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1

I’M FINDING IT HARD TO breathe.

Sweat drips down onto my hands, which cling so tightly to the handlebars in front of me that my knuckles pop out, bone white beneath my skin. Trickles of perspiration trail along the muscles of my arms and onto my thighs; muscles that are screaming at me to stop pedaling. But I won’t.

I’m winning this race: edging, bit by tiny bit, ahead of Caitlin and Hala. Each of us stares up at the screen illuminated on the wall before us. Our avatars, linked to the exercise bikes we are on, creep slowly around the glowing outline of a virtual track. The three of us are getting toward the end of two hours of early-morning training here at Athena’s headquarters.

“Is that the best you can do, Cait?” I say. “I’ve seen grandmothers pushing shopping carts faster around grocery stores.”

I’m gulping for breath but just the fact that I eked out a sentence that long is my way of taunting Caitlin.

“Yeah, Jessie?” she pants. “Well, not mine. She just chases down chickens for dinner.”

I grin. It’s a funny image and just possibly true since Caitlin grew up in a tiny Kentucky town.

Hala doesn’t ever participate in much banter so I just steal a glance at her, a sideways look she won’t catch. Her face is tight with the pressure of riding at this resistance and intensity, her dark hair damp with sweat. She’ll never boast or taunt, and she’s a gracious loser (I should know, I beat her a lot) but she has a competitive streak as wide as a river.

“Slow down,” says Amber, from behind us, her tone officious. “You’re beating your all-time records for speed, but you’re creeping into the danger zone for heart rate.”

Well, that’s a momentum killer.

“Amber!” Caitlin and I exclaim at the same time. Feeling the competition drain out of the room, Hala lets out a mild curse in Arabic. My foot slips off the pedal and the spinning rubber catches on my calf, shearing off a thin layer of skin. I gasp and pause for a moment.

“Sorry,” Amber replies, in a tone that makes it clear how not sorry she is. “But this is training, not an ego contest.”

Amber is head of Athena’s technology department and also oversees our training, which she controls mainly by compulsively tapping data into an iPad. I love statistics and numbers, but Amber is off the charts when it comes to tables and graphs, and she might be just a tad obsessive about logging and tracking everything, from our lung capacity to her collection of old vinyl music records. But that obsessive attention to detail also makes her incredibly good at other things, like finding connections between shell companies and offshore bank accounts. Those are the kinds of connections that help Athena to bring down traffickers, terrorists, and a host of others who target mainly women and children. The kind of people that governments rarely have the time or budget to pursue. The kind of people our bosses, Li, Peggy, and Kit, built this rogue agency to fight against.

I get my feet back onto the pedals, ignoring the scrape on my leg that’s just beginning to ooze a thin film of blood, and Caitlin gets her pace up again too, till we are both matching Hala. But the thrill of the chase has passed. We finish the track without the same intensity, leaving Amber stressing about our mediocre speeds.

“Li’s not going to be thrilled with these results,” Amber says, trailing us all toward the door that leads to the showers. She’s probably right about that. It usually takes an effort of superhuman proportions for Li to offer anyone a word of appreciation.

“Then it’s a good thing it’s only ever you that I want to impress.” I smile.

“Sorry to break it to you, Jessie, but you’re failing miserably—” Amber’s retort is cut short by a message flashing up on her phone. She glances at it and then at us.

“What’s up?” asks Caitlin.

“Clean up and report back to the situation room in ten minutes,” she says.

I’d rather spend the short time we have in the locker room soothing my tired muscles under a scalding shower than wielding a hair dryer, so I leave my washed hair damp and tied back and meet my teammates by the elevator. Hala steps in first and lets a small beam of blue light from the unmarked control panel sweep over her iris. Once it recognizes her, the lift starts to move up.

None of us speak, and Caitlin leans tiredly against the sidewall. So tiredly that her eyes actually close for a long moment. I’m just about to throw her a sarcastic comment about being out of shape, but a concerned look from Hala stops me. We both sneak glances at Caitlin again. Shadows form gaunt dips beneath her eyes and there are fine frown lines on her forehead. Caitlin has decided she wants to slowly come off the anxiety meds that she’s been on since her military tours in Iraq. Maybe that’s not helping, or maybe she’s reducing them too fast. Either way, she feels us staring.

“What?” she asks, opening her eyes.

Always reluctant to get too personal, Hala just shrugs and looks away.

“You look rough, that’s all,” I say.

A tiny sigh escapes Caitlin’s lips, a sound that’s almost apologetic. I wait for her to elaborate, but the elevator door opens and she chooses not to answer but to stride out ahead of us into the corridor that leads to the situation room. Coming down to meet us, as he always does, is Thomas. Like Amber, Thomas has been integral to Li’s team since he was out of college. He runs Li’s many agendas, anticipates her requests, arranges her meetings and travel—and yet to call him an assistant feels like it misses the point. It’s more like he’s an extension of Li’s brain; at least the part that organizes the insane schedule she keeps.

“Good workout?” Thomas asks by way of greeting.

“Workout?” I sniff. “It was a bit tougher than your usual jog around the park.”

Thomas smiles, unfazed by my sarcasm. His hair is swept back and perfectly styled; his three-piece suit and shirt are crisp and wrinkle-free. He sports a pink tie and delicate silver cuff links. I’m quite sure that when Thomas slipped out of the womb, his parents asked, “Boy or girl?” and the midwife said, “Neither. You have a beautiful, healthy men’s fashion ad.”

The door of the situation room clicks open at the touch of Thomas’s pass card and he holds it for us to enter, reserving a special smile for Hala as she passes him. Thomas has a crush on her. It’s become apparent to all of us over the past months, from the longing looks he throws her, not to mention the way he always manages to stock the situation room with Hala’s favorite bran muffins, green apples, and mint tea. It’s crossed my mind that maybe it’s more than an unrequited attraction, that maybe they’re seeing each other—but since Thomas is the soul of discretion, and Hala would rather eat dirt than reveal much in the way of feelings, I haven’t been sure.

Thomas sits beside Amber, who has staked out her usual spot at the long table, surrounding herself with multiple laptops and tablets. Across from us are all three of the Athena founders. Li Chen taps on her phone, which sports a very cool red leather case that matches her crimson tailored suit. As the head of one of the world’s largest privately owned technology companies, Li projects the kind of self-assurance that gives everyone the impression that she is definitely in charge. And not just of Chen Technologies, but of the entire universe.

Kit Love, another cofounder, also happens to be my mother. In stark contrast to Li, she wears faded blue jeans, a printed silk shirt, and cowboy boots. My mother is a music star—or used to be—and wherever she goes, she always just feels like someone you need to pay attention to.

Between Kit and Li sits Peggy Delaney. One of the first African American women to be a US ambassador to the UK, Peggy is also a trained lawyer, and a woman whose global connections always manage to surprise us. Nobody wears a Chanel suit or a string of pearls better than Peggy, and on top of that, she’s just one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. Of everyone in this room, it’s usually Peggy who will get up to greet us all with hugs. But today, even she makes do with brief smiles of welcome. There’s a nervous tension hanging in the air and we all settle in quickly.

“Let’s begin,” says Li. “Time is of the essence.”

Briskly, Amber flicks a picture onto the screen. A sixty-year-old man with a thick beard flecked with gray, heavy eyebrows, and small, sharp eyes. It’s a face we have become familiar with. Imran is from Pakistan. He is the tribal leader in the village where Peggy, Li, and Kit opened a school for girls two years ago under the auspices of the United Nations. And he took it upon himself to burn down that school, while the girls and their teachers were still in it, because he believed that girls should be married off by the age of fourteen. Li, Kit, and Peggy lobbied and fought for justice and got absolutely nowhere. It was a dark few months, but something did change in the end. When no government would help and the UN seemed tied up in political knots, all three women took a stand—a deeply secret stand—and our agency, Athena, was born.

“As you know, Imran escaped any consequences for . . . what he did,” Li says. Unusually, she seems emotional, and tries to cover it by talking more quickly. “And as you also know, we’ve done our best to track his movements ever since. It hasn’t always been easy, but we’ve had help from this man, Asif. His twin daughters died in Imran’s attack.”

A new photo pops onto the screen: a young man with high cheekbones, a light growth of beard, and eyes that look older than the rest of his face. Kit’s eyes flicker away from the photo, a tiny muscle in her jaw clenched. It was Kit who convinced Asif to put his daughters back in school when he was afraid of what Imran and his Taliban backers might do. To say it still haunts her would be an understatement. But at least now she deals with it through her work with Athena rather than by staring at the bottom of an empty vodka bottle.

“Asif gets information from Imran’s housekeeper and passes it to us. The housekeeper is a man who’s worked with Imran for years. He’s been very helpful.”

“How?” Hala asks.

Amber chips in: “He’s helped us keep tabs on which phones Imran uses so we can always monitor him. He switches handsets and SIM cards like he’s changing underwear—rather frequently. And now, something’s come up through the phones.” She pulls at the ends of her spiky, purple-highlighted hair, tense.

“Imran is planning a terror attack in India,” says Li.

“What kind of attack?” I ask, sitting up.

“We don’t know.”

“What’s the target?” I try.

“We don’t know that either.” Li looks pained at the admission.

“What do we know?” asks Hala, biting into a muffin.

“We know it’s happening tomorrow at four thirty a.m. Indian time.”

The three of us start to look at our watches and phones, but Amber spares us the math. “That’s in just over thirteen hours from now,” she announces, her voice serious.

“Where?” Caitlin asks.

“Somewhere in Mumbai, we think.”

“Somewhere in Mumbai? A city of, what, twenty million people?” I ask, stressed. “How are we supposed to protect the target?”

“You’re not,” Kit says. “You’re going to track Imran on the ground and find out what the target is. He’s gone completely dark in the past few hours—burner phones included. It’s standard practice for terrorists ahead of an attack, to reduce the chances of being caught or foiled.”

Peggy chimes in. “You have to keep it clean and simple. No fighting, and minimal danger to the three of you. Amber will outline possible strategies as you fly out. And once you know the target, I have a direct line to the Indian ambassador here and we can get the Indian police involved to stop the attack.” Peggy’s long and illustrious diplomatic career has left her with a wealth of contacts all over the world. I don’t doubt she can arrange an intervention in another country, but the whole mission sounds pretty vague.

I stand, suddenly too keyed up to even stay in my seat. Pacing around sometimes helps.

“And what do we do with Imran?” I ask.

“Hand him over to Asif and his neighbors. They’ve been planning to take back their village for some time. The extremists supporting Imran have moved much farther north and his funding is drying up.”

That’s all fine and dandy, but another question is bugging me. “Why is Imran targeting somewhere in India? When he’s over the border in Pakistan?”

“He’s working with a relatively new group called Family First,” Peggy explains. “They are so new we don’t have anything much on them, but he’s referenced them in connection with this upcoming attack, and there is intelligence out of India about them. They are against gender equality, anti-LGBTQI+, and their biggest focus is to stop women and girls being educated or working, because it erodes traditional family values.”

Hala makes a face that communicates her disgust with that manifesto.

“Have they committed attacks before?” Caitlin asks.

“No,” says Peggy.

There’s a brief lull, but it seems like these scraps are all the information there is. Li nods to Amber to deliver the practicalities.

“You’ll be on a private flight to Lahore two and a half hours from now,” says Amber, reading from one of her tablet screens.

“Can’t we leave sooner?” I ask.

“It’s not a walk in the park arranging private planes to places like northern Pakistan,” replies Amber crisply. “I’ve done my best and the plane you’ll take is faster than a commercial flight. You’ll be in the air for just over seven hours. When you land, a stealth helicopter will be waiting for you. Caitlin will pilot. Estimated time to get to Imran’s village is around thirty minutes. Giving you over an hour to get the target details out of him.”

Well, there’s not much margin for error there. The room falls silent, probably because we’re all wondering at the immensity of the task. Only the sound of Li’s manicured nails tapping compulsively on the table fills the air. It’s not a sound I’ve ever heard before from her—the sound of nervous tension. And it doesn’t make me feel great.

“I’m not happy about this,” Li admits, at last. “It’s rushed. But if we do nothing and people die . . .”

There’s a moment’s pause, broken finally by Caitlin. The oldest of us agents, she’s our team leader and often our unofficial cheerleader too. “I think I speak for all of us in this room when I say we never met a challenge we said no to,” she says seriously. “Let’s get our asses in gear.”

“How poetic,” Amber comments. “I think Shakespeare may have said that first.” She packs up her workstation.

“Possibly Maya Angelou?” says Thomas. I snort and even Kit and Peggy stifle smiles.

“Gimme a break, all of you,” grumbles Caitlin, getting up. We all follow her and rise to clear the room.
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KIT MEETS ME AT HOME, where I’ve rushed back to grab some things before I head to the airfield to board the flight to Pakistan. We live together in an expansive house in Notting Hill, a part of London that Kit moved to fifteen years ago. It’s not as manic as the middle of the city but there are still a ton of great places to hang out, good restaurants, and lots of vintage clothing shops where Kit can satisfy her occasional shopping cravings.

It takes me about ten minutes to pack. Everything I need is within reach, and though the inside of my closet might look like the aftermath of a burglary, I know where everything is. When I’m done, I haul my backpack into Kit’s bedroom, an oasis of distressed wood floors, crisp white linens, and subdued modern art. My mother has lit a couple of citrus candles, sending warm flickers of light onto the pure white walls. The sounds of whale song and ocean waves issue softly through the ceiling speakers. These weird soundscapes are apparently designed to enhance our well-being, but I find it a bit disorienting to hear crashing breakers on some Hawaiian beach when there’s only a little green English lawn outside the window.

Kit is busy rummaging around in the vast expanse of her walk-in closet.

“I have to go,” I call.

My mother hurries out with a pile of shirts hanging over her arm.

“What about these?” she asks.

I sigh. My backpack is stuffed full of plain T-shirts, which vary only in that some of them are white and some of them black. Unsurprisingly, most of Kit’s clothing just looks like it belongs to a music star, and none of it is really my style.

“Seriously, Mum?” I ask. “If you want to help, why don’t you—”

The doorbell interrupts me. I’m closest to the video monitor panel mounted next to Kit’s bed. The image is in color, high definition, crisp and clear. I feel like I’ve seen the man standing there before, also on a screen . . . then I realize where. I’ve seen him on the TV news. Not to mention in person, just once.

“That’s Jake Graham,” I say.

“The journalist?” Kit asks.

“How many Jake Grahams do you know?”

“Bloody hell,” Kit sniffs.

“He trashed you!” I remind her—as if she wouldn’t remember.

During our last mission in Belgrade, Kit went undercover and gave a performance for the human trafficker Gregory Pavlic. It was purely as a distraction so that Caitlin could break into Gregory’s office and find the evidence we needed to bring him down. Despite our best efforts to keep the concert quiet, the story hit the press, and it was written by Jake Graham, the crusading social justice reporter. And so it looked like my mother was a money-grabbing has-been singer who’d played a gig for a scummy criminal. It turned public opinion against Kit, but she shook it off, deciding it was a good thing. Nobody would suspect a sell-out singer of running a secret agency to help women.

The bell rings again. Long and hard. I stay quiet and wait, watching the wheels turn in Kit’s mind.

“Stop worrying,” I tell her. “Jake has no idea that Athena exists.”

“I know. But it’s just better that he doesn’t connect you to me,” she says. “Just in case.”

“Then don’t answer it,” I suggest.

But she takes a step toward the stairs, toward the door.

“I need to find out why he’s here.” She flicks on the recording app on her phone and pockets it. “Listen from up here, Jess, and stay quiet, okay?”

I nod. Kit disappears down the stairs while I stay out of sight at the top of the landing, sitting comfortably so that I won’t have to move a muscle.

Kit opens the door and there’s a wary exchange of pleasantries. Like the pushy reporter that he is, Jake asks if he can come in, but Kit doesn’t let him past the threshold.

“What do you want, Jake?” she asks.

“Look, Kit, I know my piece about you and Pavlic must have hurt, but people have a right to know the truth,” he says.

“Do you make a point of apologizing in person to everyone you expose? Or is there something else you want from me?”

I smile. I can just imagine Kit’s steely stare.

“I want to talk about Cameroon,” Jake says.

That wipes the smile off my face. I lean forward, straining to catch every word, to sense Kit’s response.

“The country in Africa, you mean? Isn’t that where Cameroon is? Or is it the Caribbean . . . ?” wonders Kit.

Jake makes a slight noise—maybe a laugh, maybe a snort of disbelief.

“What do you know about those schoolgirls who were saved by an unknown private army a couple of months ago?” he demands.

“Unknown private army.” That would be us. For a moment I’m a little bit flattered that just the three of us agents on the ground in West Africa gave someone the impression of a whole platoon.

“Jake, I’m busy and you’re talking in riddles. If you have something to ask me, contact my manager or my PR firm. Their email addresses are on my website.”

“You’re friends with Peggy Delaney, right?”

Another left-field question. And I’m sure Jake has noticed that it’s keeping the front door open and Kit planted on the step. She makes a sound of acknowledgment. There are pictures of Kit and Peggy everywhere, from the White House to Pakistan, so there’s no point in denying it.

“Peggy was helping the Cameroon government take care of those girls. I bumped into her at the embassy.”

That freaks me out even more, because I was with Peggy when Jake spoke to her at the embassy. I am 100 percent sure he wouldn’t remember me, though. I bite tensely on a nail. Okay, 95 percent sure. Jake’s still talking:

“That was right after the operation in Cameroon. The attack on Ahmed.”

Boy, he’s really smart. Planting a name that we know well, just to see if it sticks. But my mom is smarter.

“Who is Ahmed, for Christ’s sake?” Kit sounds exasperated.

No explanation from Jake. A bit of shuffling. Then:

“Here. This is a female soldier. Do you know who it is?” Jake asks.

There’s a short pause, during which I imagine Kit is looking at whatever image he’s showing her.

“Are you serious? It’s grainy and—well, it’s not even in focus. Jake, I’m sorry. Even though you made sure I can’t walk down the street without someone spitting at me, I kind of respect your reporting. But you’re really pissing me off right about now, and if you don’t take a hike, I’ll call the police.”

“I can’t tell if you’re for real,” says Jake.

“Trust me, I just need to push this panic button and the cops will be here in three minutes.”

“Not about that,” Jake continues, perfectly cool. I really want to run downstairs and punch him. But I sit on my hands and make myself breathe (quietly).

“About Gregory Pavlic,” continues Jake, and his voice has dropped now, like he’s trying to genuinely connect with Kit. “Your whole women’s rights campaigning thing, all these years? It always struck me as, well, honest. And then you go and sing for a notorious trafficker. It doesn’t feel right, Kit.” There’s a long pause. I lean forward, straining to listen.

“With Pavlic—I’m not proud of it, but I needed the cash,” Kit lies, managing to sound broken by the admission. “That’s what you wanted to hear, isn’t it? Now go to hell,” she says, her voice quavering.

The door slams, cutting off Jake’s reply. I wait where I am. Kit stands silently by the front door for a moment then trudges up the stairs and jerks her head for me to follow her into her bedroom. It overlooks the back garden, not the street, but we both stay far from the windows in case Jake is still hanging around, sniffing for scraps.

Kit paces up and down the pale wooden floor by the side of her bed, staring at the planks beneath her feet. She’s literally wringing her hands together. I can understand why. Nobody sanctions what we do at Athena. If we’re found out, it would mean jail time for all of us; not to mention an end to our work. Something has clearly spooked my mother. I can guess what it is too:

“That picture he showed you? The female soldier? Where was it from?”

“From the mission we ran in Cameroon.”

My stomach drops. “Was it me?”

There’s a brief moment of relief when Kit shakes her head. But then my mother looks up, her face pinched with worry. She brings a hand up to rub her forehead and the hand is trembling, just a bit, as her gray eyes meet mine.

“It was Caitlin,” she says.
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THE AIR UP HERE IN the northern hills of Pakistan is fresh and touched with scents of pine and herbs. It’s also pretty damned cold, especially when you’re at the open door of an airborne helicopter. I scan over the landscape below, green and vague through the night-vision contact lenses that are irritating my eyes. There’s certainly not much down there at 3 a.m. in the way of lights, or vehicles, or factories—but there could be people, hidden, watching. This particular region isn’t under the control of religious extremists anymore, but there’s no reason why insurgents and fighters might not still be living in the tiny hamlets and caves that dot the barren countryside. The cold grasps at me, eating into my bones, as Hala and I crouch at the door of our stealth copter. Caitlin lowers the aircraft, carefully, painstakingly, close enough to the rocky ground that we can both jump down and start running.

Our chopper is so quiet that we can barely hear the soft whirr of the blades whipping the air as Caitlin flies up and away from us. We’ve landed about a mile from Imran’s village so that we don’t attract attention, and we race over the rough landscape on foot, our pace steady, our feet hitting the ground together. We are late. Not by much, but we still have very little time left to mine Imran for information.

“Hey,” I say to Hala. “Shall we go a bit faster?”

All three of us are connected to each other for sound, so a whisper is all it takes to communicate.

She just nods but picks up speed.

“I didn’t think it would be this cold,” I add.

“Hmm.”

I decide not to bother with any more attempts at conversation. The fact is that even on a good day, Hala isn’t the world’s chattiest person—in her native Arabic, or in English. I’ve seen professional mime artists that have better small talk. Anyway, we’re nearly there. The village begins with a long straggle of homes built along the dirt track that passes for a main road.

“I’m a hundred yards due north of where I dropped you. Let me know when you’re five minutes out for pickup.”

Caitlin’s Kentucky drawl is so full and warm in my ear that it’s like she’s standing right next to me. The sound of her instruction, the knowledge that she’s back there, waiting, with her hand on the helicopter controls, ready to spirit us out of here, calms the rising tension I feel as we move toward our target.

As we run through the village, we circle past the main cluster of houses and huts—and then I see it. Hala follows my gaze to a patch of empty land that holds rows and rows of small clay pots. Each one is filled with oil and each one burns with a small, persistent flame. Flames of remembrance. We both slow down for just a moment, out of respect, watching those oil lamps cast their tiny sprays of light into the black night.

This is the place where the village school used to stand before the twenty-three young girls and two teachers inside it were killed. These gentle lights are a memorial, one for each death—but the flickering fires only remind me of the brutal arson attack that took those lives. I try not to, but I can’t help but imagine what it must have been like to be inside when the doors were nailed shut. Maybe those kids and teachers heard some hammering, but thought it was the last bits of building work, and just carried on with a math lesson. Maybe they ignored the soft slosh of kerosene on the outside walls and didn’t even hear the fizzing strikes of the matches that followed. Beside me, I feel Hala shudder.

A noise attracts our attention. Someone’s approaching through the solid black of the night, emerging from among the main cluster of homes. Hala and I step behind a wall and pull up the scarves that are swathed around our necks, masking our faces. We watch as a man pauses, looking around. Through my night lenses, his outline is clear, despite the black clothes he wears. He carries a long, thin knife in his hand and, by the stretched skin of his knuckles, I can tell that he’s grasping it hard. The darkness is too thick for him to see us, though he seems to sense us as we circle closer. But by the time he turns, my hand is on his knife, my foot has kicked up behind his knees, and he drops to the ground while I press his own blade hard against his throat. Hala is right behind me, ready to help, but I’ve got this.

“State your name,” I whisper.

“Mary Poppins,” he whispers back.

Really, I don’t know where Amber comes up with these code words. Maybe it livens up her desk job at Athena. I lower the knife away from the man’s throat and Hala shines a tiny LED flashlight into his face. It is the face we were expecting. His eyes widen as he takes us in. My guess is that he wasn’t expecting two young women to be the ones dropping in to help him take back his village. He rises to his feet, then shakes hands with both of us. It’s a polite gesture and somewhat rare in this part of the world where, sometimes, men don’t think it proper to touch a woman who isn’t their wife.

“Asif,” he whispers, giving us his real name.

We just nod mutely in return. Turning away, Asif leads us off into a tight alleyway between small wooden pens where goats and donkeys are tethered up for the night. As we approach the end of the narrow lane, he points to a stone building with barred windows.

“This is the village jail,” he explains. “When you are finished with Imran, we will keep him here and put him on trial.”

Imran was arrested at the time of the arson attack—the international uproar meant that the police could hardly leave him untouched. But news cycles move on fast and forget even faster. With extremists’ money and weapons backing him, the police didn’t have the courage or inclination to press charges against Imran, and he was released within weeks. He returned to his big house here in the village and nothing changed. The villagers who lost their daughters swallowed their rage, fearing their sons might be next. But now, the fundamentalists have retreated north and Imran’s power base has crumbled. And so, Asif and the others are willing to take back their village and rebuild what was burned. Some justice for the loss of those young girls with big dreams of going to school; the girls whose hopes, and bodies, turned so quickly into dust and ash.

“We’ll deliver him as soon as we are done,” I assure Asif. “Thank you for your help so far.”

“There are three guards outside his house,” Asif tells us. “Once you get past them, the housekeeper will let you in the kitchen door.” Using his phone, he shows us a picture of the housekeeper so we don’t trust the wrong guy.

“Got it,” I confirm.

Asif points us on our way but Imran’s home is not hard to find—a sprawling, whitewashed house that squats heavily on a plot considerably larger than any of the others in the village. A forbidding wall at least twelve feet high and two feet thick forms a protective square around the dwelling.

I extract a small dart gun from the holster that clings to my body armor. We pace with light steps along the outside wall of the house. As we reach the front, I take over the lead position from Hala and sneak a look around the corner. Two men in white robes lean against the wall, smoking, looking more than a little bored of guarding the place. Concerned, I turn back to Hala and indicate that there are two guards there, not three, as Asif said—when the third man materializes like a specter, out of the darkness behind her. He advances on us, a crowbar raised high over his head. In a flash Hala ducks, giving me a clear shot. My dart fires into his neck and he falls like a stone before he can bring the weapon down. But the sound of his body and the crowbar crashing to the ground has alerted the other two. Their steps pound toward us, and I move out quickly from my cover behind the wall, and shoot again, twice. They both drop, drugged into unconsciousness that will last for a couple of hours at least.

Within moments, Hala is high above me, scaling the smooth surface of the wall as easily as if it were a staircase. Only once does she slip, but she rights herself, and makes the summit in seconds. She carefully slices away the curls of barbed wire that festoon the top, then drops a climbing line down to me. Quickly, silently, we use the line to make our way down the other side, into the heart of Imran’s home.

We find ourselves in a wide, open-air courtyard that clearly forms the entrance into the house, which lies ahead of us, looming darkly in the night. The word “courtyard” always feels kind of romantic to me—it makes me think of cool shadows, high pillars, maybe candles. That’s definitely not happening here. For a start, a stench of raw sewage wafts up from a blubbering drain to our left. And the only light source is a lurid fluorescent bulb dangling by a wire inside a wooden outhouse across from us. The scent of jasmine wafts past for a second, but it’s soon lost under the odor from the drain. Light glimmers in a room at the far end of the courtyard, sending a splash of white onto the rough concrete floor before us. Through those lit windows we can see the outline of cooking pots hanging from the ceiling and, against the wall, a wood-burning stove. Harsh bulbs give the white walls a greenish glow, and inside, a tiny old man moves about—the housekeeper. Through Asif, we’ve learned that there’s not much in the way of nine-to-five hours in Imran’s house—if you work for him you can rely on being on call twenty-four/seven, and he has a habit of staying up most of the night, plotting and planning with his cronies, and then sleeping through much of the day. What we’re expecting tonight is that Imran will indeed be awake, anticipating the attack that’s due to happen in less than forty minutes from now. And what we really want is for him to talk to one of his buddies about it, preferably in exquisite detail, giving the London team the details they need to alert the Indian police.

Hala taps lightly on the back entrance to the kitchen. The housekeeper startles, then scampers over to open the door with quick, neat movements. For a moment, he stares, stunned by the fact that we are women; then he gets over it. He looks at us questioningly, like he’s awaiting instructions. Hala turns to a platter of crisp pastry samosas sitting ready on the table and she sticks a clear, wafer-thin microphone dot onto the base of the plate. She shows the housekeeper, who nods, impressed that it’s invisible. Then he pulls us into a dark corridor and indicates that we should wait there. The passageway that we stand in leads directly into the living room, where we can now hear Imran and his comrades chatting. It’s good to be out of the coarse, bright light of the kitchen—I feel less visible out here, even though we are closer to Imran. But now, I use sign language to urge the housekeeper to get going. It’s driving me nuts that Imran is jabbering away and we’re not picking up the conversation.

The old man hurries down the long, dark corridor to deliver the plate. Within seconds, in our left ears, Amber’s super-cool tech feed gives us a constant translation of the Urdu conversation that the mic is now picking up between Imran and his friends. There’s a delay of about three seconds, no more. I glance at Hala, relieved. But if we were hoping for high-level terrorist discussion, we’re out of luck. Right now, they’re taking turns complaining about their families and how the first wives are so jealous of the second and third wives. Everyone has their cross to bear, I suppose, but somehow, I can’t get there with the sympathy. I check my watch, which has a handy countdown timer that only makes me more stressed. Only thirty-five minutes to go. We have to get the information soon for Peggy’s contact to have any chance of mobilizing the police and evacuating the potential victims. In our ears, the chatter from the living room pauses. Then, finally, Imran speaks:

“Not long now,” he says. He sounds pleased with himself, his tone arrogant. I glance at Hala. She looks hopeful. Please, I pray, let this be it.

“Four thirty in the morning, everyone will be sleeping,” says one of his guys, like he’s congratulating Imran on his genius.

“Maximum casualties,” confirms another.

My heart is pounding, with stress, with willing them to say more. Where are these casualties meant to be?

“I never thought us Pakistanis would be working with Indians,” laughs Imran. “Muslims and Hindus—sworn enemies. But Family First is a bigger cause that unites us all.”

Murmurs of appreciation rise up for Imran’s comment.

“What made you choose this target, brother?” asks a different man, with a high voice.

Imran gives a low chuckle. “This target? This met all the requirements for Family First—but for me, it was also personal, my friend.”

Next to me, I feel Hala tensing, leaning forward just a bit. We’re getting close. Keep talking, Imran, I think. Just a little more detail and we can hand you over to the villagers and hightail it back home.

And then something blurs past us, right through the corridor, and then it stops, just as suddenly. I stare, my eyes wide open, my ears filled with the sudden hammering of my heart.

It’s a little boy, maybe six or seven years old, tousle-headed, sleepy. One of Imran’s kids, probably. The boy turns in surprise and stares openmouthed at the dark outlines of me and Hala standing there like statues in the corridor. Time slows to a crawl. I feel the blood pulse in my ears, as I watch, dull-headed, unable to think. Hala makes the tiniest move forward, then stops. Because I can’t think of what else to do, I put my finger to my lips. Wide-eyed, the boy watches us in fright for a moment more, then turns and runs, screaming, into the room where Imran sits.
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