfully inside this level of security. She pulled her cargo jacket tighter across her chest. “I thought they stepped up security.”

“Apparently not enough.” Mariam appeared beside David with her long dark hair pulled into a low ponytail. “While they used their scanners on the underside of vehicles without a UN decal, they did not scan all cars with a UN decal.”

David’s brows etched together. “So, the operatives could have either planted the explosives before they were on the premises or after.”

“Don’t they have security cameras installed in the parking lot?” Juliet asked.

“Surely a security guard would have seen if someone planted a bomb on the underside of a vehicle,” Mariam said.

David scratched his neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard and turned toward Mariam. “Can you ask for the security tapes from the last seventy-two hours?”

Mariam nodded and made her way back toward the police officers, who had not taken their eyes off her since she arrived onsite. She often used her looks like a distraction. If there was any issue with the Brits wanting primacy over evidence, Mariam would find a way around it.

“Juliet,” David placed his hand on her shoulder, “I want you to work with the FBI’s forensics team. They’ll have the best technology to obtain biometrics.”

As she nodded her agreement, she spotted two FBI agents making their way toward them. The more senior of the two men was squat and middle-aged, with plump red cheeks and a triangle patch of gray hair on his chin. He was flanked by a younger agent, a man in his early thirties with tousled copper hair. Even from a distance, the younger agent commanded attention. He was well over six feet tall and quite muscular. Yet there was a certain ruggedness in his features that made him appear more approachable than the other agent.

The younger man offered a hand to David, then to Juliet. “Graham Harding, FBI, and this,” he nodded toward the older man, “is Agent Sturchio.”

She acknowledged the man with a nod and a handshake. “Juliet Arroway, Syndicate Special Activities Division.”

Graham’s eyes locked on hers just as a large clang of metal split the air. Distracted, Juliet saw an excavator to their right extend one large mechanical arm and carefully place a scorched vehicle onto the ground.

“It looks like they’re about to tamper with our evidence,” she said.

Without waiting for either FBI agent to answer, Juliet trudged past a sea of oblivious British police and MI5 agents, buzzing with chatter. Gravel crunched beneath heavy boots behind her, and Juliet glanced over her shoulder to see Agent Harding following closely behind as she made her way toward the excavator.

A police officer with a chalk-stained face reached out a hand to block them both. “British law enforcement only.”

She held up the Syndicate credentials that draped around her neck. The police officer compressed his lips and waved her through. A British police officer was guiding a tow truck to collect the charred-out remains of the vehicles that were used as VBIEDs in the explosion. The cooler air bit through Juliet’s thin jacket and she shivered despite the heat from the flames that danced nearby. She pushed the feeling aside and made a beeline for the police officer directing the excavator missions.

“What do you think you’re doing? This is a crime scene.”

“Just what MI5 told me to do.” The police officer was a gray-faced man with rough features and a crooked mouth.

She flashed her Syndicate badge. “Not anymore.”

The police officer held up a hand, signaling to the tow truck driver to cease moving the cars.

“Now.” She inhaled a breath that felt heavy in her lungs. “I need the manifests of all those individuals who came in and out of Westminster Hall within the past six months.”

The police officer nodded and scurried off.

Gazing down at her phone, Juliet punched in a text message to Jean-Marc:


Considering recent events, Abu Dhabi may not be a clever idea right now.




Why? The Emiratis are ferocious about combatting energy terrorism.




Yeah, and they’ll be combing through their airports, looking for a reason to remove foreigners.




Let’s talk about it when you get home tonight.



Juliet let out a sigh as she approached Graham, not bothering to look up from her phone.

“I don’t think they’ll be much of a problem with evidence anymore. They should also be getting us some manifests”—she shot a glance at Mariam, who was shouting at a British police officer—“if my colleague hasn’t already gotten them.”

“It must be nice to be able to flash that Syndicate badge,” Graham said.

She ignored his sly remark. “We don’t have time for territorial wars—not when another attack is likely imminent.”

“I agree. If we could all just work together, we might be able to prevent these attacks from happening in the first place.” He offered her his hand as they stepped over a pile of debris. She stiffened and walked on the other side. “The Bureau isn’t as bad as you think,” he went on. “Believe me, there are worse places to work in Washington.”

“I never said it was bad.” She and Graham made their way toward the burnt remains of another Tesla. “I think careless is a better word.”

“What are you implying?”

“One word.” Her throat felt tight. “Riyadh.”

Graham sniffed but said nothing.

Her stomach knotted when she thought of Riyadh. Four years ago, one of her best sources had provided intelligence on a terrorist attack that killed over one thousand people at a hydroelectric plant in Riyadh. But the investigation was compromised when an FBI agent misplaced a key piece of evidence.

In a thick silence, they neared the line of cars still smelling of hydrogen peroxide and gunpowder.

“Does al-Alfatih typically use VBIEDs?” Graham asked, stopping in front of the twisted metal frame of the car.

“Sometimes. Though typically they’re unable to get past this level of security.” She crouched down and the heavy, metallic smell of petrol and blood bit at her nostrils. Using a mirror, she scanned the underbelly of what remained of the blackened car. “And they’ve never conducted something of this magnitude in Europe or the United Kingdom using a VBIED.”

Graham nodded, broke off a sample of the vehicle, and placed it into a transparent plastic bag with a large pair of pliers. Juliet crouched down beside him and scanned the underbelly of the car with an advanced biometric reader.

Graham got up with the plastic bag in one hand and raked his hand through his hair with the other. “I’m going to go ask MI5 whether they’ve looked at the call activity during the area at the time of the attacks.”

“I’ll do that.” She brushed the soot from her face with the back of her hand and stood. “It’s better that they have one POC anyway.” She felt another wave of guilt as two emergency workers threaded past carrying a stretcher. If she could not find any biometric identifiers on the vehicles, she needed to look at phones that were in the area during the time of the attacks. She needed to identify call patterns to establish links between the operatives and other key players that helped to coordinate and carry out the attacks. Perhaps that would finally lead her to Abu Hassan.

“I can help,” he said. “I’ve worked with MI5 for years.”

“It would only make things more complicated. They’re used to working with me on the hunt for Abu Hassan.”

“Ah, you’re one of those.” Graham adjusted the Glock he had strapped to his side.

She felt the blood pinch at her cheeks as she met his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He paused, his gaze moving silently over her face before he answered. “Nothing.”

Something within his eyes disarmed her, but instead of stepping away, she stepped toward him. The top of her head reached just below his chest. He was at least a foot taller than her.

“If you have something to say, say it.” His jaw was taut.

“It’s just that when operating in a foreign country … there are certain … sensitivities that you may or may not be aware of.”

“I understand how critical our relationships are with foreign services, if that’s what you mean.” His eyes slanted against the haze as an enormous crane shoveled debris. “I’ve had sources burned before.”

Her brow furrowed with interest. “You worked in intelligence?”

“Before the Bureau, yes, five years.”

“That’s strange.” The remnants of the blast site crinkled beneath Juliet’s combat boots as they walked side-by-side toward the charred-out remains of another car. “I wonder why we never ran into each other.”

“The Syndicate is a rather large organization.”

As Juliet nodded with a sharp glance in his direction, she saw the tight line of his mouth, the discerning eyes, and the furrowed brow that seemed leery of the truth. They were the familiar signs of an intelligence officer who was heavily guarded, hardened features meant to disguise the pain underneath. She knew them well because she had seen them first on her father.

Graham pressed his lips tight and sidestepped a pile of debris, bending down to get a better look at the underbelly of another car. He swept the biometric identifier wand and checked for fingerprints once more. He stood, not bothering to brush the soot from his cargo pants. The friendly look in his eyes faded, replaced by some darkness.

“Ten Americans died in this attack, which means that, technically, FBI should have the lead.”

She stiffened. “We’re in a foreign country and this is clearly something to do with the energy war.” The dust-filled air blew, and she looked up at Graham, brushing the soot from her face. She tried to shake off the dark look in his eyes that made her feel unglued. “Why don’t we both just focus on our job?”

“You got it, sister.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“OK. OK.” He held up both hands in surrender.

He kneeled next to her as they continued to examine the remains of the charred-out Tesla. The smell of burnt flesh caught her nose and Juliet shuddered. She had grown used to the risk of death; it was all around her in this line of work. But for someone she loved to be so close to the possibility of it resurrected fears that she thought she had buried long ago with her father.

From underneath the car Graham met her eyes. The sunlight caught the pale green of his eyes and showed flecks of yellow.

“You’re shivering,” he said.

“No, I’m not,” she said, indignant.

It was a few moments before she noticed that he was right. Regret over what had happened was still surging through her, making her hands tremble. The Syndicate had warned the United Nations but apparently not sternly enough. She balled her hands into tight fists at her sides and got up. Breathing deeply, she moved to the back of the car and used a crowbar to loosen the back bumper.

“I thought we weren’t going to tamper with the evidence,” he said.

“Just trying to get to the VIN. Sometimes these guys are stupid enough not to disguise the history of the vehicle, including whether it had been bought or sold to anyone with connections to al-Alfatih.”

An aircraft buzzed overhead, and Juliet strained her eyes in that direction, trying to tell from where the sound came, but it was difficult to see through the cloud of debris. Her eyes stung from the soot as she struggled to remove the bumper. She stumbled over a pile of twisted metal and concrete. Graham got up from the side of the car and caught her elbow just before she went crashing headfirst into the car.

“Need help with that?” he asked.

She wrenched her elbow free from his grip. “No, I’ve got it.”

With a furious jerk, she removed the bumper and recorded the VIN into her phone.

Graham shook his head and ran both hands through a mass of curled copper.

“Those Muslim bastards,” said a frosty voice behind her.

She spun around and met the crinkled eyes of Agent Sturchio. “What makes you so sure that this was Islamic extremists?”

“Isn’t it always?”

“No, it’s not. That’s exactly the kind of narrow-minded thinking that gets us into situations like these in the first place.”

She felt the blood rising to her face.

Graham raised one brow. “You don’t think these guys were motivated by religion?”

“No, I think it was made to look like it was.”

“Money, power, religion.” Graham stood over her, his eyes shifting to where the gray sky streaked with the end of sunlight. “In my experience, the motivator is typically one of the three.”

“It’s not always that simple.” She stood up to face him, almost meeting Graham at eye level on top of a pile of debris. “The same rules can’t always be applied. Especially when it comes to this war.”

Agent Sturchio tightened his lips at her. “In my experience, al-Alfatih is the same thing as all Muslims—uneducated, ill-informed.”

“Of all the narrow-minded, idiotic …” Two ambulance workers treaded past carrying a stretcher and Juliet felt an ache in the pit of her stomach. She was dangerously close to tears.

Graham caught her eye. “I wouldn’t argue too much with this one,” he said, towering over the stout form of Agent Sturchio. “She knows what she’s talking about.” He smiled at Juliet, a wide grin that helped the muscles in her face to relax.

With a severe look on his face, Agent Sturchio sniffed and walked back to where David now stood, talking with a group of what Juliet presumed were high-level MI5 officers.

“How did you get involved in all this?” Graham asked, swiveling to look around them to make sure no one was nearby.

“I was recruited from the Army’s spec ops division,” she said.

“Ah, a muharib.” His eyes widened. “So, you really are a ballbuster.” His smile was a flash of white in an auburn-colored beard.

“Don’t mock me. I know what a muharib is.”

“A warrior. Well, isn’t that what you are?”

Juliet batted the comment away. “Why is it that women are ball-busters and men are just doing their jobs?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, you just don’t really seem like the Army type.”

She felt her face twitch with annoyance, although she tried her best not to sound too offended. “I’m not even sure what that’s supposed to mean.”

“You just look,” he paused, trying to find the right words, “young.”

“Twenty-one when I joined the Army,” she said tersely. “Anyway, I have a source meeting in an hour. Let’s focus.” She closed a plastic bag containing samples from the site.

“Anyone that might be able to report on the attack?” he asked.

“Let’s just you stick to your job, and I’ll stick to mine,” Juliet said. It was nearly dusk, and the fading sun reminded her they didn’t have much more daylight.

“Are you always this difficult?” he said.

“Only when I’m certain that I’m right.”

“Well, let’s hope we’re not too late next time.”

Red crept up her chest and stained her cheeks. She looked across the crowded parking lot, suddenly feeling betrayed as she met David Barany’s face. Did FBI know that the Syndicate had received advance warning of the attack, but did not have time to track down Abu Hassan’s operatives?

“If there’s something you need to know, then I won’t keep it from you,” she shot back.

“That’s all I ask.” She felt like a ticking bomb under his intense gaze, tightly wound and a bit fragile. “If you must know,” she began in a tight voice, avoiding his eyes, “there is a source who went to school with Abu Hassan. He might be able to give us more information on the attacks. But I haven’t met with him yet.” She cleared her throat, trying to steady herself. “We run him jointly, with the Saudis.”

“Well, then, be extra careful. The Saudis shouldn’t be trusted.”

“I happen to have worked with the Saudis for several years.”

“All I’m saying is that sometimes Saudis protecting their own interests is the same thing as their protecting the very people that are trying to kill us.”

He had been injured in some way, perhaps by the Saudis, and a good deal from what Juliet could gather. But the challenging look in his eyes quickly severed the thought from her mind.

“Well, you’re not at the Syndicate anymore, and for your information they have just as much interest in stopping this energy war as we do.”

He stifled a laugh with his fist. “Are you telling me that former oil-rich tycoons are collaborating with you to stop this war? Now who is naïve?”

Her eye twitched. She was not about to let this FBI agent unravel more than a decade of partnership with the Saudis.

“The Morusaks used to control the world’s energy reserve, not the al-Saud regime.”

“Are you sure that they’re not one and the same?”

“Yes.” She straightened. “The attacks are happening in their country too. The al-Saud regime wants alternative energy sources to be successful just as much as we do.”

He took a step toward her. “If I were you, I would go into this investigation with an open mind.” His moss-colored eyes bore through right to her backbone, and heat flushed through her.

“I know how to do my job.”

“Good, then we’re on the same page.”

She stiffened. “I’m not sure I would go that far.”

He gave her a lopsided smile that made her cheeks flame and then walked away.
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AUGUST 2

The roar in Juliet’s chest rose into her ears as she stepped out of the shower and looked toward Jean-Marc through the open door to their living room. His back was turned toward her while he puffed silently on a cigarette. Her eyes lingered on the athletic build of his shoulders as he gazed out the window of their London apartment. It was a two-story brick home in Notting Hill, where huge shrubs of jasmine hung around the front door and vines reached up into a black-iron balcony, giving the façade a plummy feel.

Despite the steam that filled the room, a shiver ran up her spine. He could have easily been one of the UN officials that had died yesterday.

For Jean-Marc, she had come close to breaching her security agreement with the Syndicate and wrecking her career to warn him of an impending attack. Her love for him would have been the downfall of everything that she had worked for—and she would have done it, gladly, if Jean-Marc’s life had really been in danger.

A cold sweat sprang up on the back of her neck as she struggled to think her way through how she would react the next time his life was at risk. Given Jean-Marc’s role in gaining support for energy reform at the UN, it was inevitable that he would get caught in al-Alfatih’s crossfire again.

He crossed the room and sat down in a wingback chair trimmed in oyster-gray wood. She watched him as he draped one long leg across his knee, failing to meet her eyes as he took the last drag of his cigarette and put it out on a glass ashtray. The living room was ornate, with wide, tufted, cream-colored sofas and tapestry-covered walls. As the only son of one of the remaining French aristocratic families, Jean-Marc maintained access to all the de Vogue residences throughout Europe. But he was discreet about his family’s bourgeois origins.

Juliet reached for the thin cashmere robe Jean-Marc had given her for her birthday and crossed the room to where he sat. There were candles lit on the coffee table in front of him, playing up the strong line of his cheekbones and his straight nose. Covering a yawn with a fist, she sat down next to him but said nothing. She tried to let the warmth of simply being next to him settle into her bones, but the intensity from the day still felt like too much. After the attack on Westminster, blackness stretched before her, opening a door that she dared not enter days ago. She tried not to let the dark thoughts take hold of her as she placed a hand on his tensed forearm.

He turned toward her and tucked a damp piece of hair behind her ear.

“They really are working you to death over there at the embassy, aren’t they?” There was sympathy in his blue eyes.

She gave him a tight-lipped smile. After spending more than twenty-four hours at the attack site, she felt the exhaustion deep within her, weighing her down with each moment she refused to give in to sleep. Her failure was still like a knife in her gut, twisting around each decision she had made since meeting with her source in Amman who had warned them about the attack. And last night, when Mariam’s source—who went to school with Abu Hassan—had failed to show up, she struggled to piece together her next moves in tracking down Abu Hassan.

“I wish you didn’t have to travel right now,” she said to Jean-Marc. The bluntness of her own words surprised her, but she could not stop herself.

He smoothed down his raven-black hair and gave her a weary look. “I can’t just not go to Abu Dhabi right now because something might happen. That’s no way to live.”

“I’m not saying don’t go, I just don’t see the urgency. Can’t you just delay for a few weeks?”

“This is probably the best time to travel. Everyone will be on high alert since the attack. Al-Alfatih won’t try something, not now.” He cupped the side of her face and traced the outline of her cheekbone with his thumb. “Everything is going to be fine.”

He took her hand and guided her to sit down on his knee. She burrowed her head into his chest and tried to let her uncertainty melt away. It was getting harder for her not to tell him the truth—that she had been hunting the elusive energy terrorists for years, and al-Alfatih did not follow a specific attack pattern. The only thing that she was certain of was their unpredictability.

“I would not underestimate them,” she said, lifting her face and brushing at the mark left by her damp hair.

“There might not be another opportunity like this one.” He placed a steady hand on her shoulder, although her mind continued to race. His passion for energy reform was what drew her to him in the first place, but it was times like these that she wished he had worked in a different industry.

“Al-Alfatih is probably targeting the very people that you’re meeting with,” she said.

“Gaining the support of the Emiratis and the Saudis could be the only way to finally stop this war.”

Juliet shook her head, leaving more water droplets on the front of his shirt. The tightness in her chest made it impossible to meet his eyes.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and with a weight still on her chest, she swiped to answer.

She looked up. “It’s Mariam.” There had been no way around telling him that Mariam was working with her at the Embassy on a secure project related to the attacks. It was the first piece of truth that had passed between them in a larger lie about her work, and she felt lighter for it.

Jean-Marc nodded and made his way out onto the balcony as she held up her secure phone to her face to scan her irises. Jean-Marc and Mariam had never really been good friends, despite the fact that they had also met while at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service.

What would he think when he found out that they were both terrorist hunters? she thought.

With the question still at the forefront of her mind, she sank heavily onto their four-posted bed. “Hey, I was just going to call you—” she said into the phone.

“I don’t think it was the explosion that killed them.” Mariam’s voice was raised over the clanking of metal stretchers and screeching of medical carts inside the Syndicate’s forensics lab where she was sitting. “The autopsy reports indicate that the leaders died hours before the explosion.”

Juliet felt her heart slip low. “What do you mean?”

“I think it was made to look like a terrorist attack.” Mariam’s voice was calm, but Juliet detected an underlying unease. “But what killed them was some kind of poison.”

“Don’t all the UN buildings have some sort of poisonous gas detection?”

“It must have been something colorless, odorless—perhaps a new kind of poison.”

“Do they think they can identify it?”

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “It may take some time; this isn’t a substance anyone has seen before. Have you heard back from the FBI on what type of explosive material they used?”

“Not yet—I was just about to call.”

“Things didn’t look like they were going so well with you and Agent Harding yesterday.”

Juliet’s insides tensed at the sound of his name. She had never met a more arrogant FBI agent in all her years of working in intelligence.

“Not only is he conceited—he’s also leery of Saudi sources.”

A heavy sigh emanated from the other end of the phone. “Wonderful.” Mariam’s voice was laced with sarcasm.

“Speaking of sources, do you think Aziz might be able to help?” Juliet broke off as her thoughts drifted toward Mariam’s uncle, Abdul Aziz al-Saud.

She had never met Aziz in person, but Mariam had attested to his ability to provide leads on al-Alfatih’s leaders and their activities. As head of the largest alternative energy company in the world, Aziz was a powerful Syndicate ally. When investigating the attacks in the Gulf, it was Aziz that had tipped them off to their source in Amman, who had then led them to Abu Hassan’s compound in Damascus.

“I tried to reach him, but he hasn’t returned my calls.”

“I saw on the news last week that he spent almost a trillion dollars on public transit from Saudi Arabia all the way through Syria and Iraq.”

Mariam snorted. “He throws money around like a drunken sailor.” Her skepticism and bluntness were two of the things that Juliet loved most about Mariam. It was also what made her a good source and ally: she did not trust anyone, even if it was her uncle.

“But isn’t that a good thing? Building bridges between estranged Arab countries—”

“I want to know his goal,” Mariam said sharply. “He’s always been politically motivated.”

Perhaps her wariness was reasonable. Mariam had spent her entire life navigating the infighting and internal politics of one of the most powerful and volatile Arab families on Earth. Was it any wonder that she suspected ulterior motives?

She caught sight of Jean-Marc out on the veranda. Tension lined his back as he spoke heatedly into his phone and slammed it down on the railing.

“Let me call you back,” she broke in, eyeing Jean-Marc warily.

“OK, I’ll try to get a hold of Aziz.”

She nodded into the phone with one eye still leveled on Jean-Marc. “Talk soon.”

Juliet moved out onto the veranda. It was a warm night in London with a light breeze that carried with it the sound of police cars responding to the Syndicate’s request for increased security. The screech of taxicabs and buses punctuated the air as Londoners took to their homes in response to the recently mandated curfew. Jean-Marc was holding on to the railing, his linen shirt unbuttoned, billowing around his tanned waist in a soft cloud of blue. His forearms were flexed and both hands gripped the railing tight enough that Juliet saw that his knuckles had turned white. She swallowed hard and walked out onto the balcony, leaving the door open behind her. Wordless, she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face against his back. He leaned into her, and the weight brought them both temporary ease. Al-Alfatih’s attacks on alternative energy companies had only increased in recent months and everyone’s mind was on the same thing: When and where would the next attack occur?

Jean-Marc rubbed the back of his neck and turned to greet her with a tight smile. “Hey, babe.”

There was a wariness in his eyes that made her uneasy.

“This whole thing with the Emiratis is falling apart,” he said. “They’re afraid that if they officially join in on energy reform, they’ll become victims of al-Alfatih’s next wave of attacks.”

She felt the urge to tell him not to go again on the tip of her tongue. But she knew that she needed to support him in this, in the same way he had always supported her. She laid her hand on a dark patch of hair that covered his breastbone, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breath.

“Go,” she said simply.

He pulled her close and ran a hand down her back. “Everything is going to be fine.” He kissed the top of her head and spoke into her hair. “I’ll be home in a few days.”

She felt a sharp pang.

Compartmentalization was the only way she knew how to deal with the intensity of her work. Separating work and her personal life was the way she coped with the intensity of her job. And she desperately wanted those barriers to come down. But now that the world was on the brink of more war, there would be even less time for her personal life.

“Just be careful.” There was an ache in the pit of her stomach.

He ran a finger tenderly down her cheek. “I will.”

She bit her lip and breathed out through her nose. “See you on Friday.”

He ran his fingers down her body and heat rose to the surface of her skin. She tilted her eyes to meet his, wanting the cool air to dissolve the intensity she felt building within her. Against his darkened features, Jean-Marc’s eyes faded to a paler shade of blue.

“I feel like we’re already married,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Six years is a long time.”

She raised both eyebrows in surprise although her heart beamed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
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AUGUST 3

It was early morning when Juliet made her way to the Syndicate’s base in London two days after the attack at Westminster Hall. When she got underground and on the tube at Notting Hill Gate, she switched off her phone to ensure no one could track her movements toward the base. While she and Mariam had overt roles in investigating the attacks among the government agents, she still needed to maintain clandestine cover while in London to run sources against al-Alfatih.

After a twelve-minute ride on the tube, she got off at Westminster station and turned right. The Syndicate’s base lay only a few blocks from the blast site, yet it had remained unscathed, likely due in part to its heavy-steel encasing, the same material used to protect spacecraft when hurled past the speed of sound. It was the most secure building in all of London, yet the mood on the surrounding streets was one of heightened security and leery eyes.

Quickening her pace, she made her way across the stone gravel walkway that ran next to New Palace Yard, where blades of green punched through fractured concrete. She passed two security checkpoints before she reached the base on Victoria Tower Gardens. Sunlight spilled across the giant, apparently indestructible, steel pyramid, sending out refracted light along its outer edges and sharper points. Blank-faced guards held machine guns at the main entrance underneath a Syndicate flag that flapped wildly in the breeze. Security officers were everywhere, checking and rechecking everyone’s bags as they entered the building.

Juliet breathed deeply as she approached the Syndicate’s double-paned glass doors, trying to lessen the heaviness that had persisted in her chest since she spoke with Mariam. Something about Mariam’s latest discovery did not add up with what she had learned about al-Alfatih. After investigating more than a dozen terrorist attacks, never once did al-Alfatih try and cover their tracks. Their operational planning consisted of the same general methodology—suicide attacks, guerilla warfare, IEDs; never once did Juliet come across the deployment of toxins or poisons.

Why had they bothered to poison the UN officials before they blew up the building? Al-Alfatih obviously could not take any chances with a UN official surviving, but why? What did they hope to hide?

Her lungs felt tight as she reached her badge across the security scanner and the turnstiles sprang open. Threads of sunlight fell across the sleek metal floor of the main foyer. She made her way toward the conference room and down a dimly lit, misshapen tunnel leading to the Syndicate’s most classified corridor. The hallways below the main floor were a stark contrast to the glittering ones above—cold, gray, sterile, and laced with the smell of freshly poured concrete. Outside the vault, the door was branded with the Syndicate’s emblem, a hexagon containing two spears with a plane flying around them. She rubbed her fingers across the emblem that carried the motto and read softly, “Ut vincere, ut amplius, ut sustinere. To conquer, to further, to sustain.”

Placing her chin on the biometric reader, Juliet felt the heat of the retinal scan over her irises, the tingle of the laser sweep across her finger pads. The reader blinked green and the heavy vault doors swung open. She stepped inside the vault, a massive dark space outlined in polished chrome with more than fifty holographic computers that blinked blue, bathing the room in a deep indigo light.

David Barany made his way toward her in one long stride. He was a tall man, well over six feet, but lanky and long-limbed. “Hey, did you hear from Mariam?”

“Yeah, she called me last night.” Juliet let out a breath. “Why would al-Alfatih poison the UN leaders, or do you think they’re changing tactics to throw us off? Perhaps they’re hiding—” her voice broke off when she saw the haunted look in his eyes.

“Not about that.” He stalked closer toward her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I mean recently—did you talk to her?”

“I was on the tube. I turned off my phone.”

The way his brow was creased sent unease rippling through her.

“What’s this about?” Her throat felt thick.

“It’s Jean-Marc.” He slid his glasses up onto the bridge of his nose. “It’s his plane … it’s disappeared from radar.”

Her face and hands hummed with cold. “What? I just saw him … he was leaving for the airport.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry about what?” Her voice sounded foreign in her own ears, a sign of her denial.

“Everyone on board, including Jean-Marc”—he cleared his throat and lowered his voice—“is presumed dead.”

All the light drained from Juliet’s eyes. Nausea stirred beneath her ribs.

“That can’t be true.” She tried to cling to her doubt as she bent her head and dug her nails deep into her scalp. “There must be some mistake. Or Jean-Marc was on another plane. He was just—”

“Juliet,” David said softly.

Her shoulders slumped as though the wind had been knocked out of her.

“They’re hoping their recovery efforts will allow us to locate his body and send him home for a proper burial.”

• • •

She collapsed into a heap. All their dreams swam to the surface of her mind, making it difficult to breathe. Her bones ripped apart. People were watching, but she had no choice but to give in to the gravity. The weight of the news drowning her. Jean-Marc was gone. Dead. She felt she had been punched square in the stomach and had no choice but to let the earth take hold of her. It was not until David reached out and touched her shoulder that she realized she was somehow still alive, albeit unable to rise and walk on her own.

David’s eyes locked on hers, reluctant, urging her upward. But suddenly she could not wrap her mind around why. He sat on the ground beside her and murmured something soothing, but she could not make it out. She was caught in the fog of disbelief.

“Juliet, are you OK?” David’s voice was foggy in her mind.

It was all those feelings Juliet had felt six years ago. The ones that she had locked away after her father died. The loss. The pain. Her insides began screaming.

Jean-Marc was dead.

The reality set her blood on fire.

She buried her face in her hands and tears spilled down her cheeks. All her hopes had vanished in one hope-crushing piece of news. She tried to remember the way his skin glowed deep cocoa against his blue shirt, the way his dark blue eyes went indigo when she knew he wanted her. But her mind was a void, too dark to see any light.

After a long while, full of sympathetic murmurs and the voices of strangers hovering over her head, she felt as though she was standing over a rabbit hole and had a decision to make. She could let herself tumble madly down or pick herself back up again and focus on what she had left. Her head grew murky with the decision, as the better part of her wanted to disappear entirely.

“How? Why?” She choked on a fresh sob.

“Apparently pilot error.” David scratched his chin as the lines around his mouth grew deeper. “Something to do with the fuel uplift. They’re launching a full investigation.”

“And they”—Juliet dragged a ragged breath as a tremor shot through her heart—“didn’t find a body?”

“Not yet.” David brought his hands to his lips in a prayer-like motion.

Face puffed with grief, Juliet gathered her legs under her. Something deep within her cried out to keep going despite just wanting to dissolve. But anger bubbled within her veins. It was a useful thing; she would use it to do what was next, what was necessary. Patting her eyes dry with her palms, she forced herself to her feet.

David helped her to a chair while people looked on. “Are you OK?” he asked.

It always bothered her when she heard questions like that. Ones that no one really wanted the answer to, not when everything depended on her putting the past behind her.

“What’s next?” Her voice was hoarse.

“You’ll be the first to know as soon as they have definitive answers,” he said.
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FEBRUARY 18

PARIS, FRANCE

It was dusk when Juliet emerged from the Saint-Paul metro station and made her way down the busy Rue François-Miron. She tied the belt of her trench coat and lifted an umbrella over her head. The rain was pouring hard outside, washing away the last of rush hour in the Marais district. Past the half-timbered homes that dated to the Middle Ages on Rue des Barres, she felt as though she were moving in a fog. It had been nearly seven months, but losing Jean-Marc still felt like some strange dream, one that she willed herself to awaken from. She had tried to bury herself in the search for Abu Hassan, but Jean-Marc’s loss was everywhere she looked.

Bleary-eyed, she made her way into the small Couperin Square, where she had lived since joining the Syndicate. But the closer she got to her apartment, the more she became aware of the gaping hole in her chest. As she neared the bright blue awning of L’Ebouillanté restaurant, the memory of Jean-Marc waiting for her after work burned bright. She remembered the way his face lit up when he saw her, with blue eyes misted over and black hair gleaming. With a thickness in her throat, her eyes traveled above the restaurant and to the window of her apartment that glowed yellow against the gray brick building. She could not help the spring of her step, the illogical hope that accompanied every thought when she walked home—that a silhouette in the window would be Jean-Marc, with his light-filled eyes and dazzling smile shining down on her, waiting to talk over the day’s events. She would trade anything for one more conversation with him, analyzing the people that had shaped her day.

Standing behind the maître d’ stand at L’Ebouillanté was Maurice, a man in his mid-sixties who always made a point of commenting on Juliet’s odd work hours.

“Another late night, madame?” he asked.

Juliet pushed away her grief and greeted him with a polite nod and a tight smile. She had gotten used to pushing her feelings aside, especially when it came to the all-consuming nature of her work. Sifting through thousands of intelligence reports, searching for that key piece of information that would lead to the next source, left time for little else. But Abu Hassan’s operatives had not left a shred of evidence nor biometric identifier that they could go on from the London attacks. And with each additional day into the poison investigation, she grew more uncertain of al-Alfatih’s tactics.

“The Embassy is hosting a diplomatic contingent from Brussels this week,” she said.

“You young ladies work too hard these days. I tell my daughter all the time that if she would just settle down and get married …” His voice trailed off when Juliet met his comment with a narrowed look. “If I were your father—”

He broke off and shook his head, looking down to flatten his newspaper with his wrinkled hands. It was the same line of thinking that had created a division between her and her mother, who had detested her decision to assume a career in intelligence. Especially when that same career had cost her father’s life.

Careful to avoid Maurice’s eyes, she made her way to the side door that led to her apartment above the restaurant. When she neared the top of the stairs, she spotted a trickle of light from her apartment door that was left slightly ajar. Her heart nearly stopped. The hairs rose on her forearms as she reached for the metal revolver she had tucked into the back of her pants. With her right finger on the trigger, she placed her left hand on the door and creaked it open.

Inside, David Barany sat in her straight-backed blue armchair. His silver-haired head was bent over a laptop in concentration.

He looked up and pushed his thin-rimmed glasses up on his nose. “Hi, sorry to startle you.”

“Jesus.” Juliet exhaled. “Why the theatrics?”

“I couldn’t talk to you about this back at the office.”

The last seven months had sharpened David’s features. His cheekbones looked more pronounced, and his eyes were highlighted by deep purple circles. Although she knew David would never admit it, she suspected that he shouldered the blame for the London attacks.

“Listen, if this is because of anything that Agent Harding said, I can assure you …” Her breath felt heavy in her chest. “I’m not willing to put my sources in compromising situations by forcing them to ask the wrong questions.”

David held up a hand. “It’s nothing to do with the FBI. Although, I would like you to make more of an effort with Agent Harding. He’s the best the Bureau has for this sort of thing.”

Juliet felt a twist go through her at the mention of Graham. Things had grown more difficult, almost hostile, between them in recent weeks. He wanted Juliet to push for more information from Mariam’s network of sources in London, but she had refused. If Mariam’s sources suspected that she was really working for the Syndicate, Juliet was certain that Mariam would lose any chance of advance warning of an impending attack. Not to mention, Mariam’s life would be at risk. The key to stopping al-Alfatih was killing Abu Hassan before he had time to inspire future attacks.

“I don’t care how badly he wants more intelligence on the attacks,” she said. “I’m not interested in putting more lives at risk.”

“Understood.” David folded both arms across his chest.

“Well, you have my attention.” She sat down in the chair across from David. “What is it?”

His molasses eyes rested on her as he set his mouth in a tight line. She had only seen that look on David’s face two times before: when he had showed up on her doorstep and told her that her father was in critical condition. And when she had learned about Jean-Marc.

The only sound in the room was from the faint chatter of Parisian taxis as they buzzed down the wet street. But she could hear her pulse beating in her ears.

“Not more bad news?” she asked, trying not to let her imagination run wild. But the last seven months had been worse than she could have imagined, and the threat of the next energy attack loomed. She had poured every ounce of herself into tracking down Abu Hassan and his operatives with the hope that she could prevent the next attack.

“It’s about Jean-Marc’s death,” David began warily. She felt her stomach drop as he went on. “We believe that his plane may have been targeted.”

His words jabbed at her mid-section, making it difficult to breathe.

“So, you believe Jean-Marc may have been—” She broke off as a tremor shot through her heart. “Murdered?”

Something on David’s face ripped free a current of desperation within her. Nothing could change the horrible truth that Jean-Marc had died, but there had been a part of her that craved someone to blame.

“Do you think it was al-Alfatih?” she asked with a lump still in her throat.

“That’s just the thing—” The muscles of David’s face tightened. “I need you to do something for me.”

For the first time it registered that David might have known all along that Jean-Marc had been murdered.

“I know that you’ll think I was keeping something from you,” David began.

“Well, weren’t you?” She tried not to let her voice shake as anger took shape in the pit of her stomach. “Only now, when you think it’s necessary to involve me, do you see a need to tell me the truth.”

“I’ve just been worried about you.” His wiry brows etched together. “You’re working all the time. You never rest.”

“Please don’t try to be my father tonight. Just give me the truth, and don’t make light of the situation like he would.”

In the last few days of her father’s life, even though he could sense that the end was near, he had insisted on making her and her sister laugh while on his deathbed.

David peered up at her. “Your father was a complicated man. He used his humor to hide his pain.”

“I know who my father was.”

It was one of the many things that had linked her to her father. She needed his humor like he needed denial. It was the way they found their way back to each other after his long deployments during her childhood. The forgotten birthdays and empty seat at her Christmas recitals. Somehow, the moments filled with laughter had made her forget.

David looked injured, and she felt a twinge of remorse for snapping at him. She knew that he meant well.

“I’m sorry … the last few months have just been … a lot.”

He nodded and looked at the empty coffee cup sitting on the table in front of him. Then he looked up at Juliet and said, “I think the Saudis might have had something to do with the London attacks.”

She blinked at him. “As in Saudis that work for al-Alfatih—”

“No,” he began slowly, biting his next words. “I mean the al-Saud royal family.”

Juliet felt her heart plummet. Ever since the Morusaks assumed control of the world’s oil supply, the al-Saud family had joined forces with the Syndicate. Saudi Arabia’s dominant faith, Wahhabism, was the Sunni fundamentalist movement that insisted on the literal interpretation of the Quran and had sometimes led terrorist groups like al-Qaida to misinterpret and distort Islam. Fifteen of the nineteen men affiliated with the 9/11 attacks in 2001 were from Saudi Arabia. For this reason, Juliet had always been attuned to terrorists hailing from the Kingdom, but tried not to be overly prejudiced, especially after befriending Mariam.

In contrast, the ruling al-Saud family and official government in the Kingdom was one of the US’s staunchest allies in the war on terrorism and had been since 9/11. So to think that the al-Saud royal family was directly involved in planning and supporting al-Alfatih made terror cling to Juliet’s insides.

“But the Saudi royal family is on our side,” she said. “Al-Alfatih is their enemy too.”

“I’m not certain that’s entirely true. We’ve obtained intelligence linking the family to support for al-Alfatih activities.”

“But what reason would they have to do that?”

“If the Saudis have an alternative energy source that they want to maintain a monopoly on, then they might have reason to go after other energy sources and technologies.”

“Even if that were true—” Her cheeks went hot as she began to process what he was getting at. “So, what, you want me to spy on Mariam?”

“I know this is difficult, but you’re the only one who can get us close enough. She trusts you.”

“Mariam is not a double agent.” Her voice rattled despite her best efforts.

“I’m not saying that she is. I think it’s her family. Her father is the King of Saudi Arabia, for Christ’s sake, if he’s in on al-Alfatih’s efforts, then—” He paused when Juliet got up from her chair and began to pace. He shifted forward and fixed her with an intense glare. “We’re finished, there will be no stopping this war.”

She turned toward him, her pulse quickening. “But her father, Ibn al-Saud, saved the Kingdom from financial ruin. After the West transitioned away from petroleum, he was the one who pushed to diversify the Saudi family’s finances and invest in alternative energy. What reason would he have?”

But even as she made the argument, there was a part of her that began to wonder if what he was saying had any truth. If the Saudis had discovered a new alternative energy, they might want to maintain a monopoly on that resource if it helped them to maintain their wealth.

“It may not be the king,” David continued. “Perhaps a cousin, or an uncle … someone else close to the family.”

Juliet shifted her gaze outside, and the rain drummed, streaming tears down the frosted glass. Dozens of car lights made their way down Rue des Barres, splashing through the rhythmic thumping of rain. She was beginning to doubt her own abilities, something she had promised herself she would never do.

“I know this has been hard,” he went on.

Still staring out the window, she gripped her hand hard. “I’m fine,” she said, although she still had difficulty believing it herself.

“I know what Jean-Marc meant to you. But you must let go, Juliet. If for no one else but yourself.”

His words hit her like a swift kick in the gut. It was impossible to explain to anyone how the hollow places in her life made it impossible to forget.

“My father … my boyfriend …” Her cheeks burned as she shifted her gaze back out the rain-streaked window. “How many more people have to die because of this damn war?”

“Your father would be proud of all the work you’re doing, but he would also want you to have a life.”

She turned toward him, feeling the weight of what he said creep up on her. It was nearing seven o’clock and the rest of the evening light rushed in, filling the room with a soft twilight. Mariam was her best friend. The person she had turned to when everything else went to hell, and now David wanted Juliet to betray her.

She studied David’s face for a moment. “I need you to show me the evidence linking the al-Saud family to the attacks, and it better not be from some FBI source.”

With a line between his furrowed brows, he handed her his Syndicate-issued phone. “SIGINT.”

She felt her stomach drop. It was difficult to dispute SIGINT—a signals-intercept of someone’s phone, text, or email message conversation.

“It would be one thing if it had been a human source,” David went on, “whose intelligence could be faulty. But a signals-intercept—”

“—is difficult intelligence to dispute,” she admitted with some difficulty.

She eyed the pillow on her couch, wanting to scream into it before she scanned the document on his phone. It was an email addressed to David from the Syndicate’s base in Baghdad with an intelligence report attached.


Barany,

We just received some intel here in Baghdad that I thought might help you in your search for answers about the attack in London.

—J




INTELLIGENCE REPORT–BAGHDAD, IRAQ 12 JANUARY

ANALYSTS HAVE UNCOVERED SIGNALS INTERCEPTS FROM MID-JUNE DEPICTING A CONVERSATION BETWEEN ONE AHMAD AND FAROUQ, DISCUSSING AHMAD’S EFFORTS TO PROCURE THE USE OF POISONOUS GAS FOR TRANSIT TO THE PORT OF LONDON. OF NOTE, STATION’S VOICE ANALYSIS CONFIRMS THAT THIS AHMAD IS IDENTIFIABLE WITH AHMAD AL-SAUD, SON OF GRAND MUFTI SALMAN AL-SAUD AND NEPHEW OF SAUDI CROWN PRINCE IBN AL-SAUD.

END INTEL REPORT



Juliet stole a glance at David, who was reading over her shoulder with an expectant look on his face.

“Maybe we’ve been looking for the wrong person,” he said.

She turned to peer up at him. “Do you really think Abu Hassan was some kind of ruse?”

He gave her a pinched look. “I think it’s a distinct possibility.”

Juliet felt her stomach hollow. The source in Amman who had provided the intel on Abu Hassan was jointly run with the Saudis, a contact of Mariam’s uncle Aziz.

“I cannot believe that Mariam would be a part of this.” It was more of a thought than a certainty that she clung to. But like so many other things in her life, she felt that certainty fading away.

“Probably not,” David went on. “But without following up on this lead—we’ll never know for sure.” Juliet glanced sideways at David as he spoke, and the thick creases that showed around his eyes that were not there a month before. “But she may know something.”

He would never place the blame for the London attacks on Juliet, but she still felt her life’s work hanging by a thread. As difficult as it was, she had no choice but to accept the mission. The implications of not following up on every lead were far too great.

“Just tell me what you want me to do.”

David squinted at her. “I need you to work with Agent Harding to infiltrate Mariam’s family and … if possible, gain access to her family’s financial records.”

She stared at him, dumbstruck. “Graham Harding? The man is impossible. He would plant the attacks on the Saudis even if there was evidence pointing him in the opposite direction.”

“He’s the best the FBI has for this sort of thing. We could really use his help.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“I know that it was because of him that the UN’s general assembly was not attacked ten years ago. It was his source in Riyadh who provided actionable intelligence on the operatives just days before their planned attack.”

“I didn’t know,” she mumbled.

“I know you didn’t.”

“Back in London, he mentioned something about having had a source that was burned.” She shook her head, trying to dislodge her confusion. “But he didn’t say that was why he left the Syndicate.”

“No, I’d say it was quite the opposite. The Syndicate gave him the greatest merit badge that the agency has to offer. But in the end, it was his choice to leave.”

She looked at David, feeling ill about how she had acted toward him since London. Their only communication had been over email and phone up until this point.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” she asked.

“I didn’t think it was necessary, nor was I at liberty to tell you, until now.”

“Well, then.” She shrugged, having ran out of excuses.

There was no mistake in his words, nor hesitation. Yet she still had a tough time believing what she was about to do. Mariam had been her only friend in college whom she had confided in about her plans to join the Syndicate. When she was recruited, David had been honest with Juliet about the realities of life as a spy—living overseas for months, sometimes years at a time—away from family and friends. She had trusted Mariam with this information because she was one of the few people who knew what it would be like to live in a foreign country, among strangers.

Juliet knew it was against the rules, but she couldn’t trust her mom or sister with the knowledge that she would one day work for the Syndicate. They would have never forgiven her for joining the organization that had cost their family so much.

There was a roiling within her gut. Juliet knew she had no choice but to accept the task before her and drew a deep breath, promising herself that she would also use the opportunity to prove to herself that Mariam was not to blame.

“So, can you at least try and get along with Agent Harding?” David asked, interrupting her thoughts.

She tried her best to give him a convincing smile. “What will you tell Mariam? She’ll know that something is up if you have me investigating the London attacks alone.”

“You won’t be alone; you’ll be with Agent Harding.”

“You know what I mean—without her.”

David inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “I will simply tell Mariam that she needs to continue the investigation into the poisonous gas. Your paths should not cross. But if you want to start with Mariam in gathering intel on her cousin, Ahmad al-Saud, referenced in this Baghdad report, that might be a good starting place.”

Juliet nodded, though she felt disappointment fall heavy around her heart. Chest tightening, she opened her laptop and started to message her clandestine network, searching for connections to Ahmad as if there was nothing holding her back.
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FEBRUARY 19

The next morning the floor was cool and still beneath Juliet’s bare feet as she paced her empty Paris apartment. A cold draft wafted through the door seams as she peered through the window. The sun peeked out from the clouds, stamping tangerine lines on the gray morning sky. She breathed in the damp smell from the roof leak Jean-Marc had failed to fix. It was in the cool rainy mornings in her apartment that she felt his presence the most. Beneath her apartment, the restaurant buzzed with old French men smoking—a vice that Jean-Marc had been addicted to and a bad habit that he had promised he would kick once they were engaged. Regret once more squeezed at her heart with the realization that those promises were now unnecessary. That future had been stripped from them both.

She sipped her coffee gratefully, inhaling its comforting smell as she tried to recover from a restless night. There was a huge part of her that wanted to extricate herself from the investigation. She had to believe that even if the al-Saud family was involved in al-Alfatih’s activities, her friend Mariam knew nothing about it. But even as she tried hard to deny it, she felt the suspicion creep back up on her.

Thirty minutes later, at the café below, Mariam greeted Juliet with a smile from across the room, her dark hair gleaming against her loose blue silk headscarf. If she could just get through the next line of questions, she could put this whole suspicion behind them.

Juliet could feel the color drain from her face as she approached the table. She and Mariam had worked for two years together hunting al-Alfatih. And she had known Mariam for almost ten years. It had been years since David had conducted ground operations. He did not understand that it would feel nearly impossible to keep secrets from someone who had met the direst circumstances—life and death—alongside her.

“Is everything OK?” Mariam narrowed her eyes, glistening pools of hazel outlined in charcoal. “I was about to give up on you.”

“Yeah, of course.” The air was thick with what Juliet did not say, what she could not. A waiter approached the table, “Que vous desirez?”

Juliet took up the menu on the table and stared down at it, although she had every item memorized.

“Un café avec lait, s’il vous plait,” she said without bothering to look up.

“Une croque madame,” Mariam said. The waiter scampered off and she leaned forward in her seat. “OK, what’s going on?”

Juliet looked up from her menu.

Mariam etched her dark brows together. “Is it Jean-Marc? I told you that you need to take some time to really grieve for him. This throwing yourself into your work isn’t helping.”

“I’m OK, really. I think I’ve begun to come out of it.”

“You’re not very good at lying to me.” Mariam pulled her eyes away from Juliet’s. “We’ve been friends for way too long.”

Juliet felt the heat of the overcrowded dining room start to pulse within her. Mariam was staunchly protective of her family and did not always appreciate it when people had questions about them. Well, she thought to herself, if anyone knows where to start on this investigation, it is Mariam. She looked left and right, searching for anyone nearby who might be able to overhear their conversation. But there was no one within listening distance. And even if they could hear, without the proper context, their conversation would not make any sense.

“What do you know about your cousin Ahmad?”

Mariam inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, he’s the oldest son of my uncle Salman. A little bit of an odd duck from what I know. He was studying Islam for a while, like his father, but then was expelled from the madrassa after they had a falling out. Ahmad was never the same after that.”

Juliet scooted toward the edge of her chair. “What does your uncle do again?”

She laughed. “It’s not what he does that matters, it’s who he is. He’s the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia.” She leaned back in her seat and folded her arms across her chest like she had made a formal declaration.

“You say that like I should know exactly what that is.”

“The grand mufti is the most senior religious authority in the Kingdom. His role is to give opinions, like on legal matters and social affairs.”

Juliet nodded slowly. “Does he report to your father or is it the other way around?”

Mariam laughed and batted her long dark lashes. “What’s this sudden curiosity about my family?”

“Nothing.” Juliet tried to make her voice sound even as she forced herself to go on, “Ahmad, is he still in Riyadh?” Juliet could not say that Ahmad was involved in coordinating the London attacks himself, but perhaps she could let on that he had some knowledge. “There’s some SIGINT indicating that Ahmad might have some knowledge of the London attacks.”

“That is insane, Ahmad would never. My uncle would kill him.” Mariam stared into her coffee cup. There was a long pause before she looked up. “Well, there’s only one way to know for certain.”

Mariam picked up her phone, scanned her irises to unlock the secure data, and started texting.

“What are you doing?” Juliet asked.

“My uncle Salman would know; he has the pulse on everything going on in the Kingdom. He must know what his son, Ahmad, is up to.”

“But wouldn’t he just say whatever it took to protect his son?”

She looked up from her phone. “You don’t know my uncle. If he finds out that his son has anything to do with extremist activity …”

Juliet felt her pulse start to slow, knowing that Mariam was once again on her side.

Mariam finished typing into the phone and leaned forward, taking a large gulp of her coffee.

“I wonder,” she said, “if you might want to meet with Uncle Salman yourself. Perhaps he might be willing to help you investigate the attacks. He hates al-Alfatih more than anyone, and he has connections everywhere. I should have thought of this before—”

Suddenly, Mariam sat up and peered over Juliet’s shoulder. “Goodness. Who is that gentleman?”

Juliet glanced around to see the tall, broad figure of Graham Harding. As he strode in, the morning light picked up strands of bright blond in his copper hair. At the site of the attacks, he had been covered in soot and wearing a thick auburn beard. Today, he looked taller than he had that awful day in London, in a solid white shirt with a clean-shaven face. Following closely behind him was a shorter, freckle-faced man.

“Assume you mean the taller one,” Juliet joked. “That’s Agent Harding.”

Mariam nodded with her bright eyes still fixed on Graham, her cheeks tinged a deep rose.

“You didn’t say how handsome he was,” Mariam said.

“Is he?” Juliet said innocently, yet she could not help taking another look in his direction.

It had not taken her long to pull up the intel she needed on Graham Harding. Despite being the son of an accomplished navy admiral, he had somehow managed to get himself kicked out of the Naval Aviation Schools Command—twice, for insubordination—which explained his arrogant attitude in London. But his personnel file at the Syndicate had been tightly sealed, making her speculate on the true reason he’d left.

“He used to be in the Syndicate,” Juliet continued, trying not to look at him too directly in the eye as he swaggered toward them. “I guess he may have had a source burned at some point”—she continued in a muffled voice—“which might be why he resigned.”

“I see,” Mariam said, still staring absently in his direction. “Well, his looks certainly don’t disappoint.”

Juliet felt a twinge of guilt that she had noticed Graham’s good looks when he entered the restaurant. Surely, it was too soon after Jean-Marc’s death. They had exchanged more than a dozen emails since yesterday, and while he had followed through on Barany’s request to send Juliet everything FBI had on the London attacks, he had continued with his insistence that the Saudi royal family had some level of involvement.

“He’s a bit arrogant.”

“What makes you say that?” Mariam asked.

“Well, for one, he tried to tell me how to do my job back in London.”

“You have a habit of being territorial,” Mariam shot back. “And you can hardly blame the guy for wanting to be thorough.”

“Ms. Arroway,” Graham said congenially as he approached the table. “We’re all waiting with bated breath for our next orders.”

“Agent Harding.” She gave him a bitter smile. “Welcome to Paris.”

“Thank you.” He met Juliet’s eyes and she wondered, not for the first time, if there was something else tied to his resignation from the Syndicate.

Mariam cleared her throat, and Juliet darted her an apologetic look. “Agent Harding, allow me to introduce Princess Mariam al-Saud.”

His eyes rounded. “Princess?”

Graham gave Mariam a gallant bow. She outstretched a hand, and he took it. It always seemed strange for Juliet to think of Mariam as a princess. She had grown used to seeing Mariam in a pair of cargo pants, her hair lined with a thin bead of sweat as they trekked through Syria or Iraq, hunting terrorists. But in instances like these, she could see Mariam for what she was, a princess formerly accustomed to the spotlight.

“Pleased to meet you, Agent Harding.” She brushed her blue veil back, revealing her long, glossy hair pulled to one side.

“Just Graham is fine.”

“Well, Graham, you may call me Mariam.” She smiled and cast her hazel eyes down, revealing perfectly winged eyeliner. “I understand that you and Juliet have been working on investigating the London attacks together.”

“Yes,” Graham responded, although his eyes stayed on Juliet’s. “Your friend can be quite frightening when she doesn’t get her way. But muharibs are expected to act that way.”

Juliet stiffened.

“I like to call it ‘appalling persistence,’” Mariam quipped as the waiter arrived and set down a plate of croque madame and green salad in front of her.

The corners of his mouth turned up, and Mariam nodded for him to take a seat. Juliet studied Mariam’s face for a moment. It was not like her to react this way to any man; but then, no one had ever really piqued her interest. Mariam had had a series of casual relationships since Juliet had known her, but like her, Mariam had always been more committed to her work, leaving time for little else.

“Graham,” Juliet said with an edge. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your colleague?”

“Oh. Sorry.” Graham nodded toward the man who had taken a seat next to him and slapped him playfully across the shoulders. “This is Craig Pittman, he’s one of FBI’s financial analysts.”

“So,” Mariam leaned forward, “you’re the one in charge of finding out who finances al-Alfatih?”

Craig let out a long breath. “I know—no pressure, right?”

Juliet smiled at him. “We need all the help we can get. Al-Alfatih must have pretty robust funding at their disposal to pull off something of this magnitude.”

Graham looked from Juliet toward Craig and back again. “Which means that the people who work for the financier can’t be bribed,” he added with a roguish charm. “Likely even at the lowest levels.”

Mariam shook her head. “It’s not always about the money.” She began to cut her croque madame into tiny pieces. “These energy terrorists are using Muslims to do their dirty work. They’re using religion to wage their battle for power.”

Graham lowered his chin, beckoning Mariam to edge closer. “I assume that as a Saudi princess you might have some contacts in Riyadh that might be able to help us.”

“Of all the—” Juliet’s voice broke off as she felt the blood rise in her face. She could not stand men who overstepped. David was going to regret placing Graham in her path.

Mariam hastened a quick look around before answering. “If I did, why would I share them with you?”

Juliet smiled and felt her heart start to beat more steadily. Mariam was smart enough not to let her guard down just yet.

Graham stifled a laugh with his fist. “So, you’re just as skeptical about FBI’s involvement in this case as Ms. Arroway.” His eyes swiveled to meet Juliet’s.

The warmth in his eyes electrified something within Juliet, but she quickly beat the feeling away.

Mariam laughed and shook her head. “I’m messing with you.”

She was flirting, Juliet thought with an odd twinge.

“Based on what Juliet said before you got here,” Mariam’s voice grew more serious, “I think the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia might be able to help.”

“Why would he help the Syndicate?” he asked.

Mariam thrust her shoulders back. “Not all Muslims are bad.”

“I didn’t say that—”

Mariam shook off his apology and went on, “Salman has made it his life’s work to save the religion from those who would hijack it for political purposes. He should have a bead on anyone who might be involved in financing al-Alfatih.” She darted a pointed look at Juliet and added, “Including those in his own family.”

“What makes you think he would share that type of information?” Graham asked.

He glanced at Juliet, who had grown increasingly uncomfortable with the conversation. She knew, firsthand, that Mariam was staunchly protective of her family. While she had trusted Juliet with her secrets, she was not yet sure if Graham—and Craig—could also be trusted.

“Salman has spent weeks embedded with vulnerable Islamic communities, ensuring that unlicensed imams aren’t allowed to preach their nihilist interpretations of the Quran.”

“How do you know he would take the meeting?” Graham asked.

“He is my uncle,” she said simply.

Graham’s eyebrows shot up as he took a sharp swig from his water glass, then set it down on the table with a surprising amount of grace.

“I see,” he said.

Juliet thought there was something rugged about Graham that did not quite fit into this setting.

“I was going to travel to Riyadh to see him myself.” Mariam’s brow softened. “But things between my father and I are … somewhat strained at the moment, and I’d rather avoid the Kingdom just now.”

Graham leaned forward, clearly interested. Juliet looked from Mariam toward Graham and back again, curious if there was something developing between them, or if it was just his natural charm.

“You see, my father, Ibn, disagrees with my line of work,” she explained. “He insists that I unnecessarily put myself in harm’s way by coming out publicly against al-Alfatih. He only granted me permission to leave the country after I agreed to marry a husband of his choice when I returned to the Kingdom.” Mariam’s eyes reflected a fire raging within her as she went on. “Little does he know that I have no such intention.” Craig shifted forward in his seat. “You needed permission to leave the country?”

“Saudi women cannot travel outside the Kingdom without the approval of their male guardian, much less apply for a passport. I was only granted special dispensation because my uncle approved it. But my uncle Salman has always supported me. This is one of the many reasons why my father doesn’t always have a good relationship with his brother.”

Graham leaned back with his brows drawn inward. “I heard there’s a bit of a power struggle within the al-Saud family.”

“That’s putting it lightly,” Juliet interjected.

“The three brothers, Salman, Aziz, and my father, Ibn, they all distrust one another.” Mariam shook her head. “It’s a mess.”

“Wasn’t there some drama after your grandfather named your father his heir instead of his brother Aziz?” Craig asked with one brow arched.

“Yes, it was a kind of … reward for basically saving the Kingdom from financial ruin. It was my father’s idea to invest in alternative energies when the West transitioned away from petroleum.”

“But doesn’t your uncle own an alternative energy company?” Craig asked with light in his eyes. “It sounds like they’re working toward the same goal.”

“He does.” She pressed her lips together. “You would think. But it’s still about the crown between Ibn and Aziz.”

Graham ruffled his thick copper hair and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Who does your uncle Salman side with?”

“I guess you could say that he doesn’t side with either of them. He’s never really been interested in political life.” She held up a finger and swiped to answer her call. “Excuse me.”

Mariam stood up from the table and started speaking Arabic into the phone.

“What are you thinking?” Graham asked Juliet.

“Honestly, that it sounds like a suicide mission,” Juliet said with an eye on Mariam, who was standing outside the restaurant window, speaking heatedly into the phone. She turned to face Graham. “How can we possibly convince Salman to spy on his own family?”

“How many missions have you been a part of that haven’t seemed like complete insanity at first?” he asked. “And you’ve somehow convinced Mariam to do it.”

“That’s different.” Juliet inhaled deeply; taken aback once more by how much he really did know about her line of work.

After Mariam got off the phone, she sauntered back over toward the table with a satisfied look on her face. With lips pressed tight as though she hid a smile, she drummed her long, delicate fingers on the white linen tablecloth. She was hesitating, over what, Juliet was not sure. After a few expectant moments she glanced up, and her eyes pivoted toward Graham and Craig, then back at Juliet.

“As head of the clerical establishment, I would bet my life that Salman knows about the financier—and just can’t say anything over the phone.”

“Did he say so?” Craig asked.

“No,” Mariam was clearly biting back the urge to laugh. “We have intelligence organizations too,” she added with a gleam in her eye as she leaned over the table and lowered her voice. “I think you have the best chance of obtaining the intel you need in person.”

Graham gave Craig an eager look before turning back to face Mariam. “How soon can you orchestrate the meeting?” he asked.

She smiled at him. “The wheels have already been set in motion. Salman is sending a private plane that will pick you up in the morning.” She turned toward Juliet. “Be on your guard over there.”

“Oh, I know not to trust Agent Harding,” Juliet teased.

Graham gave her a rueful smile over the edge of his coffee cup, and she could not help but to mirror it.
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It was early evening when Juliet and Graham entered an unmarked plane at Charles de Gaulle International Airport the next day. The wind was shifting and rising in a whirl, the clouds scattering like stretched cotton across the sky. Juliet knew well the feelings that accompanied her trips to the Middle East, the excitement that came with a new mission or a new source. These were the challenges that had given shape to her adult life, and it was within this foreign world that she knew that a piece of her would always reside.

Inside Salman’s private plane, the cabin was lined with cream sofas that filled the air with the rich, earthy smell of new leather. Small mahogany tables gleamed from pine-scented polish. A fully stocked bar was topped with sparkling glasses and a large crystal decanter filled with some dark amber liquor.

“Well.” Graham made a deeply contented sound in the back of his throat and stretched out on one of the long sofas. “The Saudi princes sure do know how to travel in style.”

Juliet nodded, tight-lipped, and sat down on the sofa across from Graham.

“I guess the grand mufti hasn’t chosen a vow of poverty,” he added with a roguish grin.

“Salman chose to pursue a religious life.” She nodded and peered out the window onto the tarmac where Mariam waved her goodbye before ducking into a black SUV. “That doesn’t mean he can’t enjoy the privileges that come from being a part of the Saudi royal family.”

“Your girl, Mariam,” he began with one eyebrow cocked. “Can you trust her?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

The engine rumbled to life and Juliet buckled her seatbelt.

“No reason.” Graham sighed and covered his face with a baseball cap.

“I trust her with my life,” she said, curious what Graham knew about the Saudis that he still was not telling her.

“We’ll be landing in Riyadh in about six hours.” The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom as the plane purred down the runway. “Relax and enjoy the flight.”

From the cabin, Juliet glanced at the cockpit that was locked tight. She and Graham were the only two people on the airplane, besides the pilot and co-pilot.

She straightened in her seat. “OK, what’s your deal with the Saudis?”

He moved the baseball cap from his face and sat up, eyes narrowed. “You sure do get right to the point.”

“I’ve never taken my directness as a criticism.”

He got up and made his way over toward her couch, sitting down beside her. An air of tension hung around his broad frame. Hesitating, he rubbed a hand on the back of his neck and exhaled. And for an instant, she began to second-guess probing him for information. Perhaps he had lost someone too. But she was too curious to back down now.

“I’ve noticed that you have a strong aversion to the Saudis,” she went on. “I just thought …” She paused, softening her tone. “Perhaps there is something you want to tell me before we get to Riyadh?”

The plane was taking off, and Juliet gripped the edge of the sofa to keep herself from sliding into Graham as the plane’s inertia leapt forward.

He studied her face for a moment, and she had the strong urge to look away, not wanting to be discerned too much by those intense green eyes. “I’ll tell you. But first I need a drink. Want one?”

Juliet nodded, and he stood up to make his way over toward the bar, filling two crystal glasses with what she suspected was brandy. He handed her the glass, and she took it gratefully, gulping it down in one unladylike swallow. Wordlessly, he sat down next to her. The only sound was from the plane humming to a cruising altitude. They both stared into the bottom of their now-empty glasses.

“Did you lose someone?” she asked.

He nodded solemnly and she felt a dullness move into her chest.

“Ten years ago, I was stationed in Riyadh with the Syndicate. It was just my first tour, but I had already recruited three sources.” His eyes tightened as he relived a memory. “I guess you could say I had a bit of beginner’s luck, and I began to get … well …” He turned toward her, and the side of his mouth twitched. “A little cocky.”

“You? Cocky?” Her voice was laced with sarcasm.

He smiled at her, although there was a sadness that lingered in his eyes. “In Riyadh, I was helping the Saudis hunt down an Egyptian named Asif, a doctor who was purportedly helping to fund attacks on solar panel companies and hydroelectric plants throughout the Gulf. I recruited this one source, Fatima, a Jordanian doctor at Doctors Without Borders. She had some great intel on Asif, who attended medical school with her at the University of Cairo and later worked with her at a refugee camp with her in Amman. She said Asif was not widely known as an extremist, but was someone who attended a mosque that was known for imams who preached against alternative energies—saying that it meant death to the Arab world.”

“When I told the Saudi intel service, they immediately wanted to detain Asif.” He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “But the Saudis still lacked an adequate amount of evidence to incriminate, so, I asked Fatima to keep an eye on him and report any suspicious activities.”

His gaze shifted toward the brandy, and he rose, reaching for her glass. Handing it to him, she bit back the urge to ask him to go on, suddenly curious what the connection might be between Asif and Abu Hassan.

“Fatima was a brilliant doctor.” His voice was full of regret.

“Was?” she repeated.

He nodded; lips pressed tight. “She could speak five languages fluently, a real asset to Doctors Without Borders. She traveled all over Africa and Asia.” His voice grew distant, and he pressed his shoulders back, as though his spine had suddenly gone rigid. “I made a huge mistake of getting involved romantically.”

Juliet gave him an encouraging nod as he poured the brandy, but she felt an odd twinge. There was something so different in the way Graham carried himself. He was far less suave than Jean-Marc and wore his emotions closer to the surface. “One day I received a covert communication from her that Asif had stopped showing up for shifts at the clinic.” Juliet moved forward and took her glass from his hand. He began to pace, his trousers hanging loose on his hips from the weight of his gun and ammunition. “Not thinking too much about it, I asked her if she could give me Asif’s cell number, which I could then pass along to the Saudis so that they could find out more—find out if he was a threat to the Syndicate and alternative energy sites in the Kingdom as I suspected. And she complied.”

“Then, one day, Fatima overheard a conversation between Asif and his operatives. And I knew that my suspicions about him had been correct.”

Juliet inhaled deeply as another puzzle piece fell into place about Graham. Fatima was the source whom David had mentioned—the one who provided actionable intelligence on al-Alfatih operatives and stopped an attack at the UN just days before.

But the Saudis were often careless with their detainee debriefings. They might have revealed how they had discovered Asif was involved in al-Alfatih, and that information could have led them back to Fatima.

A jab of sympathy moved through her for Fatima; she knew where this story was headed.

She shook her head.

“Did the Saudis use that phone number to track Asif?” she finally asked.

Graham glanced at the pilot’s cabin, which was still tightly shut. “Yes. And as soon as I heard that the Saudis had tracked Asif using his cell phone, I knew that Fatima’s life was at risk.” He lowered his voice and edged closer.

“I’m sure you know how careless the Saudis can be. I knew that if al-Alfatih found out that the Saudis had tracked Asif using his cell phone, that could lead al-Alfatih to Fatima.” The end of his nose reddened, and he swallowed hard enough that she saw his Adam’s apple move down his throat. “So, I asked her to meet me at a hotel just outside of Amman; we were prepared to smuggle her out. I arrived at the hotel around eight o’clock at night. I had texted with her only a few hours before, and everything was fine. But when I reached the hotel, there was this screaming in the hallway.”

His pained expression grew more somber. “They were violent, blood-curdling screams. I ran without thinking, but I was too late.” His face tightened. “They had beheaded her.”

Juliet’s heart was beating wildly in her chest. “What did you do?”

His shoulders rounded as though he had been sucker-punched in the gut. The unexpectedness of his raw emotion surprised Juliet, and if she was honest, it frightened her too. It was difficult not to compare him to Jean-Marc, who had always hidden his emotions so well.

“Standing in the doorway, I must have been in shock at first, but then I began to shake, just filled with rage.” He looked up but avoided Juliet’s eyes. “I killed everyone in the room.” He breathed in deeply through his nose. “And after I realized what my task had cost her, I immediately resigned from the Syndicate.”

Detaining Asif had stopped the attack on the UN but had cost him.

“How could you know that was going to happen to her?”

“That’s just the thing,” he said. “I should not have pushed her. She trusted me to guide her and tell her what was safe.”

“From what you told me, it sounds like she made her own decision.”

“Still …” His broad shoulders curled over his chest, and he leaned forward, cupping the back of his neck with both hands.

“The Saudis should not have been so careless,” Juliet said, finishing his thought. “They should have considered what detaining Asif would mean for the source, the person who gave him away.”

She thought suddenly of Mariam and the reason she had decided to join the Syndicate.

“Saudi intelligence is relentless in their pursuit of those who oppose the crown,” Mariam had said to Juliet while sitting in a class on foreign diplomacy at Georgetown’s School of Advanced International Studies. “But they are more forgiving when it comes to al-Alfatih, who some believe ultimately serve the Kingdom’s best interests. But I will never condone the use of Islam to wage war for political gain.”

Graham cleared his throat, detaching Juliet from the memory.

“But the Saudis’ success was worth more than one woman’s life,” he said finally. “To them, anyway.”

His haunted eyes stayed on her, making the blood rise to her cheeks. His raw expression gave her an odd feeling, something between sympathy and an intense curiosity that made her pulse beat unsteadily. He obviously had secrets, but he had confessed this horrible part of his past and trusted her with it.

“What happened to Fatima has always stayed with me,” he went on, with one long line creasing his forehead.

Another part of Graham’s character fell into place. He was not afraid of taking risks, but he also realized the consequences of an operation that was not fully thought out.

“I think you did your best, considering the circumstances.” Her words were short, but they carried with them a genuine empathy. Juliet knew what it was like to fail. “This … industry … if that’s what you can call it …” She spoke slowly, still sifting through how she might have handled a similar situation. “It asks you to do the impossible without always knowing all the facts. You are given fragments of intelligence and are asked to come up with the complete picture. It makes you push your sources a bit further than you normally would, sometimes risking their lives—and yours.” She let out a breath and peered up at him. “It’s not for the fainthearted.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust the Saudis.” He ran his long fingers through his curly hair to make it stand up slightly. “I know that they’re fighting the same battle as we are, it’s just—” He broke off and met her face. “Has anything ever happened to you, that while you didn’t know it at the time, it would forever shape the way you looked at things in the future?”

She felt a tightness in her throat and swallowed hard. “I think I know what you mean.” Juliet had felt a weight in her chest since her father’s death; she hoped every action, every step she took, would pivot her closer toward her goal—to help end the energy war. And even now, after nearly six years of missed phone calls and texts, she could still hear her father’s voice as if he were right next to her. Sometimes she even imagined that he could hear her, that if she reached deep within her mind, she could talk to him as if he were still there. That void was where she asked him for advice and told him her problems.

The glasses rattled on the tray in front of her. Turbulence. Below them loomed the chance to recruit Salman, Mariam’s uncle, who had inside knowledge of the Saudi family’s financial dealings. But having access to the intelligence they needed did not mean that he would be willing to work with them. It was her father who had always emphasized the importance of understanding a potential source’s weakness and motivations.

Graham stared at her intently. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

He bent forward, still expecting an answer.

She pushed a hair out of her face. “I just don’t know how this is going to work.”

“I didn’t think you were this easily deterred.”

“I’m not, I just think this is going to take a good deal of convincing.” She looked up at him, her mind racing with possibilities. “What could the Syndicate possibly have to offer someone like Abu Salman?”

“You were able to convince Mariam,” he said.

She straightened. “That’s different. When I recruited Mariam, her motivations were already clear. She wanted an end to the energy war, no matter the cost.”

“What makes you think that Abu Salman al-Saud is any different?” He gave her a narrowed look. “He was pretty quick to accept this meeting; that tells me a lot about his character and his willingness to cooperate with the Syndicate.”

“Or his willingness to lure us both into a trap.”

“Now who’s being skeptical?” he asked. “Have you always been this leery of other people’s motivations?”

“Yes, it’s what makes me a good intelligence officer.”

His eyes fastened on hers. “Where does it really come from, this distrust of others?”

She hesitated before answering. “My father, I suppose.” She shifted in her seat and tried not to think too deeply about her words, or the emotion that began to wash over her in waves. “He was a Syndicate spy too. He died about six years ago.”

Why am I telling him this? She pressed her lips together hard as her gaze drifted around the cabin. The lights dimmed as they flew over the Mediterranean Sea, catching the flicker of the crystal decanter, the gleaming white couches, and thick gold carpets.

Graham shifted forward in his seat. “So, he worked there during the investigation into the al-Alfatih attacks in Bahrain?”

Juliet nodded sharply, her thoughts drifting toward their move to Bahrain when she was eighteen. “They sent him to Manama to work with the Bahrainis to investigate the attacks.”

He narrowed his eyes at her; intent on what she said. “He ran a joint US-Bahraini source that infiltrated the highest ranks of al-Alfatih.” She paused and inhaled deeply before going on. “One day the source claimed to have been invited to a meeting with Abu Hassan in a remote part of Pakistan. As part of the Syndicate’s operation to capture him, my father asked the source to wear a beacon so they could track him to the meeting.”

She breathed deeply, feeling unsteady with a sudden image of her father; his crooked smile and a furrowed brow when she had told him that she wanted to work in intelligence, like him.

Graham placed a hand on her arm and squeezed it. “Beacon-enabled air strikes can be,” he paused, choosing his words carefully, “tricky. I’m surprised they didn’t use a drone.”

“Well, I later found out that they had suspected al-Alfatih had some sort of advanced satellite detection system, so a beacon-enabled op was designed to ensure the air strike stayed out of their airspace until right before they dropped the bomb.” There was an underlying current in Graham’s eyes as she spoke to him. It was subtle at first, but as she went on, she could see an intensity in the way he looked at her.

“Before the meeting between my father’s source and Abu Hassan, he met with the source at Qandahar base, near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, to place the beacon. But when the source showed up, he killed almost everyone on base with an explosives vest.” She swallowed down the emotion in her throat. “My father survived but died shortly afterward. Abu Hassan is responsible for my father’s death.”

“Did they not do a thorough pat-down before the source arrived on base?” he asked.

“After the investigation into the attack, they learned that base leadership was so eager to proceed with the operation that they neglected to search him.” Her voice quivered as she squeezed the bridge of her nose. From her confession sprang the frustration she had always felt over her father’s death, the pain that she longed to hide.

“If they would have just followed standard protocols and searched the source before he was allowed on base.” She paused at the memory of her sister, who had fallen to her knees when she heard the news.

Graham got up, refilled her glass, and sat down across from her.

“I’m sorry.” The wounded look in Graham’s eyes told her that he did not just hear her, he understood. “I know what that can be like—to feel like if only something could have been done differently …” His voice trailed off.

She tried to ignore the way she felt when he looked at her like that. It tore at her defenses, the walls that she had built up around her heart that made everything more bearable. But there was a part of her that felt lighter for having confessed this part of her past, and despite her tendency to keep her feelings buried, she felt a sudden, unexpected urge to tell him more.

“Ever since he died, I’ve burned with these questions—about who he was, and what he stood for—hoping to find a shred of myself.” She picked up the glass of brandy in front of her and gulped down the remainder. “But until I’m able to answer those, I suppose I’ll settle for adopting his same mission, and fight to end the energy war.”

“Revenge can be a substitute for a lot of things.” There was a pain in his eyes when he spoke, and she knew he was thinking of Fatima.

“Did you love her?” she asked suddenly, surprising herself with the abruptness of her question.

Graham blinked at Juliet as if not quite understanding her.

“Fatima,” she clarified.

“No, and for that, I think I’ll always be sorry. She deserved more than what I had to offer. I think that is what this work can do to you. It is all-consuming. It forces you to make choices that you might not necessarily make. To do the work right means to put everything else last.”

“I know what you mean.” Juliet’s mind started to pivot toward Jean-Marc.

Before his death, she had conjured up what their life together would look like: Saturday mornings sipping coffee, meandering through the Marais district hand in hand, stopping for brunch at a café as it neared noon. But last year’s events had painted a much different picture of her life. All her hopes and dreams had vanished in one faith-crushing moment. She had wanted to live forever with Jean-Marc, traveling the world, debating politics, and making love. If only she had put Jean-Marc first, they would have had more time together.

She felt her eyes start to prickle. She had not let herself come undone, not since the day that Jean-Marc had died. It was her way of leaving those feelings hidden. But now grief tugged hard on her heart.

“Are you OK?” Graham asked in a soothing tone.

“I’m sorry,” she said with a quiver. Her throat felt sore. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

It must be the brandy, she told herself. But small, unhinged breaths came in and out anyway, and she felt an emptiness stretch out before her. She bent forward, clutching her head in her hands. She had found love with Jean-Marc, only to continue to put her work first. How many weeks had she been in the Middle East when she could have been with Jean-Marc?

She had made the same mistake as her father.

“What’s wrong, muharib?” Graham asked in a soft voice so full of sympathy it made her face tremble. It was the first time she didn’t want to punch him for calling her muharib.

“My boyfriend, he … he …” Juliet buried her face in her hands. The weight of all the missed opportunities suddenly pressed hard on her chest. “He died.”

The click of Graham’s seatbelt unbuckling pulled her briefly from her despair. He stepped across the thick gold carpet and crouched down before her, the heat of his breath tickling her hair.

“He died in a plane crash seven months ago. I put my work first, I always have—” She shook her head and let out a painful sob.

Wordless, he pulled her toward him, and she let her head slump helplessly on his broad, muscled chest. She knew she should back away, but she could not move, suddenly pinned down by her grief.

“It will get better,” he murmured into the top of her head.

“You can’t know that.” Her voice sounded small in her own ears as she choked on a fresh sob. Her nose dripped and she wiped it with the back of her hand, only mildly embarrassed.

“You’re right, I don’t.” His tone changed, as though he knew exactly what had broken inside her. “But I think you can learn from your past.”

She relaxed into the solidness of his arms, needing to let go. She did not want to be strong, just for a moment, and sobbed into his shoulder. He smelled of peppermint gum and cedar.

“Maybe you’re not completely heartless,” she said finally.

His chest shook in a silent chuckle. “Heartless?”

“It’s how I imagine most players to be.”

“It doesn’t sound like I’ve made the best impression on you.” He let out a laugh and hugged her tighter.

“I’m sorry.” She shook her head, wiping under her eyes. “I don’t know why I’ve come so unhinged.”

“Hey.” He brought her hands down from her face. His face was slightly blurred from the hot tears that had pooled in her eyes. His jaw was strong, but tenderness was clearly written in the soft lines around his eyes. “Don’t apologize to me.”

“Why do you call me muharib, by the way?”

“Because that is what you are, a warrior, and you should wear the term proudly.”

The cabin was slightly hazed, and she sat very still, letting his eyes move over her face. Her tears had dampened his shirt and she sniffed, lifting a hand to brush them away. He placed a hand over hers, stilling it, and squeezed her fingers. His touch was warm and reassuring as she looked up.

“Hey folks,” the pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom. “We’ll be landing in Riyadh in about twenty minutes.”
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RIYADH, SAUDI ARABIA

The morning after Graham and Juliet landed in Riyadh for their meeting with Grand Mufti Salman, their driver, Darian, drove toward the al-Yamamah palace at a neck-breaking pace. As they headed southeast on Route 539, yellow peeked out from the horizon, casting a soft halo over the sunburnt cityscape. It was just after dawn, but the temperature had already climbed well above one hundred degrees.

“Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!”

The early-morning call to prayer shattered the air around them.

“I’m surprised to see you, my friend,” Darian said to Graham in his British-accented English. “With what happened last time you were here, I was afraid I would not see you again.”

“I didn’t think I’d be back either.” Graham managed a smile from the back seat of the Syndicate-issued jeep, but Juliet could see that what had happened to Fatima clearly still haunted him.

She felt strangely bound to him after hearing his tale on the plane. There was a certain truth that existed between them now, and she felt comforted by the knowledge that she knew him better. But while learning about his past had dulled her skepticism, she remained leery about the prejudice he still held against the Saudis. She had not worked for years to build an alliance with them, only to see it ripped apart.

Juliet’s eyes tightened as she watched Riyadh blur past. A kaleidoscope of mashrabiyas lined the upper floors of two-story-high mud buildings. The carved-wood latticework was like the stained-glass windows of the Islamic world, sending broken light within the closely guarded interiors. Graham tilted his head in a side-to-side rhythm and turned toward Juliet. Even through the thin white thawb robe, the traditional robe worn by men in the Kingdom, nothing could disguise how large and solid he was, but he was battered in a way she had not noticed before. It was not until he told her the tale of Fatima that she noticed that Graham’s smile was just a little bit crooked, as though he was unsure whether he should be smiling.

Juliet cleared her throat and leaned forward in her seat. “How long have you worked in Riyadh, Darian?”

“Fifteen years. Before I worked for the Syndicate,” Darian said, the gray of his mustache twitching as he spoke, “I worked at the American Embassy—translator, driver, bodyguard.”

“Darian also used to run our reconnaissance team here in Riyadh.” Graham leaned forward, gripping the backseat with one hand and clasping Darian’s shoulder collegially with the other. “And he’s a trusted friend.”

Darian smiled in response. “After your meeting with the grand mufti, I will take you to visit the king’s old palace, where the Syndicate maintains a small hub of operations.”

“Wait—” Juliet darted an uneasy glance at Graham. “Darian isn’t going with us?”

“No, Darian is an Iranian.”

“Ah, I see.” Juliet had enough experience in the Middle East to know about the centuries-old schism between the Sunni Muslims, who made up most of the Kingdom, and the Shiites, who dominated Iran. “I’m surprised they even let you in the country.”

Darian let out a chuckle. “It hasn’t been easy.” He met Graham’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Remember that time with the mutaween, the religious police?”

Graham hissed a breath between his teeth.

“Mariam said the mutaween’s activities are restricted now, that they are no longer charged with enforcing sharia law,” Juliet said, referencing the Islamic law based on the Quran.

“Yes.” Darian met her eyes and shook his finger. “The grand mufti has all but done away with them. Now they can only persecute criminal activity. But that does not mean they will miss out on an opportunity to harass Westerners, so be careful, miss.”

“Don’t worry about Ms. Arroway,” Graham said with one eye locked on Juliet. “She’s practically a native to the Middle East.”

She blinked at him. “How do you know where I’ve been?”

“I can use Intelpedia too.” The corner of his mouth twitched as he referenced one of the databases internal to the intelligence community.

“I’ve been to most of the Middle East before, but never to Saudi Arabia. You seem to know a great deal about the Kingdom,” she said to Darian, quickly redirecting the conversation away from her past clandestine activities. “Do you know what Grand Mufti Salman’s personal views are about the Syndicate?”

“I think he will do whatever helps to promote peace. And as the highest-ranking Muslim leader in the Kingdom, he has the support of the people.”

She nodded and took a large gulp of her bottled water as she caught the flicker of crescent-shaped skyscrapers in the distance. Though the sun beamed at its fullest, Riyadh’s cityscape was still partially obscured by a hazy fog.

“And what about his two brothers, Ibn and Aziz? What is their reputation like in the Kingdom?” she asked, still looking out the jeep window as Riyadh blurred past.

There was a long pause from Darian, who shared a knowing glance with Graham.

“OK, what are you two not telling me?”

Graham inhaled deeply; his jaw clenched. The hairs prickled up on her forearms. “It’s about the financier.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “The FBI believes it is Prince Abdul Aziz-al-Saud.”

“Aziz?” She shook her head at him. “You’re telling me that Aziz, Time’s Man of the Year, Prince Abdul Aziz al-Saud, is actually the financier for the energy terrorists, al-Alfatih.” The thought sent tiny shivers across her breastbone. “Impossible. That would mean that his alternative energy company—” She broke off as the cool air wafted within the SUV and she felt a chill roll through her.

“—discovered an alternative energy source,” Graham finished her thought and reached into a duffel bag on the floor. He pulled out a black abaya, the cloak Muslim women wore in the Kingdom, and tossed it to her.

“Thanks.” She balled it into a thick ball on her lap.

He squinted at her. “How many dictators do you know throughout history who have been declared Time’s Man of the Year? Joseph Stalin, Adolf Hitler, Ayatollah Khomeini.”

“I suppose you have a point,” she admitted with some difficulty.

“Right, well, what if I told you that Aziz has a son named Hassan?”

Juliet’s breath caught in her throat. Abu meant “father of” in Arabic. Men in the Islamic world often used the name of their first-born child as part of their kunya, another name for an adult derived from the name of their eldest child.

She swallowed down a lump in her throat and turned toward Graham. “Aziz has a son?”

“Ten years ago,” Darian began, “Aziz took a second wife, a Syrian woman named Yana, and they had two children, a daughter named Malva, and a son named—”

“Hassan,” Juliet finished. The car went silent as she pulled together the pieces of intelligence in her mind.

Aziz/Abu Hassan had been the one misleading them this entire time—even putting his own children at risk to misdirect them. Her thoughts immediately drifted back to the compound in Damascus, where she and Mariam had discovered a young boy and girl who had lost their mother after their father had fled. So that must have been Aziz all along, trying to hide behind his alias, Abu Hassan. Murdering his wife before he fled the compound was how he had continued to hide his identity. If his wife was detained, the Syndicate may have discovered that Aziz was identifiable with Abu Hassan through debriefings with her. And she had carried Aziz/Abu Hassan’s son, little Hassan, to safety.

Juliet felt her entire body tense. How could she have gotten it so wrong?

She stared at Graham, her heart slamming against her ribcage as they approached the massive domes of the palace. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“I knew that you were already skeptical of my prejudice against the Saudis, and I wanted someone else—”

“To tell me.” She finished his thought as sweat sprang on the back of her neck. Her enemy had been hiding in plain sight this entire time. “So that I believed you.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

He nodded slowly and she started to wonder. Had her loyalty toward Mariam blinded her to the truth about the al-Saud family?

“Where did you get the intel on Aziz’s other children?” she asked.

Graham inclined his head toward Darian, who pressed his lips together in a silent acknowledgment.

“And that’s not all,” Graham went on, “Darian still runs a small reconnaissance team here on the outskirts of Riyadh that tracks Farouq al-Qutaybi.”

“As in, al-Alfatih’s minister of finance?” Her pulse quickened as she turned toward Graham.

Darian cleared his throat. “Farouq met with someone whom they simply called the Amir. When I asked for a physical description, they described him as having a jet-black beard grown out to a point, with almond-shaped hazel eyes.” While many people in Türkiye and Iran had colored eyes, hazel eyes were rare in the Kingdom, and a distinction of the ruling al-Saud clan. “I would bet my life that it was Aziz.”

Juliet’s throat felt tight. She had never received a physical description of Abu Hassan beyond light eyes and dark hair. The realization that Abu Hassan was identifiable with Aziz pulsed through her, making her breath unsteady.

“I’ve never met Aziz in person.” She shifted forward in her seat and placed her elbows on her knees, still combing over Graham’s revelation. “But I’ve seen him speak more than a dozen times on television. He seemed like a modern, reasonable, and almost benevolent guy. I can’t fathom why a man like Aziz, who has done such good—created jobs, encouraged widespread economic prosperity, provided infrastructure—”

She broke off as her mind continued to wobble over Graham’s revelation. Mariam had mentioned her skepticism over Aziz, and she knew Mariam’s father, Ibn, did not exactly get along with him.

Graham quirked up one brow. “Well, I hope you don’t trust everything on television?”

She resisted the urge to punch him in the shoulder. “You know what I mean. It’s just that this account paints a much different picture.”

She leaned back in her seat as the SUV veered off King Salman Road. “Not to mention, Aziz is head of the largest alternative energy company in the world. He’s always helped Mariam find sources who would report on al-Alfatih’s activities. What reason would he have to side with the energy terrorists?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. But I would place my bet on the fact that Aziz has discovered an alternative energy source.”

“I meant to tell you.” She gripped Graham by the forearm as her mind pivoted toward David Barany’s intel report. “There was some SIGINT depicting a conversation between Salman’s son, Ahmad, and someone named Farouq.” Her voice lowered as she considered how heartbroken Mariam would be. “They were discussing Ahmad’s efforts to procure the use of explosives for transit to the Port of London.”

Graham rose a brow at her. “You still don’t trust me, do you, muharib?”

Sweat sprang on her breastbone despite the air conditioning. She had tried not to let her thoughts about Graham solidify. He was going into this investigation with certain biases. And while his confession on the plane made those prejudices more understandable, she still felt a responsibility to protect Mariam and her family’s reputation.

“Believe me, Aziz is not the man you think he is,” Darian interjected.

Juliet felt her pulse race as she considered what it would mean if Aziz were in fact identifiable with Abu Hassan. Not only did Aziz have unlimited funds, but he also had an army to call on at a whim. She felt the possibility rush through her, hot and slick. Aziz/Abu Hassan was the one she had been hunting for all these years, and he had been hiding in plain sight.

“Don’t tell me that you’re counting on Salman to report on his own brother?” she asked Graham.

“You heard Mariam,” Graham began. “Salman would rather turn in his own son than let him be a supporter of terrorist activity. I assume that he would feel the same way about Aziz. Salman not only permitted our travel to Riyadh; he helped to facilitate it. That tells me a good deal about his character. He was willing to wave aside any political or religious differences for the sake of peace.”

Juliet nodded, though anxiety continued to gnaw at her. She had been working in the region long enough to learn that blood ties typically superseded a desire for anything else. “And what if you’re wrong about Salman—what then?”

“Not to worry.” He glanced outside the window as he reached into his robe. She caught the flicker of brushed steel—a revolver—and her chest tightened.

“We won’t be in any real danger,” he said.

“Are you crazy?” She bulged her eyes at him and nodded to the right of the SUV.

They were stopped at a traffic light and three members of the mutaween stood beside the vehicle, though fortunately their faces were turned toward the palace.

“You’re going to get us killed,” she hissed in annoyance. “Death is the punishment for concealing a weapon within the home of a Saudi monarch.”

Graham edged closer and took her by the elbow, trying to pass her the revolver.

“I’m not taking that,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Trust me.” His tone changed, as though something had flickered to life within him. “They won’t force you to go through a physical search.”

“How do you know I won’t be searched by some female guard?”

“Your bag might be checked,” Darian agreed, meeting her eyes in the rearview mirror. “But it would be considered disrespectful to do a bodily search since you are a female guest of the grand mufti.”

She pulled the abaya up and over her head, covering her black T-shirt and jeans.

“Fine.” She took the revolver from Graham, her eyes still fixed on the guards outside the vehicle. “But if you’re wrong about this—” She shoved the revolver into the thick folds of her abaya, silently cursing him as he met her face with a flicker of humor alight in his eyes.

It killed her to admit that he may have been right about the Saudis, and her thoughts were still in a tangle over how to proceed. She could not deny that there was some connection between the ruling al-Saud clan and the attack in London. But while the intelligence clearly pointed to Aziz, his motive was still a mystery, and that alone could be a reason to question everything.

They rolled to a stop next to a sign depicting King Ibn Abdullah al-Saud, who, through a series of conquests beginning in the early 1900s, formed the modern Saudi state.

“It will be better if you get out here,” Darian said, nodding toward the security checkpoint ahead. “Less questions.”

Before Juliet had time to argue, Graham reached across her lap and opened the door. Heat rolled over her like a wave, crinkling the hair beneath her hijab, the head covering worn by Saudi women in public. As they exited the car, her head buzzed with the pungent smell of Arabian Oud perfume that cloaked her abaya. It was the most common perfume used in the Middle East, and what she often used to mask her nationality when wearing the niqab, a full face covering that covered everything except the eyes.

On Jeddah Street, the scene around them was still and calm, almost eerie. People did not congregate in public spaces in the Kingdom, except for in mosques and in shopping malls. And despite the abaya that covered her from head to toe, she felt as though she had the Syndicate’s emblem inked across her forehead. She shifted her gaze toward Graham, annoyed at how cool, almost comfortable he looked in his thin thawb. Meanwhile, sweat dripped down her chest, gathering in a small pool between her breasts.

“I feel like a damn pizza oven,” she said, though in truth, she did not completely hate the abaya; it was like a shield between her and the alien world. She had spent enough time in the Middle East to know that it was better to keep her true feelings hidden, especially when she encountered a man who preferred a different decade to the one they lived in.

Graham chuckled as they surged onward toward the palace.

“Do you know why abayas are usually black?” she asked, trying to distract herself from the heat radiating through her body.

Graham raised one ruddy brow, his eyes steady on hers. She hated it when he looked at her like that, with an intensity that you could cut with a knife.

“I can’t say that I do,” he said with a smile.

She cleared her throat. “It’s because of a merchant selling cloaks in the eighth century. He ran out of colorful ones, and the legend says that this merchant visited a friend, a poet, and asked him for help.” Her mind fixed on a group of mutaween that she heard coming up behind them, but she continued, not wanting to draw attention. “The poet wrote a poem praising the beauty of a woman in a black abaya.”

She caught Graham’s eye as they rounded the corner. He had spotted the mutaween, too, their clubs swinging against their hips. Palm trees provided a canopy down the street as they surged along the dusty road and onward toward the palace, trying not to meet the face of the mutaween around them that had multiplied. He urged her to go on with his eyes, although she noticed that his fists clenched briefly at his sides.

She placed her hand on the gun handle tucked inside her abaya, prepared for the worst, as she went on. “He convinced them that black was worn only by the rich and noble. And that’s why most women wear black ones today.”

“Well, it looks like the merchant made one hell of a comeback.” He nodded toward the sea of black abayas lined up outside the mosque as they neared the palace.

“I don’t know how they do it.” She shook her head. “The heat is suffocating.” Her voice was muffled by the veil as three more mutaween gathered nearby, their gazes pausing on Juliet and Graham.

“We’re almost there.” He gave her a crooked smile and glanced over his shoulder as the men stalked closer. “Air conditioning is not far off.”

“That’s the only thing keeping me from ripping this cloak off right this instant.”

He looked down at her, his eyes wide with interest.

“Stop it.” She rolled her eyes at him. “You could get us both stoned to death with that kind of look. I am your sister, after all.” In the Kingdom, women were still not allowed to travel in public unless accompanied by a male relative.

He cleared his throat, although his eyes remained locked on hers. “I think we both know that if it comes down to it, no one will fall for that lie.”

“You’re right.” She let out a sigh, although her cheeks burned with what she knew was the truth. “Our cover is shit.”

Her voice was a whisper, but Graham could not help but to laugh. The Syndicate did everything well except equip their agents with well-thought-out cover. They provided a cover profession—a fake job—and simply left it up to their agents to do the rest. Graham and Juliet had traveled into the Kingdom as tourists but were to tell anyone who questioned them that they were special guests of the grand mufti.

Juliet gathered her abaya up to keep it from brushing the ground as two of the burly mutaween caught up with them. One of the men, a stout man resting a machine gun on his thick middle, cut in front of them. He said something to Graham in harsh-sounding Arabic, and a cold lump formed in her throat.

“Did he just say what I think he did?” she asked Graham. She had enough Arabic to know the basics, but was by no means fluent, like Graham.

He made a scornful noise in the back of his throat and pressed his lips together, biting off what he did not want to admit.

“Did he just say that you should keep your woman from showing off her ankles?”

“I would love to tell that mutaween where to shove that—” She broke off, keeping her eyes fixed on Graham, afraid if she met the mutaween’s gaze too directly, she would not be able to hold back the anger she felt swirling within her.

“Only a few years ago,” Graham said to her in a low voice, “women were required to obtain approval from a man to apply for work, healthcare, or travel.”

Fury stirred beneath her ribcage. Graham saw it and gently grasped her elbow. “We should get to the palace,” he said in a low voice. “Before we both do something we regret.”

But he was too late. A third mutaween came up to them, his eyes narrowed into dark slits. The mutaween standing in front of Juliet was short and bulky, with thick arms to match his stout legs. She could see the thick muscles of Graham’s chest flex underneath his thin robe as he placed himself between her and the mutaween.

The man spoke English with a thick accent. “Your papers, please.”

Graham responded fluently in Arabic and shifted himself protectively in front of Juliet. She started to scoot out from under his shadow, but upon seeing one of the mutaween stare at her with fiery eyes, she was reminded of what was at stake if she did not play her part. Though she had experienced this same prejudice more times than she could count, the same anger bubbled within her. While the Kingdom had come far in the way of women’s rights, it had not come far enough. She sniffed, thankful that her face veil concealed her lips, twisted with frustration.

Graham reached into his robe to pull out their invitation to the palace. The thick mutaween reviewed their invitation and started stammering out an apology, bowing toward Graham and backing away.

“I guess a personal invitation to the palace is pretty rare,” he said in a low voice.

“Especially for Westerners.” Juliet gathered up her abaya and surged toward the high latticed walls that formed a barrier between the palace and outsiders.

“Makes you wonder what they’re hiding,” Graham said with a rueful tilt of his head.

The wall outside the palace was stamped with symmetrical patterns and carved archways, a nod to traditional Arab design. Another layer of security lay between them and the palace. Graham flashed their invitation to two more guards, who quickly ushered them through the palace gates.

As they moved onto an enormous marble pathway, Juliet could feel the excitement moving through her, a steady stream of adrenaline that fueled each step. She had always been curious about Mariam’s world, and the interior of the palace did not disappoint. Intricately carved geometric patterns and gold trim adorned the main entryway. Thick jewel-toned rugs greeted them and ushered them into a world where every surface gleamed bright with luxury and the exquisite smell of jasmine.

A man in a long white thawb greeted them with a bright smile. “Welcome, the grand mufti has been expecting you. I hope you don’t mind—” He nodded toward a separate entrance, guarded by a woman also wearing a niqab. “We have certain security protocols that we must follow in order to protect His Excellency. Everyone must be searched.”

The gun suddenly felt alive inside her abaya, pulsing with her own heartbeat. She met Graham’s eyes, which were wide with regret.
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After five painful minutes, the blank-faced woman named Maha finished her physical search and backed away, nodding for Juliet to make her way into the women’s quarters. Juliet felt a heaviness lift, but she kept her lips drawn tight as she moved through a large sitting room with red carpets, velvet-tufted couches, and intricately patterned wallpaper. At least she had had the foresight to attach the gun on the inside of her left thigh, a place that would have been disrespectful even for a woman to search.

Beneath an archway held up by massive marble columns she entered the main hall, where chandeliers dripped from the ceiling and spread light over glossy white floors. In the main dining room was a large mahogany dining table that sat at least fifty, covered in a sea of crystal and gold. Her pulse was heavy in her ears as she took note of the large candelabras that could be used as weapons, which covered the fine linen tablecloths. She continued to scan the room and found two other potential exits; one was a hallway that led to the main entrance, presumably used by men, and the other was a series of glass French doors that lined the back wall. At the center of the room stood more than a dozen white-robed men wearing shemaghs, the traditional red-and-white checkered headdress worn only by Saudi men.

She willed her pulse to slow, still combing over her objectives as she entered the room. In some dark corner of her mind, she had always known that the al-Saud family’s involvement in al-Alfatih was plausible.

By maintaining a monopoly on the world’s oil reserves, Mariam’s family had maintained their hold on wealth for generations. The al-Saud family could have joined with al-Alfatih to reclaim that hold, but to what extent Mariam and her father were involved in those efforts was still an unanswered question.

In an instant, she recognized the tall, elegant figure of the grand mufti, so much like Mariam both in stature and grace, and started toward him.

“Quite the breakfast spread,” Graham said casually as he came beside her.

“You bastard,” she said under her breath as heavy eyes fell on them both. “I could have been arrested.” Or I would have had to kill Maha, she thought to herself.

Graham covered a laugh with his fist. “What?”

“Do you think this is a game?” she asked, feeling her anger bubble to the surface as she turned toward him.

“No.” He gave her a sideways glance, his tone becoming more serious. “I just knew that you could take care of yourself.”

She shook her head, batting his words away, although she felt the truth of them begin to sink in. Graham had faith in her.

She nodded silently as they walked side by side toward the group of white-robed men. On their left were two large serving tables where roasted duck, beef tenderloin, various sliced meats and cheeses, and breads ranging from croissants to pita bread were elegantly displayed. She breathed in the warm, heady scent and her stomach rumbled to life, reminding her that she had forgotten to eat on the plane ride to Riyadh.

Juliet kept a watchful eye as Salman and his entourage glided across the gleaming marble like a group of ghosts. She could hear the steady rise and fall of her breath in her ears as she gathered the right words to introduce herself. She had met with sources of Middle Eastern descent a hundred times before and knew the importance of custom. As a woman, she should not extend her hand for a handshake. But she was unsure of the proper edict for royalty, and Salman was the senior-most religious authority in the country. However, there was something in the way Salman carried himself, with a slightly bent neck and hunched shoulders, that told her she had nothing to fear.

She pressed her shoulders back, readying herself as a group of aba-ya-clad women gathered nearby. Their heads were inclined toward one another in incessant chatter. The household of women reminded Juliet of an English queen’s ladies-in-waiting. Each woman met her face with dark, probing eyes, and sweat sprang on the back of her neck. She understood an Arab woman’s exposure to Western women was typically through television and movies, in which they were depicted as promiscuous at best. These meetings were always a reminder that despite her superior espionage and combat skills, she would always have to fight against the Hollywood stereotype of a female spy—a Bond girl who used her body rather than her intellect to recruit a source.

Salman and the white-robed men encircled her and Graham. She felt invisible until Graham backed away, gently guiding her toward the center of the conversation.

She placed her right hand over her breastbone and made a slight bow to the tall, white-bearded figure. “Pleased to meet Your Highness.”

Salman’s soft gray eyes met hers straight on, the first direct, congenial look she had received from a Saudi male since she had arrived in the Kingdom.

“You are most welcome here, Ms. Arroway.” He mirrored her gesture.

She waved a hand, gesturing toward Graham. “And this is—”

“Your brother,” he finished. A smile touched Salman’s features, deepening the lines around his mouth and eyes. To Juliet’s surprise, she found Salman warm and polite and felt herself relax some in his presence, although she remained leery of the crowd around them.

Graham dipped his chin and greeted Salman in Arabic before switching to English. “It’s good of you to have us, Your Highness.”

“Pleased to meet you both.” Salman spoke English with an American accent.

He must have been educated in the United States, Juliet thought to herself, surprised, perhaps accounting for his politeness toward her and Graham. A man stood to Salman’s left; stout, dark-haired, and light-eyed, whom Juliet recognized as Salman’s advisor, Akeem. The man’s cool eyes raked over Juliet in an invasive way. She had become accustomed to the way Arab men looked at her. Her gray eyes and blond hair were a rarity in their part of the world, but it still made a fire creep up into her throat. She breathed deeply, pushing the discomfort away.

“Mariam wishes that she could have made it,” she said to Salman.

“My niece spoke very highly of you.” Salman’s cotton beard bounced as he spoke. “The work that you both do is extremely important to us here in the Kingdom. The violence must stop.”

“I agree.”

Salman was warm and polite, although the other men encircling them continued to make Juliet feel like a piece of bait. Skeptical eyes were everywhere she looked. At first glance, she assumed the men were members of the al-Saud royal family. In the past, custom dictated that Saudi women were not permitted to mingle outside the family, but Juliet wondered if this tradition might have changed, and these men were advisors.

Salman, recognizing the other men’s judicious stares, gestured toward the French doors that led to a courtyard outside. “Ms. Arroway, would you permit me to take you on a tour of our grounds before we eat?”

“That would be lovely.” Juliet felt her gaze drift unintentionally toward Graham, who had moved to her side.

“With your brother present, of course,” he added with a gleam in his eye.

With Graham by her side, Salman took his position as the leader of their trio with his hands clasped firmly behind his back. They passed through a hallway with a vaulted ceiling more than thirty feet high. The sun had fully risen, bathing the gold-flaked floors of the hallway in a warm light. In between two massive Romanesque columns they followed Salman onto the glossy marble path outside the palace walls.

Outside the palace, pure white beaches sloped down into a glistening man-made lake. A semicircle of palm trees swayed in the morning light, waving their welcome to a tiny oasis in the middle of the lustrous gold palace. The pathway was beautifully landscaped, with tiny roses in varying shades of pink. Juliet breathed in the bouquet, still trying to rid herself of the strong, woody smell of Oud perfume that cloaked her abaya. The lake was still and quiet as they walked along it. The guards that surrounded it were statues of silence with their guns and ammunition hanging on their hips.

As they made their way underneath an archway of roses, she could not help the gooseflesh that rippled on the back of her neck. She felt a duty to uncover the truth behind al-Alfatih’s financier, but her loyalty to Mariam was a fluttery feeling in her chest, quickening with the possibility of all-out war should the Saudis be exposed as the true enemy.

“I am told that you once worked at the Embassy here in Riyadh, Agent Harding,” Salman said to Graham.

Juliet felt her stomach drop at the mention of Graham’s true name.

“That is right, Your Highness. I’m grateful that you’re willing to work with us.”

Graham spoke as if he was unfazed, although he slid a narrowed look in Juliet’s direction. Salman likely already knew about Graham’s falling out with Saudi intelligence after they had burned his source, Fatima.

“I am deeply sorry to hear about the attacks in London. Please let me know if there is anything that my family and I can do to assist in the investigation.”

“That’s generous of you,” Juliet said, her eyes tightening.

“The attacks have to stop,” Salman said. “These terrorists, robbed of their minds, rush themselves to hell by their actions.”

Juliet could hear the sincerity in his voice, yet she reminded herself that they had a responsibility to pursue every lead. There was no denying the SIGINT that portrayed Salman’s son’s involvement in al-Alfatih’s activities.

“I appreciate that,” Graham said, keeping a close eye on the lines of guards that pressed tightly on either side of them.

“Al-Alfatih’s tactics are not in keeping with Islam. The Kingdom’s oil reserve is almost entirely depleted. Al-Alfatih’s attacks against alternative energy sites have set us all back significantly.”

Juliet felt her pulse hasten; she had always taken the time to build rapport with her sources before launching into a line of questioning. But al-Alfatih was likely already in their final planning stages for their next attack, and time was running out.

“We all have a great deal to lose if these attacks continue,” she began slowly. “Which is why it’s imperative that we all work together to stop them.” She breathed deeply and stopped and turned around to face Salman. “Sometimes the truth can be difficult to see.”

“Do you know if your son, Ahmad, sympathizes with al-Alfatih?” Graham asked in a low voice.

Salman looked at Graham with wide eyes. “What do you know about my son?”

Juliet felt red creep up her neck, deepening the color in her cheeks. It was one thing to get directly to the point; it was another thing entirely to launch an all-out assault on someone’s son.

“I’m not saying that he was directly involved.” Graham spoke carefully, trying to gauge Salman’s reaction. “But if you think he may know something—”

Juliet slid a careful glance over her shoulder at the guards that beat at their heels. Careful, Graham.

“As for my son …” Salman paused for a long moment before answering, “Al-Alfatih has abandoned the first pillar of the Muslim faith—no one deserves our worship but Allah.” He gestured overhead with one boney finger. “But these energy terrorists have decided that their own ambition will take precedence.” A chill ran across Salman’s eyes as his voice rose. “My son knows that ‘whoever kills an innocent person, it is as if he has killed humanity.’ It is in the Quran, chapter 5, verse 32.” His voice boomed.

“I meant no offense.” Graham shook his head. “It’s just that al-Alfatih’s most recent attack has led us to believe that their funding is much more …” He paused, darting Juliet a quick glance before going on, “… more robust than we had previously thought.”

Salman drew his mouth in a tight line. “And you think it was a member of this family.”

Graham nodded sharply with his lips pressed tight. The air between the two men had changed and Juliet gulped air. Graham was going to get them arrested.

“No one is accusing anyone of anything.” Juliet shot Graham a warning look before stepping in front of him. “What my colleague means to say is that we would like your help to determine if anyone had prior knowledge of the attacks.”

“As a Muslim, these terrorists are my number-one enemy.” His words were sharp, but with all the feeling of a man who had grown used to defending his faith and family. “They have distorted our faith to achieve their own political goals.” Shifting his weight, Salman glanced up at Graham with a furrowed brow before swiveling back at Juliet. “I will do whatever it takes to help you stop the violence in the name of Islam.”

Juliet tilted her chin to meet him more at eye level. “Then we have the same goal, Your Highness.” She could sense the same conviction in Salman that she had admired in Mariam—he was a man of genuine faith.

“You have my word that if my son is involved at any level in these attacks, he will be dealt with.” Salman extended a hand toward the other side of the lake. “Now, if you’ll please take your seat inside. I have one other thing to attend to before joining you.”

Salman made his way around the lake and disappeared inside a set of French doors that opened into the dining area, where waves of staff pulled out seats for the distinguished, white-robed imams and aba-ya-clad women at a long banquet table.

“Dammit, Graham.” Juliet spun on her heel and stared up at Graham, feeling her anger swell. “Of all the pin-headed, narrow-minded … it is because of men like you that we are in this mess. They kill us, then we them, and the cycle continues. And what was it all for? Money! Power! It does not have a thing to do with religion, not really. It’s the devout people—people like Salman and Mariam who really care but don’t know any better—that get caught in the middle.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, I’m on your side.”

“Are you? The way you launched into that line of questioning with Salman, it’s a wonder you didn’t completely sabotage the entire operation.”

“I admit that it was a risk.” His mouth twitched.

“He’s probably on his way to get the guards now.” It was unlike Juliet to feel any sense of danger, but the possibility of failure was a heavy weight in her chest.

They needed Salman on their side.

“All this—” He let out a chuckle that made her anger flame. His eyes swept over the palace walls, the man-made lake, and he dipped his chin, holding her gaze with his own. “And you think he can’t just text or signal someone to have us arrested?” There was a hint of a smile in his question that made her frustration burn. “Trust me, he won’t arrest us. I think that this one might actually be on our side.”

“That’s not the point. You treated Salman with the same distrust that I’ve seen more than a hundred times before. Not taking the time to understand the situation could mean the difference between him working for or against the Syndicate.” She could feel her pulse race behind her eyes. “Salman is the same as most of the Muslims I’ve met while working in the Middle East. They want peace and a better future for their children, just like the rest of the world. You cannot couple al-Alfatih and Islam together. It’s naïve and plain wrong.”

He met her face with a look of sincere regret that stole away her defenses. “You’re right.”

Juliet felt her cheeks redden. “You’re doing it again.” She shook her index finger at him.

“What?”

“You’re mocking me again.”

“I mean it.” He trapped her hand in his and pulled her close so that only she could hear him. “You have a point. But I get the sense that Salman knows something. I don’t know what yet.”

She tried to ignore the feeling in her chest when he touched her. A flurry of waiters scampered past, holding trays of braised meat and marinated chicken. She felt herself lean into him, although she knew she should pull away.

“I’m sorry.” He edged closer. “I just don’t think that we should trust anyone. We don’t really know who’s behind the attacks.” He released her hand.

She shook her head, still weighing the pros and cons of his approach, her heart still slamming against her ribcage. While her instincts and experience told her that Salman was someone whom they could trust, he had a point.

“Why did you intentionally anger Salman like that?” she asked.

“I wanted to draw out his true allegiance.”

“So, you’re bold and reckless.” She tried not to let her voice slip and let him know that there was a part of her that liked his brashness.

His grin brightened at the thought. “Shall we?” He offered her his arm, still challenging her with a look in his eyes.

“Only if you let me take the lead on asking the questions and recruiting the sources,” she said.

“Done.”

Juliet sighed and reluctantly gave him her hand. He took it and placed it into the crook of his elbow.

“Promise me you won’t do anything else stupid like that again,” she said.

Humor danced across his features as the hard calluses of his palm suddenly brushed hers. She narrowed her eyes and looked up at him, startled. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?” The look in his eyes made her pulse beat unsteadily. “I didn’t know that you weren’t used to taking risks.”

She felt the blood rush to her cheeks, deepening the color. “That’s all I do,” she argued. One moment she wanted to knock him over the head with something hard and the next, she wanted to smile up at him.

“But haven’t you heard of building rapport with a source before launching into a tirade of questions?” she asked.

He nodded and they walked along the path in silence. The guards followed but kept their distance.

“C’mon, the man is obviously hiding something,” Graham said in a low voice.

“Maybe so, but …” Her voice trailed off when she saw sudden violence dance within Graham’s eyes. “What is it?” She followed where his gaze stretched out over the lake.

Salman had come back into view with a tall, severe-looking man with bone structure so hard it could cut glass; both men were headed toward them.

With one arm linked through Graham’s elbow, Juliet felt the thick muscle of his forearm tense beneath his flesh.

“Are you all right?” she asked, looking up at him.

All the blood drained from his face. “Yeah, I just wasn’t expecting to see him here.”

Juliet turned slowly.

Aziz/Abu Hassan was a tall man, well over six feet, with sharp features and a black beard that had been groomed down to a point.

“I almost forgot,” Salman said as he approached them, with a hint of irony in his voice, “we have another honored guest joining us this morning. Allow me to introduce you to my brother, Prince Abdul Aziz al-Saud.”
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Sunlight spilled out across the blue sparkle of the lake. Juliet tried not to let her anger wash over her, but she could feel her insides stiffen with every look in Aziz/Abu Hassan’s direction. She stared at him and Salman, now standing on the terrace, their heads bent in intense conversation. The possibility that Aziz had been using the alias “Abu Hassan” surged through her like a tidal wave, making her lips tremble slightly. If it was true, then Aziz was responsible for her father’s death. She had not yet let that truth sink in. Placing her hands into tight fists at her sides, she tried to steady herself against the emotions swirling within her—grief, rage, and an untamable need for revenge. She looked toward Graham standing beside her. But he was lost in a trance, his thoughts somewhere distant. He had his own grievances with Aziz.

Finally, Graham sighed, his arms crossed. “Well, this complicates things.”

She nodded sharply as uncertainty spread through her. “Before, we could have discreetly asked Salman about Aziz’s children,” she said, “on the off chance that Salman would let something slip about Hassan. But now …” She inhaled deeply, trying not to think about what going after energy terrorists had cost her father, her family. She breathed deeply, trying to lessen the tightening in her chest.

“What was your father like?” Graham asked, as if he could read her thoughts.

She smiled, though her thoughts were a jumble as she struggled to find the right words to describe the man she knew only in fragments.

“He had a great sense of humor, and always had a mischievous look in his eye that made you immediately curious about the secrets that he held.” She kept her gaze fixed on Aziz as they maintained their distance. “Truthfully, though, I’m not sure that I knew him all that well.” She chewed her bottom lip as she kept a careful eye on the soldiers that encircled the lake. “He lived this other life that I knew little about.” A glimmer of her heartbreak must have shown through because Graham took a step closer to her. “I guess that might be why I joined the Syndicate, to find out more about him. And there’s always been a part of me that wondered why he hid from us in his work.”

“It is an easy way to avoid reality. Things weren’t exactly easy back then.”

There was truth in what he said, but the comment poked a hole in the rosy memory she held of her father. After the Morusaks—the last oil-rich political party left in the Kingdom—seized control of the world’s remaining petroleum, they jacked up the price to more than $300 a barrel, making energy unaffordable for most. Juliet had only been four years old at the time, but she vividly remembered the crisis that pushed the entire global economy into a severe recession.

Graham read the expression on her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine. You are probably right. He was trying to escape reality. My mother and he were a lot like oil and water, they didn’t quite mesh.” She tried to fake a smile, but she saw something in his eyes that told her there was no point in lying to him. “They divorced about ten years before he died. I think my mom just got tired of being alone.”

Graham rasped his fingers along his stubbled chin. “Was he gone a lot?”

“Months, sometimes years at a time.” Despite the more rational side of herself that said to keep her past hidden, she could not help the sudden lightness that fell over her as she spoke. “After each of his deployments it was like he left a part of himself behind. I don’t think he ever really let go of the things he did and saw.” But what she could not say was that she feared she was headed toward her father’s same fate.

“I think leaving it behind is the only way forward.” Graham clenched his jaw before he went on. “I try not to think about what happened on my last tour in Riyadh. But it’s always there, beating on every thought.”

Juliet looked up at him, suddenly curious whether he had written off relationships entirely.

“You know,” he began slowly, squinting at her. “Just because you chose the same career as your father, doesn’t mean that you’re destined to have the same life as he did.”

She blinked up at him and sighed. It felt good to trust him with the truth of her past. And although she wanted to deny it, with every conversation she felt pulled closer toward him, and the intensity of the feeling frightened her.

“I hope you’re right.” She let out a breath that she had been holding in since she saw Aziz.

Graham darted a wary glance at the guards who had gathered in a semi-circle around Aziz as he and Salman continued to speak.

“Do you still have what I gave you in the car?” he asked, low-voiced.

“I do.” The sudden image of Graham reaching up the hem of her abaya to retrieve the revolver from her upper thigh sent the blood rushing toward her face. But she pushed the thought aside and lowered her eyes. “But we shouldn’t do anything brash while we’re inside the palace.”

“We may not have a choice.” There was a warning in his voice. “But don’t worry, I won’t do anything unless provoked.”

“Well, that’s reassuring, I guess.” Her eyes swept across the courtyard, counting the number of guards, and taking note of every machine gun draped across their chests. “You’re right though, something doesn’t seem right here. Aziz has way too much security.”

“You couldn’t be admitting that I said something right—” His same cocky tone from before made her blood boil.

“Don’t get used to it.” She felt a charge of intimacy ripple through the air between them as she looked up at him. “Are you always this arrogant?” she asked, gripping the sides of her abaya and twirling the fabric between her fingers.

“Not always.” His grin brightened at the thought. “You seem to bring it out in me.”

The morning light licked his copper stubble with bright blond, and she felt her cheeks burn with intensity. Despite his reckless, trigger-happy attitude, she could no longer deny how devastatingly handsome he was. But it wasn’t just his looks that haunted her. It was the way he spoke to her. Unlike Jean-Marc, he would never settle for half-truths, and that type of honesty in a relationship was what she had always craved.

He offered her an arm. “Well, are we going to spend the entire morning out here chatting?”

When he took her hand in his and placed it into the crook of his elbow, a feeling seized up within her chest. Her hand continued to tingle as they started toward the terrace off the main dining hall, her abaya catching on the rose bushes that lined the pathway. As they moved onto the enormous marble terrace, they were joined by four mutaween with machine guns, all regarding them with prying eyes.

Juliet felt Graham’s gun on her upper right thigh as if it were an extension of herself, pulsing with every heartbeat. But she kept her face like marble as Graham opened a French door that led into the main banquet hall.

He motioned for her to go ahead of him. “Madame.”

The smell of braised meat and freshly baked pita bread hit her nostrils, and she felt her stomach rumble to life as they made their way into the banquet hall. The floors were covered in an intricate geometric pattern in deep hues of turquoise and purple. She spotted Salman at the head of the long banquet table, where every surface beamed bright with luxury and each place setting displayed gleaming gold plates and at least three crystal wine goblets. The lines on Salman’s face were etched deeper than moments before, signaling that his conversation with Aziz on the terrace had been a heated one.

Lips drawn tight, Salman extended a hand and motioned for Juliet and Graham to take their seats on either side of him.

As Juliet took her seat, she stole a glance at Aziz, still trying to think up a clever way to elicit information about his children—facts that could confirm that he was Abu Hassan. But when they brought out tea on silver trays, her mind slid toward Mariam, who had attended a British boarding school and still insisted upon tea every afternoon.

Mariam had not just been a friend to her, she was her partner in fighting against everything Abu Hassan, possibly Aziz, stood for. How would Mariam feel when she learned that her family was the terror they had been fighting to defeat?

Salman stood to address the table, jolting Juliet from her thoughts. “I’ve decided that we will speak English this morning in honor of our esteemed guests from the Syndicate.” White brows etched together, his eyes flitted down the table. “The fanatical group al-Alfatih has threatened global stability and peace.” Salman slid a pointed glance at Aziz as each of the imams bobbed their heads in agreement. “We must work with our allies within the Syndicate to ensure al-Alfatih’s attacks stop.”

Juliet felt optimism spread across her breastbone at Salman’s show of solidarity, but kept a wary eye on Aziz, gauging his reaction to Salman’s words. She saw no outward sign of disagreement; his face was a mask of indecision, although something sinister danced within his light eyes when Salman glanced in his direction.

“As many of you know, His Highness’s daughter, Mariam, is our envoy at the Syndicate,” Salman’s voice boomed as his gaze drifted down the stretch of the table. “She does important work to ensure the peace and prosperity of this Kingdom.”

Aziz’s chin was tilted upward, still listening intently, but Juliet saw his eyes flash with annoyance at the sound of Mariam’s name.

“I’m very proud of my niece,” Aziz interjected, exchanging a heated glance with Salman. “She’s helped to restore our rightful place in the world. But it is time for Mariam to fight for the prosperity of her own people, along with our other Muslim brothers and sisters.”

There was a long stretch before the two men exchanged something impassioned in Arabic. After several minutes of arguing, Salman sat down, looking defeated. He lowered his head and squeezed the bridge of his nose.

Salman held up a hand with his neck still bent. “I demand that we have peace today. There will be no more talk of sides in my presence, and especially not in front of our guests.”

Aziz continued to argue with Salman in Arabic for several painful minutes. Their conversation had elicited a slit-eyed look from Graham, who understood every word. Juliet only understood fragments, but she could feel the mood shift before her as concerned whispers erupted down the table. From her briefing book on the plane, Juliet recognized one of the women as Salman’s wife, Ayesha—she was a small, fine-boned woman with dark eyes, wearing a long blue silk dress, flanked by two other women wearing black abayas.

“Brother,” Aziz began, switching to English. “You and the king have continued to walk a tightrope between what is best for the Kingdom and what is best for the global community. My argument is that one must take precedence over the other. What I have accomplished with my company in the way of alternative energy solutions will finally set us free.” Aziz’s eyes turned arctic as he slid a sideways glance in Juliet’s direction. A chill raced down her spine as he went on, “But now our progress demands that we sever all ties to the West.”

Salman’s mouth pulled into a twist of disapproval and he protested in Arabic before turning to Graham and Juliet. “Our survival depends on us all living in peace with one another, and Aziz knows that.”

Aziz dismissed Salman with a blue-veined wave and stood to address the table. “We are a region rich with the teachings of the beloved prophet, Muhammad, and natural minerals that have restored our rightful place in the global market. We can no longer ignore our destiny of becoming a great nation.”

There was a long pause, and an air of tension blanketed the room. Juliet’s eyes tightened, trying to discern the reason for Aziz to suddenly give up his hand, then it dawned on her. While Aziz possessed power and wealth, he still lacked that essential quality required to gain widespread legitimacy within the region. He needed the support of the religious establishment. As both a royal and the grand mufti, Salman was uniquely qualified to bestow religious credentials on a leader to legitimize their power.

Salman shook his head at Aziz. “The Middle East will flourish as long as we strive to live in peace. It is the region’s propensity for war that has prevented us from becoming a great nation, not the West.”

“How many of those conflicts have been born of the West’s unlawful occupation of our territories?” Aziz met Salman with a predatory gaze that pushed ice water through Juliet’s veins. “The West has held us back from achieving our true destiny. Islamic extremism is a result of the economic disparity caused by flawed energy policies in favor of the West.” Salman stared at Aziz for a long moment without speaking, but his annoyance was evident in the deep crease between his brows.

“Lies. All lies.” Salman looked down the table, meeting each imam with a narrow look. “Aziz, what is the meaning of all this?”

“It depends.” Aziz’s features were drawn to a point. “Which side are you on?”

The vertical blinds on the French doors that led out to the veranda were drawn shut, trapping the room in a soft cocoon of light. The sudden need to flee gripped Juliet, but her hatred for what Aziz stood for was stronger. She made a conscious effort to keep her mouth perfectly still as she ground her teeth.

“You are making broad and inaccurate statements,” Salman finally said. “Radicalization is the result of idiotic criminals who have hijacked Islam for their own uses. It has nothing to do with economic disparity!” His nostrils flared as he went on. “Your single-cause explanation distracts from the more complex reasons these criminals join these movements like al-Alfatih. It has nothing to do with energy policy or religion. It has to do with ambition.”

Juliet felt her breath catch in her throat as she waited for Aziz’s next words. Graham’s features hardened as Aziz went on.

“I disagree.” Aziz spoke calmly, but something sinister flashed within his eyes. “It all comes down to economics. The Muslim people must do whatever it takes to free themselves from reliance on the West.”

Juliet bit her tongue to keep from saying that Aziz’s concerns obviously had less to do with the welfare of the Muslim people, and more to do with himself.

Salman seemed to be biting back the urge to laugh out loud. “You’re speaking like an al-Alfatih sympathizer.”

Aziz pressed his lips tight, and the room felt charged, as if there were a stick of dynamite alight somewhere in the room. The morning light had diminished, as had the general gaiety of the breakfast. Juliet took one long look down the banquet table, curious as to how many of these imams Aziz had already bought off.

“We are locked in a conflict with the West, whether you like it or not,” Aziz said to Salman. “It is us or them. Our God or theirs.”

“We worship the same God!” Salman slammed his fists on the table, sending a hum of crystal clanking. “It is the prophets on which we disagree. Our one true God should unite us. Not divide us.”

Aziz dismissed Salman with a wave. “The Islamic caliphate must maintain primacy on alternative energy.”

“Don’t talk to me of caliphates, damn you! This has nothing to do with religion.”

Aziz walked down the length of the table with his hands clasped behind his back and his chest puffed out. “With my company’s development of a new synthetic oil—without crude oil or petroleum—I am proud to announce that our destiny has arrived.”

There was a collective gasp heard around the table as furrowed brows stared at Aziz in awe. Never before had synthetic oil been developed without some level of crude oil or petroleum. Gooseflesh rippled down Juliet’s arms. Aziz was not just a visionary; he was a revolutionary. And he would use this alternative energy to wage his war.

Salman peered across the table to meet Aziz’s gaze more directly. “The Morusaks’ decision to hold hostage the world’s energy supply is what got us into this mess in the first place.” Regret slipped into Salman’s voice. “What you’re talking about is making that same mistake.”

Aziz’s mouth screwed up into a gargoyle-like grimace.

Slowly, Juliet began to inch up her abaya under the table to access her gun.

“The West has ruled over us long enough,” Aziz’s voice was smooth as he went on, but his words had all the effect of a bomb going off in the room. “If we allow things to continue, there will be nothing left of the Muslim people. We must take back what is ours.”

All the light drained from Salman’s face. There was no longer a question in Juliet’s mind whether Aziz was identifiable with the leader of al-Alfatih. Every decision, every wrong turn had led to this moment as she stared at the man who would reignite the energy war.

There was a pause in the room as each of the imams looked to one another for guidance on how to respond. It was as if a sickness had rolled in, painting each of the imams’ faces with yellow eyes and sullen cheeks.

“If only men like you would stop their rhetoric for personal gain.” Salman shook his head and he met Juliet’s face briefly before looking toward Aziz. “We’ve been working for decades alongside the West to end the energy war. Are you willing to throw all that away?”

There was hatred in Aziz’s eyes as he met Juliet’s face. “The Syndicate has no interest in protecting the sovereignty of the Muslim people.”

Terror fizzled through Juliet. What Aziz spoke of was more division, more war.

Five of the mutaween standing guard at the entrance of the banquet hall inched closer toward Salman.

“That’s not true.” Juliet tried to help the crack in her voice as the imams at the table shot a wary glance in her direction. “The Syndicate is working to maintain a peace, to build bridges among nations …”

Aziz sauntered toward her with hatred flaring in his eyes. “I understand that you are acquainted with my niece.”

“That’s right.” There was a pounding behind her eyes, but she kept her gaze locked on Aziz. “Mariam and I have been friends since college.”

“Both my niece, and her father, the king, must understand that we must stand alone to face these energy challenges as one Muslim nation—one Islamic caliphate.” His voice boomed in the silence of the cold marble room, and she felt every muscle tense.

She tried to smooth out her features to hide her hatred, but her anger was a powerful thing. She had used it in the hunt for Abu Hassan for years, but now her revenge was staring her directly in the face.

“The Islamic caliphate cannot be born of intimidation, nor threat, nor fear,” Salman interjected with a high chin. “I thought you understood that?”

The air was thick with an intensity that radiated between the two men. Without thinking, Juliet sought Graham’s eyes, and the look on his face calmed the flutter in her chest. He was readying himself as she was.

Aziz held up a finger as he continued to speak. “When we have created this nation, only we, the Muslim people, will inhabit the earth—that is what is most pleasing to Allah.”

“What is most pleasing to Allah is not starting another damn war!” Salman’s white beard rattled as he spoke. “Don’t use religion as justification to fuel your own political ambitions. This is a war about money and power, nothing else.”

Aziz puffed out his chest. “I plan to present my terms for reinstating the caliphate to His Majesty, our brother, and the Muslim people later today.” He was matter-of-fact in a bone-chilling way, as though he did not fully comprehend the meaning of his words. “I will be named caliph. It is my divine right.”

“Your what?” Salman asked, appalled. “You have no claim as caliph.”

“I am the only one with the strength to act on the will of Allah.”

“The only one’s will you’re acting on is your own,” Salman retorted.

Aziz pressed his shoulders back, standing at his lanky six-foot-three height. “The most difficult challenges require the most strength.” He edged closer toward Salman and outstretched a hand. “Won’t you stand with me?”

There was a long pause within the room, though Salman’s face, full of anguish, seemed to fill the silence.

“Aziz,” Salman’s tone was low and full of sorrow as he looked down at the table. “You are going down a path that I cannot follow.”

A wave of ten extra mutaween pushed into the center of the room with their M4 rifles aimed at the banquet table. The room exploded in a wave of panicked whispers, and Juliet’s heart exploded into a race within her chest. Underneath the table, she felt for the cool metal of the revolver and slipped it out of its holster. Locking eyes with Graham, she silently inserted the ammunition into the handle. Graham’s jaw was taut as he surveyed the room.

“Brother,” Aziz pleaded with pupils dilated. “I urge you once more, support my claim.”

“We have spent the last thirty years shifting the Kingdom away from oil and on to sustainable and renewable energies. Do you really want to undo the very thing that is working to create a peace?”

“It’s the only way.”

The determination in Aziz’s voice frightened Juliet. With one glance at Graham, she could tell that it frightened him too. Aziz possessed the financial means to wage war for a century.

All the blood seemed to drain from Salman’s face as though he might be physically ill. “No, I cannot support this.”

“Then you have made your choice.” Aziz surveyed the room and drew his lips into a tight grimace.

Salman’s wife, Ayesha, stood at the center of the table and shouted a threat in Arabic at Aziz. After Aziz argued back, she rushed toward the door, her blue silk abaya blurring across the turquoise and gold floor.

Gunshots sprayed. Ayesha stiffened and slumped over into a heap on the floor. Whispers of disbelief erupted in a wave down the length of the table. Shock pinned Juliet where she sat. She could not move. Salman’s face contorted in rage; he trembled with it as he rushed toward his wife and gathered her into his arms. Tears streamed down his crinkled cheeks.

Juliet met Graham’s eyes, flashing with the same intensity she felt thrashing within her chest.

“You will pay for this, Aziz!” Salman roared, nodding toward his guards on the far edge of the room.

Humanity and possibly a brief flash of remorse crossed Aziz’s face as he strode toward the guilty mutaween who had shot Salman’s wife.

The mutaween stood at attention with wide eyes. Without hesitation, he handed over his gun and Aziz took it, then sent a bullet straight between the man’s eyes.

Crazed voices echoed within the palace walls. Hard footsteps traveled along the hallway. Juliet felt panic erupt within her chest.

Salman looked at Aziz, biting his next words. “Stop this at once.”

There was a flicker of life left in Ayesha as Salman wrapped his arms around her twitching body. He pressed his hand into her gaping side to stop the bleeding just as an ominous boom erupted outside in the courtyard. Beyond the French doors that led out onto the veranda, pearl-gray smoke climbed into the air. In an instant, Graham was beside Juliet.

Aziz’s revolutionaries came thundering into the room, their crescent-shaped swords drawn like ancient warriors, and their faces partially concealed by black veils. They were dressed in green cloaks and tan turbans. Protests began to erupt around Juliet in loud foreign tongues. There was no time to count, but she saw at least twenty men that were loyal to Aziz.

Every muscle inside Juliet’s arm quivered as she drew out her gun. The grip felt alive and heavy within her clammy hand as she kept it hugged close to her side. Graham placed a steady hand on her wrist, urging caution as the next moments crept past.

The need to flee gripped her, but there was nowhere to go. They were trapped.
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The floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the lake blew open, sending a strong current of chaos and gunfire that pulsed throughout the room. A band of ten more of Aziz’s revolutionaries stormed the hall. Aziz stood alongside his men with a look of pride smeared across his face. Machine guns hummed, and women screeched in terror. Their cries lit a spark of panic that vibrated deep within Juliet’s chest.

Now it was a question of when, not if, Aziz would overthrow Salman’s palace. Five of Salman’s mutaween moved to join Aziz’s troops as a shift in allegiance took place. The guards who remained loyal to Salman formed a tighter circle around him and Ayesha, whose mangled form remained slumped in her husband’s arms. Aziz’s guards threatened the imams at the table with the end of their M4 rifles.

“Where are your allies now?” Aziz asked Salman.

Even from across the room, Juliet could see that Aziz’s eyes were wide and startlingly black as he spoke. Realization that he had not only caused her father’s death, but Jean-Marc’s as well, blossomed within her, unfurling a feverish need for revenge. She felt it deep within the marrow of her bones as she moved beside Graham and prepared herself to shoot.

“This will never stand with the king!” Salman shouted with emotion, not giving in. “When Ibn hears that you’ve attacked the palace …” Salman looked out on Aziz’s men as his voice rattled. “Whatever he has promised you, don’t believe it, all that will come will be more war, more bloodshed!”

“Sometimes the toughest decisions require the most blood,” Aziz said.

Salman fixed him with a stare that could cut ice. “You won’t win, Aziz. You can take all the lives in this room and more, but you still will not win. People will always choose prosperity and peace over war.”

“And that is where you are wrong, brother. People will take whatever path leads them to prosperity.”

A storm of bullets rocketed past, pelting off the table that stood between Juliet and death. Crystals shattered. The room began to spin as the sound of machine guns came like harpoons, biting and tearing at their victims like a violent quake. One of the imams looked at her with wide, pale eyes as he cupped a fresh gash in his cheek. The air smelled like sweat. Salman’s guards came to his aide, but it was ten men against twenty.

In a whirlwind, gunfire raked across the faces of Salman’s guards, leaving only six men left to defend him and his wife. Juliet hiked up her abaya to prevent tripping over it as she and Graham positioned themselves between Aziz’s revolutionaries and the ten other victims that stayed huddled beneath the banquet table, a massive slab of marble that three of the mutaween had managed to turn on its side. Several frantic imams pushed past Graham and Juliet, attempting to flee.

But a row of Aziz’s revolutionaries blocked them and without a word of warning, silvery pings of gunfire lit the air. Their bodies slammed to the floor and the ground shook. A shriek knifed through the air. Bullets hit the table, sending glass airborne once more. A piece of glass bit into Salman’s guard’s face.

Tension bit up between Juliet’s shoulder blades and she sucked air, shooting at each revolutionary that surrounded Aziz with precision. One. Two. Three. Four. Breathing rapidly, she tried to focus on the number of killed mutaween combatants rather than on the loss of life.

Something vile flashed within Aziz’s eyes as he looked in Juliet’s direction and nodded at a revolutionary that stood guard beside him. A man with eyes the color of onyx, wearing an ornate green cloak, surged toward her. Juliet tried to catch her breath as she reached for another clip of ammunition. Chest heaving, she slammed the ammunition into the grip of the gun and rechambered the round, taking aim at the man in the dark green cloak just yards away. With a fire growing behind her eyes, she shot, and the man collapsed onto the marble table with a harsh thud, leaving a trail of blood. His M4 rifle slid across the palace floor. Graham bent down and snatched it up.

In a whirl, Graham came beside her and wrapped a taut arm around her waist, pulling her beneath the banquet table, where the other men and women had sought cover.

She spun around. “Let go of me!”

“Stay down, Juliet,” Graham ordered. “You’re going to get yourself killed.” She dug her nails into his forearm and detached herself long enough to bob out from underneath the table to shoot at Aziz. A fury was taking hold.

“I’m not going to let him get away with this!” Her voice boomed amid the gunfire as she met Graham’s eyes. A madness was taking over her now, lifting the veil of indifference that she had been trained to use. She had lost too much to let Aziz escape death.

But his guards remained steadfast, shooting gunfire with a fury that made Juliet’s nerves rattle. The sharp piercing sound of a bullet skimmed the side of her head, and moving on impulse, Graham gripped the side of her abaya and pulled her down with him underneath the table. Had he hesitated for a sliver of a second, the bullet would have plunged into her skull.

“Are you trying to antagonize him?” Graham asked.

Juliet stared back at him with a crazed look in her eyes. Vengeance was like a pull inside her chest.

“He has to know the consequences of his actions,” she said, still trying to catch her breath. “The Syndicate won’t condone this.”

But he could see the truth on her face. This was about revenge.

Conscious of the active shooters only yards away, Graham darted a glance from underneath the table to watch Aziz shouting at his guards in Arabic for the missed shot at Juliet. Her Arabic was rusty, but she could still make out the basics. Aziz’s revolutionaries were tightening their hold on the room. There were only four of Salman’s guards left.

Graham ducked back down, and his eyes fixed on Juliet’s face. “We need to leave. Now.” His forehead was beaded with sweat.

“He could be bluffing about the synthetic oil,” she said, purposely avoiding his comment.

“Not likely,” Graham panted, peering up over the chair to take aim, and piercing a revolutionary with a bullet in the chest. The blur of his copper curls came back under the table.

“I think he would go to any lengths to maintain his power,” she argued, a lump forming in her throat. “I haven’t heard a thing about this synthetic oil, and I have spies everywhere.”

Graham brushed the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand while still holding his gun. “There’s only one way to find out.”

“We need to find it,” she finished his thought.

“Well, I’m glad that’s settled before we both die,” he said coolly.

She stewed for a moment before answering. “We’ll have to make a run for it.”

“I’ll hold them off,” he panted, inclining his head toward the double doors. “You go.”

She tightened her lips at him and rose to shoot at Aziz, who had made his way back to the French doors that exited out to the lake. She darted back down.

“No,” she hissed. “We’re both getting out of here.”

“We don’t have time to discuss this. You’ll have no chance of making it past that row of revolutionaries without me providing you with cover.” There was a determination in his voice that set her on edge.

“Don’t try to bully me. We’ll both make a run for it.”

“How precisely do you think we’ll both make it out to the lake alive?” He nodded at the line of revolutionaries that blocked the exit.

“I might have an idea,” Salman’s voice croaked over the sound of gunfire.

On the hard marble near them, Salman was hunched over his wife’s body. Dark blood had soaked through her abaya. She was alive, though taking short, raspy breaths. Graham said something somber to Salman in Arabic, and he responded in English, drawing himself up.

“There will be more of Aziz’s guards outside at the lake.” Salman darted a nervous glance from underneath the table. “Take her through the double doors on your right.” He pointed at the far edge of the room. “My guards will provide you with cover. Inside the room, there will be a large gold rug. Underneath you’ll find an underground tunnel that will take you beyond the palace walls.” Salman lifted his chin, pointing to where four guards stood steadfast in front of the massive stone table. “I must negotiate our terms for surrender.”

“You should come with us,” Juliet said.

Graham nodded. “I’ll help to carry her.”

Salman shook his head with a solemn look in his eyes. “She will never make it through those underground tunnels in this state.” He sniffed and wiped the back of his hand under his nose. “She needs immediate medical attention. Aziz will not deny her that. I cannot leave her. You must go now. Aziz will not want you to take this information back to the Syndicate—but you must.” His eyes were like stone “Go, now.”

Juliet’s insides twisted as she tried to make sense of the expression on Salman’s face. It was not pain or fear, and it struck her as at odds with the current situation, as though he had been expecting what had happened.

With her pulse going like a trip hammer, she measured the distance between where they were and the double doors that exited off the main banquet hall. It was at least twenty feet to where Salman had pointed. A manageable distance if they were not surrounded.

Blood was everywhere. Bodies littered the palace floor, coating the once-gleaming marble in a smear of crimson. Aziz had to be stopped. But she saw no sign of Aziz.

“He’s gone,” she said to Graham.

A sudden volley from Salman’s men provided a timely distraction.

“We have to go.” Graham took her hand. “Now.” His hair glistened from sweat.

She tensed, knowing that she should resist him. “Let go of me.”

“It’s my responsibility to protect you.”

“If David put you up to this bodyguard role, I swear—”

She saw the humor in his eyes and heat rushed to her face.

“He did not.” He pulled her to her feet, creating a barrier between her and the gunfire as they darted across the floor.

Gunfire spit into the air. But Juliet kept her gaze fixed on the double doors, spinning around every few moments to return fire. As they moved through a wave of assailants, she could feel Graham as an extension of herself, moving beside her as the revolutionaries closed in. His blows were more pronounced, harder, but hers were swifter, catching their assailants off guard. What was likely only moments felt like hours until finally, they reached the double doors.

When they reached the doors, a woman shrieked behind them, and Juliet spun around with a weight in her stomach. Salman’s guards and the other imams had all been killed. Salman and his wife, along with the other women, were kneeling at the ends of machine guns. Ayesha was conscious now, though her head was slumped on her husband’s shoulder. Juliet tried to compartmentalize her horror, but her anger was like a chokehold.

Swallowing hard, she yelled at Graham’s back as he struggled to open the doors. “We can’t just leave them!”

“We don’t have a choice!” His back was toward her.

She fired at one of the revolutionaries who threatened Salman and his wife with the end of his gun, sending the revolutionary to his death. Aziz’s men shot back at her. Graham spun around and took her by the waist, putting her between him and the door, shielding her with his body. It was only seconds, but time seemed to slow.

“There isn’t time,” he hissed, his breath warm on her face.

Gunshots rang. People shrieked. Four of Aziz’s militants came bounding toward them. Juliet shook herself free from his grip and planted her feet in a wide stance as she took aim at each militant. Fury lashed at her already frayed nerves; she trembled with it, letting it fill her up with a madness that was all-consuming.

“Juliet! Please!” She knew it was Graham shouting behind her as he also shot at the terror that rushed toward them, but she heard it as a whisper. Years of combat training had taught her to drown out distraction as she fired at Aziz’s revolutionaries.

Graham kicked in the door. “Let’s go!”

Light spilled into the room for an instant as she caught the faint outline of Graham’s face. His jaw was taut with the same emotion she felt welling within her. They had failed. The only thing that lay between Aziz and a successful coup d’état was Salman, and they had failed to protect him.

“We can’t …” She reached for the door handle, but Graham stopped her with his body, locking the door and leaving them in complete darkness.

Gunfire sparked behind the closed doors.

“It’s suicide, Juliet.” He took her by the shoulders. “They won’t kill Salman. But they will kill you.”

She shook free from his hold. “Stop treating me like I’m some damn damsel in distress.” Her pulse raced and sweat poured down her sides.

“I’m pretty sure no one would ever accuse you of that.” In the darkness, she heard a smile in his voice.

“I don’t think we should flee while innocent people just die!”

“We can’t do anything to help them right now.” His voice was low but certain. “Salman is a smart man. He will find a way to get his wife the medical attention that she needs.”

“But Mariam’s dad …” She swallowed hard and started frantically typing into her phone. The glow from the phone lit up her face, showing the small beads of sweat that had collected on her upper lip. “He’ll be next. I have to warn the Syndicate.” She sniffed and wiped the sweat with the back of her hand. “I have to warn Mariam.”

“Once we get out of here, we can warn everyone.” He took hold of the wrist that held her phone. It sent a charge buzzing through her as she looked up.

“Would you please stop treating me like I need your protection?”

“I will once you stop acting like you need it.”

Juliet let out a puff of air. After she finished typing in a message to Mariam and David, she swiped her phone over to the flashlight function. A small ring of light flashed, bouncing on the walls until it finally landed on a gold carpet at the far edge of the room.

“There.”

Graham moved toward it and bent down to fling the rug backward. Underneath was a small door.

“It could be a trap,” she said as they both stared down at the door.

Juliet held the flashlight while he opened the hatch, revealing a man-sized hole in the floor. Outside the room, angry voices shouted and something heavy banged at the door.

He looked up at her with a wild look in his eyes. “Only one way to find out.”

Juliet’s stomach dropped as she peered down into the opening in the floor and felt the pinprick of a thousand nerves on edge as she readied herself. Water was her weakness. Especially the murky kind that sloshed around her knees.

A loud bang erupted from behind the doors and the floor trembled.

“Are you waiting for them to actually break it down?” Graham asked. “You’re not afraid”—his smile was crooked as he met her eyes in the dim light—“are you?”

“Shut up,” she snapped. “I just need a minute.”

Bodies slammed at the door and the doorframe quivered, loosening at the hinges.

“It can’t be any worse than what they’ll do once they break down that door.” He shifted his shoulders over the opening and poked his flashlight downward, scanning below. “It looks like a sewer of some sort.”

“No shit.”

“Literally.” He laughed.

The echo of dripping water made her stomach churn.

She blew out a series of controlled breaths, trying to regain control. “Do you make light of every situation?” she asked.

It was at least a ten-foot drop to the bottom—a manageable height for a man well over six feet, but less so for her small, five-foot frame.

She stole a glance over her shoulder. “It still seems wrong to leave Salman and his wife.” Her voice was barely audible above the chaos on the other side of the door.

“Come on.” He inclined his head toward the opening in the floor. “You’ll do no good to anyone if you’re dead.”

“You really don’t sugarcoat anything, do you?”

“I’m not sure I see the point in these types of situations.” He jumped downward and landed with a heavy splash on the soggy earth. “It’s not so bad.”

Juliet let out an audible sigh and jumped down into the knee-deep murky water that immediately seeped into her shoes. She pinched her nose against the smell of the dirty, stagnant water.

“So, is it all water that you despise or just the filthy kind?” Graham was barely visible, though she clung to his faint outline as they trudged through the sewage lined with clots of foam.

“Pretty much all water. Although I have a particularly strong distaste for water that’s full of shit.”

He laughed out loud. Then he clicked on his phone’s flashlight function. A beam of light skimmed across the filth-encrusted walls as they lumbered down the narrow tunnel. Juliet cringed at several rodents that floated by. Juliet and Graham moved through the water, revolted by what they saw and what they did not. Weighed down by the burden of her soaked abaya, she stumbled.

“Are you OK?” He outstretched a hand and grabbed her elbow.

“Yeah,” she jerked her arm away. “I’m just not going to drown in their piss.”

A faint smile crinkled the bridge of his nose. “Salman said that the sewage system runs directly under the palace walls. It should put us right out onto the city streets.”

“Good.” She lifted the cloak up and over her head, revealing a black tank that clung to her chest. Pushing her abaya into the water, she watched it float away.

He glanced back at her and his firm eye contact sent the blood rushing toward her cheeks.

“What is it?” she asked. Her nerve endings began to stir and tingle.

His lips parted. “Nothing.”

She ignored the fluttery feeling in her chest and pressed her elbows tight to her sides, moving gingerly through the water. “I just hope we’re able to warn Mariam and her father in time.” She stole a glance at her phone that had no signal. “What if Ibn refuses to relinquish his power in the Kingdom?”

“Then I imagine Aziz will have one choice.”

She spun around briefly, still conscious of what might be lurking behind them. She gulped down a breath and felt for the gun that she had tucked into the back of her jeans.

“Mariam has worked for more than a decade to build bridges … countries that were considered enemies of the Kingdom for centuries. What if that’s all ruined now?”

Graham glanced over his shoulder. “I’m sure the Syndicate will stand by Ibn, and any partner that is for peace.”

“I’ve never heard you talk so—” She shook her head at him. “So idealistically.”

“Well, you haven’t known me for very long.”

Suddenly light-headed, Juliet peered back down at her phone.

“If your messages got through, I’m sure David is calling for back up.” Graham inclined his head to where light peeked out at the end of the tunnel. “Almost there.”

“Let’s just hope Aziz’s revolutionaries aren’t there to meet us when we reach the end.” She swept her hand across her forehead to get rid of sweat.

“It’s definitely possible.”

“Thanks for the reassurance.”

It would take only an instant for Aziz’s revolutionaries to kill them if they were standing there waiting at the other end. She loosened her hair tie and tried to alleviate the pressure building between her eyes. Her hair was a wild tangle as it fell around her face. Graham laughed.

She looked up. “What are you laughing at?”

“You look like you’ve stuck your fingers in a socket.”

She pulled her fingers through a mat of hair. “Thanks a lot.”

The sound of his deep laugh lightened the mood as they made their way toward the light at the end of the tunnel. She listened for the sound of footsteps shuffling above, but the steady drip of water was the only sound that echoed.

When they reached the end, Graham placed his fingers on a man-sized hatch located overhead.

“Ready?” he asked.

Juliet nodded sharply, knowing that the ping of gunfire could easily seal his fate. He pushed the manhole open, and the hairs raised on her forearms. Gripping the sides of the manhole, Graham heaved himself upward in one muscled movement.

He dipped back down and smiled. “All clear.”

She let out a breath as he dropped back down beside her.

“Come here,” he said in a raspy voice, “I’ll lift you up.”

Before she had time to argue, his hands were locked tight on either side of her waist, sending an electric charge that shimmied across her chest. He hoisted her upward as if she were weightless. The force made a small gasp erupt in her throat. Fumbling on either side of the manhole, she pulled herself upward the rest of the way. She emerged from the tunnel feeling lightheaded, as if she moved in a body that was not her own. She had escaped an ambush, within moments of being shot, waded through a stream of filth—all of which concluded in facing the man whom she had been hunting for over a decade.

She breathed deeply, willing a calm to settle over her severed nerves as she scanned the street for signs of Aziz’s men. But the dusty street was filled only with a thick orange haze and the far-off sound of protests and gunfire that flared in the distance. She called down into the tunnel. “Still clear—”

Her jeans were caked with muck, and she reeked of sewage. Vomit coiled within her stomach. She scanned the dirt for something she could use to wash the filth away and spotted a bottle of drinking water lying on the sand a few feet away. Her head felt light as she crawled toward it, sand biting against her palms. She opened it and poured it over her jeans and shoes.

When Graham emerged, he stripped off his thawb, revealing a thin T-shirt, now damp and clinging to the broad lines of his muscled chest. The sight of him was hard to ignore—even covered in slime.

She sighed heavily. “I need a shower.”

He met her eyes. “Yeah, first order when we get back to the Syndicate’s base.”

“Well, we’re out. Now the question is, where?”

Graham squinted against the beginnings of a sandstorm that clouded the air. “I’d say we’re somewhere east of the palace walls.”

“Good.”

With every nerve still on fire, Juliet reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone, finding it unscathed from the sewage. Within the geospatial tracker application, her phone showed their location.

She alerted their driver, Darian, of their need for extraction.

“We’re only ten miles away from the base.” Graham glanced down at his phone. “It won’t take Darian too long to get here.”

Gunfire crackled in the distance, and she nodded in the direction of a cluster of rectangular-shaped buildings in varying shades of tan.

“It sounds like they’re already armed in the streets.”

In between thick concrete walls that created separate perimeters around the buildings there was a narrow alleyway where they could hide. The sound of rockets shrieked overhead as they walked across the street. When they reached the dark alleyway, Graham’s eyes flickered overhead, where the walls on either side of them created a barrier between them and the shouts and gunfire that trembled in the distance.

“We shouldn’t be in any danger here,” he said.

The cooler afternoon air breathed through the thin layer of Juliet’s tank, and she shivered. Feeling dizzy, she slumped down onto the dirt. “I’m not worried.”

“Really?” He rose both ruddy brows as he crossed his arms. “You’re shaking like a leaf.”

Her tongue felt like sandpaper, and she coughed, glaring up at him. “No, I’m not.”

His eyes moved down toward her hands, and she met his gaze. Her hands were trembling. The terror of the last twenty-four hours popped like tiny gun caps in her mind as she thought of her father, Jean-Marc, and the thousands more that would die because of Aziz.

“I’m just … cold.” There was a small, clear voice inside her head that she could not avoid. The truth was that she was afraid all the time—afraid of the death that seemed to follow everywhere she went. She quickly punched another text message into her phone to alert Mariam about Aziz.

“I see.” The sarcasm in his voice pinched at her nerves.

She locked eyes with him. “I’m fine, really.” There was emotion in her voice that she sought to hide, fear that she had been trained to keep hidden. No one was safe in this war.

Graham sat down next to her, and his shoulder lightly grazed hers. It created an odd feeling within her, somewhere between comfort and a strange tingling that reignited feelings that she knew she should keep buried. She propped herself upward to avoid his touch but slipped, bracing herself with his upper thigh.

“Sorry.” Her ears felt impossibly hot.

His eyes softened. “Not a problem.”

She straightened and glanced away. There was a heat growing within her.

“How long do you think until Aziz has the royal family lined up in the street?” she asked, trying to make her voice light.

“Not long. Salman is one of the most revered clerics in the region. If Aziz has his support, even if under the threat of force—” He broke off, narrowing his eyes at her. “I’m surprised that I was able to pull you out of there. The way you were shooting, I thought nothing would get in the way of your revenge on Aziz.”

“Who says anything will?” she said. “Only, I had to get out of there to warn Mariam. And Aziz left.”

Graham smiled at her.

“Besides,” she went on, fighting another wave of emotion at the thought of Mariam and the danger she was in. “I don’t think you gave me much choice in the matter.”

He leaned forward and the breeze lifted the hair off the base of his neck. “I had to get you out of there, and that was more important than any revenge.”

His words hung in the air, and she felt a strange urge to reach up and touch his stubbled jaw. She had never needed someone to keep her safe, but she could not deny that there was a certain freedom that came with letting her guard down with Graham. There was a raw strength in his features that she had not noticed before, a chiseled chin and high cheekbones. She gave him a thin-lipped smile, forcing her mind away from the thought of how handsome he was as she peered overhead. The light ping of gunfire erupted in the distance, sobering her up.

“He’s almost here,” he said awkwardly, clearing his throat.

“Who?” she asked, dazed.

He stood up and tucked his pistol into the back of his shirt. “Darian,” he said in a throaty voice.

She forced herself to her feet and took his outstretched hand.
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Afresh blast of terror singed the air, followed by the bone-jarring crack of rapid fire. Juliet looked outside Darian’s SUV window, trying to discern whether the sounds were from a crazed protester firing directly at the vehicle or the distant pop of gunfire within the palace walls. She turned toward Graham, her blood rising in her face as their SUV creaked toward the Syndicate’s base in Riyadh. A flurry of protests laced the wind, carrying shouts for change. A mob formed a thick perimeter in front of the gate to block their entrance.

Darian threw up his hands from the car steering wheel in exasperation. “These imbeciles! They think they’ll get rid of corruption by inciting a revolution, but how do they know the next regime won’t be even more corrupt?”

“Perhaps the region is bound for implosion no matter who is in control.”

Juliet darted a glance at Graham and felt a thump of adrenaline pulse through her. They had both seen the region cycle through dictators, and the chaos that came with instability, but that did not mean that the region was destined for defeat.

“I think that’s a very narrow-minded viewpoint,” she said. “But I can also see where you’re coming from, Darian.”

A protester slammed a fist on the back SUV window.

“Think about it,” Graham went on. “People like Aziz proclaim that if the West is no longer there to fight, then there will be no more fighting.”

“Except among ourselves!” Red crept up Darian’s neck, pinching at his ears as he went on yelling in Farsi at a line of protesters. “Peaceful, balanced, inclusive leaders must maintain control. That is the region’s only hope.”

Graham reached over the seat and squeezed Darian’s shoulder. “Darian has grown weary of revolution.”

“Well, who can blame him?” she said.

“He has watched his friends and family get thrown into jail for disagreeing with the ruling elite.” Graham caught her eye. “He knows better than anyone what dictatorships can be like.”

“It can be immensely painful and gut-wrenching to see people so accustomed to war simply give up hope.” She thought of Syria and the humanitarian situation there, the way any dissent to al-Alfatih’s rule and imposed way of life was silenced.

She had not allowed herself to go numb over images of the children back at Aziz’s safe house in Syria. It fueled her to put an end to vicious men like him, who would use their own children as pawns in their war for political power.

The crowd thickened as they neared the base, swarming like a sea of insects. People held signs in Arabic calling King Ibn al-Saud a puppet of the West. Shouts from nearby protesters sent tremors soaring through the air. Bodies slammed against the front hood of the car. Aziz’s revolution had already reignited the energy war.

“Have you heard from Mariam?” Graham asked.

The mention of Mariam felt like tiny needles across her breastbone as she checked her phone for the hundredth time.

She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “No, but if I know her at all, as soon as she hears that Aziz is trying to seize control …” She swallowed a lump in her throat and punched another text message into her phone. Her prayer was a silent one, though she could not resist clenching her fingers into a tight ball on her lap. Mariam would not consider the danger to herself, only what the danger would mean for her father, and the country that she loved.

Stay put, she had told Mariam.

Someone outside the SUV slammed into the front hood, sending tremors through the vehicle. Juliet reached for the gun she had tucked into a bag on the SUV floor.

“Why are they charging us?” Juliet’s voice was soft among the chaos.

“I think it’s a fair assumption that they know you’re both Westerners.” Darian straightened, peering at the crowd of protesters that blocked the entrance to the Syndicate. “And if Aziz is basing his revolution on the expulsion of Western influence …”

Darian slammed on the gas pedal, jerking Juliet upright in her seat.

“Darian,” she protested. “You can’t possibly be thinking of running these people over?”

“Of course not. It’s only that they won’t get out of the way unless I act like I’m going to.”

She looked to Graham for reinforcement.

“We don’t want to be boxed into the middle of this. I’m sure Darian knows what he’s doing,” he said.

The engine roared and the SUV lunged forward, heading straight for a thick crowd of protesters.

“Darian, stop!” Bracing herself for impact, she rolled down the car window and shouted, “Get out of the way!”

Darian tugged hard on the wheel and the SUV tilted, skidding sideways on the gravel. Rocks popped off the car doors. The inertia sent Juliet sliding across the leather seat and into Graham. In the next instant, a crazed protester charged the vehicle and gunfire popped just outside Graham’s car door. A loud screeching noise made Juliet’s ears ring. Chest tightening, she peered out the car window. Flames danced. Juliet looked toward Graham, whose face had turned a sickly white. On impulse, she seized him by the collar of his shirt and brought him toppling down on top of her. The two of them lay stiff as boards, locked together in a sort of odd embrace in the backseat as an explosion followed by gunfire shattered the air around them.

“Stay down!” It was Darian, shouting in a mixture of English, Farsi, and Arabic.

Juliet tried to ignore the feeling of Graham pressed hard against her, but his flesh was a solid reminder of what it felt like to be close to someone. A sigh came from his lips that felt warm on the nape of her neck. Deep within her bones there was an expectation, a longing that she could no longer deny.

Red-faced, she peered up into Graham’s eyes and caught a glimmer of humor that lit him from within.

“Afraid I was going to get shot?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

“You’re the one who acted like you had gone into shock. Even with all the shooting at the palace … you never flinched. But when you see fire …”

“Yeah, I’m not the biggest fan.”

His hair was a tangled mass of copper that fell into his eyes. Biting her bottom lip, she resisted the sudden urged to thread her fingers through his hair and pull him down closer to her. Jean-Marc had faded into a ghost. But Graham was all feeling, all flesh, bone, and raw emotion. Something deep within her cried out to feel deeper, more.

The clang of a metal gate broke her free from her thoughts and signaled that Darian had managed to get them safely inside the gate.

“So,” Graham rose one ruddy brow as his gaze flickered over her face. “I take it you’re not willing to get rid of me quite yet?”

She shimmied out from underneath him. “As a matter of fact, no.” Her cheeks burned.

“Well, then, I’m glad I’ve got you on my side.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

Was it sarcasm or feeling that had his eyes swimming? she asked herself.

“I don’t want anyone getting killed,” she said flatly, not wanting to admit that the way he taunted her made her chest burn. “We’re knee-deep in this shitstorm together.”

“I’m just glad that my life means something to you.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said, her throat tightening.

He hesitated, looking her over with a dubious expression. She looked away, determined not to let him see the color still rising in her face. She bounced her knuckle against her lips as the three of them made their way past the line of guards. All she wanted was to feel numb. It was safer. But Graham had awoken feelings concealed within her that made her feel vulnerable, and she hated it.

Graham reached over the backseat and patted Darian on the shoulder. “Well done.”

Brakes screeched as they rolled to a stop inside the Syndicate gates. A guard approached the driver-seat window and spoke to Darian in Arabic. Darian flashed his badge. The guard, a redheaded man who could not be more than twenty, with freckles stamped across his nose, flashed a grin as he took Darian’s badge into his gloved hand.

“I thought I might have to call reinforcements for you guys.” The guard inclined his head toward the crowd.

Darian sighed and nodded his head solemnly. The guard brought out a biometric scanner and waved it across Darian’s irises, then reached into the backseat and scanned Graham and Juliet as well.

The guard peered down at his biometric reader. “You guys are good.” He ushered them forward with a gentle nod and wave.

They drove down a well-paved road and parked in a line of Syndicate-issued vehicles, each coated with a thin film of sand. Well-groomed palm trees swayed, and the Syndicate’s flag flapped wildly in the wind. The Syndicate’s base in Riyadh was a former palace, where majestic domes were encrusted in gold and royal blue. It looked very much like the palace Graham and Juliet had just come from, a sprawling display of Arab architecture. The only distinction was that this palace was dark, and the windows were tightly shut, with a small sliver of light that seeped through the front door.

When they finally arrived at the base, the evening air was cool and filled with dust. Graham reached for Juliet’s hand, and they emerged from the SUV and into a sudden tunnel of wind. The cool air brushed its icy fingers across her still-damp torso, and she shook. She watched as he pulled out a thick blanket and scarf from the trunk, her fingers still tingling from the sensation of his touch. She felt his breath, warm on the back of her neck as he draped the blanket across her shoulders.

“Sandstorm,” Darian said over the sound of the wind. “You better get indoors quickly. I need to make another run to the airport.”

Juliet turned to thank Darian for getting them there in one piece, but the wind whipped so fiercely that it beat out the words.

Graham glanced overhead. “There’s no way there’ll be any planes leaving Riyadh in this.”

She nodded, feeling a sudden sharp pang at the memory of Jean-Marc’s plane crash. It was his memory that had painted every thought until Graham touched her on the plane to Riyadh. She looked up to see Graham’s face, barely visible, having pulled a scarf over his mouth and nose to guard against the dust-filled wind.

“Maybe it will deter Mariam from coming,” she said. It was more of a hope than a statement.

“If what you’ve told me about your friend is true, I doubt anything will keep her from coming to her family’s aid.”

“That’s true.” Juliet laughed a little, imagining the things that Mariam might say to Aziz’s threats. “She isn’t one to sit idle.”

Her eyes felt like sandpaper, and she squinted against the sand, trying to make out the building that had gone grainy in front of them. Graham’s hand came to the small of her back but instead of shaking it off, she let him guide her up the old palace steps. The front doors to the Syndicate base yawned open, and the sound of heavy boots filled the entryway. Sand and a thin film of filth coated the marble floors, in stark contrast to Salman’s formerly gleaming palace. As they moved into the main foyer, the air smelled of damp.

Graham cut his eyes toward her. “David will be calling us for a debriefing any minute.”

“I’m not talking to anyone until I’ve had a hot shower, some food, and something to drink. Preferably something alcoholic.”

He smiled. “I’ll grab us some coffee until I can find us something better.”

She nodded, her eyes dancing across the al-Saud family’s discarded palace, now lined with laptops, books, duffel bags, lockers, and bunk beds. Computer keys clicked, cell phones rang, and a grainy voice came over the loudspeaker. It said something about evacuation. But all Juliet could think of was Mariam.

What if Aziz had already gotten to her? She swallowed hard and clutched her phone tight. Please let her be safe.

Juliet shivered again despite the blanket she still had draped across her shoulders. Graham handed her a steaming cup of coffee. She took it, gratefully, and breathed in its familiar scent as she tried to steady her nerves.

“What’s going on over there?” She nodded to where a large projector was being erected in the main foyer.

“There’s supposed to be some kind of announcement from the palace soon,” he said, coming beside her.

“Ms. Arroway? Agent Harding?” A timid voice came from behind them.

Juliet turned to see a raven-haired woman wearing a white silk blouse and navy-blue suit. Her mouth hung open as she gazed at Graham. The sand had thickened the copper waves of his hair, leaving him looking unkempt but ruggedly handsome like some seafaring pirate. She raised both eyebrows and closed her mouth. Graham’s shirt was still damp and clinging to his carved torso.

“Colonel Barany would like to speak with you both,” she said, her eyes steady on Graham. “Um, immediately. In Paris, for a debrief.”

Graham nodded sharply as though he expected the summons. “Thanks.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the woman walking away, her hips swaying in an exaggerated motion, and Juliet felt her stomach harden.

• • •

“Do you know her?”

“Oh, I don’t think so.” Red crept up his neck as he shrugged.

“What was that all about? Back in the car … when the grenade went off.”

“Oh,” he hesitated, and scanned the room. “That.”

She nodded with her lips pressed tight.

“You went completely white. It looked like you had seen a ghost.”

Gently, he placed a hand on her stomach and guided her back into a cubicle where they had some privacy. The lights around them had dimmed, but the office space was still alive with activity as Syndicate analysts and operators struggled to make sense of the evening’s events.

From underneath a desk, Graham pulled out a swivel chair and motioned for her to sit down. He pulled up another chair in front of hers, close enough that their knees brushed. Next to where they sat, there was a large holographic computer. It was the flickering of the screen that reminded her once more of her father—he was obsessed with technology. He would have loved the Syndicate’s new, advanced, holographic computers.

Graham caught her gaze. “The latest version of Syndicate computers is pretty impressive.”

Aziz/Abu Hassan had hunted her father—targeted him—and she had let him get away.

“It is,” she said with a dullness in her chest. “I often wonder what my dad might have thought about the latest versions. He loved technology. When he was home from deployment, he would spend these long hours in front of the computer.” She paused, searching for the right words as the blinking lights of the computer continued to tug at her vision. “At the time, I thought that he was working. But now, when I look back, I think he was actually avoiding us.”

“I wouldn’t blame him too much. You know as well as I do that sometimes things you see and do in this line of work are just too difficult to process.”

She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “If he would have just talked to us …” She inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “I wonder if things might have been different.”

“It could have been easier for him to avoid having those conversations. Perhaps talking to someone about those memories made the experiences feel far too real.”

“When he was not on deployment or in front of a computer, he would tell these stories. It was nonsense really, stories about princesses and faraway kingdoms. One time, when we were little, he told my sister and me that we could not come into his and my mother’s bed at night because they were both truly bald and that was when they would take off their wigs.” She could not help the laugh that erupted in her throat.

“Sounds like a pretty interesting guy.”

“My dad’s really the only one that could make me laugh, like really laugh until my face hurt.” Her voice grew distant as she diverted her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve really laughed that hard since.”

“Sounds like he used his humor to escape his pain.”

“Perhaps. But I think he was scared more than anything else. He was too proud to admit that he needed help, and that his past was too much to overcome alone.” She rubbed a hand over her chest. “I don’t ever want to end up alone because of all the things I’ve seen and done.”

He met her eyes; they were red rimmed from lack of sleep but also the most lucid green she had ever seen. She felt a charge move through her.

“I can’t see that happening, Juliet.”

As much as she wanted to deny it, the way he said her name made her heart beat more rapidly.

She pushed away the fluttery feeling inside her chest.

“Are you going to tell me about this fear about fire?” she asked, trying to redirect the conversation.

He peered overhead, where golden light leaked from broken chandeliers. “Unlike your dad, mine was not exactly someone I could look up to, nor emulate.”

She nodded with her lips pressed tight. She had never believed that her father was a perfect man—only someone that she could look up to in a way. He held his beliefs close, and that seemed to color every decision he made. She had always tried to live her life in the same way—with a purpose.

“Like yours, my dad was always gone on deployment with the navy. When my mother had enough of him,” Graham said, “she left.” Juliet could see the pain that moved behind his eyes as he went on. “I was about eight when my mother, brother, and I moved into this old barn that my grandfather had converted into a house.”

“It must have been fun to grow up on a farm.”

He nodded and gave her a wry smile. “My brother and I, we fished, hunted, flew off rope swings, and tumbled into dirty lakes … and sometimes we were idiots and got into more trouble than we should have.” He smiled faintly as he relived the memory. “One summer, we lit all the ant hills on fire, using fireworks.” He laughed. “We drove my mother mad.”

Juliet smiled. “I’ve been told that boys can be idiots.”

“Idiots is probably a generous term for what we were.” He laughed a little and cleared his throat. “Anyway, the barn where we lived had long pine beams and thick steel barn doors, but no insulation.” He paused and drew a breath. “Even with the heat on, it was cold and drafty most winter nights. Inside my mother’s bedroom, she had this space heater that she sometimes left on at night.”

He paused, staring absently with his thoughts focused on a grim memory. The hair lifted on the back of her neck, and she gulped down a large swig of coffee. “One March night, it was particularly cold, but I still insisted on sleeping outside despite my mom’s nagging.” He sniffed and darted his eyes away. “That night, around two o’clock in the morning, I awoke to the flames and their screaming.”

A heavy, sick feeling entered her stomach. She could see the flames in his eyes, their tails burning bright as they smothered out the remnants of his childhood home. He, too, knew what it was like to lose everyone he loved.

His voice grew distant, and his eyes glossed over. “I tried to hack my way in there with a sledgehammer and almost burned myself alive trying to—” He abruptly stopped speaking and slouched over as though the air had been knocked out of him.

Suddenly, she felt an urgency to be closer to him, to feel his touch. It defied all reason, this sudden hunger for him. She knew she had to stand against it, or everything else could crumble.

“My God, Graham, I’m so sorry.”

He covered her hand with his large palm and her muscles began to loosen. “I guess you could say that when I joined the military, it was my way of running away from what happened that night.”

She stared at him intently.

“What?” Graham asked.

“Nothing, I just thought …”

He raised one dark-auburn brow, urging her to go on with his eyes.

“I knew that something must have happened to you, but I suspected that it had more to do with your work than your family.”

The corner of Graham’s mouth twitched. “Well, as I told you before, you’re not wrong there.”

What was this between her and Graham? It could not be more than loneliness. They were both still grieving a part of their past. He had clearly cared for Fatima, and there was Jean-Marc. She bent her head and felt tears prickle behind her eyes and blinked hard, not wanting to feel the guilt that, so far, she had pushed away.

She looked up. His eyes were clear, and she felt herself being drawn to him even more, as if they were two magnets separated by mission, duty, and apparently Jean-Marc’s ghost. There could be no reason for this attraction to Graham except that she longed for intimacy, a chance to break away from the uncertainty and fear amid war. But were her feelings for him a result of loneliness or, perhaps, something more?

Juliet gradually became aware of raised voices outside their cubicle, detaching her from the sudden intimacy of their conversation.

“Still haven’t heard from Mariam?” he asked, leaning back in his chair to take a sharp swig of coffee.

An ache made its way into the back of her throat.

“No,” she shook her head, “every time I call it’s straight to voicemail.”

What she could not bring herself to say aloud was that she expected Mariam to show up at any minute, guns a-blazing. Mariam al-Saud would not let anyone threaten her family, her faith, or the country that her father had worked hard to bring into the new century.

“Do you know what’s going on?” she asked as she and Graham made their way past two sprawling lines of Syndicate personnel with duffel bags.

It was well past eight o’clock in the evening, but the Syndicate base was swarming with energy.

Water droplets dampened the black T-shirt she wore, and she stopped, twisting her hair into a high ponytail on top of her head. Her clothes, which she had taken the time to thoughtfully select after a long, blissful hot shower, were made of a soft bamboo cotton that breathed easier in the humidity.

“I imagine that everyone will want to get out before the shit really hits the fan,” Graham said. He was dressed in the same uniform most FBI personnel wore—dark cargo pants and a matching navy T-shirt—but without the FBI emblem stamped on his back. “Similar revolts are now taking place in Amman, Cairo, Baghdad, the UAE, Qatar, and even Moscow to overthrow the ruling elite.”

A voice crackled over the intercom. “This is Captain Chen, your commanding officer. I would like to ask that all Syndicate personnel please congregate at the center of the hall. We’re getting some disturbing news from King Ibn’s palace.”

Graham made a deep, unsettled sound in the back of his throat as he met Juliet’s eyes. Together, they moved toward the main hall where a large screen was erected. Syndicate officers began to congregate while punching text messages frantically into their phones, awaiting news that would change the political landscape for the near future. Al-Alfatih had been launching terrorist attacks for years, but Aziz’s subsequent coup d’état to overthrow Arab and Russian governments was a step further than anyone could have imagined.

A holographic image tugged at the corner of Juliet’s vision and her eyes traveled slowly toward the screen. It was Deera Square in Riyadh, better known as Chop Chop Square, the place where public executions, usually beheadings, took place before Mariam’s father had become king.

A chill formed at the base of Juliet’s spine as she gripped Graham’s arm tight.

“Take me there,” she said with her heart in her throat.
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On the outskirts of Deera Square, the evening air breathed cooler on Juliet’s partially veiled face. With her pulse thumping wildly in her ears, she stood beside Graham and watched as a row of white-hooded prisoners were brought toward the center of the square. The crowd around them was eager, their tongues flapping wildly in Arabic as Aziz’s mercenaries pushed the four prisoners mercilessly onto their knees.

The sun was a rose-gold disc that slid into the horizon and cast the last sliver of light across the scorched earth. Like the end of a shotgun barrel, Aziz’s eyes were dark and menacing as he came in front of the row of prisoners.

Juliet felt a chill shiver across her breastbone as she slid a sidelong glance at Graham.

“Do you know how insane it is for us to be here right now?” he asked in a low voice so that only she could hear. It had been two days since Paris, and his facial stubble was more than the shadow that usually stained his square jaw. It was a dark auburn beard that played up the green in his eyes and helped to detract attention from the fact that he was a Westerner.

“Relax.” She waved off his question. “I sent a signal to David that we will likely need backup if the shit hits the fan.”

“Great, let’s just hope that’s unnecessary. Although I would say that by the looks of things—” Graham’s voice broke off as his attention was drawn back into the center of the square.

“Do you think Salman is one of the prisoners?” She could not help the thickness in her throat, nor could she bear to ask about Mariam. “Or Ibn?”

“I don’t think Aziz would kill Salman; he needs him too much.” Graham drew himself up to his full six-foot-four height. His frame looked larger in the traditional white robe worn in the Kingdom. “But we could be about to witness King Ibn’s execution, along with the rest of the al-Saud family.”

To hear him say aloud what she was thinking sent a jolt of terror fizzling through her veins. A man who was willing to take the life of his brothers was not just ambitious. He was insane. She had dealt with powerful men before; men who took what they wanted and left the rest for ruin; insane men who would stop at nothing to get what they wanted. But she had never dealt with the level of evil that she was about to witness. It took a certain type of person to be willing to murder his entire family.

“There she is,” Graham breathed, peering over the top of Juliet’s head.

She whipped around and let out a deep sigh, but still felt a sudden coldness reach her core at seeing Mariam threading her way toward them through a sea of people. She looked quite different in a full-length abaya and face veil, but nothing could dull her brilliant eyes against her dark olive complexion.

“Is she insane?” Juliet muttered under her breath, though somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew that Mariam’s arrival here had been inevitable.

“Well, she’s got balls, I’ll give you that.” Graham’s eyes were rounded as Mariam approached them.

“What’s going on?” Mariam asked with ice in her voice.

“Your uncle is about to take over the country.” Graham’s Arabic was low, muffled by the crowd that buzzed with anxiety.

Juliet weaved an arm through Mariam’s. “It’s not safe for you here.”

“I think we’re beyond that,” Mariam said. Her luminous hazel eyes had faded to a light brown with the help of contact lenses and her black-silk hair was disguised by a wheat-colored wig that peeked out from underneath her veil.

“Aziz has another thing coming if he thinks I’m going to just stand by while …” Her voice shook as her almond-shaped eyes narrowed.

“Don’t do anything.” Juliet grabbed Mariam’s arm. “We’re surrounded, with nowhere to go but to join those prisoners in the middle of the square.”

“Well, I can’t just stand here.” Pain rose in Mariam’s face, and she shook her head disbelievingly. “His own family … how could he? My father … my mother … what if … what if …” She broke off and her face blanched as Aziz began to weave between the hooded prisoners.

Juliet caught Graham’s eye as Mariam’s breath hitched.

Graham came from behind Juliet and began to translate Aziz’s words in a soft voice. “What a tremendous amount of hardship that our region has had to endure. After the West transitioned away from petroleum, our region was in such a state of misery that more than seventy percent of the population was unemployed, starving, or suffering from some form of malnutrition or disease.”

His eyes dazzling, Aziz approached one of the kneeling prisoners. “Yet, the West and the royal families of this region have continued to prosper, including my own family. I am ashamed of my own brother’s actions and those of the entire al-Saud family.”

Distant gunfire sparked the nighttime sky and Aziz nodded toward an armed militant with tattoos stamped across his bald head. The man jerked off the hood of the kneeling prisoner, and a spasm of dread erupted in Juliet’s throat. She swallowed it down and hugged Mariam tighter to her side.

It was Mariam’s father, King Ibn al-Saud.

His forehead was matted with dark curls, and his cheeks were flushed. His mouth was set in a tight line of masking tape. A collective gasp rippled across the crowd.

“Holy shit,” Graham said in Arabic before switching to low English. “He’s going to behead his own brother.”

A heavy, sick feeling entered Juliet’s stomach as she clung tighter to Mariam, waiting for the world to fall out from under her. “Oh my God.”

There was nothing else to say.

Mariam looked at Juliet with wild, unblinking eyes. “We have to do something.” Her finger pads tightened on Juliet’s arm.

“I know, but what?” Juliet’s eyes flitted across Deera Square, where more than fifty guards were heavily armed.

“My brother has gone against his people,” Aziz continued as silence fell around them like a tomb. “When economic collapse seemed all too certain and tribal wars raged in Afghanistan and Pakistan, my brother and his family were vacationing on their yachts, reveling in the opulence of a lifestyle that takes from the population without concern for the very people whom they rule.”

“Lies. All Lies.” Mariam’s voice was hoarse, and her eyes were glossy with emotion.

With a wave from Aziz, four guards positioned themselves behind the three other hooded prisoners. Juliet felt Mariam’s spine go rigid beside her. The guards simultaneously ripped off the hoods, revealing Mariam’s mother and two brothers. A prickle moved across Juliet’s skull and a tremor of horrified gasps filled the air. She wrapped her arm tighter around Mariam’s waist to keep her from slumping onto the ground.

Mariam dug her nails into the flesh of Juliet’s arm and before Juliet could stop her, she was running toward the square, her black abaya fluttering in the wind.

“Mariam, no!” Juliet called after her.

Armed with only her bare hands, Mariam approached the square. Guards descended on her with their guns aimed. Juliet started toward the square, but Graham locked his fingers tight around her forearm and spun her around to face him.

“You’re just as dead as she is if you go to her now. Wait until backup gets here.”

The curious eyes of bystanders gazed toward them as Graham spoke, but their attention was quickly diverted back to the scene within the square.

Mariam’s mother was gagged, though her horror was evident in her eyes when two guards seized Mariam by the arms. The sound of aircraft zipped overhead, and thunderous protests filled the air. With her pulse thrashing in her ears, Juliet watched as Aziz’s guards formed a tight circle around Mariam and her family. All it would take was one signal from Aziz and it would all be over. Mariam would be dead along with her family.

Juliet’s blood was like fire in her veins as Aziz approached Mariam.

“So nice of you to join us.”

Mariam managed to free one arm and threw a punch in Aziz’s face. There was a blood-chilling crunch and blood spilled down his face.

Hope erupted within Juliet, making it difficult not to smile.

Aziz cupped his nose and nodded toward a burly police guard. “Take hold of her!”

The mutaween came beside Mariam and caught her wrists behind her back. Mariam snatched her arm away and grimaced up at the guard. “Get your hands off me.”

The guard responded by pulling out a pistol and shoving it hard against Mariam’s back, but her voice continued to carry through the crowd. “Let my family go.”

“I must do what is right for our people.” Aziz spoke calmly as if he genuinely believed his words.

“You do only what is right for yourself,” Mariam hissed at Aziz, her eyes growing black with resolve.

“Nonsense.” He turned back to face the crowd. “Generation after generation the royal families of this region have not only failed their people economically, but also militarily.” Aziz walked with his arms clasped behind his back, glancing up at the crowd. “King Ibn al-Saud has allowed the West to intervene in our affairs for way too long. What I want is to set our country free from economic interdependence on the West.”

At the sound of his name, King Ibn struggled to loosen his restraints and a thin bead of sweat collected on his forehead.

“My father is the one who saved this region from economic collapse!” Mariam struggled against her captor’s grip. “He saw beyond an economy built on the need for petroleum.”

“Maybe so.” Aziz’s gaze shifted out onto the crowd; but his eyes were empty, as if he had forced his soul away from his body. “But what your father lacked was a vision.” There was a dark smile hidden at the corner of his mouth that pushed ice water through Juliet’s veins. “I have developed a synthetic oil that will ensure our economic prosperity over the West for generations. I will create a nation that will prosper beyond your wildest imagination.”

Aziz got closer to the king and violence danced within his eyes. “But we must not only expel those that have allowed the West to destabilize us. We must exterminate them.”

His last words tore like shrapnel into Juliet’s mind as she reached into her abaya and retrieved her gun.

“You bastard!” Mariam yelled at Aziz in Arabic as her eyes filled. “You’re willing to blame your own family to justify your own political ambitions.” She paused, trying to catch her breath as she looked out at her family, bound and gagged. “Is there really nothing that you won’t do for your own selfish desires?”

The guards pinned Mariam’s wrists tighter behind her back, making her chest puff out unnaturally. It took all Juliet’s strength not to go to her aid.

Aziz came toward Mariam and locked his clammy fingers on her jaw, forcing her gaze. Tears glossed over Mariam’s eyes as Aziz tightened his grip on her chin. “I care nothing for my own welfare, only for the welfare of my people.”

Mariam narrowed her eyes at him, tilted her head back, and spit into his face. “Bullshit.”

Aziz’s eyes went black with rage. “When I’m done, there will be nothing left of you, princess.”

Aziz punched Mariam hard in the ribs and she slumped over as she struggled to breathe. Mariam’s mother cried out and her father struggled against his restraints.

A sudden bolt of anger roused Juliet. She could no longer control the fury bubbling within her.

“We can’t wait anymore,” she said to Graham.

Graham nodded in silent agreement and reached for his gun.

As they threaded their way through the crowd, Juliet’s thoughts slowly submerged into something dark. The ambitions of men like Aziz had cost her the lives of her father and Jean-Marc. Now, he threatened her best friend. A strange bloodthirst took over as she drew a deep breath and approached the square. Graham split off from Juliet and cleared a path, spitting gunfire with blood-chilling precision. Gunshots rang, and one by one the guards fell, sending a ripple of panic throughout the crowd. Seizing on the distraction, Mariam crushed her knee hard into Aziz’s groin. His eyes popped as he doubled over in pain. Juliet felt her body tense as she moved past a line of dead guards and into the middle of the square where Mariam now stood over Aziz. Graham kept the rest of Aziz’s guards at bay with a spray of bullets that made the crowd drop to the ground.

Juliet caught Mariam’s eye and went to her side as she pressed her gun hard into Aziz’s temple. She said, “It’s time for you to leave us.”

With tear-stained cheeks, Mariam rushed toward her mother and bent down to untie her.

An entertained look flickered across Aziz’s face as he slowly turned to face Juliet. “Well, what do we have here?”

“The Syndicate will make sure you pay for this,” Juliet said to Aziz as she kept her gun pressed against his head. Juliet saw fear trickle from Aziz’s temple as a bead of sweat.

Graham was on her left, aiming his gun at any revolutionary who came close. “Stay back!” he bellowed in Arabic. His broad shoulders and straight back stood at least a head above Aziz’s soldiers.

On Juliet’s right, a revolutionary managed to get past Graham and she felt a sharp, painful blow at her side. Her eyes welled with pain. She swallowed down the anguish long enough to meet Graham’s face; his eyes burned with fury as ten guards flooded the square. Juliet heard a loud bang behind her and swiveled, catching the man who surged toward her with a bullet in the abdomen. In an instant, a tattoo-faced guard seized Juliet’s gun and took her by the shoulders, pushing her down onto her knees. Reeling with anger, her body tensed as the tattoo-faced guard struggled to keep her in place. A dizzy feeling buzzed across her face. A heavy-set revolutionary came in front of Graham and clapped him straight across the jaw with the butt of his gun. He hunched over, his jaw bloodied by the force.

In an instant, Mariam came to Juliet’s aid crashing a boot into the tattoo-faced guard’s back and forcing him away from Juliet. She inhaled deeply and came up on one knee despite the painful throbbing in her side. Juliet snatched the gun off the dusted earth and managed to shoot the heavy-set man clean between the eyes.

Pain bit at the back of her knees as the tattoo-faced guard came from behind her. He locked an arm tight around her neck. Struggling to free herself from the man’s painful grip, she jerked forward, but his grip only tightened, purpling her skin. Her gun fell to the ground.

With clouded eyes, she spotted Graham fighting in hand-to-hand combat with six of Aziz’s mutaween. Sweat pebbled on her forehead and the taste of hot metal coated her throat as she watched a guard seize Mariam by the arms. Two men brought Mariam up to her feet, forcing her to face Aziz.

Aziz ripped off Mariam’s wig, freeing her black silk hair. With fury etched across his face, he edged toward Mariam while two guards fought to hold her.

“You bastard!” The look in her eyes was dark, without fear. “How dare you betray your family, and your people!”

Aziz slapped Mariam hard across the face, making her eyes water and sending her black hair in streamers across her sweat-beaded forehead. Juliet’s veins turned to ice. Mariam’s mother screamed and let out a painful sob. King Ibn’s eyes were hazy with misery as he struggled to get to his feet. But a guard smacked the king’s back with the butt of his gun, sending him crashing back down onto the dusty earth.

Mariam’s eyes streamed tears.

Trembling with rage, Juliet forced herself to her feet. With all her weight, she swiveled and leveled a punch at the guard that had held her in place. The man’s jaw slackened. She snatched the revolver from his belt and made a beeline for Mariam, who had been bound, gagged, and forced onto her knees. As she started across the square, a sharp, exploding pain smacked the side of her head. She fell to her knees, her head splitting in tiny, piercing fragments that beckoned her to close her eyes and surrender. Agony pried her gun from her clammy hand, dropping—like her hope—to the dirt beneath her bloodstained boots. All around her the air hung heavy, like a thick fog from which there was no hope of clarity.

The tattoo-faced guard stood over her, yelling in Arabic and confronting her with the end of a gun. But his words were blurred and hazy within her mind.

“Drop the gun,” came a familiar voice behind the tattoo-faced guard.

Despite Juliet’s damaged mind, her heart instantly lightened, recognizing Graham’s voice. His eyes rested on hers, then shifted toward the guard, dark with rage.

“I’ll blow her brains out,” the guard said to Graham in a thick accent.

The gun was a mere inch from Juliet’s skull, and she squinted, trying to manage a plan to knock the gun from the guard’s hand. But she was paralyzed by the deafening spinning in her head. She tried to beat down the blackness that called out to her, but her eyelids grew heavy. Graham lunged at them and, before the guard had time to blink, Graham’s strong forearms came around the guard’s ink-stained face and squeezed with a furious grip that made the man’s eyes bulge and his neck snap. The guard’s lifeless body rocked forward, and his gun fell soundlessly to the ground.

Graham stepped toward Juliet, and she reached for him, urgent with the need to be surrounded by his strength. The throb in her head became more bearable with his warm breath on her face. With a glossy look in his eyes, he surveyed the rest of her. Her head was still splitting, and she unconsciously moved a hand to the back of her head, carefully fingering the large bump and raw flesh. When she looked at her hand, it was bloodstained but not wet. Graham’s eyebrows shot up and he peered around to the back of her head.

A mixture of protests and cheers rippled through the crowd.

“Free them! Kill them!”

From across the square, Mariam gave Juliet a bleak look and Juliet’s insides froze. They were still outnumbered and outgunned, with backup nowhere in sight. Guns gleaming, three guards seized Graham, tearing him away from Juliet by force. His eyes were cold as Aziz nodded toward two other guards to take hold of Juliet. She felt something snap within her as she looked out onto the lines of Aziz’s militants. She wanted revenge.

“You have left me no choice!” Aziz’s voice shook with fury as he looked out onto Mariam and her kneeling family.

The guards slipped white hoods on Mariam’s family to hide the fear stamped across their faces. Mariam let out a blood-curdling scream, and the sharp cry of hundreds of Saudis pierced the air.

Aziz looked out onto the crowd. “This family has only one goal, their own prosperity!”

On her left, an angry onlooker charged the square. A guard quickly sealed his fate with one shot in his chest.

“Please,” Mariam pleaded, her face was flushed with desperation. “For all we are, for all we have been to each other, as family. Don’t do this.” It was her final plea.

Horror coated the back of Juliet’s throat as she squirmed against the guard that held her in place. His cold hands clamped tighter on her arms. She peered out over the square, where a sea of people had gathered like the bloodthirsty crowd of an ancient coliseum. Lines of guards pressed closer toward the kneeling prisoners. A sea of green capes flapped wildly in the wind as Aziz’s guards held back the people. She glanced at Graham and saw a solemn look in his eyes. Her hope faded.

Mariam’s face turned an unhealthy gray as Aziz went on. “If King Ibn’s rule continues, then they will continue to share the energy resources and technologies that are rightfully ours with the West. It is up to me to do what is right for our people, our nation, and take back the glory that is ours and restore the dominance of the Arab world!”

With all her strength, Juliet shifted her body weight forward and tried to free herself once more. Chest heaving from exertion, she looked at Mariam. Aziz had left her face uncovered; and tears spilled down her cheeks as she continued to yell at Aziz, begging him to spare her family.

The loud hiss of swords simultaneously lifted through the air, and Juliet felt her insides twist, then clench with panic.
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Red-tinged death spilled out over Deera Square. In one swift motion, Mariam’s father, the king; mother; and two brothers were beheaded, their bloody remains splattered across the sundrenched earth. All the blood rushed to Mariam’s face as she turned toward Aziz and let out a gut-wrenching scream.

“You bastard!” Her teeth chattered with fury.

Juliet met Mariam’s tear-stained face briefly before Mariam spun around and kicked the guard behind her in the abdomen. Breathing heavily, Mariam snatched the crescent-shaped sword that hung loosely from the guard’s waist and held it over her head. In one vicious swat, she heaved the sword as hard as she could into the guard’s skull. The blade bit into the side of his head, and his thick body fell over into a helpless heap on the blood-soaked earth. With one glance in the direction of her family, all the blood left Mariam’s face. She collapsed onto the ground and rocked back and forth, clutching her head in her hands.

Sweat poured out of Juliet, slickening her sides as she struggled against her captors. The buzzing of Syndicate aircraft appeared overhead, and their guns followed, marching across the sea of Aziz’s guards like a storm. Shouts climbed. Sparks flew. Aziz yelled frantically at his men to open fire as Syndicate soldiers rappelled out of the air. Relief welled up within Juliet, making her breath catch as she peered heavenward. The Syndicate had finally arrived.

Taking advantage of Aziz’s distracted troops, Graham wrenched himself away from the militants that held him in place and spun around, driving a fist into one man’s abdomen. With sweat pebbled on his brow, he lunged at the other man and knocked him flat on his back. The men fell back around him with stunned looks on their faces. Something ruthless took over Graham as he went toward Juliet. Breathing heavily, he swiped the large crescent-shaped sword, a scimitar, off the ground and slashed at both her captors. Juliet hurled herself away. With Graham by her side, they bounded across the square toward Mariam.

Mariam was curled in a ball by the time Juliet reached her. Juliet fell to her knees beside her friend while Graham continued to fight off Aziz’s troops. Five Syndicate soldiers joined Graham’s fight. Mariam looked up, her eyes bloodshot and her face swollen by grief.

She placed a hand on Juliet’s arm, which was damp with sweat. “Don’t. It’s over. He has … already …” She choked on a fresh sob. “He’s already won. His ideas have already taken root, killing him won’t be enough.”

Juliet crouched down and muffled Mariam’s cries with a tight embrace.

“I don’t care what it takes, Aziz will suffer for this.” She smoothed down her friend’s hair while her own head continued to spin. “We’ll make him pay for this, together.”

On the edge of the square, David Barany was leaning out of the helicopter, waving frantically. Juliet wrapped her arm tight around Mariam and started toward David while Graham and the five other Syndicate officers followed closely behind. A volley of gunfire flew overhead, but Graham and the other Syndicate soldiers provided a barrier around them. She hugged Mariam tighter as they vaulted across the square, though her own head continued to throb.

“What are you doing?” Juliet shouted at David as they neared the helicopter. “Kill him!” Her teeth clenched as she nodded violently at Aziz, who was now a hundred yards away.

David leaned further out of the helicopter and the wind lifted his silver-tipped hair. “Get in!”

Fighter jets screamed overhead, and a thick blockade of Aziz’s soldiers barreled past. Only yards away, one of Aziz’s soldiers hurled a grenade at the helicopter. Juliet felt her insides tighten as a flash like lightning bit at her eyes. She squeezed them shut and slid to the ground with Mariam at her side. Graham’s body came over them like a shield.

“Stay down!” Graham’s breath was warm on her ear.

There was a brief blast of fire and flame as the grenade exploded. She felt Graham’s body go rigid on top of her. Slowly, she blinked her eyes open and withdrew her gun, unsure what she would see when the smoke cleared. In front of the helicopter, a dozen Syndicate soldiers lay mangled and twisted on the ground. Her mouth went dry. She saw the gleam of sweat and blood on David’s tired face as he shouted at his medics to quickly collect the injured. His hair was matted with blood, but he was otherwise unharmed.

Her breath started more rapidly as her eyes flickered over the square. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to run. They were surrounded by at least thirty of Aziz’s guards with no way to get into the helicopter unless Aziz agreed to let them pass.

“Aziz.” David did not flinch as he locked an arm tight around one of Aziz’s guards and held him at gunpoint. “Let them pass and I will tell the rest of the Syndicate to retreat.”

Aziz’s loud cackle pulled terror into Juliet’s chest. “You really think that man’s life is worth anything to me?” he asked, scowling as he walked further away from the square. “I would sacrifice a thousand of my troops to see Mariam al-Saud dead.”

Slowly, painfully, Mariam lifted her head off Juliet’s shoulder. “Let us go!” she screamed at Aziz’s back, her face flushed.

He stopped dead in his tracks and turned, his hand fastened on the scimitar. “Ah! The princess has something to say.”

Juliet swallowed hard and the bitter taste of blood coated her lips and tongue. She caught Graham’s eyes, sharp and cat-like. Somehow, he managed not to take his eyes off her for more than a few seconds.

“People, it’s the young princess! I thought I had already dealt with you and your family. Or was killing them not enough?”

Juliet felt the heat of Mariam’s breath ragged on her sleeve. “Let … them … go.” It was not a plea; it was a demand from Mariam.

“Release them?” Aziz made a ticking noise with his tongue as he turned slowly around.

Catching the murmur of the crowd behind her, Juliet turned. Heated debates sprang up within the crowd like locusts during a swarming phase. She unclenched her fists, trying to digest the scene, curious whether Aziz’s claws were not as deep as they may have suspected.

“I will let your friends go under one condition,” Aziz said darkly, amusement dancing across his face. He made his way over to where they stood, flanked on all sides by his militants with their guns aimed. “That you stay with me and agree to support my claim as caliph.” Mariam was more valuable alive than she was dead to Aziz.

Aziz’s words ruptured Juliet’s hold on her emotions. “No!” she shouted without thinking.

Mariam’s nostrils flared and she gave him a crazed look, although Juliet could see that there was a plan working behind her eyes. Her face pinched with determination as she moved away from Juliet and stalked toward Aziz with a straight back.

“Mariam, no.” Juliet’s face trembled.

A thin pebble of sweat sprang on Graham’s forehead.

“You have to let them go, unharmed,” Mariam said.

Juliet went after her and took a firm hold of her arm, resisting the urge to shake her. “Why are you bargaining with him?” She could not bear Mariam’s willingness to sacrifice herself so that they—she and Graham—could flee.

Aziz’s eyes narrowed. “You have a deal, princess.”

“I won’t let you do this,” Juliet gasped, tightening her grip on Mariam’s arm.

She held up a hand. “You must.” Her eyes dilated with finality. “This is my fight.”

Mariam’s words were final, and in the dim place of Juliet’s mind, she knew that Mariam had a larger scheme in mind.

Mariam squeezed Juliet’s hand and let go. “I know what I’m doing.” She turned and sauntered toward Aziz, her hair like a black cloud that followed her.

“But Mariam—” Juliet opened her mouth to cry out after her, but Graham’s arm came around her waist, tugging her away.

“I can’t leave her.” It was all Juliet could manage. Her heart was stone.

Graham inhaled a sharp breath. “We have to go.” His face twisted up toward the helicopter, where the last of the Syndicate guards struggled to bat Aziz’s men away. The rest of the Syndicate troops were forced out of the region before Graham had been able to signal for help, and Aziz’s numbers were far greater than the Syndicate’s contingent.

“There will be another time and place, but now we must go.” Graham’s breath was labored but there was no emotion on his face. “Don’t let what she’s doing be in vain.”

Juliet’s eyes filled slowly, threatening to flood. She nodded reluctantly at Graham and shot one last glance at Mariam. Despite the guards having her arms pinned behind her back, Mariam winked at Juliet, and a faint shadow of a smile quirked at the side of her mouth.

“They won’t kill her,” Graham said as he took hold of Juliet’s waist and hoisted her up into the helicopter. “Aziz needs her too much. He will try to get her to validate his cause.”

She nodded, though her unease lingered. “Mariam would rather die a martyr than to see her world destroyed by Aziz. But I won’t let her.”
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Inside the helicopter, Juliet sat pressed up against Graham, her mind still wobbling over Mariam’s sacrifice. The fierce heat and stale smell of sweat hung like a fog around her, but she felt cold and hard inside as the helicopter purred over Riyadh.

The base medic sat down next to her and gingerly started to examine the wound on the back of her head.

“You won’t need stitches,” the male medic said. “But I’ll need to clean it, which may burn a little.”

She nodded and looked down. Her hands were trembling and caked with dried blood—hers, or the men she had killed, she could not be sure.

“Juliet.” Graham covered her trembling hands with his own as the base medic poured antiseptic on her blood-matted hair. He squeezed her hand tight.

The sting of alcohol burned her raw flesh and she hissed in a breath through clenched teeth. He placed his other large hand on the small of her back and she felt steadier as the medic finished cleaning the rest of her wound.

“I’m fine.” She did not look up. “Just shaken up a bit.” Her voice sounded different, softer.

David Barany appeared overhead with a somber look on his face. “Are you OK?”

Juliet inched herself away from Graham and looked up, her face quivering. “Why?” her voice cracked. “Why would you not just kill Aziz?”

“And start another war?” David said. “You know why—just killing Aziz is not the answer. His message has already spread—inciting another revolution across the Arab world. Now we have to undermine that message.” He folded his arms across his chest and shook his head. “You know that better than anyone. If we had killed Aziz, another leader would just spring up and replace him. But if we can discredit him—”

“That would put an end to him and his ideas,” she said, finishing his thought.

“About Mariam—” he started and looked away, a deep crease forming between his white eyebrows. “She’s the only one who can undermine that message.”

“You’re thinking of not rescuing her. You can’t be serious.” Her cheeks flamed, reigniting the throbbing in her head.

“As a member of Aziz’s family,” David said, edging closer, his voice barely above a whisper, “she might be the Syndicate’s best hope in defeating him.”

Despite the throbbing in her face, she grabbed a fistful of David’s shirt and pulled him down to meet her at eye level. Her head throbbed but she breathed deep, determined to push the pain away.

“Hasn’t she done enough!” Her voice shook. “Been through … enough?”

David stood up. “It’s her choice, Juliet.”

“I want updates on where they’re taking her,” she hissed at David. “I don’t want my asset to be used as some sacrificial lamb.”

“I’ll work on seeing who else we might have on Aziz’s payroll who can report on his activities.”

“Thank you,” she said, trying her best to make her voice sound even, despite the storm raging within her. “I don’t want anything happening to her.”

With a defeated look on his face, David turned and made his way back toward the front of the helicopter as Juliet brooded. Her mind slid to the first time she met Mariam while studying at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service. Mariam had only been studying for a year when David asked Juliet to recruit her.

“What would you do?” Mariam had asked her as they sat at The Tombs, a popular Georgetown bar. “If the roles were reversed.”

“I would take my time, and make sure that I’ve properly weighed the risks of becoming a spy.” Juliet took a large gulp of her beer before she went on. “It could cost you your life.”

“But if I don’t do it, who will?”

It was that line of thinking that she had cherished most about her friend. But she still felt the same responsibility to her as she always had—to protect her life.

Graham placed a hand on Juliet’s forearm, bringing her back to the moment. “He’s right, it’s her choice.”

“You don’t understand what she has meant to the Syndicate.” She turned toward him and felt the burn of her tears sting her eyes. “What she has meant to me.” She placed her hands into a tight fist on her lap. “She’s never been afraid of this work, nor the cost of it. I’m the one who convinced her to live this life, to make these sacrifices, and now … I think the Syndicate has asked too much of her.” She squeezed her fingers tight enough that the knuckles turned white.

Graham placed a hand over the tight fist on her lap. “I know what it’s like to feel like you hold someone’s life in your hands but can’t do anything to save them. But you can’t take responsibility for her actions.” He ran a thumb over the top of her hand, accelerating the already rapid thumping in her chest. “She’s trying to avenge her family. You must know what that feels like.”

She felt her chest tighten. Graham recognized the driving force for every decision, every action since her father’s death.

How did he know just what to say? How just to touch her when she needed it?

She looked up and saw that his face had grown as flushed as she feared that hers had. His copper hair was tousled, and the corners of his light eyes were slightly lined with fatigue. A thin stream of blood pebbled from his injured mouth. She spotted a first aid kit open on the floor and bent down to take out an antiseptic cloth. She brought it up to his mouth and dabbed gently. His lips were full, but his square jaw had always made him look fiercer when they were pressed together during a fight.

“You’ve got to stop using your body as a shield.” She kept her eyes fixed on his mouth, afraid what he would see if she lifted her eyes to his once more. He had stood between her and ten of Aziz’s guards. “You’re not invincible.”

“You’re one to talk. You charged into that square amid twenty armed men without so much as a glance in my direction to make certain that you had back up.”

Finally, she glanced up at him. “I’m trying to decide if you are the dumbest or the bravest man I’ve ever met.”

“Why, Ms. Arroway, I’m flattered.”

“Why?” she asked, incredulous. “I’m leaning toward dumbest.”

He shook his head and smiled faintly. The gleam of the lights below bled through the window, throwing shards of light up on his handsome, battered face.

“Besides,” she straightened, trying to steady herself against the emotions welling within her. “I don’t need your protection.”

“Needing someone and wanting them are two different things.”

“I’m not afraid of being alone if that’s what you mean.” Her voice was tight. “I’ve lost my father, my boyfriend, I’m not about to—” She broke off as the tension grew thicker between them, wanting mingled with uncertainty, coating the air between them in a thick haze.

“I know that you’re capable,” he said. “But—how do I say this?”

“It’s OK,” she said more loudly than she had intended. “I’m used to people underestimating me.”

He slumped forward. “That cannot be true.”

“Why? I’m a female in a man’s world … an operative who recruits spies for a living. That role doesn’t exactly scream femininity.”

“That’s not what I meant.” He stared down at his combat boots, still coated with dirt and dried blood. “I can tell that you’ve been hurt before and that you’re protecting yourself.” He looked up and something somber moved within his eyes. “I can recognize that hurt, because I’ve seen it in myself.”

She sat back, startled by the look on his face. He truly did place the blame on himself for what happened to his family and Fatima.

“But what happened to Fatima was not your fault,” she argued. “I know that you think you failed her in some way.”

“Well, didn’t I? She deserved better.”

She stared back at him and realized for the first time how broken he was inside. She shook her head at him. “You can’t live your life like that.”

“Why not?” he asked in an accusatory tone. “It seems pretty clear to me that you do.”

Her cheeks reddened. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You can see it in everything you do. It’s like you’re fighting to save your father and Jean-Marc although they’re already lost, and you seem determined to avoid attachment to anyone else.”

“Has it ever occurred to you that I don’t want to be with anyone else?” She felt her voice shake as her eyes met his. “That I’ve been hurt enough?”

He inched closer toward her and placed his hands on both her cheeks. “I don’t want to hurt you, Juliet.”

She batted his hands away, although she felt her world start to shift. “No one does, yet it keeps on happening.”

There was a wounded look in his eyes that reignited a roar inside her chest. “You don’t know what you want,” he blurted.

She shook her head as the helicopter climbed, declining to say what was really on her mind. They sat in silence; their bodies still brushed up against one another. Fragments of light grew into thick saffron beams as they glided above the smoke-filled cities below. The sight of it was strangely peaceful, but she felt anything but peace. Her grief over Jean-Marc was fading, replaced instead with something new.

She tried hard to deny it but being with Graham reminded her of the hollow places in her life. They were places that she had never wanted to fill—until now.
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PARIS, FRANCE

Juliet felt Graham’s heat as he sat next to her, their Syndicate-issued Range Rover bumping and gliding down Paris’s thick cobblestone streets. Dawn crept up into the gray morning sky, lighting fire to the city’s ancient rooftops and gothic churches. Within moments of getting into the car with Graham, her heart was screaming. How could she even think of getting involved with someone that she worked with?

She tried to ignore it, tried to beat it down, but somehow her desire for him overcame everything else. She breathed deeply and tried to concentrate, but it was agony to be near him and not touch him. The car lurched to a stop and Graham tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, avoiding her gaze. She knew she should fill the awkward silence, review the details of their upcoming meeting with David and Syndicate leadership. But the comfort of him next to her, simply breathing in and out, moved something within her.

“Any news on Mariam?” Graham finally asked.

She shook her head with her lips pressed tight. The sky above them had gone dark, along with Juliet’s thoughts about Mariam and the pain she would likely endure to try and stop Aziz.

“I’m trying to see what other sources I might have close to Aziz.”

Mariam’s detainment still hung like a noose over Juliet’s thoughts, tightening with each scroll through the data files on her phone. One by one she clicked through the Syndicate’s source network in Paris, searching for the asset they needed to unlock the secrets surrounding Aziz’s mysterious new energy resource. With a fire burning through her, she opened a secure data file labeled “eyes only” requiring a secondary security check. She placed her finger pad on the phone and the file clicked open.

“Any luck?” he asked.

“Well,” she began with one eye still fixed on her phone. “This guy certainly has the credentials to be a member of Aziz’s inner circle.” She stared down at a photograph of a black-bearded man named Abdullah in a ghutra, the traditional checkered headdress worn by a Saudi male. “A Harvard degree in Chemical Engineering. C-Suite at Exxon-Mobil for fifteen years. If anyone would know about Aziz’s new energy resource, it would be him. I haven’t met with him in a few months, but I think it’s worth bumping into him.”

Graham cleared his throat. “I think the challenge will be making the case that our side is the right one. As we’ve both witnessed, Aziz has been pretty convincing in his argument.”

“Even if he was right, and we were the real enemies, the way he’s going about this with beheading entire families and inciting terror—” She shuddered once more at the memory of what happened to Mariam’s family and the brutality that was spreading across the rest of the Arab world and Russia. When oil, Russia’s prime export, ran out, the country went bankrupt, leaving them vulnerable to terrorist groups like al-Alfatih that promised to restore their place in the energy market.

“If I was a betting man, I would think that there are plenty of people in the Arab world and Russia who disagree with his tactics.”

“I would go further than that and say that the majority don’t agree.”

She paused and inhaled deeply through her nose as she tracked Abdullah’s cell phone to the Hotel deCrillon. She input the address as their intended destination, and Graham turned down Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré.

“Paris is probably a lot different now than the last time you saw it,” he said.

She gave him a gentle nod, recognizing that it was his best attempt to distract her from her worry over Mariam. Even if she found a source that could report on Aziz/Abu Hassan and this mysterious new energy resource, that did not guarantee Mariam’s safety.

“Yeah.” She swallowed down the tension that lined her throat as she peered outside the window, where the glittering Paris she knew had faded into a scene of black-and-white.

Cars honked and screeched around them, struggling to make their way out of the city. With Aziz’s declaration came the rumor that war was on the horizon. As the number one producer of alternative energy, Paris was first on his target list. The once-glittering storefronts and upscale boutiques were now covered in a thick layer of plywood. The hubbub of chatter that once filled the sidewalk cafés had gone eerily quiet.

Graham made a small restless movement in his seat. “Did you like living here?”

“I did.” Juliet found herself drawn once more to the scene outside the window, where women who walked along the streets had traded their high heels and fashion-forward skirts for boots and jeans. “For me, Paris has always been everything you’ve ever read about in novels and poems. It was a place where I could escape the American cliché of ‘living to work,’ and trade it in for the French people’s infamous ‘work to live’ mentality.” She shifted in her seat and caught the flicker of the lampposts in front of Elysée Palace, the former home of the French president and now home of France’s representative to the Syndicate. “When I first arrived here, I spent hours sipping coffee at cafés, walking along the city’s majestic boulevards, eating at the best patisseries in Europe. But when Jean-Marc died …” She paused, groping for words. “Things changed for me.”

Silence fell between them as they hit a traffic jam in front of Elysée Palace. The palace was blurred by a thin sheet of rain, and a row of Syndicate guards formed a barricade around the thick concrete walls. An agitated Frenchman threw up his hands outside the SUV window, frustrated by the onslaught of traffic that jammed the city’s streets.

Graham cleared his throat. “It will be nice when things can return to normal.”

“I know I should want an end to all the madness,” she began with slumped shoulders. “But I still want vengeance for Mariam, for my dad … for …” She paused as the weight of it all made her joints feel weak.

“I’m sure you want revenge too”—he turned away from her briefly—“for Jean-Marc.”

An image of Jean-Marc burned fresh in her mind; his blue eyes misted over as he bent over the bed in his London apartment, before heading to the airport that final morning. She shut her eyes and felt the sting of tears behind her eyelids.

“I’m sorry.” Graham met her eyes, although there was a part of her that wanted to look away. “You must have loved him very much.”

He paused, his eyes straining against the rain pinging off the front hood, and she wondered if he was thinking of Fatima. He was wearing dark blue pants and a white collared shirt that pulled just a little across his muscled chest and powerful thighs.

“You miss him,” he said finally.

“Of course, I do, but—” She stopped herself short and swallowed hard, diverting her eyes. “It’s complicated.” Juliet felt drawn to Graham but was still bound to the memory of Jean-Marc and what he represented—a chance at a normal life.

Graham ran a hand through his hair with his eyes steady on the road before them. “Care to elaborate?”

“Not really.” Misery filled her thoughts. All she wanted to do was to go to Graham, and make him see that she did want him, but there was no more room for loss in her life.

They pulled up to the stone building of Hotel de Crillon, where they had planned to bump into the possible source, Abdullah.

Hotel de Crillon was almost identical to the building that stood to the west of it on Rue du Royal, the former French Naval Ministry that had been recently repurposed into a Syndicate outpost. A swarm of umbrellas closed in on the hotel’s enormous glass doors as they rolled to a stop. Lines of guards waved metal detector wands and checked identification from anyone entering the hotel. Graham put the car in park and turned toward Juliet with clear eyes.

“You know …” His voice was different, less sure. “You’ll never be alone in this … if you don’t want to be.”

She looked down at her hands that were tightly folded in her lap. She knew that it was a declaration of his feelings for her. But instead of letting herself feel the swell of emotions, she convinced herself that she felt nothing. Giving into feelings for Graham could only cause her more pain, more loss.

She looked up and saw the disappointment that flashed within his eyes. He clenched his jaw, biting back what she thought was the urge to say something.

“I get it.” He turned to face her. His eyes did not leave hers. “You’re still in love with him.” A wave of guilt made her breath feel tight in her lungs. The truth was that her love for Jean-Marc had faded into a memory of what could have been.

The strong urge to touch Graham gnawed at her, and without thinking she brought her hand up and ran her fingers along his stubbled jawline. Surprise mingled with tenderness ran across his features, sending a warmth that started in her chest and radiated down below her stomach. He inclined his head toward hers, and she swallowed hard, marveling at what it would be like to be held in his arms, to feel his lips on hers. He took her hand and threaded his fingers through hers. Tiny specks of copper danced within his eyes like fireflies.

His hand squeezed hers, as a police officer came up to the car and waved them forward, pinning Juliet back with a sudden jolt of reality.

“I’m sorry,” she said abruptly, unthreading her fingers from his.

He nodded and backed away, although regret slipped into his eyes. Juliet wanted more than anything to touch him again, to show him that it was her fear that kept her from acting on her feelings. Instead, she gripped her thighs as they pulled forward, trying to convince herself that it was those moments inside the palace and within Deera Square, fleeing the bloodshed and the chaos, the fear of losing life and taking it, that had bonded them to one another.

“You must see that there can never be anything between us,” she said, though she could not look at him.

“Because of Jean-Marc?”

“It’s not just that. I think we’re just caught up in all this”—she waved a hand, gesturing out at the street—“chaos.”

He stared back at her with a furrowed brow. Branches from a nearby tree whipped violently, spraying leaves across the front windshield.

She straightened up in her seat, still trying to avoid his gaze. “It’s normal, I think—” she continued, still trying to rationalize her own feelings. “We’ve been through something horrible together, but that’s all this is. When I was posted in Damascus, everyone was sleeping with each other. It was the only way to get through all the uncertainty and fear.”

Graham revved up the engine and jerked the wheel, skidding past a long line of cars. With a tensed jaw, he rolled to a stop on Rue Royale that overlooked Place de la Concorde and put the car in park.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’ve been through battles before. That’s not what this is.” There was a certainty in his voice that made her cheeks feel hot.

“Graham.” She leaned toward him and placed a hand on his tense forearm, but he backed away and grabbed his duffel bag from the backseat before exiting the SUV.

Neither of them spoke as they moved up the steps to Hotel de Crillon through a thick sheet of rain, but Juliet could hear her heartbeat roaring in her ears. No matter how she felt about him, they were working together now, and intimacy could compromise everything. At the entrance, they showed their Syndicate credentials to the hotel security guards, who immediately waved them through. They moved into the main foyer, the rain soaking through their clothes and clinging to them like thin sheets of ice. Juliet shivered, and Graham reached into his duffel bag and pulled out his coat. He draped it over her shoulders, avoiding her eyes.

The hotel was more opulent than she had expected. Crystal chandeliers were suspended overhead, casting a warm glow over glossy marble floors.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced down at her phone while Graham simultaneously checked his. It was a message from Syndicate headquarters.

“Abort meeting. Source not properly vetted.”

Juliet spun around back toward the exit. But before she could leave, Graham caught her arm. His green eyes flamed down on her. That look sent a need surging through her.

“I think I need to make some things clear.” His voice was hoarse, aching.

He gestured toward a room off the main foyer with two overstuffed blue sofas and a mirrored coffee table. A fireplace lit the corner of the room, throwing up shadows on wood-paneled walls. Juliet breathed deeply and tried to steady herself against the wanting and fear swirling within her. She sat on the edge of one of the sofas, trying to redirect her thoughts. But the clamor within her chest was suddenly too loud to drown out and she found herself trying to distract herself with the hotel guests that entered the hall. A flustered woman plagued by two tired toddlers scattered into the main foyer, their boots carelessly slopping mud onto the gleaming marble floors. Behind the front desk, a bellhop stood holding the woman’s Louis Vuitton duffel while trying not to roll his eyes.

Graham cleared his throat and inched closer; his stubbled, square chin set in a look of determination. No one could see them inside the small sitting room alcove, and she felt the intimacy of being next to him rippling through her. He had seen her within her element, the spotting and assessing of potential sources, the swirl of chaos and uncertainty that had painted her adult life.

“Juliet.” His eyes sought hers, but she slid her gaze away.

“I don’t know what lay between you and Jean-Marc, and to be honest, I’m not sure I want to know. But what I feel when I look at you, when I touch you, it’s like nothing …” He broke off and the look in his eyes sent her heart into overdrive.

“We’re working together, and so much relies on that going well,” she said bleakly.

“What makes you think that we wouldn’t work well together? I know it would complicate things. But—”

“I’m certain that once we get to Syndicate headquarters, you’ll easily find another distraction.” Even as she said the words, she knew they were baseless.

“Are you trying to tell me that you wouldn’t be jealous if I was with someone else?”

She sat very still, unsure what to say as a deep crease formed between his brows. Her father’s death had cracked her optimism, but Jean-Marc’s death had broken it apart. Opening up to Graham meant that she would leave herself vulnerable to experiencing that same kind of loss, again.

“Because I am,” he said finally, jaw tight. “I’m jealous of any man who has ever had you or will have you.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and his hair fell into his eyes, and she stared back at him, wanting to feel numb, not wanting to feel as much as she did for him in this moment.

“But it would be so much easier if we could just—” She stopped herself short, suddenly unable to imagine him with anyone else.

He looked up and his eyes swam with feeling as he took her by the arms. His touch sent electric charges swirling within her.

“I’m not lonely, and my feelings are not because of what we’ve been through together.” He gripped her arms tighter, and the passion in his eyes made her hungry for more of his touch. “Since I met you, I’ve wanted you, but if you say that you don’t feel the same way …” He shook his head and released her, raking an unsteady hand through his hair. There was a tortured look on his face that tested her resolve. “I’ll never speak of it again.”

She inhaled sharply. “You think that I don’t want you?” Her cheeks flamed.

His focus was still, although there was a savage look in his eyes that made her curious what he would feel like on top of her.

“There’s just too much at stake,” she went on. “Aziz’s hold on this new alternative energy threatens the security of everything. I can’t get distracted, not now, not when Mariam is in danger.”

“We can fight those battles together.” His voice was raspy as he gathered her into him.

Her limbs weakened as he took her hand and placed it on his broad, muscled chest. His heartbeat was a strong, reassuring thud beneath her fingertips. She looked up into his clear eyes and felt a fire come to life within her.

“When I first met you in London and saw you yelling like a wild banshee at those police guards with your hair blowing all around your face …” He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. “I thought you were insane, and as strong-willed as an ox, but my God, I had to have you.”

“I have a confession to make too,” she began hoarsely, “when I saw you that day in London—” She broke off as regret thundered through her. “Even before Jean-Marc.” She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “Perhaps that makes me adulterous.”

A faint smile made the corner of his mouth twitch. “You weren’t married to him.” He brushed the hair from her face. “Plus, I’d be lying to you, muharib, if I said that it didn’t please me to hear you say that.”

“Still, we were together for a long time.” Jean-Marc was gone. Yet she could not help but to feel some loyalty to his memory and the dream they had shared. She buried her face into Graham’s chest, hoping to reconcile the two sides of her tortured mind. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply, wanting only to hear Graham’s breath, his voice.

“I think I’m just afraid.” Her voice grew thick. “After what happened to my father, I was determined not to let anything get in the way of my revenge. It took me a while to get involved with Jean-Marc.” She paused and inhaled a shaky breath. “I thought that getting involved with anyone was an unnecessary complication.”

“I lost a parent, too, and know the emptiness that comes from that type of loss.” She held her breath as he held her hand. “There is this part of you that only a parent can understand because they knew you as a baby, and watched you grow as a child, and once they’re gone, you feel like you’ve lost the part of yourself that makes you, you.”

“Why do you think it’s this way between us?” She gulped air as his thumbs brushed the tops of her knuckles. “That when we’re not fighting, or fleeing sudden death, we’re drawn to each other—”

“I don’t know, but I can’t see you and not want you,” he said as he hugged her tighter. “I’m fascinated by the way your mind works, your intelligence, your strength.” He brought his hand around the base of her neck. She looked up and her face was inches from his. “You’re this fierce, beautiful woman. Don’t tell me not to want you.” His eyes were clear and unguarded, a deep, endless green that reached into her soul and began to melt her resolve.

She stared up at him, breathless, motionless—his words rattling within her mind. The heat of his breath tickled her face. Her lips parted. He edged closer and his lips grazed her cheeks, her forehead … and waves of heat burst all over her.

Her lips unconsciously tilted upward to meet his, and he kissed her. The urgency in the way he kissed made her breathless, powerless. A tidal wave of desire surged through her that made it impossible to think, only to feel. Eagerly, his mouth searched hers in a dance of blind need. Her heart burst, soared, then took flight. She arched her body toward his, suddenly curious how her breasts would feel against his strong, bare chest. There was no time, no space, only the primal need to feel him more fully, more completely.

Her breath raced and her body cried out. She pressed her legs tight together, conscious of the hypersensitivity spreading below her waist. He inched his face away and she inhaled deeply, her face still tingling with the sensation of his beard.

“I’ll never ask you to do anything that you’re uncomfortable with.” His eyes were warm and serious. “If you’re not ready, I understand”—he paused, swallowed hard, and went on—“but you had to know the way I feel about you.”

Light-headed, she peered up at his strong cheekbones and chiseled jaw. “After Jean-Marc died, I haven’t wanted to think, or to feel—” She paused, grasping for the words. “It just seemed easier to shut out the entire world. But then I met you and—” She broke off, a flush pinching at her cheekbones and spreading down her neck.

He kissed her thoroughly, his arm firmly grasped around her waist. His lips skimmed her bare neck, and she slipped further into his embrace as a sudden urgency gripped her. She did not want to analyze anymore, only to break away from her fear and feel fully alive. After several minutes he let her go and she looked up at his broad, reassuring mouth. The sensation of his touch had ignited every nerve and his arms were her haven. His kiss made her certain of what she wanted, no matter what was to come or what might be at stake. She leaned in close to him and tapped her breasts lightly against his arm.

“Graham, go get our room key.”
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With her heartbeat in her ears, Juliet stared at Graham’s broad back as he turned the key to their hotel room. His six-foot-four frame of muscle was even more intimidating in a blue suit, very different from the rags they had left Riyadh in, and the thought of him pinning her with his solidness left her suddenly breathless. Her feelings for him were primitive rather than rational, and she felt caught within them, no longer interested in making sense of them or their situation.

All she knew was that she needed him, like she needed her breath, a steady thing that could give her the peace that she had longed for after so many months of pain.

“After you,” he said softly, motioning for her to make her way into the room before him. She didn’t want to invite him back to her apartment in Paris, not when the memory of Jean-Marc was still a stain upon it.

She inhaled deeply. When Jean-Marc had died, a cold feeling had taken root in her stomach and emptied out all her hope. There were moments when she had wanted to disappear inside herself and let the darkness win. But her work, her mission, had given her a reason to press on. Graham was not a distraction from her pain, he was freedom from it. And while she still tried hard to deny it, she knew that her feelings for him had grown much deeper than pure attraction.

“Everything OK?” he asked with a wry smile.

She nodded sharply. But what she could not say was that since Jean-Marc’s death, she had simply existed from one moment to the next, without hope that she would have a happiness to claim as her own. Yet, the light in Graham’s eyes told her things would be different as she stepped over the threshold into their room. French toile wallpaper covered the walls. Purple violets sprouted from crystal vases on gleaming mahogany tables. An intricately carved wood-burning fireplace burned brightly in the corner of the room, stretching its heat over a white featherbed. It was a beautiful, elegantly appointed room with the delicate details that the French had mastered. She breathed deeply and tried to let the fear that had occupied her thoughts melt away. But with every glance in Graham’s direction, she saw the pain that was on the other side of intimacy.

“Can we talk for a minute?” she asked, trying to mask her nervousness.

He took both her hands in his large palms. “Is it too soon?” He swallowed hard enough that she saw his Adam’s apple dip.

“No, I want this.” She smiled up at him, her heart going like a trip hammer.

He rubbed his thumbs over the tops of her hands, and she tried to ignore the tingling sensation. Every nerve felt on fire at his touch. It was as though he had ignited a flame within her, a fire that she knew she could not easily put out.

“Are you sure about this?” His voice was hoarse.

Juliet nodded, ignoring his subtle warning that if their romantic involvement became public, it could have an adverse effect on both their careers.

“Are you trying to talk me out of this?”

“Oh God, no.” He took a step closer. “It’s only, I want you to feel comfortable.”

He looked down at her but kept his distance. Like Juliet, Graham was in his early thirties, but he looked younger with the look of excitement that flickered across his face. But she could tell that he did not plan to touch her until she told him to.

She looked around the room and tried to fill the awkward silence. “Quite the room.”

“Colonel Barany insisted that we should be comfortable”—he placed a fist over his mouth and coughed—“considering what we went through back in Riyadh.”

“You didn’t tell him—”

“Of course not,” he responded sharply.

He ran a hand through his unruly hair, and she realized with some satisfaction that he was nervous, too, though only the slight blush that crept up his neck gave it away.

She stepped closer toward him. The glow of the fire lit the irises of his eyes, and his high cheekbones glowed as handsome as ever in the firelight. She brought her hand to his face.

“How do you know just what to say?” Her voice was soft.

He hesitated and she could tell that he wanted to give her assurances but quickly realized that assurances could not be given, not in times like these. There was no guarantee that if they got involved, it would not end in the same tragic way.

“I know that you’ve been hurt, and that your life has not always been easy.” Her hand started to relax under his touch. “But I don’t think that should stop you from having happiness in your future.” He wrapped an arm around her waist, and she held her breath. “I don’t know what today or tomorrow may bring, all I know is that meeting you has changed things for me. But if you need more time …” A tenderness touched his features, though his eyes stayed dark. “My feelings for you are not going away.”

“I’m certain that this is what I want,” she said, surprising herself with the assurance in her voice.

He gave her a slow smile and she bit her lip to keep from giggling at how visibly nervous they both still were.

She reached up, brushing her thumb across a small scar on his chin. “Where did you get this?”

“A small fight broke out in Fallujah.”

She raised both eyebrows derisively.

“OK,” his grin brightened, lightening the tension. “Nicked it shaving.”

Up close, she could see the subtle blond specks in the bristle of his copper beard. She rose on the tips of her toes and placed a gentle kiss on the scar. His chin felt coarse and prickly on her lips. He took her fingers to his mouth and kissed them, then brought them down to his side and intertwined them with his own.

“I know that everything is uncertain right now”—he began, sweeping the hair from her furrowed brow—“and that you’re worried about how us getting involved might affect our working relationship. Believe me, I worry about the consequences too.” He paused and looked at her face with an intense look that sent butterflies into her stomach. “But I can’t not touch you or hold you because of what could happen.”

Behind her suit of armor were fears too palpable to hide from him. But instead of the numbness she had craved for the last six months, she wanted to feel the heat of his breath on her neck, the feel of his hands on her bare skin. She wanted to replace the threat of death that was all around them with the safety of his arms.

She stepped back, and she began to unbutton her shirt. Roaring within her ears was all the feeling that she so far had pushed away. Her breasts spilled out over the top of her white lace bra, heaving upward with each deep breath. His eyes moved over her face, her body. She felt the shuddering within her, all the closed-off places that he was breaking through.

“Jesus,” he breathed. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

She felt the impact of his words—within her mind, her chest.

She bit her lip and rolled down her cargo pants.

Her skin flushed all over as she stood still in just her bra and panties. He did not move, his eyes shining forward, his jaw clenched. He was suffering, too, and the intensity of the moment drummed within her ears. The need for his touch tingled across her body, warming her belly and glowing warmer still between her upper thighs. He stared at her for a moment, his expression unreadable. He stood only a few inches away, but her body ached with the need to touch him, to explore.

“You’re tempting the devil himself,” he said with his eyes fixed firmly on hers.

She smiled at him, a little breathless. “I want you too.”

The recognition of her words swept across his face as he moved toward her. The thought of being intimate with him tickled at her mind and desire bloomed within her chest. His arms tightened around her hips, pulling her toward him with a force that lifted her spirit. She marveled at the feel of him, enveloping her with his strength.

“I warn you,” he said, his tone becoming more serious. “My reason has left me.”

Juliet swallowed hard at the urgent look in his eyes, and felt a warmness radiate throughout her limbs. She peered up at him. “Aren’t you nervous?”

He placed her hand on the solid muscle of his chest. His heart thudded furiously beneath her fingertips.

He raised a brow and gave her a mischievous smile. “Does that answer your question?”

“This will change everything,” she said.

He smiled. “I certainly hope so.”

He took her mouth with his, and a longing flowed within her that took her breath from her lungs. It was only Graham and her—caught within a hurricane of a primal need to possess each other completely. She pressed herself against him, urgent with the need to feel him more intimately. He dragged his lips down her neck until he reached the tops of her breasts. She pulled down her bra until she felt his tongue, warm and teasing on her nipples. He inched his mouth away. Eyes gleaming, he held her gaze. The faint echo of car horns and sirens screeched in the distance, but in this moment, she felt time fracture. She no longer wanted to find her bearings within this world, alone.

She felt her reason completely slip away and pulled him toward her; his kisses were urgent and aching with built-up desire. She arched her hips heedlessly against his. All that remained was a breathless need to feel more of him. Frantic with want, she tugged at the bottom of his shirt, and pulled it up and over his head. The tautness of his biceps, chest, and ripples of his stomach made her body ache. With his lips on her collarbone, he reached behind her back and fumbled to unhook her bra. She extended a hand and placed it on his strong, bare chest. The muscles of his chest flexed under her palm, and he moved closer. He kissed her, deeply and unrelenting, without reservation or agenda until she felt a quickening in her chest that made her breath ragged.

In one swift motion he swept her up into his arms and placed her gently on the bed. In his powerful arms she felt weightless as he showered her with kisses. Hovering above her on the bed, he leaned down and teased her nipples until they went perfectly round beneath his warm mouth. He took her mouth with his, again, and slipped his fingers into her panties. The pressure of his fingers made her dizzy and slick with need. He pressed his finger inside her, and she arched against him, wanting to form herself around him.

He paused, breathing heavily into her ear. “God, you’re going to make me into a madman, muharib.” The way he said muharib made her want to purr in response. “What do you want, Juliet?”

She answered him by pulling her underwear down with a furious jerk. She pulled him tighter against her, wanting his body to cover every inch of her. Reaching around her hips, he grabbed her bottom with both hands and moved her upward, pressing himself firmly against her. The impressive length of him made her stomach quiver with anticipation. Heat bloomed within her; the feeling left her blind to anything else but the need to have him enter her. Delirious with need, she opened her legs to him, and a tremor of excitement traveled through her.

“Now,” she whispered into his ear, running her fingertips along the thick muscle of his back, then lower abdomen.

For a moment, he pulled back, studying her intently before he moved within the persuasiveness of her upper thighs. Before Juliet could catch her breath, he was inside her, rocking them both in a dangerous dance of their passion and longing. Her face tingled with the sensation of being completely overwhelmed by the fullness of him, but wanting more of him, harder. Their bodies were damp with passion as they kissed, teased, and touched. He brought his hands to her breasts and rolled his large palms over them, consuming her in his inferno. Dizzy with ecstasy, she rested her lips on his tense shoulder and tried to breathe as he took hold of her hips and pressed himself deeper, more fully. Her body cried out, craving release. He was in her soul and mind, and she let go, releasing into him with a shudder that nearly burst her chest.

His lucid green eyes met hers. “You’re incredible.”

He gave her a mischievous smile and bent his neck, brushing his lips over her forehead, cheeks, and mouth. Her face buzzed with joy.

He was still inside her, full of a wanting that lit her desire once more.

She dug her nails into his back. “Don’t stop.”

Pressing her hips closer to him, she pulled him back with her into a dance that was theirs alone. All pain, all fear melted away. He came with her, both at once this time, trembling with built-up desire, finally allowed to break free and soar.
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The air was thick from their hours of making love, and the heat of their embrace ran in tiny beads of sweat down their naked bodies. Graham pulled Juliet close and smoothed her hair down her back. They both lay still with the light from the wood-burning fire filling the room, communicating their deep contentment with their silence.

Transfigured in the dim firelight, broken free from the pain of her past, Juliet felt Graham’s strength streaming across her naked body. It was the first time she had not felt fear in over a year, and with that freedom, she knew, came a responsibility.

She let out a long, blissful sigh and propped herself up on one elbow, peering down at him. “I can’t let Mariam do this alone.”

He lifted the hair off her back. “She won’t, muharib,” he said drowsily.

“But if we can’t make David see—” She pressed her lips tight as a sudden memory of her and Mariam on an operation in Irbil surged to the forefront of her mind.

“Stay back!” Mariam had called out as she had approached the iron gates of Abu Hassan’s chief of recruitment, Abu Muhammad al-Baghdadi. He had barricaded himself behind a twelve-foot-tall wall made of stone and lined with explosives. It had been a desperate plea to plunge himself into death rather than divulge the inner workings of al-Alfatih’s recruitment system.

With horror lodged in a tight ball in her stomach, Juliet had stood between the iron gate and the thick concrete wall, surveying the ammunition rigged for an IED.

“If we can trigger the detonator somehow, we can go in afterwards,” Mariam had said.

“What if there’s nothing left of him?” Juliet had asked.

To which Mariam responded, “I think that’s a risk we may have to take, don’t you?”

Juliet had nodded and backed away as Mariam stepped forward.

It was a trick that David Barany had taught her too, but one she had yet to put into practice. When a terrorist had barricaded themselves, and they had left a timed device left to explode, you could trigger the detonation with a projectile from a distance and still get past the aftermath. It was a risky endeavor, but one Mariam insisted that she do herself.

She shook her head at the memory and looked at Graham.

“How did you meet Mariam?” he asked.

“We were both Rhodes Scholars, at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service.”

He smiled as his eyes flickered toward the fire and light danced off his face. “So not only can you kick ass, but you’re a genius.”

“I work hard, that’s all, and I’ve never shied away from challenges. Mariam is like that too. She is enthusiastic about her causes, especially her religion, her people. When I first met her, it was clear to me that she would go to whatever lengths to protect her faith and her family.” Juliet tried to block out the terror she felt at Mariam being taken, but it suddenly raged within her. Even if David didn’t agree to give her the resources to rescue Mariam, she would find a way.

“When did you start working for the Syndicate?”

“About six years ago, but I guess you could say I was groomed for the position from an early age.” Her eyes clouded at the memory. “David Barany was one of my father’s best friends, and after his death, he became a sort of godfather to me. As the Syndicate’s director, he made no secret of his goal for me to join the alliance’s fight to end the energy war.”

He nodded slowly. “And Mariam wanted to join that cause?”

“She had lost people, too, and like me, she wanted to see an end to the cycle of death.”

Graham’s phone buzzed on the bedside table. He lifted his head and placed a kiss on her nose before shifting out from underneath her to check his phone.

“Anything important?” She stole a glance at her own phone, which remained in the back pocket of her cargo pants on the hotel room floor.

Graham moved toward the edge of the bed and pulled on his boxers. Firelight highlighted the broad planes of his back as he made his way toward an open window. He turned, and the last of the evening light spilled in, highlighting the sharp lines of his torso.

She drew the white sheet up over her bare breasts, and the smell of their passion and fresh linen lingered around her. The sheets were as soft as butter. They reminded her of the ones she had splurged on at her apartment in Paris.

Graham turned slowly, still looking down at his phone with a furrowed brow.

“What is it?” An ache made its way into her throat.

“It’s Mariam. They’ve taken her to Istanbul.”

Juliet got up and made her way over to her suitcase still beside the hotel room door, rummaging through her bag for a pair of yoga pants and a sweatshirt.

“Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready.”

He made his way back over toward her, and her stomach rumbled violently. Smiling, his eyes darted toward her stomach. “Hungry?”

“Starving—but I can wait.”

“You eat. I’ll go over to the Syndicate headquarters and log into the system. As soon as I get the specifics on where they have taken Mariam, we’ll leave.” They could only access secret information on their phones, while top-secret files had to be accessed within the safety of the vault.

She kissed him. “Thank you.”

He buttoned his shirt. “There’s a restaurant downstairs called Brasserie d’Aumont. Meet you there in about an hour. In the meantime, I’ll ask them to bring up some pastries.”

She smiled up at him. “I could get used to this kind of treatment.”

He bent down to kiss her, and she leaned into it, resisting the urge to press for more.

His lips fluttered down her neck in a cascade of kisses. “I better get this done quickly.”

His kiss ignited another wave of desire within her chest. She smiled. “Promise?”

He brought his hand to the side of her face and brushed her cheekbone with his thumb. She felt cherished, and never wanted the feeling to fade.

“I don’t know what the next few months or even days will bring.” He lowered his chin, exuding an intensity that burned a hole in her doubts. “But I know that I want you with me.”

“Don’t worry.” She gave him a wry smile. “I’ll protect you.”

He smiled back at her. “Oh, I have no doubt about who will be protecting who out there.”

More determined than ever to rescue Mariam and expose Aziz, she watched him leave the room, feeling as though the path before her was suddenly much clearer than before.

• • •

Graham must have gotten caught up, Juliet thought to herself as she swiped her phone, checking it for at least the dozenth time at Brasserie d’Aumont restaurant. Nothing.

The candles at the center of the dining table flickered, casting a dim glow on the starched white tablecloth. Drumming her fingers, she tried not to let her anxiety take over, but as the minutes stretched, she grew impatient with the need to get on with her mission.

David Barany would have to find another asset to do his dirty work this time. She was not willing to risk her best friend, no matter what the cause. There had to be another way to infiltrate Aziz’s ranks and disrupt his future, without having to leave Mariam in play. Salman al-Saud immediately popped into her mind as a likely alternative. He had both the power and influence to undo whatever coalition Aziz had devised to gain a monopoly on the world’s newest energy resource. But she still did not know whether Salman was alive and willing to help them in their mission to stop Aziz.

Straightening in her chair, she caught a glimpse of the waiter at the edge of the empty dining room and waved him over. With his chestnut head bent, he made his way toward the table with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Voulez-vous un autre verre de vin, madame?”

“Non, merci.” She pushed away the delicate stem of the wine glass. “L’addition, s’il vous plait.”

She paid her bill and exited the restaurant. She had not thought much about the emptiness of the restaurant as she enjoyed her meal, but as she made her way out onto Place de la Concorde, the emptiness hung around her like a dark fog. There was not a taxi or Uber anywhere, much less a person. Chilled blankets of wet dew rolled over the ancient square, settling like cold pinpricks on her face. Overhead, the clouds were etched dark in the pale moonlight. She pulled her wool coat closer to her chin.

Despite the cooler air, the Fontaines de la Concorde were still on, spraying shards of water against the worn stone. In Paris, Juliet often walked alone; it gave her time to drink in her thoughts and plan her next steps. But as she made her way up Rue Royale in the direction of L’église de la Madeline, the cold air biting at her face, she felt as though time started to slow down. Where was everyone?

But instead of giving power to the tightness in her chest, she let her thoughts settle on a memory of when her father was still alive.

“Fear and anger breed weakness, let them go to find your courage.” Her father’s words floated through her mind. Unsure if it was a ghost or a whisper, her insides twisted, and the dull ache in her chest grew heavy at the memory.

“Aren’t you angry?” she had asked her father as she sat on the edge of his hospital bed. He had been near death when they had medevacked him from Qandahar base to the US Army base in Germany.

He’d stared at her and said, “Angry?” He looked small and fine-boned, with fierce eyes, his frail body devastated by the suicide attack.

“You’ve spent your whole life to end this war—only—in the end—” She broke off, trying not to look at the heart-rate monitor. Her stomach ached with a heaviness that she knew would persist. “It’s so unfair.”

He scrubbed a feeble hand over his face and said, “I don’t want you to take this job with the Army.”

“But I’ll be working to end the energy war like you did,” she said. “I thought you would be proud.”

“You don’t have to have a certain job to make me proud.” His breath was labored. “I lived for my work. But I want you to have a chance at something better, richer, than I ever had.”

She wiped her runny nose with the back of her hand. She could tell how much effort it took for him to say how he really felt. It was unlike him. He had always run from the deeper connections in his life. Especially the ones that caused him to feel too much.

She squeezed her father’s hand, feeling the frail bones move beneath his flesh. “Would you change it all if you had the chance?”

“No.” He paused, and his breath became shallower and more forced. “Because it gave me you.”

“It’s nice to know that I’m still your favorite,” she joked.

He gave her a tired smile that crinkled the side of his mouth. Besides his sense of humor, his crooked smile and mischievous look in his eye were two of the things that she had cherished most about him. When she thought of him like that, her memory of him was still whole and alive.

“I still wish you didn’t have to go through this.” She swallowed down a painful sob.

“Don’t feel sorry for me. I was given a second chance. I got to try and make things right with you, your sister, and your mother before—” He broke off, struggling for air. “I should not have chosen my work over my family. That was a mistake.”

There was a loud beep, and Juliet tried not to let her eyes drift over toward the monitor that showed his oxygen levels dip.

“It’s OK, Dad, we know what your work meant to you. You spent your life trying to protect people.”

“But when I think of all I had to sacrifice to make this career work.” His eyes filled. “Don’t make my same mistake. If you get a chance at happiness, seize it, and don’t ever take it for granted.”

A flashlight in Juliet’s face pulled her abruptly from the memory.

It was two police officers at the intersection of Avenue Gabriel and Rue Boissy d’Anglas. Their flashlights scattered along the cobblestone until they reached her face once more.

“Madame.” The older police officer approached her first. His eyes were soft, but his face creased with worry. “C’est presque le couvre-feu.”

She crammed her hands deep into her coat pockets and felt her eyelids twitch.

“Curfew?” she asked, forgetting to speak French. “Whatever for?” Dry-mouthed, she felt her gun beneath the thin wool of her coat.

“We’re not exactly sure, Madame,” the young, gangly officer said. He could not be more than twenty. “We’re only implementing orders mandated by Syndicate headquarters.”

She looked down at her phone, and she noticed in the top right-hand corner that she no longer had cell service. Her concern over Graham’s whereabouts suddenly deepened.

The older officer cleared his throat. “All the networks are down for some reason.”

Juliet opened her mouth to respond just as a sudden blinding blast shot through the air. Ripples of light and electric current ripped violently through the earth. Heat seared at the back of her neck. Terror rattled her limbs, and she stumbled backward, her head splitting with a deafening sound. The smell of burnt flesh caught her nose and she spun around. It was the younger officer crouched down, clutching his head in both hands. Without thinking, she reached out for him just as a whoosh of hot air and debris whipped past, clawing at her with an unimaginable force that hurled her into an inferno.

Shards of glass, metal, and hot rock stabbed through her clothes. White light burned at her eyes. A concussion wave knocked her flat on the ground and blood squeezed her brain, leaving her helpless to move. She tried to scream but her lungs were singed by the furnace.

Heavy air wrapped her in cellophane. Her ears and lungs filled with a thick, pulsing liquid that threatened suffocation, and darkness began to consume her.

She grasped for something to ground her and tried to think of her father’s hands, reaching out for her, waiting to embrace her. But all she felt was an emptiness that stretched on and on. What might have been minutes felt like hours until the explosion finally enveloped her.
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A red wave of pain knocked Juliet awake at Place de la Concorde. She felt shattered from the inside out. Tiny fragments of her former self floated in midair as if no longer part of her physical body. Blinking her eyes open, she became gradually aware of her limbs and the need to plead with God to stop the pain from gnawing at her leg. The metallic smell of blood stung at her nostrils.

Darkness was coming, threatening to lull her back to sleep. She tried to lift her head, and her stomach twisted into knots. She was completely pinned down. Something heavy and sharp crushed her leg. Panic spread throughout her body and her pulse raced as she tried to squirm out from underneath the object’s weight.

Damp hair clung to her face and sweat ran down her sides despite the cold darkness that ensconced her. Her lips trembled as she grasped for something to take hold of and jerk the object free. But it was too heavy. Every thought began to wilt as her brain struggled for oxygen. The realization that Aziz/Abu Hassan would go free, and Mariam would be left at his mercy, was like a knife in her gut, twisting with each frantic moment. She was paralyzed by her fear, but suddenly a voice more powerful than her own took shape in her mind. Somewhere deep within her subconscious, a voice tugged at her doubt. It was her father.

Not yet, he said.

With his voice heavy in her subconscious, she felt her blood come fully alive as though an electric charge had been sparked within her. She let recklessness come over her completely and hurled herself forward, trying to break free from the weight that had pinned her down.

“Juliet?” A familiar voice edged closer in the darkness.

It was almost pitch-black, save for the flames that ignited the sky. Remnants of the fire winked behind a tall, shadowy figure that emerged in the distance. She squinted, trying to make out the figure only yards away. Ash and soot almost completely covered his face, though a glint of his copper hair peeked out. Her heart rose into her throat.

“Graham?” She hardly recognized her own voice.

Juliet blinked hard. Smoke stung at her eyes and burned at her nostrils. It was not until the figure came closer and pulled at her heart with familiar green eyes, that she realized her tears were not because of the smoke.

“But I thought …”

“Aziz could set the whole earth on fire, but I would always come for you.”

“How did you know where to find me?” she asked in a strangled voice.

He pulled her phone from her chapped fingers. He looked warrior-like in the way his gun hung loosely from his side, but this was not the cocksure officer she had seen back in Riyadh. As he came closer, she witnessed the pale look of a tortured man, shaken and dumbstruck, as if the sky had shattered all around them.

It had.

“Are you OK?” His question cracked with tension, but the sound of his voice chased out any fear. His eyes flickered over her body.

“My leg,” she managed to say.

His jaw tightened as he heaved away a piece of twisted metal to get to her. Crawling on her elbow, she shimmied out from underneath the twisted metal. Blood throbbed in her temples. She blinked back hot tears as agony ripped up her leg. The taste of bile came alive in her throat and her stomach heaved. Rocking over to one side, she threw up. Graham pulled back her hair.

“I can’t see a damn thing.” She brushed back the damp hair from her eyes and stretched her neck to try and get a better look at her leg.

He placed a hand between her shoulder blades and cradled her upper back. Trembling, she managed to prop herself up with both hands.

“My God, Juliet.”

She winced as she peered down at the torn flesh. He met her gaze, then ripped off a piece of his shirt and wrapped it tightly around her leg as a tourniquet.

“This should stop the bleeding, but we’ll need to get you to a hospital and stitched up right away.”

The blood soaked through the cloth, and her stomach lurched with another strong urge to empty. It was not the pain, nor fear, only a helplessness was beginning to take hold. She reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder to steady herself against the earth spinning.

“What happened?” she managed through a strangled breath. “Where did the explosion go off?”

“By the looks of it, I would say close by. We’re in the eighth arrondissement now,” Graham said hoarsely. “The seventh arrondissement, maybe.” He inhaled deeply. There was a tormented look in his eyes. “I should have gotten here sooner. I was on my way back to you when the explosion went off. I checked your phone and saw that it pinged right here before it went silent.”

“You’re here now.” She tried to manage a close-lipped smile, but the nausea was too much. “What do you think caused it?”

“I’m not sure,” he said, tearing again at the hem of his shirt and gently dabbing away at the blood that seeped out of the makeshift bandage. “But I need to get you to the hospital. You’re losing too much blood.”

She squinted at the dark red gash on his forehead. “Are you injured?” She reached up to touch the cut.

“Just a scratch.”

Blinking back the white splotches that clouded her eyes, she tried to gather her legs underneath her and rise to her knees.

“Whoa—where do you think you’re going?” His eyes moved nervously around them.

“Did you drive?” she asked.

“Walked. I’m not sure anyone can drive through this.” He gestured toward the fractured concrete and debris.

“Where is the hospital?” She patted the outside of her coat pocket. “My cell must have slipped out during the explosion.” Juliet’s thoughts rattled within her, although none of them stuck for very long. The memory of a loud thump followed by a giant shock wave still thrummed within her. The ringing within her ears still made her bones feel like rubber. Her brain was a fog, but she recognized the hallmarks of an IED, although more powerful.

Graham gave her a weak smile. “I have your phone. All our communication is down, but as soon as it’s back up again, I’ll send the Syndicate a signal to pick us both up.” He glanced overhead. The aftermath of the explosion sent fingers of smoke barreling up into a deep purple sky. “We should start making our way back toward headquarters in case I can’t get a signal. It will be the safest place for us. There’s a medical unit there, and a doctor can stitch you up.”

A second explosion singed the air, and a scalding wave of terror moved over her. In an instant, Graham’s body was over hers to shield her from the blast. She grabbed a fistful of his shirt, clamped her eyes shut against the sting, and buried her face into his chest. They sat there, crouched together, aware only of the other’s breathing and a blind need to cling to one another. Slowly she blinked her eyes open and peered over Graham’s shoulder, her mouth still buried into his chest, searching for what she already knew to be true—the unthinkable had happened, again.

Flames flickered in the distance, giving way to a dark cloud of despair. Her throat closed as the fog climbed high in the sky like a droplet of blood dispersed into the salty black sea, beckoning its victims. The light chirping of strangled breath and cries of pain sent an arc of terror spiraling through the air. It hit her inner ear and the muscles of her face twitched.

“We’re next,” she breathed, gripping the sides of his shirt tighter. It was not like her to give into her fear, but the pain was too much, both physically and mentally.

“Put your arms around my neck,” Graham demanded. “We need to get out of here.”

He gathered her up, and she started to breathe more evenly, tears welling up behind closed eyelids. Waves of exhaustion lapped mercilessly against her, and she tried to push them away, determined to stay awake. But comforted by his solidness and warmth, she began to relax into the steady rhythm of his heart beating under her cheek and felt herself slip away.
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Juliet awoke to ambulances, police, and emergency vehicles everywhere, bathing the destruction in deep orange and red lights. Dizzy from the blood loss, she slowly lifted her head off Graham’s chest and tried to place the faint outline of the allegorical sculptures on either corner of the bridge he carried her across. Emergency workers flooded toward them, shouting into their phones.

Part of her felt as though the entire experience was an alternate reality as her mind lumbered over the images of a Paris under siege. Ancient churches and other historic buildings had been reduced to ruins, faces were strained with blood, pain, and sorrow.

“Where are we?” she asked, still groggy. “I thought we were going back to Syndicate headquarters.”

“We had to go the long way to reach Place de Vendôme. Rue Saint Honoré was completely blocked off.” Graham sidestepped orange cones that emergency workers had used to block off part of the sidewalk. “Why would Aziz attack Paris?”

“They’re the leaders in climate change.” Her voice was hoarse as a sudden jolt of pain seared up her leg, breaking her attention away from the scene around them.

Blood throbbed in her temples and down her leg. She crushed her face against Graham’s chest to keep from crying out.

“Don’t talk,” he murmured into the top of her head and kissed her hair.

His jacket was draped across her and she felt herself comforted by the faint smell of cedar and peppermint that surrounded her. She tried to stay focused on the sound of his voice as his soothing words lulled her in and out of consciousness.

When they reached Syndicate headquarters, Graham flashed his badge and moved them past a thick maze of Syndicate soldiers. Inside the main building, everyone was glossy-eyed, rushing and shouting in search of the vanished. Frantic Syndicate officers yelled into their cell phones; feverish analysts futilely typed onto their keyboards—both devices that were no better than bricks, with all systems still down. Large holographic maps were splayed across the walls, where officers stood nearby charting out the best places for additional security and planning countermeasures while lower-ranking personnel looked on. Operators checked their weapons and readied themselves to search the streets.

A cold, hard ball formed underneath Juliet’s ribcage as she considered how the attacks would shape the days to come. Mariam’s family and the ruling families of the Middle East were not Aziz’s only targets.

“Put me down,” she demanded.

“I will,” he said tersely and held her tighter. “Just as soon as I can find a place to put you.”

Inside the Syndicate’s medical unit, the air was filled with the clanking of metal stretchers and screeching of medical carts. People pleaded for help while clutching tight to their injuries. Doctors and nurses barked orders and asked questions that no one knew the answer to yet. But whatever questions they had, one thing was for certain: Aziz had reignited the energy war.

“I can walk fine,” Juliet argued, feeling the immediacy of the moment creep suddenly up on her. The more time that passed, the more she could feel her grip on the situation loosen. She needed to tap into her network of spies inside Istanbul who could report on Mariam and Aziz’s activities there. “Graham,” she repeated through clenched teeth.

Ignoring her feeble protests, he moved past a swarm of patients and placed her gently onto a cot.

With his chin held high, he grabbed the arm of a somber-faced man wearing a white medical coat. “This woman needs immediate medical attention.”

The man—a physician, Juliet presumed—nodded and moved toward her. “You did well with this.” The doctor gently removed the piece of Graham’s clothing that he had used as a tourniquet on her leg and peered up at Graham through thin-rimmed spectacles. “Otherwise, I fear that she would have lost way too much blood.”

It was the first look she had had of her leg in the full light. She winced at the crimson gash that stretched the length of her femur bone. Blood seeped out onto the starched white sheet.

“It’s a very deep cut. I would say ten stitches, at least.” The physician gently prodded her leg, and she inhaled a sharp gasp of air.

Graham rubbed a hand up and down her back and planted a kiss in her hair.

The lines from the night showed deep on the physician’s face as he looked up. “But I don’t see any sign that you’ve broken the bone.”

“Can you go find out what’s going on?” she asked Graham, fighting the urge to shrink once more from the pain. “Try to find David Barany if you can.” Juliet felt a sudden jab at saying his name and said a silent prayer that he had escaped injury from the attack. For the past ten years, David Barany had watched over her like her own father would have.

Graham hesitated, and she could see her own pain reflected in his face before he bent to kiss her swiftly on the lips.

“I’ll be fine.” She reached up for Graham’s hand and squeezed it hard. “Go.”

“I’ll be right back.” He patted the physician on the shoulder. “Give her some morphine or something, would you?”

The doctor gave Graham a sharp nod and reached for a syringe. “You’re not as bad as some of the other patients I’ve seen.”

The dullness in her chest grew heavier as the physician swabbed her upper arm in a circular motion. Her head buzzed from the pungent smell of rubbing alcohol as he administered the pain medication and began to stitch up her leg. She gripped both sides of the stretcher as she watched Graham walk away. He would have gotten lost in the sea of navy-blue Syndicate uniforms if it were not for his broad shoulders and flaming copper hair. Being with him was a chance to break away from the pain and fear that accompanied every thought since she had lost her father and Jean-Marc.

But being with him had also dulled her senses to everything else. She had sworn to protect Mariam and end the energy war, but with each moment that she spent with Graham, she felt that focus falling away. Was this really the right time to start a romance?

“Juliet, my God.” David Barany rushed toward her with a horrified look on his face. His brows pulled together as he surveyed her leg. “What happened?”

“Well, the explosion, then something metal almost sliced my leg in two.” She grimaced, trying not to look down at her leg as the physician finished the last stitch and shed his medical coat.

“I’m glad you’re OK. When I heard what happened and where you were, I feared the worst.” David’s brow was heavily creased and deep shadows showed underneath his eyes. “Your mom has been calling me like crazy; you need to call her back.”

“Why? Does she have a new bikini pic that she wants to share?”

David narrowed his eyes at her. “She loves you.”

“And I love her, too, but that doesn’t mean I have to like her.”

David shook his head while punching something into his phone. She never understood why David had taken on the responsibility of caring for her mother, especially after her mother had been so quick to move on after her father’s death.

“Make you a deal,” she began reluctantly. “I’ll call her back, if you agree to sign off on my mission to Istanbul.”

“Aziz has made Istanbul his new capital.”

“Precisely.” She pinched her lips together and stared up at David. “I have a contact there, named Omar Abdul-Aziz al-Khan. It’s been a while since I’ve met with him, but I think he might be able to broker an introduction to someone who sits on Aziz’s new energy council.”

“Sounds promising,” David said, but the slump of his shoulders told Juliet something different.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing, it’s just that …” his voice trailed off as his eyebrows gathered in. “Aziz is only interested in killing the competition.”

“What does Aziz want?” She felt her pulse tick behind her eyes. “To be emperor of a graveyard?”

“He wants a monopoly on the world’s energy, and the Syndicate poses a threat to that goal.”

Her pulse was thumping wildly in her ears as she looked up at him. “I think the only solution to stopping this war is to make the energy free and available to all.”

David’s eyes traveled across the room before he answered her. “I don’t think Syndicate leadership will agree to that.” He gave her a cold, unwavering look. “Not when they want the formula for themselves.”

Juliet knew that David had a role to play, but it was one that she detested. “I’m not stealing the secret to this new energy just to fuel more years of war.”

David pressed his lips tight. A Syndicate officer came up to him and whispered into his ear, causing him to leave before he had time to respond to Juliet.

Graham reappeared on her right. “What happened?” he asked her.

“It’s David; he wants me to steal the secret to Aziz’s new energy resource for the Syndicate, but I won’t do it. Whether they have it or we do, it will still cause more war.”

She felt another wave of pain and gripped Graham’s hand tight. He motioned to a nurse. “Can we get some more morphine please?”

With one look down at Juliet’s leg, the nurse nodded and scurried off.

“He can’t be thinking that you’re in any condition to go to Istanbul now.” His eyes narrowed as he looked in David’s direction.

“Of course not.” A line appeared between David’s furrowed brows as he returned to Juliet’s cot. “You’ll need to rest before you can go anywhere.”

Juliet shot a glance at David, then at Graham, then back at David. “When can you get me a pilot to take me to Istanbul?” she asked, ignoring both men’s concern. “I need to meet with my contact fast. I must find out where Aziz has taken Mariam.”

“You’re not going anywhere until you’re healed,” David repeated. She glared up at him with as much determination as she could muster, but his hard expression remained unaltered. “Your father wanted me to make certain that nothing happened to you. And I intend to keep that promise.”

“Why did you let me get involved in this line of work in the first place, if you weren’t willing to let me take chances?” she asked David.

“You had already made your choice, even before your father’s death.”

She closed her eyes, not wanting to admit the truth. She had thrown herself into this line of work to find a missing piece of herself. A nurse came over and administered the morphine into Juliet’s arm.

“David is right,” Graham said. He adjusted the pillows behind her back and gave her a narrowed look. “You’re not in any condition to go to Istanbul right now.”

“Why, of all the arrogant …” She stared up at Graham and her cheeks went hot. “Do not presume to know what’s best for me.”

Graham smiled down at her and swiveled to meet David’s face. “Juliet does not do well with being told what to do.”

“That’s putting it lightly,” David coughed.

Nostrils flaring, she struggled to argue as her mind began to relax from the pain medication. She descended into a blissful state of drowsiness.

“Fine,” she conceded in a lighter voice. “But as soon as I’m better.”

“We’ll go to Istanbul,” Graham finished her thought as he sat down on the stretcher and held her hand.

She started to drift off again, asking herself how long it had been since she had thought of Jean-Marc.

• • •

When she awoke, Graham was sitting next to her in a pair of army-green military fatigues. His broad frame was hunched over a laptop while he furiously typed. Something moved inside her at the sight of him, and for just a moment, she allowed herself to revel in the feelings that she had tried so hard to deny. With him, she felt she did not have to be strong. His strength seemed to be enough for them both.

“You’re working hard.” Her voice was raspy.

“Just trying to keep up with you.” His eyes leveled on hers as he shoved a hand through his copper waves. He placed the laptop on the end of the bed and took her hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” She managed a weak smile, trying hard not to think what the last two days may have cost her in the search for Mariam.

It had been two days since the incident, and Graham had stayed by her side day and night while she recovered from her injuries. She could not help but wonder if Jean-Marc would have done the same.

“What’s the latest?” she asked.

“Aziz appears to have taken over a palace in Istanbul as his new headquarters. I think that might be where he’s keeping Mariam.”

He turned the laptop around so that she could see it. “Do you have anyone you can trust who might have access to Aziz’s new energy board?”

With one hand on her injured leg, she bent forward and started to comb over the names, paying particular attention to the family names.

“As a matter of fact, I think I do.” She pointed at a man named Muhammad Abdul-Aziz al-Khan on Aziz’s board of trustees with the same family name, Khan, and the same father’s name, Abdul-Aziz, as her source, Omar—indicating that the two could be related. “Well, he’s more an older contact of Mariam’s than mine, but he might be on our side.” She looked up at Graham. “He especially would be if he heard that Aziz was detaining Mariam.”

“Good. Can you send him a covert message and set something up?”

“Yeah,” she said, and scanned the hospital bed for her phone. “Wait, I don’t think I have my phone.”

“It was damaged in the explosion, but David is getting you a new one.” Graham moved his laptop to the side table and bent to kiss her forehead. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

Juliet nodded although her face grew distant.

“What is it?” he asked.

She stared down at her leg. It was a painful remainder of all she could have lost tonight. This was not a life that she should share with anyone. She had chosen this career, knowing full well that a love life was not a possibility, and a family was out of the question. There was too much at risk, and she could already feel herself failing.

“I can’t do this.” Her voice was thick as she stared at her leg.

“Do what?” he asked in a voice so kind that it made her want to disappear inside herself.

Heart pounding, she looked up. He tried to hold her gaze, but she tore her eyes away. She couldn’t let him see how the night they had spent together in Paris had changed her. There was no more room for loss in her life.

“While Mariam was rotting in a jail cell in Istanbul, I was in a five-star hotel room, with you.” The muscles of her face quivered. “While Aziz was plotting another deadly terrorist attack, I was sipping wine in an elegant restaurant, waiting for you.”

“Why are you doing this?” Graham demanded.

“Doing what?”

“Putting the weight of this entire war on your shoulders.”

She waved him off, but he only edged closer.

“Mariam made a choice,” he said. “She did what she wanted to do. You did not force her to go with Aziz. And from what you told me about Jean-Marc, he died doing what he loved to do.” He inhaled deeply and squeezed her shoulder. “Your father died doing the same.”

She shook her head, still trying to convince herself that what she had experienced with Graham was only a reprieve, a chance to break away from the pain and fear, and that was all it could ever be. But the emotion in his eyes made her unsteady as she stared up into his face, not wanting to admit the truth.

“I know that you’ve been through a lot, but we can’t just pretend like something isn’t between us. Not now.” His jaw tightened.

“I told you about how I lost my father to this war, and what that did to me.” There was a stubborn edge in her voice that she did not recognize. “I just don’t see the point of starting something. There’s no place for a relationship to go in this profession. How do you not know that?”

He closed the space between them. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and breathe in his warmth and strength, but she knew that would be the end of her resolve, a weakness that the enemy could exploit.

“Are you saying that you want to quit the job or quit me?” he asked.

“I can’t quit the job.” She touched his arm and breathed out.

Graham raked both hands through his hair and peered down at her with lucid green eyes. “So, you want to quit me? You want to end things between us before they’ve really begun?”

She nodded reluctantly; her lips pressed tight. He inhaled sharply and walked toward the hospital room window, staring out with his arms crossed. There was a tether to him, between her soul and his. She tried to summon her strength and snip herself free of feeling, but if she was honest with herself, she knew it was too late.

Then he turned suddenly, sparks flying from his eyes. “Christ, Juliet! Why are you doing this? What do you have to lose?”

She began to shake, getting caught up in her own heartbroken confusion. She balled her hands into tight fists at her sides, determined not to let him see how difficult this was for her.

“Everything! Dammit.” It felt like she had been sucker-punched in the jaw. “Everything.”

His eyes shifted from hers, and heartbreak rippled within her.

“I know it’s hard to understand.” She tried to breathe, tried to think, but her soul was screaming. “I’ve lost so much, and I just can’t do it again.”

He turned to face her. “I don’t like it, but if that’s what you need.” His eyes were swimming with feeling, and it took all her strength not to reach for him, not to touch him.

“It is.” She felt her stomach knot with the lie that she told him, and herself.
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MARCH 25

4 WEEKS AFTER THE PARIS ATTACK ISTANBUL., TÜRKIYE

Behind Graham and Juliet, the burnt orange sun slid behind the Hagia Sophia mosque, setting fire to Istanbul’s rooftops in shades of glowing emeralds and rubies. As they veered toward the Grand Bazaar to meet with her source, Omar al-Khan, Juliet peered up at a glittering mosaic of Aziz depicted in gold and gemstone along the Hoca Hani street.

It had been only four weeks since the attacks in Paris, but she could already feel a bone-deep shift had taken place within her, as if all her bones had been broken apart and mended back together. Perhaps it was the knowledge that she had faced terror and survived it, or that she could experience the transformation that came from deep loss. All that she had clung to before had faded, leaving her with only her own capabilities, and the hope that Graham had stamped across her heart.

She stumbled and Graham caught her elbow to steady her. Her leg had mended quickly, but it still hurt when she walked. She picked up the front of her black abaya that brushed the Turkish dirt road, trying not to look at him.

His presence at her side was like a salve on her frayed nerves, and despite her best efforts, she kept replaying in her mind the night they had spent together. All it took was one look in his direction, and she imagined his warm breath on the nape of her neck, her lower abdomen, her upper thighs, and the look in his eyes when he had kissed her goodbye before the world had descended into chaos, again. She knew that what she had found with him was something entirely new and more powerful than what she had with Jean-Marc, and somehow, she knew she could not give herself over to the feeling or it would shape every decision.

Trying to dislodge herself from the thoughts that distracted her from her mission, she nodded toward the mural of Aziz and caught Graham’s eye. “Quite the impression Aziz has of himself, isn’t it?”

Graham covered a laugh with his fist. Aziz was pictured bare-chested with both arms outstretched; his mouth was drawn into a tight grimace and his eyes were narrowed into a judicial stare.

Within the past four weeks, Aziz had conquered most of the Middle East, including Türkiye, Iran, Africa, and some parts of Russia. He had proclaimed the territory as part of his new caliphate. And after years of economic downturn due to the energy crisis, it had been easy for Aziz to convince Arab, Persian, and African leaders to hand over their countries in exchange for Aziz’s millions.

Then another possibility dropped a stone into the pit of Juliet’s stomach: the Russians were infamous for using poison, and if Aziz had somehow gotten them on his side …

Juliet’s head grew murky at the thought. Then, the realization thundered through her—the Russians had helped al-Alfatih with the attacks in London that had poisoned the UN officials. Another piece of the puzzle slid into place.

“I think he was going for sublime majesty but got angry and constipated instead,” Graham said under his breath as he kept a watchful eye on their surroundings.

He had dyed his beard a deep brown and replaced his eye color with brown contact lenses. Juliet smiled at him, although her face was hidden by the face veil called the niqab, mandated in Aziz’s recently conquered territories.

When they approached the arched stone entrance to the Grand Bazaar, it was already abuzz with tourists, and Juliet found herself suddenly desperate to meet with Omar as the memories of the London and Paris attacks clouded her mind. Past a thick forest of tourists, they veered deeper into the sprawling market. Grimy-faced vendors were everywhere, selling everything from textiles to homemade goods. People negotiated over homespun souvenirs and chessboards, and a group of artisans sat in a circle practicing their needlework. A band of teenagers scattered in front of them, blocking their way. The heavily populated bazaar was the perfect barrier to detract unwanted attention from their meeting with Omar, but it was more crowded than she had hoped it would be. She swallowed hard, trying to push down the lump rising within her chest. Their disguises were well designed but would not hold up to additional scrutiny.

Every few minutes, she found her gaze unintentionally locking with Graham’s and wondered if she looked deeply enough into his eyes, if he could see her lie. Try as she might, she could do nothing about the wild thumping in her chest when he was near. Unable to reach for his hand as they threaded their way through the market, she could only wipe her moistened palms on her abaya and pray that he could not see the doubt that plagued her since she had broken things off between them.

Beside a merchant selling Turkish delight, Juliet spotted her source, Omar al-Khan. Omar was near seventy years old, a mostly bald man with small tufts of black hair just above his ears. Across a sea of people, his tea-colored eyes met hers. It was the moment that she both feared and looked forward to. The time had come to find out if the research she had done over the past four weeks rang true. Omar was undoubtedly related to Muhammad Abdul-Aziz al-Khan, who sat on Aziz’s energy board.

Omar’s motivations also made sense. His younger sister had been killed in the Paris attacks and, like Mariam, he was enraged that Aziz had manipulated naïve Muslims to wage his energy war. But whether Omar had the ability to convince his brother, Muhammad, to share the formula for Aziz’s synthetic oil with the Syndicate was an entirely different question.

“This way,” Juliet said in a faint voice to Graham.

As she made her way toward Omar, the smell of Turkish tea and homemade spices hit her nostrils and she breathed in a smell so rich she could taste it. With Graham at her side, she passed two men carrying machine guns and wearing the green capes that designated them as mutaween. Her pulse quickened.

“I’m so sorry to hear about your sister,” Juliet said in Arabic to Omar once they were a safe distance away from the mutaween.

He nodded solemnly as Juliet introduced Graham.

“How’s the rest of your family?” she asked with a smile, discreetly switching to English. It had been close to two years since she had last met with Omar along with Mariam at the Dubai Future Council on Energy.

He thrust his shoulders back. “I have a new grandson.”

“Wonderful.” Juliet caught Graham’s eye, who was carefully surveying the mutaween and the crowd around them while Juliet reestablished rapport with Omar. “Congratulations.”

Omar inclined his head toward a row of mutaween marching through the bazaar carrying machine guns, and he let out a sigh. Curious eyes darted at them like the inside of a pinball machine, and Juliet felt her adrenaline spike. It was not safe for them to be out in the open like this for long. Silently, slowly, she swiveled around, searching for the eyes that would call them out to the mutaween as they moved through the crowd.

“This is not the world I want my grandson to grow up in,” Omar said. “So much pain, so much violence.”

“Your grandson will benefit the most from the work you are doing,” she whispered. “He can grow up in a more peaceful world.”

“Inshallah,” Omar said, the customary term that accompanied almost every Arabic phrase that meant God willing. “We must move quickly.” He pointed his chin toward the exit. “Muhammad is waiting for us inside the old city.”

Graham kept pace behind Juliet and Omar as they reached the end of the covered section of the bazaar. Juliet glanced down at her phone, discreetly checking for a return message from David. He had warned her that if they got into trouble, it would take the Syndicate longer to help if backup was required, due to Aziz’s advanced radar capabilities. She needed to be vigilant and tell him immediately if things were going wrong.

“Any word on where they’re keeping our friend prisoner?” she asked Omar, trying not to make eye contact with a wide-eyed vendor waving a clay pot in front of her face.

“Prisoner?” Omar brushed two long, boney fingers across his wrinkled brow. “Why would Aziz be holding Mariam as prisoner? She is a supporter,” he said, low-voiced.

Juliet felt the ground fall out from underneath her but kept her thoughts to herself. If Mariam was pretending to be a supporter, surely it was a ruse to detract from her real mission. The Mariam she knew would stop at nothing to get rid of Aziz.

The call to prayer rang. Omar stopped suddenly and brought out his prayer rug, closing his eyes against the open sky.

Graham waved off a vendor holding up a thick-beaded necklace and moved beside Juliet.

“Once we have access to the palace, we can find out where they are holding Mariam.”

She nodded, although her throat felt thick. It was difficult not to make finding Mariam her primary mission. But at David’s insistence, the Syndicate’s leadership council had provided them clearance to travel into caliphate-controlled areas, only under the condition that they would discover where Aziz was keeping his new energy resource.

“This way,” Omar said as they reached the end of the bazaar and headed deeper into Istanbul’s old city.

The café where Omar planned to introduce Juliet and Graham to Muhammad looked like most buildings within Istanbul. It was a creamy beige building with a shingled turquoise rooftop crammed closely to neighboring buildings like a packed sardine. The only difference was that this building was heavily guarded, with men wearing long tan robes carrying machine guns that signaled to others that they were part of a protective security detail. Juliet felt her heart rev up at the sight of them but remained calm. If anyone suspected them of being there on behalf of the Syndicate, they would immediately be thrown into prison, or worse.

Omar caught her eye and answered her thought. “Muhammad has private security guards, just like any member of Aziz’s energy council.”

She narrowed her eyes at Graham, then shifted her gaze back to Omar with pursed lips.

“Except he has assured me that these guards remain loyal to him alone,” Omar added quickly.

“Let’s hope so,” Graham said.

Juliet nodded sharply and surged forward, exuding a level-headedness that she had worked hard to acquire after working for years in the Middle East. Like David, her father had always appeared calm no matter what the circumstance, but that was a quality she was sure she did not inherit and worked diligently to acquire. Beating down her anxiety was half the battle she fought before she even took out her gun while on an operation. Two private security guards spotted them and turned in their direction, their bulky figures silhouetted by the fading light.

“As-salaam alykum.” Omar held up a hand in a traditional Arabic greeting.

One of the guards nodded in response and puffed large smoke rings into the haze set by the diminishing sun. Juliet treaded carefully, her long abaya lightly brushing the gravel beneath her shoes. When they reached the door, she felt eyes crawl over them with suspicion until Omar showed a small rectangular card. Soft whispers and the smell of hookah greeted them as they entered the café.

Her senses heightened as she took note of the scene around them. Behind the coffee bar on far right of the room, a man wearing a crumpled fez hat refilled coffee and sugary black tea while men shouted out their orders. It was a scene like at any café, except there was a line of guards that blocked the area where Muhammad presumably sat. Juliet kept her eyes downcast as she threaded her way past the men that gathered near the entryway.

In the main room, men sat on jewel-toned silk pillows that surrounded wooden tables topped with hookahs. A pair of fez-wearing men smoked through rubber tubes that breathed fragrant smells of tangerine and blueberry. Their dark eyes crawled over Juliet and Graham as they moved through the room. Her light eyes and blond eyebrows would not immediately give her away, but she wanted to remain as inconspicuous as possible until she made her way to the back of the café.

Muhammad Abdul-Aziz al-Khan sat at the head of a long table, proudly puffing halos of smoke. Muhammad looked the same as he had in his picture. He could not be more than fifty years old; he was as wide as he was tall, with a widow’s peak hairline that accentuated his hair loss. He acknowledged Juliet with a yellow-stained grin. There was a brief exchange in Arabic between Omar, Muhammad, and Graham. Juliet smiled, pretending that she couldn’t understand them. In her experience, it was easier to perform her mission if men underestimated her.

“Please.” With a quick bob of his head, Muhammad motioned for Juliet and Graham to take their seats across from him. “What can I do for you?”

Juliet caught the eye of the square-jawed man standing behind Muhammad and sat down. The guard carried a pistol and ammunition on his belt, but his hands were clasped tightly in front of him. She quickly scanned Muhammad’s body language, looking for a failure to make eye contact or defensive arms. They were not foolproof signs, but they could help with picking up a signal that they were headed for a trap.

“I believe it’s what we can do for each other,” she began, keeping a watchful eye on the rest of the room. Just because Muhammad trusted these men did not mean that she should. “We all want to see an end to this war.”

Muhammad brought his hands up to his face in a prayer-like motion. “Of course.” His voice was calm, but his eyes told a different story as they bounced throughout the room. Either he was planning something himself, or he feared others were.

“Many of us have lost loved ones,” she went on, knowing that Omar and Muhammad had lost their younger sister in the Paris attacks. “I want to stop the cycle of violence.”

The pain in Muhammad’s eyes was evident. “We all do. But I am not sure what I can do about this. I am a chemist, after all.”

“A chemist who now sits on Aziz’s new energy council,” she added.

Graham caught her eye and nodded, urging her to go on. There was not time to do the proper amount of rapport building that recruiting an asset typically took. She needed to make her pitch before Aziz launched another attack or Mariam was killed.

She leaned forward, ignoring the rock in her stomach. “You’re in a far better position than most.”

“I will not give up the formula for synthetic oil, if that’s what you’re here for.”

“I’m not asking you to do that, I’m asking you to simply make the formula public.”

“Free?” He glanced at Graham, his fingers touching parted lips, then shifted his gaze back over to her. “I admit.” He let out a puff of air and shook his head. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

She straightened. “Because if it’s free, then why would people need to fight over it?”

“And the Syndicate has condoned this plan?” he asked.

She glanced briefly at Graham. “I’m working on that.”

Muhammad inclined his head so that Omar, who now sat next to him, could whisper something into his ear. Low-voiced, the two brothers talked over Juliet’s proposal before Muhammad shifted his gaze back toward her.

Muhammad leaned forward, his shoulders curling over his chest. “You don’t understand. It’s too late.”

Juliet drew her eyebrows together. “What do you mean?”

“Aziz has already developed gallons and gallons of it. Even if I give you the formula, he can still hold the rest hostage in exchange for his demands.”

A sudden coldness reached Juliet’s core.

“Where?” Graham asked without reservation.

“I cannot.” He looked down at his hands clasped on the wooden table for several minutes and looked up. Tears prickled at his eyes.

“He is holding my wife and daughters as hostages.” The look in his eyes was blank, as if someone had forced his soul to split away from his body.

Juliet stared back at him, the muscles in her face tensing. She had encountered this level of malice only once before, when she and Mariam had rescued Abu Hassan/Aziz’s children, whom he had offered up as sacrificial lambs.

Graham bent forward, meeting Muhammad at eye level. “What if we could guarantee their release?”

Before he had time to answer, a resounding boom hushed the room into silence. With clenched teeth, Juliet scanned the room in search of the source of the explosion, but smoke obscured anything more than a few feet away. She looked toward Graham and saw her same fear reflected in his face. Quickly she pulled out her phone and pressed the button to signal to David that they needed back up.

They had been compromised.

Ten mutaween guards stormed into the room, their green capes billowing like waves behind them. Squinting against the acrid-smelling smoke, Juliet made out Muhammad and Omar as they surged toward the door. Gunfire rocketed past and caught both men in the back. Juliet winced, feeling the floorboards tremor beneath her.

“Stay behind me,” Graham demanded.

She did not.

Automatic weapons screamed in her ear as Muhammad’s guards returned fire. Heat coursing through her body, she searched the floor for a discarded weapon. The glimmer of an M4 rifle caught her eye and she stretched out a hand. A sharp, exploding pain hit the back of her head, reopening the wound from Riyadh, and knocking her unconscious.

When she came to, a man with broken blood vessels that stretched the length of his nose had her fastened to the ground, while a second man the size of a sumo wrestler fumbled to lift off her abaya. She had never feared rape before. But now she felt the possibility breathing down on her like a serpent hell-bent on consuming its prey.

Her body went rigid with shock. She felt a heightened sensitivity to every movement the men made, but she forced her mind to go numb. She could not allow herself to feel the dread that lapped mercilessly at her fragmented mind.

Partially shielded by the man’s thick body, she saw that three mutaween guards had Graham pinned in the corner. Two held him by each wrist while a third kicked him repeatedly in the abdomen. Breathing heavily, he looked up and met her eyes, his face purpled with rage.

“Get your hands off her,” he said in a level voice despite the pain that wracked his body.

The mutaween on top of Juliet shifted his weight and pain radiated down her leg. She bit her lip and tasted blood. It took all her strength to keep from crying out.

“I don’t think you’re in any position to give me orders,” he said to Graham as he pulled out a dagger and held it up to Juliet’s neck. She squirmed beneath him, struggling to free herself as her leg pulsed with pain.

“Get off me, you bastard!” she hissed.

The man bent down, close enough that she could feel his hot, vile breath crawl across her face.

“I can’t wait to get a taste of you.” He flashed her a jagged, toothy grin, then something cold and wet ran along her face.

His tongue? Her stomach heaved, threatening to empty.

Brutality painted Graham’s face crimson as he jerked himself free and spun around. He kicked both mutaween behind him, leaving them gasping for air. In a dizzying rush, he picked up a hookah that had fallen onto the floor and cracked it into the third mutaween’s skull. The man doubled over in pain, clutching at the gash on the side of his head. Chest heaving, Graham punched him in the face and bloodied his nose before he had the chance to reach for his gun.

Graham started toward Juliet, his face matted with blood and sweat, and punched the mutaween that had Juliet pinned to the ground, knocking him flat on his back.

She tried to sit up, but the meaty-faced man shoved her hard against the wooden floor. With the other hand, he threatened Graham point blank with a gun and yelled out in Arabic before switching back to English.

“My orders are to take you both back in one piece, but I can see now that you have made that request an impossible one.” He aimed his gun at Graham, and she felt something inside her break apart.

A wail erupted that singed at her throat. “No!” she screamed.

The gun clicked, signaling that the chamber was empty.

Jaw tensed, Graham came from behind the thick mutaween that sat on top of Juliet. With one hard, swift motion he snapped the man’s neck. The mutaween slumped lifeless into a pool of spilled tea.

As soon as Juliet realized all the mutaween were dead, she reached out for Graham, suddenly desperate for his reassuring touch.

“Come on!” he said. “It won’t be long until their reinforcements show up.”

He took her hand, and they sidestepped the bodies that littered the floor.

When they reached the door, someone took hold of her ankle and she turned, meeting Muhammad’s glossy eyes. She crouched down beside him. His face was pale with shock as he pried her fingers open and pressed something cold and hard into her sweaty palm: a thumb drive.

“You’re looking for a place called the City of the Dead,” Muhammad said softly. She could barely hear him, but his eyes were clear and eager. “Stop what we have started: the pain, the violence.” His cold fingers clamped tighter on Juliet’s arm. “There’s a second entrance,” he gasped as his face turned an unhealthy gray. “Underground. You might be able to get in there.”

She took his cold, frail hand in hers and squeezed. “We’ll get you out of here.”

He slipped a small piece of paper into her clammy hand. “No.” His breath was short and raspy, extinguishing her hope that he might be able to flee this horrid place alongside them. “My daughters, my wife, save them.”

“We will,” she said.

“End this war.” He heaved as though he was about to take his last breath. His hands tensed beneath hers, using his last bit of strength.

“I don’t understand. How did you—?” she broke off.

He hesitated and inhaled a deep breath. “Mariam, she told me that … that you would come.” She squeezed his hand, witnessing his true character glaring through. “And that I could trust you.” He breathed out a barely audible “be careful,” and he was gone.

Juliet looked down at her blood-caked fingers and quickly rolled out the small piece of paper that showed a ten-digit access code. She immediately tucked it and the thumb drive in between her breasts, muttering a silent prayer that if she was detained, modesty would prevent the guards from checking there. Three more mutaween came barreling into the room. One shot at Graham, piercing his shoulder, and then seized Juliet by the throat. Suddenly Juliet found herself looking at a man with rough features and a crooked mouth with a scimitar draped across his middle. She managed a knee in his groin, but he gripped her tighter, purpling her skin.

“Come with me, Syndicate spy,” he hissed.

Despite his mangled arm, Graham stepped forward and met the mutaween’s face with a jaw-crunching punch that made his eyes water. The man stumbled forward, clutching his broken jaw and muttering obscenities.

Where was David? Where was their backup?

Bullets screamed past and her heart fell. Aziz must have intercepted the Syndicate before they could reach Graham and Juliet.

“Come on!” Graham leapt to her side, shielding her with his body as they ran toward the door.

Blood pounded behind her eyes. Off to one side, the man with bruised features lifted his scimitar and came at them. Juliet watched in horror as the weapon shredded through the air.

“Graham! Look out!”

But he would not move from in front of her. The scimitar slashed into his waist, and he hunched over, clutching at his blood-soaked abdomen. Horror clamped down hard on Juliet’s throat, making it impossible to scream. Graham closed his eyes and fell to the floor, his gun landing with a loud thump that made her nerves raw. A ribbon of blood spilled out from his wound.

Her pulse pounded behind her eyes, but she felt cold and hard, as though her humanity had been stripped away. With a frantic bloodthirstiness, she snatched up his gun and let the fury fully take hold, killing the three mutaween in her path. Her leg throbbed with pain. Standing was unbearable. She went to Graham, crawling on hands and knees, splinters biting at her finger pads.

“Graham! Wake up!” She felt choked. It muffled the sound of her voice.

Cradling his head in her lap, she moved a trembling hand over his injury and tried to stop the bleeding. Graham was conscious, but his face was ashen. All the mutaween lay in bloodied heaps around them. Juliet’s pulse slowed to a dull, heavy ache.

Graham’s sharp eyes locked on hers. “Get out.” His voice was different, softer.

The need to save him came crashing down on her. “Not without you.”

Fear made her insides tighten as she hooked her arms through his armpits. The smell of blood and gunfire bit at her nostrils as she tried to pull him toward the exit with all her strength. Sweat and fear poured out of her. But it was of no use; his injuries were too severe, and he was too heavy.

“For once, listen to me, dammit.” Graham reached for her arms and pulled her down to him, forcing her to face him. His copper hair fell into his eyes, and she found that even now, her desire for him singed all rational thought. “They will take you captive, torture you,” he said, his breath labored.

His face grew paler, and she sucked in air. “I don’t care.” Her voice was tight. “I’m not leaving without you.”

Denial burned through her, hot and searing. The pull toward him was unlike anything she had ever experienced.

“Yes, you will.” The look in his eyes was near desperation, but she responded only by gripping him tighter.

Before she had time to protest once more, he kissed her hard and unrelentingly, so hard that the muscles of her stomach clenched then burst into flames as his mouth eagerly searched hers. Nothing remained but the feeling that she had tried so hard to deny, the feeling that now seeped out of her and into him. She loved him.

Suddenly, a sharp hiss of pain bit at her elbow, breaking her hold on Graham, and before she knew it the room was spinning. Her shoulder joint radiated with pain as her gun was ripped free from her hand. A mutaween with bright blond hair and sapphire eyes pulled her up by the neck of her abaya, hissing at her in Arabic.

“Looks like your boyfriend is a dead man.” Evil lit up the man’s face when he switched to English.

Juliet felt her head start to cloud as her eyes bounced around the room. Graham lay face down, the side of his face bloodied.

A scream erupted in her throat.

“No one is going to save you,” the man whispered in her ear.

Dark splotches clouded her vision until the room went black.
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Juliet awoke with a deep, unrelenting pain in her chest. Graham was gone. Dead. The memory of what had happened to him came screaming back to her like a night terror. She tried not to give into her grief, the heaviness of it weighing her down. But all that remained was a gaping hole in her chest where her heart used to be. Graham had broken down her defenses, the walls that kept her safe after Jean-Marc had died. And despite her effort to keep her feelings hidden, he had peeled away the layers to reveal the hope she had thought she had lost.

Juliet swallowed hard and the salty taste of blood burned down her throat. The mutaween back at the café had nearly choked her to death. Reluctantly, she blinked her eyes open to a scene tinged with death, decay, and the crude smell of filth. The jail cell was narrow, with an earthen floor. A fire beamed and, on a table next to her, light flickered across an assortment of torture tools. A chord deep within her twisted into knots. Espionage training did not include how to withstand torture.

How long had she been here? Hours? Days?

Bone-deep exhaustion hit her in waves. Her arms ached as she leaned forward, struggling against the shackles that held her hands high above her head. The metal sliced into her wrists, and she swallowed down a wince of pain. She could feel the sharp edges of the small thumb drive still nudged in between her breasts. Her captor entered the jail cell.

Black soot covered the jailor from neck to face, and anger slanted his eyes. Thoughts of escape buzzed through her mind. This was not the scene of a modern prison, but something far more sinister.

“I am Burak.” His English was broken, but he had all the slyness of a predator tracking his prey.

He sneaked out a hand from his long dark robe and rubbed his dirty fingers across the display of torture tools. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She met his eyes, desperately trying to push away the fatigue. A heavy shriek echoed within the prison walls, and a tall, slender figure with a jet-black pointed beard emerged in a long white robe. Pain erupted in the back of her throat. It was Aziz.

Aziz entered the jail and Burak bowed reverently toward him.

“Where is Graham Harding?” she asked.

She no longer saw the point in trying to hide her emotion. The years she had spent pushing her pain away only resulted in more loneliness. And although Graham was likely gone, she focused on the love that had made her feel whole again.

Aziz tilted his chin upward. “He is of no concern to you.” He looked at Burak and let out a loud cackle. “At least not anymore.”

Juliet trembled. “Where? How?”

It was difficult for her to breathe.

“Feisty, aren’t you?” The entertained look in Aziz’s eyes made her rage swirl. “It’s interesting to me that you’re so concerned with Agent Harding’s situation when your own looks so dire.” He nodded toward the assortment of torture tools.

She clung to the hope that Graham was still alive as she clamped her mouth shut and breathed out through her nose. She tried to take hold of her emotions, which fluctuated between deep fear for Graham and mad fury at Aziz.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

One of the truest tactics that she had learned during her training was to simply change the subject. Only then could she detract from the real reason she was here in Istanbul. She needed to make Aziz believe that she was there only for Mariam. He could not suspect that she was also searching for the formula for his new synthetic oil, and possibly his stockpile.

She eyed Aziz. “I can see why the notion of loyalty to my best friend would not have occurred to you.”

Aziz let out a boisterous laugh that bounced off the prison walls. “Don’t presume to know anything about me, Ms. Arroway.”

Sweat pebbled on her forehead and dripped down into her eyes. She sniffed, blinking it back.

“I know that you massacred your entire family to further your own political ambitions, and that certainly tells me something about your character.”

Aziz made a clicking sound with his tongue and crouched down to meet Juliet at eye level. His breath was hot and vile on her face, but she straightened in her chains, determined not to let him see her fear.

“Did Mariam ever tell you what her father was like as a boy?” he asked.

“Mariam didn’t talk a lot about her father, all I know is that they did not get along. And that you and he did not see eye-to-eye when it came to the succession.”

“I can see why she might have left some things out. You see, my brothers and I fought a good deal when we were younger. Our father, the king, would make a game out of who could win a fight.” He paused, his eyes growing dark at the memory. “Salman, forever the peacemaker, would refuse to fight of course, turning to his Quran studies instead. But Mariam’s father, Ibn, was the most brutal. When I was eight, he crushed my pelvis and broke one of my legs with a cricket stick. My father had been overcome with pride.” The fire crackled and Aziz’s tone turned grim. “Ibn liked to play the same game with his own children. Why do you think Mariam came out as tough as she has? Salman’s children, especially Ahmad, would call her the ‘purple donkey’ because of the number of bruises her brothers would give her.”

Rage rippled through Juliet; she could hear it thundering in her head as she thought of Mariam’s father and brothers, their bloody remains splattered along Chop Chop Square. It was the first time she felt any sympathy for a man like Aziz, and she gnashed her teeth together, wanting to push it away. But stronger than any feeling was the revenge that she craved on behalf of her father and Mariam. Her face trembled with it.

“If what you say is true, I believe her father and brothers may have gotten what was coming to them.”

“You sound a lot like Mariam al-Saud.” A glint of perverse humor flashed across his face. “Bold. Reckless. And completely ignorant of the true danger she’s in.”

“What do you want with her?” She felt her cheeks flame in defiance as she stared up into his dark eyes. “You’ve already killed her entire family. Your family. Hasn’t she been through enough?”

“Mariam al-Saud is widely lauded as one of the most influential and broadly known defenders of Islam. If she stands with me—” He broke off and pursed his lips at her. “Then no one can stand against me.”

He got up and turned his back on her. His figure glowed a ghostly white among the thick shadows of the prison.

“She’ll never support you,” she hissed at his back. “You have used your faith to further your own political ambitions—just like many extremists before you. You’re everything that she stands against.”

Aziz laughed out loud and puffed out his chest. His eyes flickered between her and the fire that burned in the corner of the room. He whipped around and crouched down to meet her once more at eye level; his sharp features were lit only by the glow of the fire.

“She already has,” he said simply. “Who do you think warned us that you would be in Istanbul?”

A profound sense of betrayal lashed at her already tattered nerves. To her knowledge, there had been no way to communicate with Mariam since she had been detained.

“That’s a lie. She wouldn’t.” She stared at the ground as if it had her answers, feeling sick.

She had never truly let herself consider what it would mean if Mariam joined sides with Aziz. Omar, on the other hand …

She had followed every necessary protocol except for possibly the most important one—never rely on someone else’s vetting of a source.

While Muhammad, who sat on Aziz’s energy council, had proven to be trustworthy, perhaps it was his brother Omar, Mariam’s source, who had ultimately betrayed them.

Aziz quirked one eyebrow. “Perhaps Mariam is more loyal to her people than to the Syndicate’s cause.”

Disgust stirred beneath her ribcage. “Loyal to you?” Her face burned with anger. “I think not.”

“Think about it, all the failed operations, the ones where my capture slipped through your fingers just in time.”

The possibility was like a knife in her stomach as Aziz moved toward the table and ran his fingers over the torture tools. Burak stood behind him with the pliers still in his hand.

“Why would she ever side with you?” she croaked.

He is trying to cause division, she told herself. Division would give way to doubt, and doubting the loyalty of those closest to you would cause you to question your own goals. It was one of the same tactics she had used in her own prisoner debriefings.

“It is you who have sided with her. All along you thought that you were running her as a Syndicate source when it was she who was running you. How else do you explain Omar’s treachery? She set you up.”

Juliet’s breath was uneven, as betrayal and the possibility of torture beat down on her weary mind. She knew that Mariam would never side with Aziz. But if Mariam felt that the security of her people was threatened …

Nothing mattered more to Mariam than the preservation of her faith, and her culture. Despite her best efforts to hold back her emotions, Juliet felt warm tears roll down her flushed cheeks.

“Mariam wants to see the prosperity of her own people,” Aziz went on. “She is going to help me make the West understand what it’s like to live without comfort, security, affordable housing, and job opportunities—just like the rest of the world.” Aziz stood tall in the firelight, his features drawn to a point.

Juliet saw that Aziz’s belief was genuine. He truly believed that he was the savior of his region when he was really part of its demise. Even without the death of her entire family, surely, Mariam would never fall for such a trap.

This was all a game. It had to be.

“So instead of helping to build the infrastructure and jobs that the rest of the Middle East needs, you’re going to focus on hoarding all the world’s energy, bankrupting the West, and massacring millions?” Her lips quivered.

“In a way, I’m putting them out of their misery.” He got up, pressed his hands behind his back, and began to pace along the dirt floor while glancing over his shoulder at her. “Without wealth and materialism, what does the West have, really?”

“Peace.” She tried to steady the anger that beat inside her chest. But there was only so much she could do to hold back her fury. “Your people don’t want any more war or violence.” Her voice shook, and it was all she could do to hold her rage back. “By holding the world’s energy reserve hostage, you’re enabling the cycle of violence to continue.”

The look in Aziz’s eyes sent ice into her veins. “There will be no fighting back after I’m done,” he went on in a calm voice. “I will achieve a peace by exterminating the West.”

“You’re a monster.” She glared at him with as much malice as she could. “You’re using religious fundamentalists to wage a war that has nothing to do with religion—it’s your money and power that they fight for.”

Aziz stopped pacing and narrowed his eyes at her. “And the Syndicate is no different. The Syndicate terrorizes those who oppose them.”

“Of course, there’s a difference!” She felt the muscles of her face tremble. “The Syndicate has a mission to end the war, not continue it.”

“And is that why they’ve sent you here to steal the energy resource I’ve created?”

“You arrogant bastard! You think that you have it all figured out? That is the mistake that so many fundamentalists before you have made. You believe that your version of the truth is the only one.” She was frantic now, her anger pouring out of her like molten lava. “It’s only when we live in harmony with people who think differently than we do that we can achieve true peace and prosperity. That is why you will never win this war. You’re blind—blind to the fact that there is no one truth.”

Something dark moved within Aziz’s eyes as he nodded toward Burak, who crossed the room and picked up a long two-pronged instrument. With his arms crossed, Aziz fell back as the other man moved toward her. Aziz’s eyes glowed with anger as Burak lowered the end of the torture tool into the embers. Despite her attempt to look at the situation without panicking, a shakiness reached her limbs that loosened the hold she had on her breath. She was shaking, her handcuffs clanking on the concrete wall behind her.

“Just like my brother and his family, you have failed to see the truth,” Aziz said, nodding to Burak, who inched forward with the fiery end of the pitchfork. “I’m afraid you leave me with no choice.”

She swallowed a sob.

Fear is a state of mind, she told herself. She reached deep within herself to overcome, to persevere. She straightened up, searching deep within her mind, trying to quiet her soul for fear of recognizing what was about to happen. She met Burak’s eyes directly as he thrust out his chin with the pitchfork-like instrument in his hand.

“You always have a choice.” Juliet’s voice was hoarse.

The jail cell door screeched open and a small, slight man with a patchy gray beard entered. She tried not to breathe a sigh of relief.

“What is it, Abdallah?” Aziz asked, clearly agitated. The man spoke nervously in Arabic as Aziz’s face flashed with annoyance.

Aziz got up and made his way over to the jail cell door. Juliet let out a breath and sniffed.

“I’m not done with you yet,” Aziz called out to Juliet over his shoulder, and nodded toward Burak to continue.

With his lips in a tight line, Aziz turned and disappeared from the jail cell with the frail form of Abdallah lumbering closely behind.

Burak’s eyes were crazed as he lifted the torture tool overhead. The pitchfork sliced through the air, and she flinched, backing away as much as she could with her wrists bound. The pitchfork neared her throat, and she squeezed her eyes shut, her mind racing with ways to overcome the pain.
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“Stop!” a familiar voice commanded. Mariam caught Burak’s wrist right before the pitchfork seared into Juliet’s flesh.

“Enough!” she shouted. “Leave, now.” She reached for the torture tool. “I’ll take it from here.”

The sight of her friend struck Juliet hard. Mariam’s eyes, a distinguished soft hazel, met hers. Although Juliet knew she should remain skeptical, the tightness in her chest suddenly lifted.

Burak bowed reverently. “As you wish.”

As soon as Burak shut the jail cell door behind him, Mariam leaned down to unlock the metal cuffs that bound her wrists.

Juliet looked up at Mariam disbelievingly and rubbed her raw wrists. She said, “How did you find me?”

“I’m afraid that this was the only way that I could arrange to meet with you.”

Juliet’s nails bit into her palms. “You’re the one who arranged to have Graham and me captured?” She blinked hard. “Did you join Aziz?”

“Under the current circumstances, I saw no other way.” The lines around Mariam’s mouth had deepened since Juliet had last seen her in Riyadh, just weeks ago.

“Should we even be speaking, I mean, isn’t someone listening?”

“Look around, Juliet, does this look like an advanced facility? I’m certain their technology down here hasn’t been updated since the Ottoman Empire.”

Her stomach was in knots as she shook her head hard, trying to dislodge her confusion. “I don’t understand, why would you do this?”

“I had no choice.”

She stared back at Mariam, her adrenaline jumping. “All these years, it’s everything you’ve been fighting against. How could you condone his actions?”

Mariam shook her head at Juliet. “I don’t condone it. I am working against it, from within. How else were we going to find the formula for this new synthetic oil? How else would we destroy the stockpile that he has built?”

Juliet narrowed her eyes at Mariam. “Fine, but at what cost?” A coldness reached her limbs. “Is Graham dead?” Tears pricked at her eyes as she felt the weariness that she had tried hard to push away take hold of her. She folded her arms across her chest to keep from shaking.

Mariam took Juliet’s trembling hand into her own. “He’s alive.”

Juliet felt an unexpected release as she let out a painful whimper that she had been holding on to for some time. It echoed faintly within the prison walls, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

“How? He … he …” Tears poured down her face, and she sniffed, wiping her nose on the sleeve of her torn abaya. “How do you know?”

“He’s in the jail cell next to you. I’ve arranged for his release as well and secured a route for your joint escape, but you’ll have to wait until the turnover in prison guards. I have instructed one of the guards to bring him here.” Mariam glanced down at her phone and looked up. “It should only be another half hour before the guard shift.”

“How can I trust you?” Juliet asked.

Mariam edged closer and gripped her by the forearm. “If there was another way, I would have taken it. But I could not blow my cover. Aziz trusts me now.”

Juliet sniffed. “Still, I could have died. Graham could have died.”

“What would you have had me do?”

“Warn me. Warn us.”

“You trained me. Are you trying to tell me that you would have warned me and compromised an entire operation?”

Juliet paused. She knew there were risks in telling her assets to put the mission first, but she never imagined that it would impact the life of the man she loved.

“I’m exactly in the place that I ought to be,” Mariam went on, her voice higher, “and that has a great deal to do with Aziz believing that I really have abandoned you and the Syndicate.”

Juliet eyed Mariam warily, suddenly curious if she had trained her too well. She had somehow found a way to convince the man she was supposed to hate that she was loyal to him alone and his cause.

“Tell me about how you got him to trust you.”

“He knows my background, and my loyalty to my people.” Mariam edged closer, her dark eyes flickering in amusement. “He just does not know that the very person I am protecting them from is him.” She rocked back on her heels. “He actually thinks that he is their savior … the nerve of these damn men.” She stiffened and the corner of her mouth twitched. “History has taught them nothing.”

“So, he underestimates you.”

“Bah, of course he underestimates me! How could he not? He is an egotistical maniac; he fits precisely into the mold of all the extremists before him. He cannot see past his own narrow worldview. It blinds him to the truth. All I had to do was convince him that I was still on the side of my people, despite what happened to my family. He just doesn’t know it does not involve him.”

Juliet blinked at her. “So, you’re not going with us?”

A pleasant, husky voice pulled Juliet from the conversation. With a flutter in her belly, she turned to see Graham’s broad outline standing at the back entrance of her jail cell. Her heart leapt at the sight of him, and she would have fallen over if she were not already on her knees. The corner of his mouth curved into a partial grin, and she fought the urge to run to him out of sheer joy and relief. From behind Graham, a guard nodded toward Mariam and scurried off.

“Juliet.” Graham rushed toward her and landed in a cloud of dust and soot on the prison floor. He crouched down on bended knees, rustling her discarded chains.

His face twisted into a look of genuine torment as he scanned her face.

“How badly are you hurt?” he asked, wrapping an arm gingerly around her shoulders.

She looked up; her eyes clouded with tears. “You’re alive.”

He crushed her tightly against him. “When I heard that you were here too, I thought”—he hesitated and breathed heavily into the top of her head—“I thought I might break.”

She drew back, her hands still in his as she took silent inventory of his body. His sweaty shirt clung to him, and his face was splattered with blood and dirt, but his abdomen was freshly bandaged where the mutaween had injured him back at the café.

He met her face and answered her thought. “I guess they didn’t want me to die before they had the chance to question me.” The color began to come back to his face and a small glimmer of humor lit his eyes. But his jawline was heavily bruised and the sight of it nearly cut her to pieces.

“What did they do to you?” she asked.

He did not answer, but instead bent to kiss her. There was no point in protesting. In this moment, she needed him like she needed air, and she let that knowledge flow into him even though Mariam was standing at the far edge of the cell.

Graham inched himself away and placed a comfortingly large, warm hand on her cheek. “Can we not play games anymore?” he asked.

She leaned into his hand and placed her hand over his, pausing briefly to examine the deep red rings that the shackles had made around his wrists. Her mind was still pulverized by the terror, but his solid presence, along with his hand tightly linked through hers, kept the room from spinning. She looked up. Pretending that she did not love him was no longer an option.

“Deal.” Her voice was thick with emotion.

He peered down at her with eager eyes. “Can you stand? Aziz could be here any minute.” His eyes flickered over to where Mariam now stood blocking the doorway, her face downcast as she studied her phone.

Juliet gathered her legs underneath her, lightly clutching where a bullet had grazed her arm. Black spots clouded her eyes, and she reached for him to steady herself. He placed an arm around her waist, standing as tall as ever, despite his injuries.

He shot Mariam a hard look. “What is she doing here?”

Juliet put a hand on his tensed bicep. “It’s not what you think.”

Anger crossed Graham’s face, darkening it. “Omar was her source. She set us up.”

“Mariam is here to help us.” She grasped for his hand. “It was the only way to meet with us. She has information on Aziz’s energy.”

“By almost getting us killed?” He covered her chilled fingers with his hand. He shook his head. “You can’t trust her.”

“Yes, we both can trust her. What she did was necessary, given the circumstances. She has gained Aziz’s trust. He thinks that she works for him now.” Juliet clamped a hand on Graham’s forearm. “I’ve worked with Mariam for years, please just hear her out. She has a plan.”

Graham pressed his lips tight, still with one protective arm hugged tight around her waist. Juliet kept one eye on the cell door where shadows began to dance underneath. Inside her head, an internal clock began to tick more rapidly. It would be only minutes before Aziz returned.

She looked up at Graham and nodded toward the doorway. “What other choice do we have?”

“You’re more likely to gamble with your own life than to take no for an answer.”

Mariam exhaled and walked toward Graham. “The timing has to be right,” she said, “to expose Aziz for the monster that he is. Otherwise, the region will spiral into chaos and war.”

Graham started toward her with cold, narrowed eyes. “If you’re playing us …”

“This has been a divided region since the prophet Muhammad.” Mariam lowered her voice and kept a steady eye on the cell door. “For generations, we have fought against one another.” A small line appeared between her dark brows. “Aziz’s new energy source has given us a reason to unify under one banner. But this still does not solve our conflict with the West. If we all want to be free of this violence and pain, we cannot simply crush the caliphate Aziz has built. A caliphate, led by the right person, could give our region the future it has always yearned for.”

“And who do you propose should lead this caliphate?”

“My uncle Salman. He is a peaceful man, and highly respected throughout the region, which is why Aziz sought out his loyalty.”

Footsteps erupted outside the door and the muscles within Juliet’s belly clenched.

“I have a private plane waiting at Istanbul Samandira Army Air base,” Mariam said. “There are medical personnel to treat your injuries, and adequate fuel to take you directly to Chechnya.” Mariam met Juliet’s eyes and cast a wistful eye at the window. “You both must leave and travel to the City of the Dead. The Muslim extremists in Chechnya have readily joined forces with al-Alfatih. That is where Aziz is keeping his energy supply. Destroy it and he can no longer hold the world hostage to his demands.”

Juliet looked pleadingly at Mariam. “Come with us.”

“I can help you more by staying here.”

“But what if Aziz finds out that you helped us?” Juliet asked.

Mariam’s gaze rested on Juliet. “That is a risk I am willing to take.” Her voice was sure and steady, unlike the conflict Juliet felt raging within her own mind.

Mariam’s eyes dilated with finality. “This is my fight and that of other Muslims. This distortion of our faith to serve some egomaniac’s quest for power ends with Aziz.”

Her words were final, and in the dim place within Juliet’s mind she knew that Mariam was right. It was her fight and that of other Muslims to take back their religion.

“But what if—” Juliet began, but stopped, upon noticing the shadows that shifted beneath the jail cell door had darkened.

“This is the guard change,” Mariam said. “You need to get out, now.”

“There isn’t time.” Graham pulled Juliet toward the back entrance from which he had emerged. He gave Mariam a quick nod.

Mariam squeezed Juliet lightly on the shoulder. “Uncover Aziz’s formula for synthetic oil, set it free, destroy everything else.”

With a wrinkled brow, Juliet met Mariam’s hazel eyes. “Be safe,” she said.

Mariam nodded. “I will. I’m not alone in this fight.”

Graham drew Juliet close as they headed out into the dark.
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The plane throbbed beneath Juliet and Graham, humming with the steady hymn of the three fuel tanks that allowed their plane to circle Russia. The X88 was a huge, lovely plane that David Barany had converted into an airborne Syndicate base. Inside, it was lined with rows of computers, communication equipment, and an assortment of weapons—all the things one needed to mount a war from the air—and private compartments where people could sleep.

Gathering her hair into a high bun, Juliet stared at Graham next to her, where he had fallen asleep after his abdomen was properly bandaged. Private cabins were allocated for the Syndicate’s senior-ranking officers, and David had loaned out his to Juliet and Graham so they could recover from their injuries and ready themselves to land in the City of the Dead. It was difficult to explain to anyone not in intelligence the need to escape into someone’s arms after the horrors of the day. But after decades of intelligence work and failed marriages, that was a fact that David understood well.

With Graham pressed tight against her, Juliet was thankful she had been able to sleep, holding fast to the possibility that she was close to ending the war that had cost her so much. But she could not help the tick inside her head that signaled betrayal. Mariam had made the ultimate sacrifice—not just to save her people, but in defense of an ideal that Aziz sought to destroy. She submitted herself to this fate not as a sacrificial lamb, but as a woman who would live out her faith until the end, screaming in defiance at Aziz and his distortion of Islam.

But while leaving her behind supported both Mariam’s personal mission and the Syndicate’s, it still went against everything Juliet knew to be right. At any point, Aziz could discover Mariam as a traitor and demand her death.

Juliet propped herself up on one elbow on the rumpled linen sheets. “I wish she would have come with us.”

Bare-chested, Graham pulled her against him. She breathed in his warm, familiar scent. She wore tight-fitting yoga pants and a white T-shirt without a bra.

“I know, you feel … a responsibility to her.” He ran a hand down her arm. “But Mariam is determined to see a better future for her people,” he went on and kissed her hair. “I think you have to respect that, as much as you want to protect her.”

“I can’t lose anyone else. I won’t.” She stared at the small table next to them where two glasses were filled to the brim with David’s reserve scotch.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about Mariam.” A slight smile crinkled up the side of his face. “If she’s anything like you, she can take care of herself.”

She smiled at that, although her unease lingered.

He brushed a hair off her face. “I know the enormous responsibility that comes with running these operations. You hold people’s lives in your hands, and the circumstances that you place them in could either mean their success or demise.” She looked up, and suddenly felt that he was the only person who understood how the work had shaped her, for better and worse.

He pulled her closer and she felt her limbs start to relax. “I think the reason that I pushed you away initially”—she inhaled deeply, feeling her chest tighten—“was because I’ve lost all the important people in my life.” She cast down her eyes, not wanting him to see how broken she was inside, how she secretly felt that any measure of happiness was temporary. “I feel like it’s inevitable that I will lose you too.”

He cupped her face with his hand, forcing her gaze. “Whatever happens, whatever befalls me, I’ll never leave you.”

The touch of his hand sent her heart sputtering as he bent to kiss her. His mouth eagerly searched hers, peeling away all the layers of fear and doubt. It was only when he kissed her hard, hard enough that she no longer wanted air, that she could let herself forget the horrors of what happened back in Istanbul and Paris.

He inched himself away and dipped his chin toward his chest.

She stared at him, unblinking. “What’s wrong?”

He stared back at her, his auburn hair thoroughly disheveled.

“I should have been able to protect you back at the café, but I couldn’t.” The horror of almost being raped came back to her like a nightmare, making her stomach drop.

“Graham, it was at least ten men altogether against us and a few of Muhammad’s guards who weren’t killed in the initial gunfight.” She shook her head at him, although the tormented look in his eyes told her that the truth did not matter. “I understood the risks when I chose this line of work.”

“I know you did, it’s just—” He broke off and took her hands into his own. “I would lie, cheat, steal, kill—I would do all of it, if it would keep you safe.”

“I know, I know,” she said, over and over. With him, she was whole, she was safe. “I also know that you still blame yourself for what happened to Fatima. But I can assure you—” She broke off, bending to press her lips to his shoulder.

“You’re not listening.” He seized her by the arms and her eyes snapped up to meet his. The passion in his eyes moved something inside her. “I didn’t love her. Although I knew that I should have—for all she sacrificed, for all she gave up.” His eyes softened. “Juliet, the way I love you—it’s never going to change.”

They were the exact words that she needed to hear when everyone else in her life had faded.

She straddled him, careful not to let her inner thighs graze his injured abdomen. Bending her head to kiss him, her blond waves fell around his face in a cloud. In an instant, his mouth was eager and hungry on hers, tearing her breath away and strengthening her at the same time. He lowered his mouth, and his lips brushed her collarbone. With each tease of his warm breath on her bare skin, she felt herself come more alive.

Gripping her buttocks, he crushed her hips against him. He wore thick jeans, but she could still feel the strength of him as he hardened against her. She lifted off her shirt and he dragged his lips down her neck and along her breasts, teasing her until her nipples hardened and went perfectly round under his tongue. An intensity bubbled within her, and she let out a moan in anticipation.

Trembling with built-up desire, she fumbled with the top button of his jeans.

He inched his mouth away. “You’re not worried that someone might hear us?”

“I don’t care.” She knew that their cabin was soundproof.

Slowly, she inched herself away and stood. Topless, she stared down at him as she pushed her panties down until they fell loose around her ankles. He glanced up at her, eyes shining. She reached for his hand and climbed in next to him, naked.

He gave her a look that sent the blood rushing up to her face. “You’re perfect.”

He reached up and pulled her face toward his, searching her lips for the certainty that they both craved. She wanted to drown in that kiss and the feeling that nothing else mattered. He had made love to her with a special tenderness in Paris. Perhaps it was a gentleness that he knew she needed in that moment, to feel safe as they edged into the unknown. But this time she wanted to feel his power, and the strength that he held over her emotions.

“I want to feel you,” she said simply. “Deep enough that I can let go.”

In an instant, his mouth on hers was a tangle of desire that made her want to moan and sob at the same time. Stronger than all her pain was a desire to feel fully alive. Only in his arms did she feel the death, which had lingered all around her for so long, start to melt away. He captured her mouth with his and his fingers pressed hard against her, teasing her until she felt dizzy. Heat swirled within her that left her blind to everything else but a desire to feel him closer, more intimately.

She felt her entire body tingle as he inched his mouth away and stood. Until this moment, she had not known how much she needed him. That it was him alone who could strip away her pain. With her eyes fixed on his, she unbuttoned his pants and yanked them down.

“Not so fast,” he said with a mischievous smile. Kneeling before her, he kissed her lower abdomen while pressing his fingers against her in delicious torturous strokes. “I need the proper time to pay homage to all of you.”

His tongue and mouth dragged across her breasts, her collarbone, leaving swirls of heat in his path. His fingers slid inside her, giving her some relief for the ache to have him. She arched her hips against his and felt the strength of his desire for her. She tugged at his boxers and the length of him made her breath hitch. Her legs weakened and she fell back onto the bed.

Fingering the slope of his hipbones, she pulled him down to her and wrapped her legs tight around his waist. He tore his lips away long enough to survey her naked body. He lowered himself and lifted both her legs onto his shoulders. The heat of his breath was on her inner thighs, and he began teasing, licking, kissing. She moaned as he slid his fingers inside her, feeling as though she was nearing the edge.

“Graham, please.” She threaded her fingers through his hair, tugging him upward. “I need you. Now.”

He crushed his mouth on hers and pressed himself deep within her. She let out a groan of relief. Gripping his back, she pulled him with her in a joining that overpowered all her senses. Her insides quivered with the boldness with which they took each other.

“My God,” Graham murmured as he cupped both breasts. He gripped her upper thighs, not allowing them to disjoin. His eyes burned down on her. “There is no you and I anymore, only us.”

“I don’t want to do any of this without you.” Her voice was shaky with emotion. She knew her capabilities. It was no longer a question of need, she wanted him with her. She pulled him closer until she could no longer tell which body was hers, and which was his.

“And you’ll have me.” His voice was low and husky as he caught her hands and placed them over her head.

She whimpered as she became overwhelmed with the size and force of him. But even with him still inside her, there was no relief from wanting him.

“I love you.” Her voice was a murmur in the darkness as a recklessness suddenly overcame them both.

With each hard thrust, her face buzzed with joy, and she felt her joints start to loosen. She shook with an ecstasy that came with abandoning reason and the reward that came with knowing that he was hers to possess. But even as she wanted the feeling of release, her body struggled against it. He pulled her with him, fighting her same fight, and kissed her more deeply than before. Finally, she let herself go, almost crying out with relief and the built-up fear that held her back before.

• • •

Pink dawn peeked through the airplane window and Juliet felt Graham start to stir beside her. He let out a long sigh and pulled her in close. His arms were a solid fortress around her, a wall no one could break. She breathed deeply, trying to savor the feelings of peace that came after hours of making love.

Their love was a pause in the universe, a break in the cycle of the pain and violence that had become her world. She brushed her toes on the coarse hair of his legs and felt comforted. Whatever would come, whatever she would be, he was a sure and solid presence beside her.

“Apparently”—Graham’s voice was groggy as his eyes fixed on the faint blue light that emanated from his phone—“Aziz’s secret facility is inside the Itum-Kalinsky District of Chechnya.” Juliet nodded, unsurprised. Chechen rebels had a long history of conducting terrorist attacks inside Russia and were sympathetic to groups like al-Alfatih who adhered to their same extremist version of Islam.

“I’m not sure I’m going to be able to walk, much less go on a military raid, after that level of lovin’.” Juliet smiled, and Graham mirrored it.

“And I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to let you go,” he said.

She pressed her backside into his crotch, feeling the sensation of two puzzle pieces that fit perfectly together. She pulled his arm tighter around her, moving his hand so that it cupped her breast.

“It’s strange,” he began. She could feel his warm breath as he spoke into her ear. “I want you again after I just had you.”

She reached behind her, over the taut slope of his muscled leg, and patted him on the back of his thigh. “I’ll need at least a two-hour nap before I can handle that level of intensity again.”

He laughed; a warm, throaty sound that made her chest swell. “I imagine David will be looking for us soon.” He released her breast and brushed away the hair that fell into her eyes.

She turned and he searched her face for a long time. She looked up at him, feeling as though he was an extension of herself. A safe place where she could let her thoughts and words run free. Threading her fingers through his mass of thick curls, she pulled him down until his face was inches from hers. He bent to kiss her mouth, his lips warm and urgent on hers. From him came the feeling of safety that she had longed for but never thought was possible.

“Do we have to go?” she asked, only partly in jest.

There was a huge part of her that wanted to leave all the terror behind. But in the silence of his response, she knew there could be no chance of that until Mariam was safe and the war was over. He raised the airplane window shade, showing where the dawn stretched its fingers across the clear blue sky. In their union, a new dawn had sprung forth. But as the City of the Dead drew close, she could not help but to feel a chill that crept steadily up her torso. To be close to it all, the love that she had searched for her whole life, just to see it get torn away, was unfathomable.

“Is it awful that there’s a part of me that wants to flee?” she asked. “There’s a part of me that wants to leave all the terror behind us and go someplace safe.”

His eyes burned down on her with a look so intense she had to catch her breath. “If you told me to, I would take you away instantly. I would build us a house on a beach on a secluded island with a thatched roof and sing to you by a fire on the beach every night.”

“Wait.” She popped up out of the bed. “You sing?”

He gave her a crooked smile and let out a husky laugh. “Not well.”

“I would make myself a grass skirt and a coconut bra.”

“That I would like to see.” He traced the outline of her lips with his thumb. “But how long would you be happy?” His voice grew serious.

“With Mariam safe and the war over, I could be happy forever.”

She kissed him hard, pushing away the little voice inside her head that told her that this kind of happiness was temporary. Seven months ago, she had lost what she had thought was her chance at happiness. Living for her work seemed to be her only option. But with Graham at her side, the possibilities suddenly seemed endless. She clung to that hope as she inched her mouth away.

“We’ll do this and go somewhere safe, somewhere we can leave it all behind.”

She squeezed his hand. “Is that a promise?”

He locked eyes with her and guided her head toward his until their foreheads touched. “I won’t profess to know the details of your heart, but …” His voice was thick, raspy. “I know what Jean-Marc’s death did to you, and I promise you that I will never leave you. We belong to each other now.”

Graham’s gaze reached deep into Juliet’s soul, and for a split second she did not feel as though she had to explain anything to him. He already knew her—the trials that had hardened her and the pain that had made her more sensitive to loss. She traced the outline of his jawline with her index finger and smiled up into his face.

“I know that now,” she whispered.
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Incessant chatter filled the airplane as Juliet and Graham wove their way through the Syndicate analysts who manned their stations and charted out operational plans. The main cabin was a wide-open bustling area filled with an assortment of computer wires, stacks of papers, and one large holographic computer that depicted geospatial data for the City of the Dead.

No one looked up as they made their way toward David Barany and the other Syndicate officers crowded around a whiteboard. With his head bent in deep concentration, David sat at the head of the table, where maps were splayed out and officers argued with one another on how to enter Chechen airspace while avoiding Aziz’s advanced radar-detection capabilities.

Juliet made her way over to David. He looked up, his mouth curving into a partial smile.

“I hope you got some rest,” he said.

She felt her eyes unintentionally drift toward Graham. A faint smile quirked up the side of his mouth as he handed her a steaming cup of coffee.

“I did,” she replied quickly, trying to push down the fierce red she felt creeping up the side of her face. “I heard we’ve identified the City of the Dead.”

“Yes, thanks to Muhammad’s thumb drive.” David ran his long, boney finger across a map of the Itum-Kalinsky District. “The locals call it ‘Tsoi-Pede.’”

On the whiteboard, the satellite images showed a lush piece of land situated between two mountain ranges. Tall evergreens and frosted pines blanketed the lower mounds of the Caucasus Mountains, dipping into a long stretch of a flowered valley and slumping further still into the two rivers.

David pointed at the screen, where there was a large diamond-shaped structure that spanned more than a thousand square feet on the land between the two rivers.

He drew his silver-tipped brows together. “This is the facility that Muhammad’s geo coordinates mapped to, but there is no sign of the synthetic fuel anywhere.”

“What are those?” Juliet asked, pointing at the tiny structures with odd, pleated roofs that sprinkled down the foothills. “It looks like some sort of village.”

“Crypts,” David said. “Back in the fourteenth century, a devastating pandemic swept through these parts. People who showed early signs of the disease went into these structures to die.”

Juliet nodded, although she felt the hair rise on the back of her neck. She had lost both her maternal and paternal grandfathers to the coronavirus pandemic in 2021.

David cleared his throat before going on. “Another rumor is that the ancient necropolis was constructed as a final resting place for warriors who died during the Crusades.”

“I have an idea about that,” said a timid voice behind the joystick that was being used to navigate the satellite.

Juliet smiled, immediately recognizing the freckled face of Craig Pittman.

“Craig!”

Although he gave her a wide grin, she saw that the weeks had weighed heavily on him in the dark lines beneath his eyes. He looked more seasoned than the timid officer she had first met back at the café in Paris alongside Graham.

“I understand that you’ve had quite the adventure since I last saw you,” Craig said.

Juliet nodded and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, feeling a sudden jolt of pain sear up the side of her leg. The trials in Türkiye had slowed down her healing process. “You could say that.”

Graham caught her eyes and pulled out a chair for her. She pressed her lips together and sat down.

“How’s the leg?” Craig asked.

“Fine,” she lied. It was healing quickly, but she had tried to keep the pain concealed from David. Nothing could keep her from seeking out her revenge against Aziz.

David leaned back with his arms folded across his chest. “Are you certain that you’re both ready for this? You’re both still healing from your injuries, after all.”

“Don’t you dare take this from me, David.”

“Fine, but at least let me send in a team with you.” David shot Graham a pleading look.

“After we’re inside the compound.” Her words were clipped short. “I don’t want anything or anyone to draw too much attention.”

Graham squeezed Craig on the shoulder and stared up at the large projector screen that displayed the scenes from the City of the Dead.

“It’s good to see you, buddy,” Graham said.

David cast Craig a sideways glance. “Why don’t you show them what you were showing me before?”

Craig used the joystick to zoom in on the narrow piece of land. The images sprang into greater focus and Juliet leaned in.

“An odd place for Aziz to house forty-two tons of synthetic oil, don’t you think?” one Syndicate officer asked.

Graham cleared his throat. “Or the perfect place.”

“Why, of all places, would Aziz choose this place?” the Syndicate officer pressed.

“Well, for one, it’s difficult to get to.”

“Look at the terrain.” Craig swept a cursor over sharp mountain ranges that sloped into rocky foothills and white-capped rivers. As Juliet stared at the screen, her emotions flickered between deep worry for Mariam and hatred for Aziz. It would not be enough just to steal the formula for Aziz’s synthetic oil; she wanted to burn down his idea altogether—that one faith, one people, had the right to rule over others. It was that idea that had killed everyone she had loved.

“What are those?” Juliet asked, pointing out two pillar-shaped structures inside the valley.

“Remnants of old watchtowers that were used to guard the ancient tombs,” Craig said.

“Muhammad, our source in Türkiye,” Juliet clarified as she looked at David, “he said something about a second entrance.”

David shook his head. “Craig didn’t see any sign of a second entrance or the synthetic fuel.”

“Do you think that we’ve been misled?” Graham asked David before taking a sharp swig from a water bottle.

Juliet felt a prickle move over her scalp at the possibility but continued to scan the satellite images for clues about the second entrance. Despite its purpose, Tsoi-Pede was beautiful, bedecked with a thick blanket of yellow daisies. However, one thing stood out. Sprouted beneath the pillar-shaped watchtowers were distinct leaves of poison ivy. It struck her as odd for some reason; perhaps it was a natural warning to others to stay clear, or perhaps it was something else.

“Do you see those large sprouts of poison ivy?” she asked, drawing closer to Craig. He nodded, squinting at the screen. “Is it just me or does it look like that area is raised beneath the watchtowers?”

“How did I not see that before?” Craig said.

Juliet straightened with her eyes still fixed on the screen. “I only took one botany course in college, but I remember them saying something about poison ivy being associated with the rapid development of real estate.”

“Sorry,” Craig said. “I’m not following.”

“Yeah, the professor was a plant physiologist who said that rising carbon dioxide levels coupled with forest disruption were making poison ivy more widespread.”

“I don’t know how I didn’t see this before,” Craig said, now following her train of thought.

Graham and David shared a puzzled look.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” David asked.

“Yes, sir. Sorry. Do you see where the poison ivy is sprouting underneath?” Craig pointed at the watchtower. “The ground is partially raised here.” He jiggled the joystick to point out the area.

Juliet squeezed Craig’s shoulder, leaning in. “Perhaps Aziz is keeping the synthetic oil underground to keep it as secure as possible.”

“How do you know?” David asked.

“I don’t. Just a hunch.”

Graham raised both brows at her. She smiled back at him and sipped her coffee.

“Craig, why don’t you enable our underground mapping satellite?” David asked.

Craig nodded as Juliet gulped down her last bit of coffee and scooted toward the edge of her chair.

“How does it work?” Graham asked.

Craig flicked a switch and adjusted the joystick, hovering the cursor over the watchtower, then showed the underground area beneath it.

“It uses a heat signature to identify objects underneath the earth’s surface. See here.” He pointed the cursor at a large rectangular structure that stretched fifty feet below the earth’s surface to the top, where the watchtowers met the ground.

“It’s the second entrance that Muhammad spoke of,” Graham interjected.

Juliet felt her pulse rev up.

“That must be an elevator shaft coming down from the watchtower,” Craig said, pointing.

Graham stood behind Craig with his arms crossed and his stance wide. “Where are the guards?” he asked with a furrowed brow.

“I don’t see any.” Craig darted a quick glance up at Graham from behind the control computer. “But that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

“Well, we still don’t know how we’re going to get into the valley while avoiding detection. As soon as we’re in their airspace …” Juliet’s voice trailed off at the memory of her last raid with Mariam in Syria, where Abu Hassan/Aziz had obtained advance warning of their operation to raid his safe house.

“Our satellites have already picked up a heavy radar signature in the area,” Craig added.

David rubbed the back of his neck and stood to address the room, looking out at the faces that were lined with fatigue much like his own. He shot a quick glance in Juliet and Graham’s direction.

“We’ll need to be creative about how we approach our infiltration and exfiltration on this operation. I want all ideas on how to get our people on the ground undetected.”

Graham surveyed the satellite images and pointed to where there was a paddock containing four horses grazing in a fenced-in area.

“Problem solved.” He shot Juliet a pointed look.

“You can’t be serious.”

He shrugged as a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Well, we would avoid detection.”

Craig pursed his lips together. “Didn’t I hear something about the Syndicate having a type of motorized hang-gliding device?”

Juliet let out a puff of air. “That’s almost as crazy as Graham’s idea.”

David’s curious eyes slid toward another Syndicate officer wearing thick-rimmed glasses. “Would it show up?”

The Syndicate officer with glasses shook his head slowly.

“But where would we land?” Juliet asked.

David stroked his salt-and-pepper beard, considering.

“There’s about a two-mile area here.” Craig pointed at a stretch of land just outside the compound perimeter and under the cover of evergreen trees. “The pilot will need to be precise on where he drops them, or they could land smack in the middle of the Caucasus Mountains rather than in the valley.” He guided the laser pointer to where a watchtower was located a few miles from the compound.

The satellite sprang into greater clarity, showing a heavy vault door inside the watchtower guarding the second entrance to Aziz’s facility.

Graham looked toward Juliet with his eyes ablaze. “The door is likely access-controlled. Without the code, I don’t see how we can get in.”

“I have the code,” Juliet said, her voice cutting through the buzz around them. “Muhammad gave it to me just before he died.” Juliet said a silent prayer, thankful that Burak or Aziz had not had the chance to resort to more vile interrogation tactics while she was in the Turkish jail.

“Good,” David said. “Get inside the facility and retrieve the formula; destroy everything else that you find.”
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RUSSIAN TERRITORIES, THE CALIPHATE

Within forty-five minutes of landing in Chechen airspace, Juliet and Graham found themselves strapped into a small helicopter that hovered above the City of the Dead. The clouds were suspended eerily below them, clinging like ghosts to the snow-capped Caucasus Mountains. In the distance, hazy skies gave way to the glare of sunshine as the pre-drop and slow-down orders hummed over the communication device within Juliet’s ear.

She looked toward the motorized hang gliders at the far edge of the helicopter, considering their plan. Landing several miles east of the watchtowers and making the rest of the way on foot was the least risky option as far as radar detection. But, if they were spotted on foot by Aziz’s mutaween, they would surely be outnumbered and outgunned.

As the back door creaked open in preparation for their descent, the clean, cool whisper of outside air blew all around them.

Juliet made the mistake of looking up at Graham. He met her eyes with such an intensity that there was a part of her that feared the lengths he would go to keep her safe. What could she say to him to convince him that she had to do this on her own terms, without fear of anyone holding her back?

“You know, I’ve been doing this a long time,” she said to him.

He hesitated but took a step toward her.

“Even if I could,” he said, “I would never keep you from your revenge.” His eyes rested on her face, deep pools the color of moss. She felt a tightening in the back of her throat. “You’ve lost a lot to this war; I think it’s only right that you have some happiness.” His jaw tightened and gold flakes danced within his eyes.

“Well,” she began in a sardonic tone. “When you find someone who can give me that, will you let me know?” She chuckled.

“I know how your father’s death shaped you.” He edged closer and his chest heaved with one long, deep breath. “Just don’t let it define your future.”

Juliet looked heavenward as if recalling something divine. Her father had sacrificed so much for this war, but it was up to her to put an end to it.

“Aziz destroyed my family. I have to face him.” Her eyes fixed on the lights overhead that would signal her time to disembark the helicopter. She lifted the hang glider and placed it on her back. She turned to Graham as the fog slid out from view, showing the valley’s gentle slopes. She reached down, fumbling for her gun and ammunition, and finding both. “I have to meet Aziz with fury in my eyes, not sadness.”

“I understand your need for revenge.” His fingers moved along each of Juliet’s straps, smoothing out any potential knots. Avoiding her eyes, he inhaled deeply as he double-checked each buckle and snap. “But, like you, I’m not willing to give up anyone else I love to this war.”

She lifted a hand to his face and smiled into his eyes. “You won’t.”

The helicopter jostled with mild turbulence, and she felt her insides collide like the inside of a pinball machine. She shifted underneath the glider’s weight, trying not to feel the gravity of the moment creep up on her. It was Graham’s death—not her own—that she feared.

He took her hand and pressed the handle of a small dagger into it.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Keep it.”

She nodded and placed the dagger into her pants pocket. The light blinked green. She reluctantly inched herself away, still holding on to Graham’s arms to steady herself. But she could not look at him. There was too much at risk, and this time it was her whole heart.

He used his fingers to tilt her chin upward, forcing her gaze. His eyes rested on hers as the wind danced across his face and lifted his deep auburn hair. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Inhaling deeply, she compartmentalized her fear from what she was about to do and leapt.

• • •

Juliet floated within the clouds or the fog, she could not tell which, but was held in the air, suspended in a cocoon of wind. It carried her through the gentle currents of higher altitudes until finally the dense fog gave way and revealed the City of the Dead.

Small tombs with odd, pleated roofs sprinkled down the foothills that gave the valley a strange, godless feel. Pillar-shaped watchtowers stood on either side of the valley, standing guard over the necropolis. As she glanced down, Juliet half-expected to see the gleam of ancient armor beating down on peasants who refused to enter the ancient catacombs. But all she saw was a thick valley of green surrounded by jagged rocks that mirrored something out of a storybook.

The scene was a stark contrast to the barren, dust-filled terrain of the Middle East, where she had spent most of her adult life. But the lifeless feel was the same. It was as if at any moment poor souls would reach up from their resting places and haunt the land that had consumed them.

As she willed the hang glider to slow down, a violent wind ripped past, stabbing through her clothes like tiny icicles. The glider climbed higher, and she felt her body lift into the sky as if she were a mere rag doll.

“Pull the main controller toward you.” It was Craig’s voice in her ear.

She pulled back, willing the glider to slow and lower toward the earth, but the wind continued to howl and spin all around her in a deafening hurricane that only pulled her higher. Frantic, she jabbed the control button but still failed to get the glider to slow down. Her lungs screamed for air as her mind grew dimmer, darker. She was almost out of breath. The steady throb in her temples made it difficult to concentrate. Her ears buzzed. Her mind spun. Forcing herself to breathe, she managed a single, mechanical breath.

“Relax your arms.” It was Graham’s voice over the communications device in her ear.

With a knot clenched in the back of her throat, she softened her elbows in a final plea to will the glider to slow down. The device obeyed and she began to glide once more, floating back toward the earth at a slow, steady pace. The valley came back into view and relief swept through her.

“Christ.” She knew that it was her voice this time, but she had a hard time recognizing it as she spoke into her communicator. “Someone tell me how to land this thing on the earth.”

“Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Craig said. “We’ll have you do a manual landing since the glider is malfunctioning. Just pull back on the handlebar and it should slow to a trim speed so that you can land safely in the valley.”

A rocky formation appeared in the distance. Her pulse thrashed behind her ears. She pulled back as hard as she could on the handlebar, shifting her weight to avoid the jagged portions of the earth. But she was still going too fast and was headed straight for a huge boulder. Her stomach clenched with dread, and she screwed up her face, bracing herself for the hard impact. Tight-lipped, she leaned as hard as she could away from the spiked earth. She spiraled down toward the earth, landing with a barely audible oomph in a thick layer of mud. She shuddered, rubbing her arms against the bone-deep chill that seeped through her clothes. Standing was impossible. She was pasted to the earth. Dry-mouthed, she heaved herself upward and dragged herself along the damp earth on hands and knees, sloshing through the thick sludge of mud.

“Graham? Craig?” She felt within her ear for her communicator and found it missing. She scanned the earth around her but saw nothing. There was no sign of Graham. “Dammit.”

The sky darkened and ripped apart above her, spilling out freezing rain onto the already sodden earth.

“Are you kidding me?” Juliet shrugged the broken hang glider off her back.

Fistfuls of hail pounded down on her flesh, and she blinked back the cold, trying to familiarize herself with the terrain. Rain trickled down the rocks and damp soil where she had landed on the lower edges of the Caucasus Mountains. A cold wind ripped through the air, sending the pinprick of a thousand tiny needles stabbing through her soaking wet clothes. Brushing the caked mud from her arms, she scanned the valley in search of the ancient watchtowers. Within a thick sea of mist that drifted down the mountains, she spotted the faint outline of the pillar-shaped structures below her and started down the side of the mountain. The watchtowers jutted out from the flower-capped earth, guarding the small crypts that stretched down the slope of the hill.

“You’ll see a figure painted on the side of the watchtower,” Craig had said during the final stages of planning. “According to ancient texts, Saint George guards over the warriors buried here in the fourteenth century.”

As Juliet neared the watchtower, she spotted the figure and felt a chill run through her. She did not often visit the site of her father’s grave, but she could feel his presence now as if in warning. The memory of her father came as it always did, with a sharp pang, except this time with a strange feeling that someone else was nearby as she made her way down the soaked earth. The clouds clung like spirits, and Juliet wondered if perhaps her father was resting uneasy, keeping company with the other lost souls on the strange moor. It was difficult not to think about Jean-Marc or her father. She had remained curious about where they went after they died.

Juliet had never thought much about heaven, but she wondered about it now, and whether her father was there or caught somewhere in between. Convincing someone to sacrifice their life for the sake of secrets could strip away at someone’s humanity. She understood that firsthand. There could be no way of telling where her father or Jean-Marc had gone in the afterlife. Yet, here among the eerie necropolis, she found herself aching for answers.

A faint whooshing sound hit her ears and she whipped around. The rains turned into mudslides that ran down the length of the mountains and into the valley. She felt the icy water seep into her shoes and numb her toes as she tried to make out Aziz’s compound in the distance. But within the dense fog, the compound was too far to make out. She squinted, searching for some sign that Graham had landed nearby. Even if she did not see him, surely, she would hear his heavy boots sloshing through the thick mud.

She had tried to keep herself from falling in love with Graham, but he had found a way to burn himself into her mind and soul, robbing her of her willpower. Perhaps it was only the guilt, which so far she had pushed away, that haunted her now. Instead of mourning Jean-Marc’s death, she had chosen to live in the present with Graham. But Jean-Marc’s memory still followed her wherever she went. And within some dark corner of her mind, she feared that his memory would always hold her back from loving Graham completely.

“I wish—” She swallowed hard and shook her head, trying to rid herself of the feeling that being on the strange necropolis had somehow resurrected Jean-Marc’s ghost.

A cool wind whispered across her face and a rustling sound sprang up in the distance. It was more a feeling than a person that brushed past her and made gooseflesh ripple down her arms. Perhaps it was a mutaween lurking about, waiting to catch her off guard. She felt down her leg for her gun and pulled it out of its holster as she made her way through the damp earth, the mud softly sloshing beneath her boots as she crept toward the watchtower. A rustling came behind her, and she spun around with her gun aimed.

“Juliet,” said a familiar husky voice.

She turned to see Graham’s cool green eyes staring back at her.

“Jesus,” she gasped. “You scared me half to death.”

He nodded at the moor around them. “Well, you would certainly be in good company.”

He gave her a lopsided smile.

“I almost killed you.”

The rain shifted to a cold mist that hung in clouds around her face.

“Are you OK?” he asked, hugging her tight to him. He was wet but warm, and the heavy thud in his chest was a reassuring sound. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She gave him a limp nod. “I’m not entirely sure that I haven’t.”

He brought her chilled hands up to his lips, warming them with his breath. “What happened?”

The warmth of his body closer to hers began to thaw her chilled limbs.

“It’s nothing, just my imagination.” It was a lie. She could still feel the death that surrounded her, pulling her downward. “It’s only, I thought I might have felt someone nearby.” She hesitated, trying to find the right words. “Did you ever think you saw or felt Fatima’s presence, after she died?”

“Maybe.” His eyes blazed down on her. “But now that I’ve met you, I can’t look back—not now, not ever.”

She tilted her chin upward and felt the sunshine on her face for the first time since she landed inside the valley.

“Come on,” he said, nodding toward the watchtower and taking her hand in his. “Let’s get what we came for and get the hell out of this place.”

With her fingers intertwined with his, her world began to steady again as they made their way down the slope of the hill. Two miles of lush land stood between them and Aziz’s compound. The watchtowers stood guard exactly in between the compound and where they stood. Inside the second entrance, they hoped to find a way down to the secret facility where Aziz was manufacturing and storing the synthetic oil.

When they reached the wooden door at the bottom of the first watchtower, Graham darted a cautious glance all around. Not one mutaween was lurking about, yet Juliet kept her gun close to her side as Graham placed his hand on the door.

Juliet’s chest was tight—it ached with the fear that she kept hidden deep within her. He creaked the door open by an inch and a sliver of light fell inside the bottom. She made out the fuzzy white image of a skull, and the pinprick of a thousand tiny needles ran up her spine. Graham swiveled to meet her face with raised brows, a silent question of whether to proceed. She nodded sharply and reached for the thick muscle of his forearm, letting him guide her over the threshold and onto the bone-dusted earth.

With a loud whoosh, the door shut firmly behind them, and darkness fell. She squinted against the darkness, hoping that whatever they found inside wouldn’t still be alive.

Across the room, a cloth window-covering came loose, and light slanted out, revealing ledge upon ledge of bones. Terror thudded through her ears. Pitched high on gnarled wooden beams were makeshift bunk beds filled with animal carcasses. She continued to scan the room, her eyes still adjusting to the dim light, trying not to think about the poor souls who had died there.

“Some kind of place Aziz has here,” Graham said in his usual sarcastic tone.

The musty air clung to her nose and throat, and she coughed. “Definitely creepy. Why would Aziz hide a facility used to make and store synthetic oil here?”

“Would you come here if you didn’t have to?”

Juliet felt the corner of her mouth twitch. She knew that he could sense her unease and was trying his best to make her relax. She had been on dozens of dangerous operations before, but death seemed closer to her now than it ever had before.

“Do you think that’s it—that’s an elevator?” Juliet started toward the stone door and kicked aside the bone skull with the edge of her mud-caked boot.

Graham’s eyes fixed on the door with one hand on his pistol. “Only one way to find out.”

She loaded a magazine, cocked her gun to life, and moved toward the stone door. Graham nudged her a little. “Well, that looks ominous.”

Juliet nodded. In the dim light she could see that the door was engraved with a medallion and an eye at the center.

“It looks like some sort of religious or pagan symbol.”

Graham reached past her and ran his hand across the broken stone where a door handle had been broken off. With chilled fingers, she searched for the access pad to unlock the vault door and found it in a small hidden alcove.

With a fluttery feeling in her chest, she brushed the thick metal keypad with her fingers and turned toward Graham.

“Found it.”

Juliet reached into her coat pocket and pulled out the access code that Muhammad had slipped into her hand just before he had died in Türkiye.

With tingling in her fingertips, she began to input the ten-digit access code—she had somehow managed to escape with it from Türkiye and had since committed it to memory. The door sprang open with a heavy hiss, and they stepped into a narrow elevator that, in contrast to their ancient surroundings, strongly resembled a futuristic escape pod.

Juliet pressed the elevator button, and they began their plummet down into the earth. “What do you think we’ll find at the bottom?” she asked.

“Maybe an empty tomb?” The corner of his mouth flicked into a rough smile.

“Thanks for the optimism.” She shook her head at him. Tension bit up between her shoulder blades as she grabbed the handgrip of her pistol with both hands, readying herself to aim at whatever was lurking behind that elevator door.

Graham shifted in front of her.

She stared up at the broad lines in his back with fire in her eyes. “What do you think you are doing?”

“Getting in between you and whatever is behind that door.”

Red crept up her face and flushed her cheeks. “I’m perfectly capable.” She pulled back the slide on her Glock and rechambered the round.

“Listen.” He whipped around and gripped her by both shoulders. “I know your strength well, it’s one of the things that draws me to you. But if there is breath left in me, I’ll do everything I can to keep you from harm.”

“You really are a brute, you know?” She smiled up at him.

He looked down at her, his eyes filled with the intensity she felt blazing between them. There was a part of her that she had kept hidden from everyone else, including Jean-Marc, that Graham had seen through. She did not need anyone to protect her, but she had wanted someone to make her feel safe.

The earth rose to meet them with an alarming thud. The door sprang open, and she stepped out of the elevator with Graham next to her, feeling as though the spark that he had ignited within her was strong enough to extinguish any threat.
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Juliet’s finger hovered above the trigger as the elevator doors sprang open, revealing a dimly lit tunnel with stone walls and sleek metal floors. On the back edge of the wall, she made out three tall shadows. Four mutaween rounded the corner, heading straight for them, their dark green capes flapping wildly behind them, as they yelled in Russian.

Gunfire exploded between them, ending with two of the guards lying face down in a pool of their own blood. Two more mutaween spilled out into the tunnel with their guns aimed. White stripes on the lapel of one guard’s uniform branded him as an officer in the al-Alfatih guard. Juliet shot at him, but he stepped sideways, dodging each bullet with precision. With an ominous click, her ammunition emptied. Her pulse raced as she reached for more ammunition on her belt, but she was not quick enough.

Now only within a few feet of her, the officer demanded, “Who sent you?” in broken English, malice flaring within his dark eyes. The guard spoke Russian, rather than Arabic, signaling just how far al-Alfatih’s recruitment efforts had reached. “Hand over your Caliph credentials.”

With the butt of her gun, she smashed his nose and bloodied his face. He hunched over, holding his broken nose, and cried out. Gunfire rattled beside her, ending with Graham killing the second guard. In a blur, a third guard lunged at her and kicked her injured leg. Marrow-deep pain exploded down her femur and the blow ripped her gun free from her hand, landing on the metal floor with a harsh clang. She struggled to think, struggled to breathe, as she scanned the floor for her gun. Pain caused white spots to cloud her vision, making it difficult to see.

Graham grabbed the guard who had assaulted her by the arm. He twisted the man’s arm unnaturally until the bone exploded from his flesh. The mangled guard looked at her with enormous eyes, pleading for mercy, but with one nod from Juliet, his fate was sealed.

Copper hair gleaming from exertion, Graham stood over three guards who lay dead on the floor. He tried to press toward Juliet, but the officer with the broken nose reached her first. Two more guards, one with freckles stamped across his cheeks and one with long dark hair, rounded the corner carrying M4 rifles. The officer yelled commands to the men. In an instant, the freckle-faced guard was behind Juliet, seizing her by her wrists, while the dark-haired guard seized her around the neck. With an entertained look on his face, the officer with the broken nose stood in front of Juliet and dealt her a sickening blow to the abdomen. She hunched over, gasping for air.

“Tell us who sent you, and we’ll let you leave.” The officer beamed at Juliet, showing one gold tooth.

She could taste her rage, a bitter, harsh tonic that coated her lips and throat. “Fuck off.”

Graham started toward Juliet, but more feet came thundering down the narrow corridor. He vaulted to the other side of the tunnel, partially guarded by a large column, and aimed at the mutaween. One by one the mutaween landed on the concrete floor with a bone-jarring thud. The officer’s eyes rounded at the ease with which Graham had disarmed an entire room of militants.

Using all her weight, Juliet tried to struggle herself free and managed to spin around, driving a fist into the face of the freckle-faced guard. His jaw slackened and Graham shot him in the chest.

With rage flaming in his eyes, Graham kicked the dark-haired officer’s gun free from his hand. In an instant, he snatched the officer’s hand and dragged him toward the stone wall. With the other hand, he grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair and cracked his skull into the wall. Blood dripped down his forehead as he slid down the wall, leaving a trail of dark crimson. Juliet’s vision began to clear as she scrambled out on the floor and snatched up her gun. White-knuckled, she spun around and shot the remaining guards clean between the eyes. Graham rushed toward her in a blur.

As soon as the room cleared, he motioned toward the other end of the tunnel, where presumably they would find Aziz’s stockpile of synthetic oil. He brought her toward him so that her face was only inches away. “You do whatever it takes to get to the synthetic oil formula. I’ll cover you.”

Behind him, more assailants flooded into the tunnel. This time it was a larger group, maybe ten.

“Graham, move!” Juliet gritted her teeth and spit gunfire at the group in a rage, immediately killing four mutaween.

Graham briefly caught her eye and they turned, back-to-back, to clear a path through the steady stream of mutaween that threatened them. She felt Graham’s presence beside her as if it was a lifeline. She tapped into his strength to keep going despite the pain that radiated down her leg and dulled her senses. With her fear pushed down, she felt each guard’s movements with more precision, a strained bicep, a tensed jaw, readying themselves to inflict pain. Their movements rolled within her, fueling her to do what was next, what was necessary. There was no longer a distinction between life and death, only survival as she allowed the steady stream of adrenaline to guide her down the dark tunnel.

As she neared the end of the hall, she caught a flicker of movement. A mutaween jumped in front of her and attempted to throw a fist in her face. But Graham stepped out in front of her and caught him by the throat, slamming him to the floor. The mutaween’s face twisted with fear as Graham starred down at him and growled in the back of his throat.

He pressed his gun hard against the mutaween’s forehead and turned toward Juliet; his face flushed. “Go!”

There was no time to think. Juliet simply let her instincts take over and flew past Graham. Gunfire followed and the weight of her soaked, filthy clothes drew her back. She ripped off her coat, propelling herself deeper inside the tunnel as the heartbeat of urgency surged within her. She turned the corner, and a flicker of glass caught her eye. She stopped, breathless. It was the large glass wall of a laboratory.

There was no one inside, just row after row of glossy white tables and scientific equipment. With all her strength she pulled on the door handle, but it was locked. A loud clash exploded somewhere behind her, but she resisted the urge to spin around. Heavy footsteps and shouting grew closer as she furiously searched for a way inside the locked lab.

Suddenly, Graham appeared at her side, spraying gunfire into the crowd of mutaween that drew near.

“There!” He nodded toward a clear keypad, carefully hidden in an alcove near the door.

Juliet’s fingers trembled. She smeared the access pad with blood, hurriedly inputting the same access code that Muhammad had given her. The access pad blinked red. Her fear threatened to take hold as she caught a glimpse of a large mutaween pounding his way straight for Graham. With warrior-like precision, Graham charged the Herculean-shaped mutaween and kicked in his kneecap. A distinct crack bit through the chaos as the guard groaned in agony and fell to the floor with an alarming thud.

“Juliet, hurry! I can’t hold them off for much longer.”

“It’s the wrong code. I don’t know—”

Several more mutaween roared toward them, rattling the bloodstained floor. Her anxiety gnawed at her as she stared down at the keypad.

Face strained, Graham shot at the mutaween and glanced at Juliet.

“Try again.”

She breathed deep and finished typing in the same access code. A bullet whizzed past. Graham tugged hard on her arm just as the keypad blinked green. Sweat poured out of her as she pulled on the tall glass door with all her strength.

The door unlatched.

“Come on!” She grabbed Graham’s hand and shoved him inside the lab just as he fired another bullet.

The mutaween exchanged his gunfire and the bullet pinged off the glass.

“Bulletproof,” she panted as she stumbled into the lab, sending the glass tubes, beakers, and flasks within a large cabinet clinking against one another.

He let out a weighty sigh. “That won’t stop them from trying to break their way inside.” He dragged one of the larger lab tables over to pin the doorway closed. His face was bloodstained and beaded with sweat. Panting, he peered up at her with both hands on his knees. His copper hair fell into his face. “What exactly are we looking for?”

“Well, the formula Aziz is using for synthetic oil, obviously, but more importantly, what raw material he’s using besides petroleum or crude oil to create it.”

Brushing her hair up from the nape of her clammy neck, she sat down at a desk and began to hack into the computer, using every weapon in her arsenal to break past firewall after firewall.

“How’s the leg?” he asked.

“Fine.” She stared into the computer, trying to push away the pain that still radiated down her femur.

Rage filled Juliet’s mind as she thought of the lives lost—her father, Jean-Marc, and Mariam’s mother, father, and two brothers. If energy was free, she could finally end this war and prevent others. The task flickered before her like a beacon, glimmering with each successive document that she hacked into.

Her heart pounded within her chest with every throb of pain that radiated down her leg. She began to scan each file name, reaching deep within her mind to translate the Russian. She examined lists of chemical and petroleum components, all compounds that she had familiarized herself with so that she could identify the formula. But she still needed the key ingredient—the critical additive that would enable the process for creating synthetic oil.

Graham cleared his throat. “Don’t tell me that you can speak Russian?”

“A little.” A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth at the memory of her father, who had insisted on practicing Russian with her on his brief visits home.

She clicked open a file, her pulse hammering in her ears as she scanned the document. “This says Aziz uses some kind of green carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, methane—and an artificial compound called X2.”

Relief flooded her veins.

She looked up at Graham and saw the same bubbles of giddiness she felt in her stomach alight in his eyes. Then all her memories came to her at once—the pleading look in her father’s eyes when he had told her to turn away from this work, the horror stamped across Mariam’s face when she saw her family’s bloody remains splattered across Deera Square.

In the months since Jean-Marc had died, Juliet had been desperate—borderline manic—to stop what had happened to her from happening to someone else; and she had failed; failed to protect Mariam from her same fate. Yet, with a way to end the war, she could start to make amends.

“I need your phone.” She scanned the formula, feeling relief start to well up within her. A piece of her had died with her father and Jean-Marc, and since then she could not seem to find her bearings, or a way ahead. But clutching the formula tight in her bloodstained hand, and with Graham beside her, she felt that she finally had her compass. Something shined inside her chest as she slipped the phone back into her pocket and looked toward the door.

“Well, you did it. You can finally end the war.” Graham beamed a smile.

“If the Syndicate agrees to make the formula free and available for all.”

“I have faith in you.”

She smiled back at him with tears in her eyes and felt the grief that had been written in the deep lines around her mouth and eyes start to soften.

He reached for her hand as a high-pitched whine pierced the air. The window to the lab shattered, spraying shards of glass over the sleek metal floors. She clenched her phone tight enough that her nails bit into her hands. Four machine-gun-wielding mutaween dropped grenades onto the lab floor.

Juliet’s blood turned to ice as she caught Graham’s eye. His strong arms came around her waist, blocking her from the explosion that rocked them.

“Can’t catch a break, can we?” She could hear the humor in his voice despite the chaos that rained all around them. “You OK?”

She nodded sharply with her lips pressed tight and drew out her weapon. Her eyes shimmered in total concentration as she turned slowly to face their assailants. Graham came beside her and shot at the terror that rushed toward them.

Something cold and hard replaced Juliet’s sympathy. She tried not to think or even breathe, just shoot. Avoiding the mutaweens’ eyes, she spit gunfire in a fury and treaded past them in a blur. A river of blood seeped out into the long, sterile hall. But despite the heat of the violence behind her, she felt cold. Her injured leg began to tremble and shake, making her unsteady. She opened her mouth to say something to Graham but could not seem to muster the words. Instead, she swallowed down her pain and kept her eyes fastened on the exit.

“Juliet.” As if he could sense her pain, Graham reached for her hand as he helped clear a path before them. The thick way he had said her name dispelled her terror. “We’re almost there.”

A hissing screamed overhead and the ceiling shook; debris rained. Graham pulled Juliet close before the rubble could touch her body. Lying on the floor in a shower of dust, she felt every fiber of his touch, warm and solid, a security that before she met him, she did not think was possible.

Graham touched his earpiece and shouted, “We know, we’re trying to get out.”

It must be Pittman on the other end, Juliet thought.

Graham’s lips tightened into the expression that Juliet knew was not good news. She grabbed a fistful of Graham’s shirt and brought him down to meet her face. “What is it?” she asked.

“Mariam is here.” His voice was laced with regret.

“I knew it.” She started off the floor. “I’ll go.”

“No.” There was a stubborn edge in his voice.

“Let go of me this instant.” She struggled against him though she knew that she was no match for his strength, even with her tested combat skills.

“You have the formula for synthetic oil.” His eyes were a dark hazel that she had never seen before. “Only setting it free can finally end this war.”

She glanced down at his phone for cell service and saw none. “There’s no way to send it.” Her voice was full of regret.

She looked up and shook her head, knowing that he was right but still could not accept the idea.

“If I do not go, then who—” Her voice broke off as she struggled against the idea that stared at her in the face. She swallowed down the cold, hard lump in her throat. “I’ll go with you.”

All the pain, all the triumph of ending the war would mean nothing if she did not have Graham by her side. He glanced over his shoulder as they started toward the elevator shaft. Debris rained down all around them.

“You have something that can end this war.” His voice was stern as he nodded toward the phone that she held tight in her hand; he knew what this meant to her.

She looked up, suddenly desperate for his touch. But there was pain in her chest that made it impossible for her to speak. He bent and kissed her thoroughly, his arm grasped firmly around her waist.

“Go,” he urged. “Signal to David once you’ve reached the top. Don’t wait for us. Get somewhere safe.”

“But what if—” A tremor made its way through her voice that made her sound like a child.

“I’ll be fine. Now … go!” He nudged her gently toward the elevator.

It took all her strength to pull herself away and step backward into the elevator.

His face glowed from exertion and blood, like some Celtic warrior. “I love you,” he said.

The building shook and the walls crumbled, but the sheer joy of hearing him acknowledge his feelings out loud once more made her heart soar above it all.

“Come back to me,” she said.

He nodded, his eyes filled with regret, and let go of her hand. “Always.”

He smiled back at her. Her pulse drummed in her ears, a light, weary sound as she watched him turn and sprint back inside the tunnel.
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It was midday when Juliet clambered outside of the watchtower, but the clouds had blotted out the sun, causing the sky to go dark. Once outside, she tried to send an image of the formula for synthetic oil to David, but her phone had gone dark. No signal.

“Dammit!” she muttered under her breath.

She gulped down a breath and scoured the valley for any trace of the mutaween but saw none. Instead, she spotted the small paddock in the distance, where horses grazed next to a small, dilapidated barn. It was a potential hiding place to wait for Graham and Mariam until the Syndicate arrived. She punched a text message to Graham and David, praying that when her cell service returned, it would signal where she would be, and then darted across the valley toward the paddock as fast as her legs would carry her.

The wind ripped and roared, bringing with it an electric charge that whistled through the air and raised the hair on her arms. She had barely made her way across the valley when an explosion singed the air. A shiver shot up her spine as she slowly turned around.

The watchtower imploded and shattered toward the earth, igniting the valley into a blaze of fire and smoke.

Juliet felt her breath leave her lungs, but she managed one mangled cry. “No!”

Dread wrenched at her gut and freed a fresh bolt of terror that sprang her legs to a race. Not Graham, God no. Not Graham. His name drummed within her mind as she watched the tower break apart in front of her. Thunderbolts of broken stone crashed down toward the earth. Breathing heavily, she threw up her hands to shield her mouth and face against the hot, soot-filled air. Ash came down in thick sheets, obscuring anything more than a few feet away as she neared the site of the explosion. She squinted and made out a few lifeless, limbless forms on the charred earth and her pulse slowed to a dull, heavy ache. The smell of burnt flesh drifted, singeing the air and scraping the back of her throat. She hacked and coughed, scanning the blood-soaked earth for Graham. Something inside her broke apart, snagging at the thought that was impossible to consider.

Could he have escaped somehow? Or was he trapped beneath the earth? Her brain rattled with the possibilities.

Every heartbeat was a desperate plea, every breath was a prayer. Please, no. God, please. Not Graham. Not Graham.

Beyond a thick blanket of heat, near the site where the watchtower had burst into flames, she made out a tall, hooded figure in a long black robe. There was a scimitar clutched tightly in his hand, and another man stood beside him. Her veins turned to ice as she tried to make out the hooded figure, but the glare from the flames disguised him. From one of the figures there came muffled shouting as the two stared out at the dozen mutaween that lay splattered on the earth. Her ear caught the distinct sound of Arabic with an American accent—and terror struck at her chest.

Please do not be Graham. Please.

The hooded figure swung the blade upward and she ran without thinking—a voice inside her head told her to stop, but something within her had already snapped. Her legs and lungs screamed with effort. It was no longer the pain of her past that moved her, but a madness, a fury that propelled her forward and made her desperate to save the one she loved. She let it take hold of her, trembling with built-up anger and fear as she neared the two dark figures.

The sky broke apart above her and stung her face with fist-size hail. With terror in her throat, she edged closer.

But neither man was Graham. It was Aziz, and the tall, hooded figure was a man with jet-black hair that poked out from the hood of his cloak. He turned slowly toward her—the rain pelting hard off the man’s face—and she felt her limbs go numb. Her mind spun with what her eyes could not believe. Then, the world fell out from underneath her.

It was Jean-Marc.

His cheeks were sullen and his face unshaven, but his familiar blue eyes stabbed at her memory. The watchtower blazed behind him and Aziz, as they stood side by side in identical black cloaks with silver clasps at the neck. Smoke billowed up, swallowing up the sky in a thick cloud of gray. A legion of twenty mutaween descended into the valley and formed a tight circle around them, their capes flapping behind them in a green wave.

The air in her lungs came out in sharp, raspy breaths.

Am I hallucinating? Dreaming? she thought. Is Jean-Marc really here?

She blinked and bit her lip hard enough that she tasted blood. She was not dreaming.

“Jean-Marc!” she screamed, but the wind caught her voice and extinguished it at once.

“Jean-Marc! Jean-Marc!” Her screams finally pierced the cool air, and she ran toward him, shaking with shock and disbelief.

Rain pounded on the soaked earth, spraying mud up around Juliet’s ankles. Her pant legs clung to her like sheets of ice as she neared Jean-Marc. She reached out for him, just as she saw something sinister blossoming in his eyes.

“Jean Marc?” She stumbled backward. “But the plane crash … how are you … here?”

Jean-Marc gave her a cold, hard look that made her heart stop. “There was no plane crash.”

Juliet stepped farther back, racking her brain to understand. But a bone-deep terror had already begun to sink in.

“But I saw the reports,” she argued, blinking back the soot and rain that fell into her eyes.

“Considering what you do for a living, you’re far too trusting.” Jean-Marc took down the hood that covered the rest of his black hair. “Especially of those closest to you.”

Aziz looked toward Jean-Marc as if there had been a prior agreed-upon strategy.

She could not speak.

Against her better judgment, she took a step toward Jean-Marc and gripped the side of his arm but was shocked to find it was not much more than bones and flesh. His handsome features had grown gaunt and there were dark circles beneath his eyes that gave him a strange, ghoulish appearance. Had he been starved? Tortured?

“Tell me what’s happened.” Her voice was hoarse.

“I have finally resigned myself to the truth.” Jean-Marc stared blankly, but there was an underlying current of determination in his voice that sent her muscles jumping beneath her skin. “Aziz and I have done something wonderful for this world. We have taken countries formally plagued by war and united them under one political and economic banner.”

Aziz puffed out his chest as he looked at Jean-Marc with a wide, satisfied smile. “This will ensure peace and prosperity for the region,” Aziz interjected.

Horrified as Juliet was, she had the insane urge to laugh at Aziz. “You can’t be serious. The mass killings, the use of powerful weapons on innocent people … all to gain a monopoly over the world’s energy resources.” She turned toward Jean-Marc. “How could you possibly agree with a man who has inflicted so much horror?”

“Peace can only be maintained through a monopoly over the world’s energy,” Aziz bellowed, his arms clasped behind his back as he took in the scene around them. “You talk of peace but look around you at what your people have done.”

The valley continued to burn, painting the field in varying shades of yellow, red, and orange. Juliet felt her fear deepen. If Graham were dead, or trapped beneath the earth, what could she do? How could she save him?

She swallowed hard. “This is not the work of the Syndicate.”

Jean-Marc let out a boisterous laugh that sent shivers down her spine.

“How could you be this naïve?” he asked. “Or have you changed that much since I have seen you?”

“I could ask you that same question.” She looked toward Jean-Marc; his usual brown skin had a yellow pallor to it. “You have worked your whole life on climate change and the search for alternative energies so that we could end this war. What’s changed?” She felt sick.

“Aziz has devised a new alternative energy, but without the extinction of the West, there can be no guarantee that there will be no more wars.”

“You’re talking about genocide.” She searched his face but saw no trace of the man she had once loved.

There had to be more to this, a reason for Jean-Marc’s betrayal.

“Aziz is holding energy hostage for his own political advancement,” she said, and slid a narrowed glance at Aziz as she went on. “Not to maintain a peace.”

“I think it is you who is not seeing straight.” Jean-Marc edged closer, and Juliet felt a sudden stab of alarm at his nearness. There was a stiffness in his demeanor that she had not seen before. “If there was no war over oil, or energy … your father would still be alive.”

She fought the urge to scream. “My father did everything he could to end the war.” She glanced at Aziz with hatred flaring in her eyes. “It’s Aziz who is to blame for my father’s death. And you—” She felt a violent quake erupt within her, threatening to overflow. “You have sided with the man that I hate the most.”

Jean-Marc pressed his lips tight.

Juliet studied the planes on Jean-Marc’s weathered face and tried to make sense of them. His family was fabulously wealthy or at least had been until their recent financial struggles. “What does any of this have to do with you?” she asked him. “What would your family think about your support for Aziz’s cause?”

“Who do you think pushed me to do this? You forget that my family has been wealthy and influential for generations. They do not know how to operate without power and wealth. This has provided them with an opportunity to seize both again.”

A puzzle piece slid into place. Jean-Marc had given up his soul for power and wealth. It was the oldest, yet most common, motivation.

“I thought you were a man of ideals! You wanted to make energy available to all.” She caught Jean-Marc’s familiar blue eyes, now iced over with greed. “I see.” She bristled. “This is not who you are, Jean-Marc.”

Behind Jean-Marc, tongues of fire reached higher into the sky.

“You’re right, it’s who I’ve become.” His voice had the effect of a thousand tiny needles going into her skull. “If you really want peace for the region, this is the only way.” He reached for her hand as a shower of debris rained overhead.

“No.” Her voice was a whisper, although she swore she could hear her heartbeat slamming against her ribcage.

It did not matter to her that Jean-Marc was not who he had professed to be; it did not matter that he had faked his death for wealth. What mattered to her was that she had been so wrong about his character. It made her question everything.

Jean-Marc looked at Juliet with lifeless eyes. She had always convinced herself it was her fault that there had been this distance between them. But as she looked at him now, with the layers of careful manners and impeccable taste in clothes peeled back, she saw him for who he really was.

“Where is the other member of your party?” Aziz asked, adjusting the snap of his long black cloak as the mutaween edged closer and formed a thick barricade between her and her chance for escape.

The fear that gripped her before was now paralyzing—it started in her chest and spread out to her limbs. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t think. All that was left were his words and the gaping hole in her chest where Graham had once resided.

“I’m not sure who you’re talking about.” She forced her voice to sound flat, although his question was like a knife in the gut. If she could hide Graham’s presence here, then perhaps there was a better chance for his escape.

Aziz gave her a narrowed look that made her blood run cold.

Jean-Marc stepped forward. “Our security cameras showed two Syndicate spies.”

Her stomach dropped.

Did Jean-Marc know that she was involved with Graham? It could only make things worse, or perhaps his feelings for her had dissipated along with his conscience.

Jean-Marc pursed his lips and began to pace in front of Juliet with his arms crossed. “Tell me about this Graham Harding.”

She felt her insides tighten at the sound of his name but forced herself to stay steady. “Not that I owe you an explanation,” she said in a tight voice. “But I thought you were dead.”

Hatred flared up in his eyes. “How long after you found out that I had died did you wait to go to bed with him? Two days? Two hours?” His voice cracked. It was the answer to her question over whether he still had feelings for her.

“That’s not fair.” Heat rose up into her face. “You have no right to judge me. You’re the one who lied about who you really are.”

“And you didn’t?” He hesitated, turning toward Aziz, who had a wide smile of approval stretched across his face. “At least now I know you for the devious whore that you really are.”

Jean-Marc’s words shredded at her heart, but she pressed her shoulders back, determined not to let them take hold. It was difficult to reconcile the man in front of her with the man she had once known. Avoiding his eyes, she glanced overhead and saw the signs of an oncoming storm. Beyond the smoke and fire, she searched for signs of the Syndicate. But silence fell where there should have been the tanks and planes coming to their aid. A shakiness reached her limbs.

“No David Barany to save you this time,” Jean-Marc said with fire in his eyes.

With a pang, Juliet realized that Jean-Marc had always known about her work, and he had been playing her for a fool all along. Something within her crumpled.

“I don’t have time for this bullshit.” She turned to leave but Jean-Marc caught her arm and spun her around to face him.

“You’re not going anywhere.” His eyes were a dark, hateful blue as he took hold of her wrist.

He twisted her arm so that it was pinned behind her back with the other one.

Juliet squirmed one hand free and reached down her leg for the small knife she had tucked into the side of her boot. With one elegant motion she sliced at Jean-Marc’s cheek. Blood spilled out as smooth as a ribbon.

“You … bitch!” He drove his fist into her jaw, snapping it out of place.

White pain exploded in front of her eyes as tiny stars. Seizing on her agony, Jean-Marc pried the knife from her clammy fingers.

Her head throbbed and her eyes watered as she stared up at him. The rain matted down his dark hair and sullen cheeks.

Who was this man? This monster?

He grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head backward with a painful crack. She struggled against him, face up with her back across his knees. Though shockingly thin, he continued to crush her with all his weight and strength. Her leg throbbed with pain and her chest ached with fear over what had likely happened to Graham, weakening her will to fight him off. Anger poured out of her, wetting her already damp cheeks. The mutaween jeered around them, and several yelled slurs at Juliet in a mixture of Arabic, French, and Russian. Standing in front of a line of at least twenty mutaween, Aziz stood with his fingers clasped tightly around the handle of a scimitar.

Jean-Marc lowered his voice and bent his neck so that only she could hear. “You will not humiliate me.”

“Have you lost your mind? Let go of me!” She struggled against him despite his painful grip, but his hold only tightened, pulling her head further back.

“You belong to me.” She felt his breath burn against her skin and she shuddered.

“I belong to no one, you bastard!” Despite the painful grasp he had on her hair, she spit in his face.

Every muscle in Jean-Marc’s taut body quivered with rage. His grip tightened, and he pulled down hard enough that her hair started to rip from her skull. She tried to stay grounded, tried to think rationally, but terror began to shape her thoughts. Jean-Marc was hitting her, hurting her. The physical pain was nothing compared to the pressure she felt building within her chest. This was a man whom she had trusted, loved. Betrayal lashed at her already frayed nerves until something within her shattered.

“It was unwise of you and your friend to come here,” Aziz spoke slowly.

Terror barked through her limbs. She felt herself tremble and shake, her fury congealing into liquid lava within her veins “What did you tell him?” she asked Aziz. “How did you turn him?”

Aziz leaned over into her face as Jean-Marc kept a tight grasp on her skull. Smoke exuded from Aziz’s clothes as if he embodied hell itself. He was every inch the villain from one of her childhood stories. His severe features seemed chiseled from ice, cold and hard and strangely serpent-like. Except, to many, he was the hero, the one that would keep the Middle East from cowering to the energy needs of the West.

“The truth,” he said simply. “The West has mingled in our affairs for long enough. Jean-Marc has made a noble decision to help us take back what is ours.”

Juliet searched Jean-Marc’s face, knowing full well that it was all about the money. His family had lost all their wealth and influence, and this was his attempt to get it back. But what drove this hatred of her? Was it his jealousy? His contempt for Graham?

In the distance, hooves trampled the damp earth, lighting a hope within Juliet. If Graham had managed to get to the paddock alive and saw that she was not there, he would come for her. Then, perhaps, she would have a chance against the twenty mutaween that surrounded her—at least until the Syndicate showed up.

“Get your hands off her!” Mariam called out, her fingers clenched tightly on the reins of a horse.
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Juliet’s neck ached and her jaw throbbed as she strained her eyes to see Mariam on top of a horse with an M4 rifle aimed. Behind her, four legions of Aziz’s mutaween pounded toward Mariam on horseback, their hooves kicking up the molten earth as they descended from the mountain. It was near nightfall, but the explosion in the watchtower had turned the sky an electric blue, casting an eerie glow on the vapid tan and brown tapestry of the ancient necropolis. Juliet glanced overhead, pleading with something divine that Graham had somehow survived the explosion. Nothing remained but the charred skeleton of the watchtower and a river of smoke from which she had emerged. Something within her chest snapped.

Still restrained by Jean-Marc, Juliet struggled to meet Mariam’s face. “Graham?” Her question came out like a croak.

A solemn look crossed Mariam’s face as she shook her head.

Juliet’s toes curled within her sopping wet shoes, and she bit the inside of her cheek hard to keep from crying out. She had tried to keep herself from feeling too much for him, tried to keep their love from her mind. But as she watched the silos of smoke that stretched up into the sky, she knew she had failed.

She felt the burn of tears pooling in her eyes.

Jean-Marc let out a boisterous laugh. “Still hoping your FBI agent will come and save you?”

Hatred coiled within her stomach, setting her insides on fire. There was something deeply irrational about that laugh. She drew a breath and tried to free a hand.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Jean-Marc asked as he continued to crush her with all his weight.

She sniffed hard, trying to keep her wits about her as she struggled to free herself. She wanted to slash at his face and run toward the partially collapsed watchtower, still billowing smoke, to find Graham. Beneath the rubble, perhaps there was a way to still get to him.

Her stomach was in knots as she peered up at Jean-Marc. “You’re going to regret this.”

“Oh, I doubt that very much.”

She searched his face for some sign that the Jean-Marc she had known was still there, but nothing was left in his eyes but contempt. He had traded his soul for money.

“Let her go,” Mariam said, her black hair billowing around her face as she dismounted her horse. “Now.”

Her face was bruised and bloody but her back was straight as she dismounted her horse and headed toward Juliet. Mariam’s brilliant hazel eyes flickered from Juliet toward Jean-Marc, and back again. She had seen that savage look more than a dozen times before. Mariam was calculating how best to kill Jean-Marc without killing Juliet in the process. Two mutaween threaded their way toward her, insisting that she drop her gun in Arabic. She complied but Juliet could see that she had a plan moving behind her eyes.

“Is this really the best the Syndicate has got?” Jean-Marc asked in a mocking tone.

“I would not underestimate either of us.” Mariam’s voice was calm, but Juliet could see the fury building behind her eyes as the two mutaween struggled to pin her hands behind her back. “Because once we succeed,” she went on in steely tones, “there will be no mercy for men like you.”

Aziz edged closer, his black cape billowing in the wind as his guards followed closely behind. “Nor you. Your allegiance should and will lie with me.”

Mariam let out a boisterous laugh. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing—” her voice trailed off as she surveyed the area around them. “But you will regret the role you have played in this game. I swear it.”

With one nod from Aziz, the circle of guards grew tighter, along with Jean-Marc’s painful grip on Juliet.

Despite her petite frame, Mariam stood tall amid the smoke that billowed behind her. “Do your worst. I will not bend.”

“And what of your friend?” Aziz asked. “Are you willing to sacrifice her too?”

Juliet felt Jean-Marc’s arm snake around her neck and squeeze until the air started to leave her windpipe.

“Stop!” Mariam’s voice was shrill, but the rage on her face was unmistakable.

“This woman has stolen what is mine,” Aziz said. Jean-Marc held Juliet in place while Aziz loomed over her, his vile breath crawling across her face. “And what if I do stop? Will you support my claim?” He glanced up at Mariam.

“Let her go,” Mariam repeated, seeing the pale look on Juliet’s face. “Now.”

With one sharp nod from Aziz, Jean-Marc stood up while maintaining a firm grasp on Juliet’s forearms. Her whole body ached with the urge to hit him.

“Why?” Mariam strode toward Aziz. The mutaween edged closer, but Aziz waved them back. “You were supposed to give our region hope. Yet, look at what you have done. You have brought war once again when peace was possible.”

Aziz stiffened, but he responded in a calm voice. “There was an imbalance. This region has served the needs of the West for long enough.” His face twisted to peer overhead as a diamond-shaped formation of caliphate planes pierced the lavender-tinged sky. He looked down at her with fire in his eyes. “I am doing what is best for our people. Your father lacked the strength.”

“It’s my father who originally saw beyond the region’s dependence on oil.” A dark red flushed Mariam’s neck as she brushed past a line of mutaween, her eyes impenetrably dark.

“I only want to keep our resources safely in our hands so that I can build our wealth, our prosperity—not that of the infidels.”

“It is men like you who have given the faith a bad name.” Mariam spit out the words as she tilted her chin upwards. “Your use of Islam to wage your own political war is despicable.”

“The Prophet declared that all good Muslims have a duty to wage jihad on non-believers,” Aziz retorted. “The war on energy gives us a vehicle to do that effectively and promote economic prosperity within the region.”

“Bah! I thought you were smarter than to believe that lie.” Mariam pressed closer toward him, challenging him with her eyes. “Peace is our real chance at prosperity.”

Aziz clenched the scimitar tighter in his hand until his knuckles turned white. “Allah has chosen me to extinguish the West for the sake of all Muslim people. You will join me, niece, or you will die.”

Silence fell. The only sound was from the buzzing of airplanes as they flew overhead. Juliet’s stomach was rock hard as she struggled to think their way out of this mess. But things seemed to be moving too quickly to process. Jean-Marc stood firm with his fingers locked tight on her wrists. Her leg was throbbing. Sweat trickled out from her temples and ran down the sides of her face. Still, she kept her eyes locked beyond the peaks of the Caucasus Mountains, searching for signs of the Syndicate or Graham.

Perhaps he had somehow made it out in time or had used an alternate exit to flee. Her irrational hope was the only way she could control her breathing.

“Like so many men before you, you are an egotistical, opportunistic sadist,” Mariam snapped and shot a glance at Jean-Marc, whose lips were pressed tight. “And you are a fool to follow him.”

“Aziz is right,” Jean-Marc said to Juliet, his breath warm on the back of her ear. She shuddered. “Jihad is the only way. It provides the best ideology for cohesion. The best framework for peace.”

Juliet was at a loss for words as the severity of Jean-Marc’s transformation became more apparent. He had gone from an environmentalist to a mass murderer, all for the sake of power and wealth.

“You’re a moron,” Mariam said. “You don’t even know what jihad is.” She almost choked on the words as she spoke to Jean-Marc. “It is an internal process that Muslims must rage within themselves—one of the ways to do that is to be more tolerant, more inclusive of other faiths.” Her hard gaze slid toward Aziz. “Not to monopolize the world’s resources and extinguish those who don’t think like you.” Mariam’s dark eyes swung back to Jean-Marc. “Whatever Aziz has told you is not the truth, and you are, quite simply, an idiot for taking him at face value.”

Mariam spoke as though no threat to her safety existed, only the risk of complacency. She caught Juliet’s eye, and something unspoken passed between them. Mariam was purposely stalling, waiting for the Syndicate to arrive. Why had she not seen it before?

Mariam peered down at Juliet’s chest and something rose in her face, setting it on fire. Juliet looked down to see a red laser marking her for death. Laser pinpoints landed directly on Mariam as well. Two laser-guided missiles were directed straight at Juliet and Mariam from overhead.

Aziz stalked toward Mariam. “Last chance.”

“Let us go, Aziz, I’ve had enough of the game you’re playing,” Mariam growled. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

Aziz’s mouth stretched in a wide, hideous smile. “Well, of course I do. You are the reigning princess of traitors to our faith.”

Juliet was not sure if it was just her imagination or if the laser seared hotter on her chest. Across the charred earth and broken bodies, her eyes sought Mariam’s face. It was her strength alone that they both had to rely on now. If Graham was dead, there was nothing more that she had to live for except for her revenge.

Violence flickered within Mariam’s eyes as she turned to address the mutaween.

“I am Mariam al-Saud, the rightful descendent of our slain king, Ibn al-Saud, and if anyone touches one more hair on that woman’s head”—she nodded at Juliet—“I swear, I will sever more than just a hand from your bodies.”

Aziz took a firm hold of Mariam’s arm and lowered his voice. “This is not going to end well for you either, princess. You go too far with these threats.”

She pressed her lips together and edged closer. “You have stolen away my family and desecrated my religion. When you die”—she went on with fire in her eyes—“I promise that it will end with more pain that you can imagine.”

Juliet felt Jean-Marc tense behind her, readying himself. His taut arm snaked around her neck and brought her stumbling backward.

“You and your father will have the same death.” Jean-Marc’s words taunted her, dancing like tiny pieces of shrapnel in her mind. “Alone. Broken. Forgotten.”

Waves of heat flamed behind her eyelids as she closed her eyes against the pain.

“My father was a good man, he wanted to end this war.” Her voice was strangled.

“And you’re going to finish the job? Was that your plan?” Jean-Marc shared a look with Aziz, who laughed out loud, his decayed teeth flashing in the dim light. “That’s what you still cannot seem to accept.” The flames around them had extinguished, but they were alight once more in Jean-Marc’s eyes. “You think that you are better. That your father was better than the Morusaks, al-Alfatih. But there are no good guys or bad guys in these wars.” He took her by both shoulders and forced her to face him. “There is simply the losing side.”

“Maybe so, but there is right and wrong, and what you are doing is wrong,” Juliet said, trying to reach what was left of Jean-Marc’s soul through his eyes.

“And you’re a slut,” he said, “who used me for information.”

She had always known that Jean-Marc had seen her success as a threat to his own, but it was not until this moment that she realized the extent.

“How convenient it is for men, that when you have nothing left of meaning to say, you revert to worthless sexual insults.” Juliet spat the words as she struggled against him. “I never used you for information. I died the day I found out about your plane crash. I loved whatever version of yourself that you seem to have forgotten, and relentlessly searched for answers about your death. Not that you deserve it.”

Jean-Marc took hold of her neck and squeezed hard. “Who do you think you’re playing with?” His voice rattled. “I’m no fool—you’re both spies.” He inclined his head toward Mariam, who was now surrounded by Aziz’s personal guard. “Neither of you can be trusted!” Jean-Marc’s dark, muscular arm tightened around Juliet’s neck. “This woman was toying with me the entire time,” he said to Aziz, his voice shaking.

A fresh bolt of terror rippled through Juliet as she struggled to breathe, struggled to think. The man that she had once cared for had not only betrayed her but now wanted her dead. Her vision blurred. Her chest pounded. She achieved one heavy, mangled breath and thrust all her weight forward, managing to break herself free from Jean-Marc’s painful grip. With clenched teeth she spun around, snatched the scimitar up from his belt, and slashed at his neck. He darted to the side and the blade missed him by inches.

“What are you going to do?” Jean-Marc taunted, backing away. “You’re outnumbered and outgunned.”

She felt raw and broken but her anger was stronger, a force that she could tap into. She let her rage surge through her. It vibrated in her chest, her arm, her wrist, and into the hand that now held the scimitar. She lifted it overhead and sliced off Jean-Marc’s right ear in one swift, fluid movement.

“That,” she breathed.

Hot blood spilled out the side of Jean-Marc’s head. He held tight to his injury, yelling at the mutaween in a mixture of French and Arabic.

“What the hell are you guys waiting for?” His eyes darted toward the mutaween, whose faces were a mixture of shock and confusion. “Kill her!”

The guards stepped forward, the ends of their M4 rifles gleaming like torches in the firelight.

Aziz held up a hand, motioning them back. “No guns, I want this to hurt. When this is finished, there will be no more revolt.”

The mutaween descended upon Juliet. When the first guard came at her, she ducked, quickly meeting him with an uppercut to the jaw. The second guard’s fist came at her stomach, but she sidestepped, and he missed. With a swing like lightning, she slashed at the man’s arm with the scimitar. The man’s eyes popped with pain as he clutched at his severed arm.

A mutaween threw an elbow in her stomach. Another popped a fist across her jaw. She felt them purple her face and blacken her limbs, ripping the scimitar free from her hand. Bile was alive in her throat as the butt of a gun slammed into the back of her knees. She fell into ice-cold mud. Two guards took hold of her, dragging her along the soaked earth as if she were no more than a rag doll.

With one look in Mariam’s direction, she felt the air start to leave her lungs. The flat expanse of the valley burned the color of oiled bronze as she met Mariam’s thick-rimmed hazel eyes. What are you waiting for?

She knew Mariam must have a plan to get them out of this mess.

She stared out at the legions of mutaween that seemed to grow with each passing moment and felt her resolve start to dissipate. Beyond the smoke and fire, she searched the sky for signs of the Syndicate. But the steely sky carried only the probability of more rain, and her world submerged into something dark.

Suddenly, two fighter jets buzzed overhead, and gunfire rained down on the mutaween, lighting a hope within her. Beyond the second watchtower, legions of Syndicate tanks poured down the hills, mounting a ground offensive that would be difficult for Aziz to match. An excited flurry erupted within her stomach. Behind the tanks, a platoon of Syndicate soldiers followed down the foothills, their M4 rifles gleaming in the remaining light. Juliet estimated nearly ten thousand men. Tears welled behind her eyelids.

The Syndicate had finally arrived.

Aziz and Jean-Marc fled to the second watchtower, where a platoon of their guard gave them a blanket of cover from the Syndicate’s attack. Blades of bloodstained grass stretched almost fifty feet from where Juliet remained to the second watchtower.

She moved quickly, and with a force like a thunderclap, whirled around, cracking her boot into the ribs of the man who was holding her. He stumbled over in pain, grasping at his injured abdomen, unable to breathe. Another mutaween drew out his scimitar, but she drove a fist into the man’s face. The man’s face slackened, and she kicked the scimitar free from his hand. With the weapon clutched tight in her right hand, she started toward Mariam.

Juliet ran across the sodden earth, kicking up dirt and blood around her ankles, determined to make Jean-Marc and Aziz pay for their crimes. Her breath burned down her throat from the damage Jean-Marc had done to her windpipe. Beneath her, the scorched earth clipped at her heels, springing hot soil up onto her thin pant legs as she approached Mariam.

Facing two of Mariam’s captors head on, Juliet did not hesitate and leveled the scimitar at both their throats. Once they were dead, she bent down and sliced the bindings off Mariam’s wrists, breathing heavily. Mariam sprang upward and wrenched a gun free from one of the dead guard’s belts.

The clang of warfare was all around them as the Syndicate engaged in a ground attack against Aziz’s army. A plane sliced overhead, dropping bombs and setting the second watchtower ablaze. Orange flames stretched into the sky. Behind Jean-Marc and Aziz, the second watchtower creaked and swayed, threatening to crumble. The mutaween pressed closer toward Aziz and Jean-Marc.

“There can be no quick death for them,” Juliet shouted to Mariam over the sound of gunfire.

Mariam smiled faintly with her chin held high. Sweat beaded her forehead and her hair was a mass of tangles that fell loosely around her shoulders.

The second watchtower burned brightly in front of them as a Syndicate plane buzzed overhead, raining gunfire down on the mutaween who guarded Jean-Marc and Aziz. They fell one by one like dominos, their limbs falling heavy and lifeless to the damp earth. Sparks and embers fell around Juliet and Mariam’s faces as a helicopter landed in front of them.

David Barany descended from the helicopter; his weathered face creased as he yelled orders to an ops team to take no prisoners. A small contingent of Syndicate soldiers quickly overtook the remaining five mutaween that stood guard in front of Jean-Marc and Aziz, who now sat huddled together with their arms and legs tied together.

David took a step toward Juliet; the side of his face was muddy and bloodied from combat, but his eyes were clear and direct. He knew what this moment meant to her. The pain over the last six years had culminated in this one moment.

“Your prisoners,” he said, handing her a pistol.

She peered down at Aziz/Abu Hassan, who sat cross-legged in the mud, his black hair caked with debris and his wrists tightly bound. She knew that it was David who had blackened both his eyes. As Juliet stared down at him, something within her came unhinged, a darker part of herself that she had rarely let people see. It was the same fury she felt when she had learned that Aziz had used his own children as human shields.

But this revenge was not hers to take. She glanced at Mariam.

Mariam nodded solemnly and stepped forward. “Any last words?” she asked Aziz.

Aziz lifted his eyes to meet her face, a deep olive, alive with madness. “Your father was a coward. When he had to face the consequences of his mistakes, he shrunk back in fear. Will you do the same?”

“I am not my father,” Mariam said bitterly. Juliet could tell from the look on her face that Aziz’s betrayal had made it impossible for Mariam to show mercy. “Where he might have shown you pity, I assure you, there will be none.”

Mariam’s eyes never left Aziz’s face as she lowered the end of a small wooden stick into a fire that glowed a bright orange in the darkness. Realizing that she meant to burn him, he squirmed against his restraints.

“You have used the blood of your family, my family, to fuel your own political ambitions.”

He licked his lips and jerked back. He tried to wriggle free, but his restraints glued him in place. “Your father’s and brothers’ deaths were necessary. You said so yourself.”

Disbelief fell heavy around Juliet’s heart as she looked down at the ground and tried to make sense of what Aziz had just said. The wind ripped and roared all around them, giving life to a fire of doubt she felt flicker to life within her.

A tingling ran across Juliet’s chest.

“I said nothing about my mother.” Mariam’s voice trembled with fury and tears welled in her eyes. “That was your choice, and I never condoned an attack in Paris. I never wanted more death. You have gone too far, Uncle.”

“You have played us all as pawns,” Aziz began slowly, his face blackened by the battle that raged around them. “Your father, your brothers, your uncles, even your best friend. Well …” he taunted; his eyes looked like silver blades, narrowed and intent on her. “Tell her”—he nodded toward Juliet, who shivered—“and the rest of the Syndicate the truth.”

Mariam hesitated, her forehead crinkling.

Juliet saw a vein on Mariam’s neck bulge, and she found herself inching back for the first time since she entered the valley. Her fingers went cold as they tightened around the handle of her pistol.

“I owe no one an explanation.” Mariam failed to meet Juliet’s eyes as her jet-black hair flew across her face. She edged closer to Aziz with the torch clutched tightly in her hand. “I have lived in the shadow of men like you for long enough. Men who distort our religion for their own personal and political benefit have no place left in our world.”

Juliet’s pulse moved at a quick, erratic pace as Mariam briefly caught her eye. The glow from the flames danced like diamonds across Mariam’s face.

“Please.” Aziz’s face twisted into a look of genuine torment. “For all our people have been through, for all I have tried to do.”

“There is no more room for forgiveness in my life.”

Juliet blinked hard. She could not reconcile the woman in front of her with the one she had always known. She knew that Mariam was a staunch defender of women’s rights, but this was something different entirely. Torture was not something she had thought Mariam capable of. Mariam lowered the end of the stick, and the flames touched Aziz’s leg. Tongues of fire slid further up Aziz’s body and Juliet suddenly wondered if Mariam’s pain had stripped away all her compassion. Shackled by the constraints of her father and the culture he had condoned, Mariam had to barter for her right to move freely throughout the country, even for her right to education and healthcare. But did those crimes justify torture?

Juliet glanced sideways at Mariam, whose face was a mask of determination. When the fire reached his waist, Aziz let out a scream of pain that rattled inside Juliet’s skull. She thought that she had conditioned herself not to feel sympathy for such a man. But the pounding in her chest told her otherwise.

“Mariam.” Juliet’s voice cracked.

“But you—” Aziz flailed within the fire, his screams losing their power. “It was your—”

Juliet felt sick.

“You thought that I was not strong enough.” Mariam waved the torch in front of Jean-Marc’s face. He flinched, leaning away. “But I assure you, I am stronger.”

“Mariam.” Juliet’s voice caught. There was a horrible pain in her chest. “What are you doing?”

A burst of horror filled the air as Aziz screamed in pain. Juliet’s insides shriveled.

David had ducked away and was speaking hurriedly into his communicator.

“How do you think Aziz evaded capture?” Mariam asked Juliet with fire in her eyes.

She turned to look at the crowd of mutaween that had gathered around them, a lump in her throat. “It’s you … it’s been you this entire time. You … lied to me.”

“What I did was take advantage of an impossible situation. The wheels had been set in motion long before I entered the picture.”

Juliet stumbled backward, feeling the burn of tears. She found that she could bear it all—the pain, the betrayal—but what she could not bear was for Mariam to be the enemy.

“You … did this?” Juliet winced as rain and tears spilled down her already damp cheeks. “But … why?”

“The Syndicate needed a man to blame for the world’s energy war, and I was happy to oblige. Like so many men before me, I am seizing power for myself.” She paused and looked out at a crowd of mutaween that had gathered nearby. “Men have ruled for far too long.”

David moved closer and directed ten Syndicate soldiers to form a tight circle around Mariam.

“What about your father?” Juliet’s insides remained in a knot. “You had your own father”—she swallowed down the sickness that coated the back of her mouth and throat—“killed?”

“My father was an egotistical maniac, just like Aziz, and so many men before them.” Mariam stared out at the crowd of remaining battered mutaween guards who had gone silent with terror. “And he has paid the price for what he did to my mother.” She nodded to where Aziz had gone quiet, reduced to a lifeless dark heap.

“But he was your father,” Juliet argued, swallowing down bile.

“What of it?” There was a crazed look in Mariam’s eyes that Juliet had never seen before.

Then she remembered the tale that Aziz had told her while inside the Turkish prison, about how Mariam’s father had encouraged her brothers to beat up on her when she was a child. She tasted bile.

David was arguing in Arabic with one of Mariam’s female mutaween guards.

“He did not agree with my line of work.” Mariam let out a puff of air and laughed. “He did not even support a woman’s place as outside of the home.

“What I never told you—” She paused and walked a few paces to meet Juliet at eye level. “Was that I had an older sister. She was fifteen when my father promised her to one of his ministers. After they were married, when she came home for Eid al-Fitr celebrations one spring, my mother noticed bruises on her arms and appealed to my father to put a stop to these abuses. But he refused, saying that my sister had always possessed a wicked nature and it was up to her husband to punish her as he saw fit. As a result, my sister tried to flee several times, but …” Her words hung thick in the air, rendering them all speechless.

She cleared her throat and went on. “You see, women who flee domestic abuse in my country are immediately returned to their husbands and families. It is only my uncle Salman who seeks to overrule this return to the dark ages.”

Juliet detected a wickedness in Mariam’s voice that she had never witnessed before. Her friend went on. “But my father has now answered for his crimes. And my brothers will never have the chance to carry through with his warped view of a woman’s place in this world.”

Mariam glowed with the victory. She had never beamed like that before. But Juliet had never witnessed her true character glaring through—one uninhibited by the constraints of a father who refused to honor a woman’s basic human and Islamic rights. Juliet felt the muscles of her face grow taut as Mariam turned to address the crowd of soldiers that had descended from the mountaintops. Upon closer inspection, Juliet realized that every soldier was female—their hair not hidden from their face but in long black braids that reached their waists.

“Sacrifices must be made; battles will be lost. It is always this way in a quest for change.” Mariam’s voice thundered as her support rippled through the crowd. “But one thing is certain: the men of my region have held power for long enough.” She stepped up on a pile of rubble, the watchtower burning bright orange behind her. “I am the daughter of Ibn al-Saud, and I am the one true ruler of the caliph!”

“No … no … no.” Juliet’s voice shook. “Mariam.” She felt herself go numb. “Not this way.”

“If not this way, then how?” Mariam turned toward Juliet with cold eyes. “You should leave now.”

Juliet stared up at the sky as if it held the answer. Mariam clearly intended to take over Aziz’s caliph. The question remained of whether to stop her.

“I thought you wanted peace?” Jean-Marc asked Mariam as more female security forces descended upon the valley and formed a circle around them.

Juliet whirled around to see Jean-Marc still bound on the ground. “You were in on her deception?” She felt blood creep up her chest and flood her face as she looked at Mariam. “You knew Jean-Marc was not dead. Yet you … you …” She was stumbling over the memory she had held of Mariam for all these years and the person who stood before her. “Yet, you made me believe that he was?” Her voice shook. “Why? How could you?”

Mariam dismissed her accusation with a wave and let out a loud cackle that Juliet had never heard before.

“You should be thanking me for getting you away from that piece of shit.” She inclined her head toward Jean-Marc. “All he cared about was money, anyway.” She tilted her head upward. “But it worked out for you in the end, didn’t it?”

Juliet felt her insides quiver. “Graham is dead! He went back into the building to find you!”

“And for that, I am sorry, truly. But you don’t need him, Juliet, you don’t need any man.”

“You’re right, I don’t need him.” Her voice shook. “I want him, and you have taken him from me.” There was a hole in Juliet’s chest where her heart used to reside.

Juliet stood with Mariam on the remains of the scorched earth, steaming with the aftermath of the explosion. Above the valley, foamy clouds drifted within a dark sky. Within the last hour, since they had descended into the valley, Aziz’s base of operations had been destroyed. But a more ominous force was taking shape.

“Jesus, Mariam. What kind of twisted, sick—” Juliet’s insides grew cold. “I still can’t believe you would use me like this.”

Mariam’s hazel eyes, so familiar, yet so far away, rested on her face. “I did not use you. I helped you to end this war.”

A deafening sound shattered the night, and the second watchtower exploded into a blue chemical fire. The blast sent Juliet flying backward, jostling her already weak limbs, and singeing at her skin. Fire was everywhere, biting at the Syndicate’s armory. Slowly, painfully, she watched in horror as the flames melted the Syndicate’s defense. In front of her, the remainder of the second watchtower creaked and swayed, threatening to crumble at the next sign of bombardment. The chemical remnants of Aziz’s synthetic oil shifted the orange flames to blue, turning the sky the color of the sea.

Juliet watched as the fires stretched their long tentacles into the sky and she felt the loss of Graham deep within her bones. Beside her, David was yelling, but she could not make out his words; the explosion had crushed her eardrum. The mutaween advanced toward them, and Juliet drew out her scimitar, forcing them back with the sharp end of her blade.

Rage painted Mariam’s face crimson as she came in front of Juliet. “Stay away from her!” Mariam mouthed. “Back! Now!”

With a buzzing in her head, Juliet forced herself upward.

David took hold of her arm, pulling her away from Mariam and her guard.

“There is a Syndicate plane on the other side of that hill.” His words felt murky inside her brain as he started to pull her up the side of the mountain.

Mariam kept one eye glued on Juliet as she directed her forces to remove Syndicate guards from their lands.

Juliet yanked her arm away and shook her head at David. “No.”

She knew that David was right. It would be minutes if not seconds before the entire valley was enveloped in flames. All she had to do was flee the valley with the formula. But Graham’s probable death kept her pinned with grief. Jean-Marc … he was to blame for all the brokenness inside her. The thought of Jean-Marc’s death snagged at her mind and the desire to kill him came stumbling toward her.

Her insides screamed for revenge.

Rational thought began to melt away as she frantically scanned the blood-soaked earth, her eyes frantically bouncing off the top of dark heads. Death was all around her and she felt herself slowly becoming part of it as she spotted Jean-Marc’s raven-colored head, matted with blood and sweat, slithering across the valley with a mutaween guard flanking him on either side. Anger swirled within her, clamping down on her chest like a vise. He was headed straight for a mutaween helicopter.

Juliet’s limbs trembled with rage as she started toward him.

David came after her. “Juliet, no! It’s too risky. We must leave, now!”

She turned around and made her way back down the hill with her grief locked away in some hidden part of herself. She knew that Jean-Marc’s death could not erase the pain he had caused her, but it could bring her relief. The task gleamed before her like a vision as she blinked back the pain and darted across the field.

David must have read her thoughts because he shot in the direction of Jean-Marc’s guard, blocking his retreat into the mutaween helicopter. Gunfire rippled past, missing Jean-Marc’s head by inches, but killing at least four of his guards.

Behind the helicopter, Mariam and a legion of her guards reemerged from a cloud of smoke and steamed earth. With a wave of her hand, Mariam directed her troops to surround Jean-Marc. It left a window with a clear shot at Jean-Marc. Juliet took a deep breath and aimed her pistol, but she felt numb to the action before her. All the hopes and feelings of the past came rushing toward her, making her unsteady.

Her insides screamed at what her subconscious could not fathom. So many of her actions over the years had stripped away at her humanity. All the failed promises to keep sources safe came suddenly crashing down on her, making it difficult to think. Difficult to breathe. Jean-Marc had dealt her the ultimate betrayal, but would his death make Graham’s any easier to bear?

Mariam caught Juliet’s eye and stepped forward.

Panting loudly, David came beside Juliet. “What is she going to do?” he asked.

Juliet cocked her head to one side. “I’m not sure anymore.”

Mariam glanced up in Juliet’s direction with a calm, surrendered look on her face. Although Juliet’s thoughts were in a tangle, one thing stood out—Mariam as the agent of her retribution. In Damascus, Mariam had told her that she would be her strength when she needed it.

With a hand pressed over her heart, Mariam nodded at Juliet, who then felt her stomach muscles tighten with readiness. The minutes stretched as Mariam approached Jean-Marc and offered a hand. Juliet tried her best to draw a slow, steady breath as a gun slid out from behind Mariam’s back.

Everything seemed to go in slow motion. All the blood drained from Jean-Marc’s face, his eyes widened, but all he got was one feeble protest before a gunshot to the head sealed his fate.

Juliet felt the air leave her lungs.

“She has moved all of us as pawns on her chess board.” David’s voice was soft, distant, as he stared out at Mariam, who shouted orders out to the mutaween guards as well as her own.

Breathing deep, Juliet tried to make sense of the mixture of pride and horror she felt over Mariam’s actions. She had done what Juliet could not.

David moved closer to Juliet’s side. “There will be another time, another place, but now we must go.”

Juliet shook her head, though she knew it was the truth. She wanted to weep as she stared out across the field at the second watchtower engulfed in flames. Something deep inside her broke apart at the thought of a life without Graham. The depth with which he had loved her had given her the freedom to do what she thought was impossible before. And now, she felt that strength fading away.

“I can’t,” Juliet said flatly. She knew all too well the despair that lingered on the other side of that mountain.

The whole valley was on fire now. The orange flames had faded into blue, signaling that Aziz’s energy reserve had been almost entirely diminished. Juliet knew that the sight should have made her happy, but all she felt was doubt and contempt. Not just about Jean-Marc, but for the love that had been stripped away. It was within the parameters of war that she had found what made life worth living again when everything else had grown dark.

“You’ve ended the war.” David placed a hand on her shoulder urging her back. “Aziz is gone, dead.”

Juliet’s eyes filled slowly, as though threatening to flood at the slightest sign of weakened resolve. She nodded reluctantly and slid one last glance at the watchtower, still thinking of Graham. She turned her back on Mariam and the mutaween and started up the side of the mountain.

Sheets of rain fell from the sky as David and Juliet reached the edge of the terror and mounted two horses to take them over the mountain. All the Syndicate’s tanks and armories had been set ablaze. They trotted up the hill and Juliet felt a weight start to lift as she turned her face up to meet the molten sky, letting the rain stream down her face like a shower. She wanted to cleanse herself of all pain, all loss. But Graham’s memory was in every thought, every breath. He had found a way to burn himself permanently into her mind, and she never wanted to let go of that feeling, even if it meant more pain.

The terrain became rockier as her horse galloped up the side of the mountain. She stopped briefly, sliding a look over her shoulder as they neared the ridge, hoping for an impossible sign that she knew would never come. Instead, she spotted Mariam.

With a fierce look on her face, Mariam took command of Aziz’s forces, yelling and waving her hands like a madwoman as she stood on top of a pile of scorched earth. Juliet felt a stab of alarm at the swiftness with which she took command of Aziz’s forces, but a small swell of pride, too.

With the formula for the world’s new energy resource clutched tightly in her hand, there was still hope of ending the war that had cost her so much. But did any of it really matter without Graham? Without Mariam?

She climbed out of the valley, her body jostling to the beat of heavy hooves on the damp earth. Her mind quivered over the last image she held of Graham, the dimples that cut inside the sides of his beard when he smiled at her. His eyes the color of emeralds with flecks of firelight, staring at her with a look of reverence that made her want to relive the past. It was all gone. Lost. And no victory over war could ever bring that back. She used her knuckles to wipe the tears away as she and David reached the paddock on the other side of the ridge. It smelled of wet earth and saturated horse manure. Flies buzzed and looped around their heads. She dismounted her horse and took it by the bit, feeling numb.

Juliet glanced down at the satellite image on her phone that depicted Mariam’s helicopter flying off into a horizon streaked with pinks, oranges, and yellows. An edgy, twisty feeling rushed through her body.

“Are you OK?” David asked, and she knew that he was referring to what had happened with Mariam.

“OK?” she repeated. She looked up. Her vision clouded. Her throat was parched from her rushed breathing. “No, I’m not OK. I’ve lost everything.”
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PARIS, FRANCE

Juliet awoke to the sound of rain padding distantly on the half-timbered roof next to her and the feel of cold steel still alive in her hand. The images of Chechnya came to her at night, pleading for the answers that her heart sought—images of the fire and terror smeared across Jean-Marc’s face, Mariam’s green eyes flashing with revenge—memories that pulled a veil over any joy she felt about the end of the war.

With eyes closed, she outstretched a hand, seeking the reassuring thud of Graham’s heartbeat, the coarse hair above his muscled chest that helped her limbs to relax. But the sheets were cold and empty.

She opened her eyes with a start, her heart clenching at the realization that she was alone.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to shut out the memory of Graham’s memorial service last month, the way the folded Syndicate flag had felt in her chapped hands, the look on Graham’s father’s face when she handed it to him and thanked him for his service on behalf of the Syndicate. She had kept her feelings buried that day, as giving in to her grief had not been an option.

But in the quietness of her mind, there had been no escape from her pain. He was in every breath, every fiber of who she had become. Their connection was an impermeable fire that made her feel more alive, more vibrant than ever before. She had tried to hold that feeling close as she went on, but every time she allowed herself to think of him, anger coiled within her belly. While the war was over, it had cost her everything.

She slid a glance at her phone, trying to replace her pain with numbness. She wanted to feel nothing at all. But every thought she had still turned toward Graham and the foolish hope that there would be some text message or voice mail from him, waiting for her. He was the friend, the partner, the lover, that she had finally been able to share things with—and that alone raised something within her, a longing that she never knew how badly she needed fulfilled, until now.

She pushed the feeling away, his smile still a glittering, bright stain on her mind, and checked the news on her phone instead. Within a month, Mariam had instituted laws that required equal pay for women, demanded law enforcement to respect female social liberties, and funded the creation of social platforms that advocated for the leadership positions that women deserved. But any opposition to her demands had been met with severe consequences, including dissolution of a company’s financial holdings—and even death.

David had tried to warn Juliet that Mariam’s tactics would be met with severe opposition not only within her region, but within the Syndicate as well. But Juliet did not care as she hauled herself upward, despite the weariness that wrecked her limbs. All she knew was that Mariam’s goal had been worth more than one woman’s or man’s life. That would have to suffice until she found her way ahead without Graham by her side.

Rubbing a hand over her heart, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and made her way toward the veranda, the old hardwood floor creaking beneath her bare feet. She unlatched the door and let the cool air drown out the heat she felt rushing up to her swollen eyes. The smell of fresh patisserie bit at her nose, and she breathed in the buttery scent, looking down. The streets of the Marais district in Paris were alive with the news that energy was free and available for all.

The older bourgeois crowd that she had grown accustomed to seeing at L’Ebouillanté café had been replaced by lively tourists and young families, buzzing in happy chatter after months of isolation and grim news. Plywood boards came down from storefronts that now boasted the latest fashion trends. Restaurants reopened with renewed optimism, enticing customers to come out of their homes and eat world cuisine. Foreign goods flooded the markets, recently made available by a culture of tolerance and inclusion.

Economic prosperity boomed across the entire globe, especially in the Middle East, where Mariam al-Saud was the first Arab leader to take the lead in spearheading energy reform.

Juliet knew that the scene outdoors should make her happy. But without Graham, she could not seem to find her bearings. The end of the war should have been enough to light her way forward, but the memory of Graham’s eyes as they had moved over her face—his wit, his humor, his unnervingly accurate instincts—made her insides tighten with longing.

Below her apartment window, her eyes swept over a man and woman, her heart hammering the entire time. Sitting at one of the round café tables, a woman with dark hair tied back with a head scarf held an infant wrapped in a blue blanket in one arm while she sipped on a cup of café au lait with the other. Across from the woman, a man balanced a toddler on his knee while the little girl gnawed on a croissant, flakes streaming down the front of her chin and striped shirt. The baby began to cry, and the woman pointed to where the top of a baby bottle crested above a diaper bag. The man smiled and nodded, shifting the little girl from one arm to another, bending to get the bottle as a waiter moved toward the table with two more café au laits.

Juliet watched them for a while as they moved in an easy silence, each of them aware of the other’s needs as they took turns wiping their toddler’s mouth and nose, burping the baby, and tucking him into his carriage after they received the check.

What did the end of the energy war matter if she did not have someone to share this new world with?

The realization that she had made the same mistake as her father snagged at her mind, pushing her through a door that she did not want to enter—she had chosen a career that had stripped away her lover and the family she had always wanted. Like a terror, it beckoned her. But she stayed where she was at the open window, transfixed and immovable as the world moved on below without her.

Her pulse was ragged as she glanced down at her phone, suddenly buzzing with a phone call from an unknown number. Her chest ached as she swiped to answer the call.

“Hey there, muharib,” the voice said. “I told you that you wouldn’t be easily rid of me.”

There were no words that could quantify the sound of a broken heart being restored, nor the sudden charge of feeling that made her capable of rising above the thunderous waves of grief. Yet, the sound of his voice, husky and familiar, made relief well up within her and overflow like a storm in the middle of summer.

Warm tears stained her cheeks, and she made a half-choked cry. “Graham.” Saying his name aloud helped her rise above the undertow that had threatened to pull her under for weeks.

Her legs felt like rubber, and she fell to her knees on the hardwood floor with the phone still pressed hard against her ear. “Where are you? How did you—?”

She heard his throaty laugh on the other side of the phone. “Russia.”

There was a roar in her chest. It was not relief, but the surge of feeling that came after a doctor restarted a heart. She sucked air.

“There is no time. But I needed you to know that I am alive, and I love you.”

Juliet smiled at the searing pain in her knees, a solid reminder that the phone call was not a dream. But she could not speak as she crouched on the floor, the cool air wafting through the thin cotton of her nightshirt.

A crackling came through from the other end of the phone. “Graham!” She drew a heavy breath, the blood pounding beneath her damp flesh. “When will I see you?”

“I’ll find you.” His voice was thick. “I’ll always find you.”

The phone went dead. The cold was gone, replaced by a heat that throbbed at her temples. A sudden thump on the door brought her back to the moment and she stared down at her dark phone for a few minutes before gathering her legs beneath her. She began to stand, a fluttery feeling still rising within her chest.

“Juliet, it’s me.” From inside her apartment, David’s voice was barely audible on the other side of the door against the sudden screaming inside her head.

Graham was alive. Alive.

The sound of his voice still echoed within her head and heart. He was alive and well, and therefore, so was her dream of the life she had always wanted.

“Juliet,” David repeated, jolting her awake from her fog of disbelief and awe. “I have good news—it’s about Graham.”

She threw open the door and flung her arms around her godfather’s neck.

“You’ve already heard, then,” he said above the top of her head, squeezing her tight.

Juliet nodded into his neck, tears pouring down her cheeks. After serving with her father for years in the energy war, it was David who had taken over her father’s role as her mentor and protector after his death. But she knew that he thought of it as more than any obligation to her father’s memory; it was the chance for him to be the father he would have otherwise not gotten the chance to be.

He took Juliet gently by both shoulders and inched her away. “I’m sending a force into Russia to collect Graham—today.” He handed her a clean tissue from his pocket.

“Thank you.” She looked up, patting her eyes dry.

“About Mariam …” David paused and cleared his throat. “I’m meeting with the Syndicate’s leadership council today to discuss next steps.”

Juliet backed away, using the sleeve of her shirt to again pat her eyes dry.

“Leave it alone, David,” she said, her voice still cracking with emotion.

His mouth tightened and anxiety rolled within her.

“I know that the circumstances are not ideal for change,” she said, “but Mariam has created peace, order—”

“Yes,” he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “But at what cost?”

“Don’t talk to me about the costs of this war.” She held up a hand. “And do not give me some lecture on the rules of engagement. She simply beat us at our own game. For years, extremists within her region have played by their own rules. Why, then, should she care what tactics she uses to beat those who oppose her?”

David folded his arms across his chest. “I know you think that you know her, and no one could dispute that she has the best intentions for her people, but what about the terrorism that she inflicted on Paris? Think about the lives lost, was that not a crime?”

David gave her a look that made her nerves grow taut.

“That was Aziz. Mariam never condoned those actions.” Juliet’s hands curled into tight fists at her sides. “She had to do what was necessary to make a real change in the region. A woman assuming power over the entire Middle East was never going to happen without bloodshed.”

Juliet’s throat felt thick, and she swallowed hard. “The years I have spent in the field with Mariam, you have spent within the safety of Syndicate headquarters in Paris. You have never once witnessed her character up close on a mission. You don’t know.” She inhaled a shaky breath. “You cannot know what it has been like, what Mariam and I have fought through and won. The peace and security of the entire newfound alliance stands to be ripped apart by placing blame on Mariam.”

David steeled his face, although she could see the undercurrent of fear that clouded his eyes.

“You’re afraid,” Juliet said. “Afraid of what you don’t understand, what you cannot see.”

“Mariam al-Saud is a talented stateswoman,” he said, “and she has pledged her life to fight for worthy causes. But I fear that this time she has gone too far.”

The thrumming within Juliet was all the fear that she had pushed away before. In the weeks that followed the raid in Chechnya, the Syndicate had been quick to form an alliance with the Caliphate in exchange for their agreement that energy be made free and available to all. And as the Caliphate’s new leader, Mariam had promised her people to do whatever she could to ensure their prosperity, and that meant no more foreign wars. But Juliet knew that David had negotiated the alliance as a political display rather than necessity. Once again, the Caliphate no longer held the winning hand in the geopolitical card game. She wanted to believe that David would uphold their end of the bargain with Mariam, but now she knew the alliance for what it was—a lie. The Syndicate, including David, would hold up their end of the agreement only as long as it served its interests.

“She has punished those who will not stand up for what is right,” Juliet said. “That is not a crime. That is justice.”

Something dark danced across David’s face. “I know that you are loyal to her and her cause, but I wonder if she has blinded you to her tactics. She is a madwoman.”

“And if she were a man, she would just be doing her job. But because of her sex, you have stripped away her right to act on her need for justice.”

“There will be some—most,” he corrected, “who will not see it that way. They will see it as an attack on the status quo. Men have ruled in the Arab world since the beginning of time.”

“And in the Western world as well.” Juliet’s senses heightened as the world suddenly went quiet around her.

Jean-Marc’s death was still blood on her hands, but Mariam’s new caliphate and all that it stood for—equality, peace, inclusion—was no longer just her best friend’s goal. The knowledge that Graham was alive and well breathed life into Juliet’s new mission—even if that meant going against the Syndicate.

She drew a deep breath as determination curled within her belly, making every nerve grow taut.

“I will be there to support Mariam. Whatever may come.”

David’s lips tightened. “I hope you know what you are doing, my dear.”

Juliet’s face still burned with her admission, but the fire that had been reignited within her was too visceral to ignore. “I think this may be the first time in a long time that I will fight for my own beliefs, my own interests, rather than those of the men before me.”

David nodded, a solemn look crossing his face, and turned to leave. He creaked the door open but paused as he reached for the doorknob. “I’ll deliver Graham to you tomorrow night.”

“Thank you, David, for everything.”

David walked out the door, leaving Juliet within the silence of her room. Outside her window, café dwellers buzzed with the quick-paced Parisian accent of heavy chatter. She walked toward the window and looked down again at the couple, who were now holding hands, their arms stretched across the checkered tablecloth while their infant and toddler slept peacefully in their double stroller.

Graham had wanted her even when she was half of what she was now, even when she was broken, frail enough to not see beyond her own selfish need to prove herself to a memory, a ghost. But what she could not see then, which she saw so clearly now, was that she didn’t need to be right or whole to love him or have him love her in return.

She stared out at the sunbathed cityscape, the dawn spreading its fingers across the crosses and gothic spires of worlds long gone, not knowing where her new mission would lead her, but the knowledge that Graham would be beside her was like a salve on her heart. She wanted to share this burden, this life, with him, not because she needed him, but because loving him had set her free.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To my husband, my lobster, Matt, who has never for one second doubted me or this story. You have loved me with an intensity that made this all possible. I love you until the end of this life and beyond. To my father, Tom, the first great storyteller I ever knew. Although you are no longer on this earth, you are in every piece of my imagination that I allowed to roam free on these pages. To my mother, Teresa, who has held my hand through some of the most trying times of my life. You taught me the importance of the written word, and how putting things to paper can help set me free. To my brother, Joe, and my cousins, Jennifer and Shannon, who have been putting up with my stories for a long time. Thank you for loving them even when they didn’t make any sense. For my sister, Bridget, the bright shining light who allowed our family to thrive when otherwise it would not have been possible. For my grandmother, Jean Semple Butler, who taught me to be fearless and unafraid of the unknown. For Creigh, David, and Linda for supporting and loving me like blood. For my sons, Collin, Cayden, and Arthur, you are my heart and soul; everything I do is for you.

For my talented editors, Elizabeth Couturier, and Emily Heckman, thank you for every piece of advice that has led to this point. I am eternally grateful for your candor and expertise. For the recruiter at the job fair back in Washington, DC, all those years ago who took a chance on a college grad that refused to go home until she had a job. For the psychologist at CIA who ultimately decided I would be a better targeting officer than a case officer, I have you to thank for seeing beyond my twenty-two years and into the life I really wanted. For Drew, who took me under his wing and taught me targeting. For Dan, who inspired me to be better. For my troupe of fearless, kind women who helped me to thrive at CIA—T, A, and M—I love you. For Darren, your memory has always been a blessing.

To the amazing team at Greenleaf, your professionalism and ingenuity in this strange publishing world have been a savior to me. For my writing friends, Christine and Gibson, who have braved the writing trenches alongside me for years. For my dog, Gus, even though you cannot read this—there was never a more faithful companion than you. For my family in DC—Erica, Ann Marie, Amanda, and Lauren, who have been my faithful cheerleaders for years and never once laughed at me when I said I wanted to become a novelist, I love you and can’t wait to become old ladies with you. For my Rose girls, Katie, Jen, Marissa, and Katrina—for always giving me sound advice on all things writing and mamahood. For my dear Charleston friends, Kat and Katherine, your friendships help me to do great things. For the baristas at Misha’s coffee for keeping me well caffeinated and giving me a home to write my novel. And for Ed.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: ]

Author photography by Gately Williams

BRITTANY BUTLER spent nine years as a targeting officer within CIA’s Directorate of Operations, Counterterrorism Center. Both at Langley and on temporary assignments in the Middle East, Brittany spearheaded operational efforts to achieve some of the most sensitive foreign intelligence objectives abroad. She has both first-hand knowledge of targeting methodologies used in the recruitment of spies and extensive field experience in working with foreign liaisons to discover and apprehend terrorists abroad. She is a staunch advocate for women’s rights in the Middle East and has worked for human rights campaigns in Afghanistan to protect and promote the rights of disenfranchised Afghan women and girls. Today, she assists Afghan refugees by helping them thrive within her local community. The first in a series, The Syndicate Spy weaves a story of fact and fiction, telling the true story of female intelligence officers who stand on their laurels of intellect and skill to see beyond religious and cultural barriers to find what unites them, rather than what divides them. Brittany lives by the ocean with her husband, three sons, and her dog, Gus.

Visit www.goodreads.com/book/show/62588158-the-syndicate-spy to leave your review of The Syndicate Spy and receive updates on the Juliet Arroway novels.

OEBPS/images/305-1.jpg





OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for The Syndicate Spy



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author













		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
THE
SYNDICATE

EEEEEEEEE
uuuuuuuuuuuuuu





