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Chapter  1  :  Rome

Aishe dithered between bored and expectant. The couple across her desk stared at the glossy brochure as if it might bite them. They wanted Europe, but not the riots they’d seen on television.

“It looks dangerous,” the husband said, tapping a headline he’d folded into his pocket.

Aishe smiled as though she hadn’t heard that worry a hundred times before. “News exaggerates,” she said, laying out a map dotted with red pins. “Crime rates are lower than in most American cities. Families go every year and come back with nothing worse than a sunburn.”

Her voice was calm, reassuring, the product of practice and polish. What truly convinced them was the way she spoke about Prague at dusk, or the old fortresses above the Danube. She knew those places—had walked their streets, eaten their bread, ridden their crowded trains. That authenticity was harder to dismiss than statistics.

Three hours later, they left with a folder of tickets, itineraries, and a promise of museums and seaside towns. Aishe filed the paperwork, feeling the small satisfaction of a job done well, and then treated herself to an espresso. The machine hissed in the break room, releasing a curl of steam that smelled like home in miniature.

Back at her desk she flicked through the day’s messages. Business queries, updates from tour companies, invoices—she deleted them without thinking. Then she opened the account that no one else knew existed.

One message. Sender:5, message:3-4-2.

Her breath caught, then steadied. She read the line, memorized it, and burned the scrap over her stove when she got home. Watching the flame chew through the paper gave her a strange comfort, as if her obedience itself was cleansing.

She lingered in the quiet after. The mission details would come soon; it would be in Rome in 4 days. Aishe leaned against the counter, letting the silence stretch, and almost felt light. The work was stressful, dangerous—but it gave her purpose.

Without it, there was only the hollow weight of memory. Her parents’ laughter on a balcony in Beirut. The thunder of a bomb, the hotel crumbling, the sudden inheritance of wealth and absence. She had finished school in Paris with distinction, but in a haze—friends moving on, professors praising her mind, while inside her plans had already turned to ash.

The message meant she mattered again.

She poured a second espresso and sipped it slowly, her hand steady now. In four days in Rome. Until then, she had space to breathe, to reset. She felt the old need stirring—the urge to be reshaped, to purge her soul, to reset her controls before she stepped back into danger. Memories flooded her mind and she was longing for the pure emotion of uncontrolled sex, of being forced into incredible passion by her master, of receiving pain and pleasure by a lover, being forced into indescribable intense feelings.

She set down the cup, reached for her phone, and dialed a number she hadn’t used in months.

The line clicked on the second ring.

“It has been a while,” the voice said—deep, even, a voice that seemed to resonate from deep inside her chest.

Aishe’s throat tightened. “Master. I need you, please.”

Silence stretched, heavy enough that she feared rejection. She had only a small window before Rome. Would he ask questions? Would he tell her no?

Finally: “The Crown. At six. How long do you have?”

“Two days,” she breathed, her relief almost dizzying.

The line went dead. She stayed still, phone still pressed to her ear, whispering, “At six, then,” to nothing at all. Work didn’t matter now.  She had to appear casual looking for the cache, but not now.

She had an assignment! She knew how to find the details.

After work she walked down to, and along the waterfront, as she did almost every good day, looking for telltales in certain places.

In the third location, she saw a small piece of yellow tape stuck on a wooden pole close to the roadway. She stopped, looked at a couple of ads on the same pole, carefully peeled the yellow tape off and walked on.

Soon she sat on a bench on a different road and, after watching the people for a few minutes, pulled a small envelope from the bottom of the bench and slipped it into a pocket.

At home she emptied the envelope on her dining room table. A printed note and a sealed envelope. The note instructs her to meet a contact in a bar in Rome by noon of the 4th day hence, gives her the recognition code, orders her to exchange the envelope with the contact for a response, and return it to “3” using a different dead drop. She memorizes the instructions and burns the note on her stove.

Her mood brightened. She had a mission, and she had a few days grace. It would be intense, stressful. She felt a need to reset her psyche, drop the trappings of civilization. It had been too long. I packed for my trip, careful to minimize. I packed two blouses, two skirts, one light coat, sandals, makeup, two wigs, all in one shoulder bag. I could make several unique looks out of these. I would wear my burqa on the airplane. I dithered over every item until I was happy with all the combinations. Finally, it was time to go.

I dressed quickly, slipping into a sundress and sandals, leaving everything else behind.

Precision mattered to Rafael. I watched the clock until it was time to leave, my pulse ticking in rhythm with the second hand.

Walking the narrow streets, Aishe noticed every detail—the scrape of sandals on stone, the sharp smell of citrus from a fruit vendor’s stall, the faint salt in the air drifting up from the waterfront. She moved like any other woman heading to a café or a shop, but beneath the surface she carried the bright hum of secrecy.

Soon she would be on her mission. Rome. A bar. A stranger who would know her by a single phrase. But tonight belonged to her. Now was hers – she anticipated her cleansing.

She reached the discreetly marked door exactly at six. Inside, the room was cool, dim, scented with sandalwood. Her steps slowed, reverent without meaning to be.

She saw him first. His presence filled the room. Aishe had always fled him after a few days—his force too much, too consuming. Before each departure she promised herself she would never return, and every time she found herself returning, begging for his reset.



When she left, she would be centered, the burn for vengeance sharp again. For now she let herself exhale, letting the other Aishe—the travel agent, the careful operative, the orphan with ashes in her chest—fade away.

Now she belonged to Rafael. Her world was so much simpler when he controlled her. He cleansed her and made the world simpler. Her time with him was educational. Aishe wondered if there were other men like him in the world. She often wondered what it would be like to live with such a man. She would like to try it.

He was sitting alone at one of the tables in the lounge, looking at a phone screen, and looked up as she entered. She focused on him alone.  She walked to him. He watched her approach. Aishe stopped beside him and dropped to her knees.

Rafael extended his hand to her face and watched her kiss it.

He spoke, “Welcome Aishe. It has been too long. What do you wish?”

Her answer was quiet and heartfelt, “To belong to you.”

“You still belong to me, foolish girl.”

” Of course, master.”

“Do not rise. Remove your clothes.”

Aishe slipped her dress over her head and dropped it to the floor. He admired her slim, muscular physique as he gently stroked her breasts and remarked, “You are stunning, Aishe.”

Aishe blushed and replied, “Thank you, master.”

Rafale Raised his hand to summon an attendant. A young woman she remembered, Sarah, wearing only red high heels hurried to them and said, “Greetings Aishe. Yes, master?” Rafale admired her nude body and said, “Save her dress for me and fetch a collar and leash.”

“Yes, master,” picked up Aishe’s dress and turned to go. He said, “Wait, one more thing, take this woman and give her an enema. Aishe, go with her”. The attendant motioned for Aishe to rise, took her hand and led her away.

As they walked, Aishe asked, “How have you been Sarah?”

Sarah replied, “Good Aishe. I’m still with John, though he’s gone a lot for work. I spend half my nights sleeping here. He thinks he’s in line for a promotion and will get to stay home more. “

Sarah returned to Rafale shortly, followed by Aishe, and handed Rafale a black metal collar, a key, and a chain leash. “Thank you,” he said.

Aishe watched him closely as he used the key to unlock the collar and open it wide. She knew it was for her and she leaned forward and raised her chin to make it easy for him to close it around her neck. He looked at her curiously and asked, “Looking forward to your collar, little one?”

With a small shake of her head, she spoke softly, “For you master.”

Rafale smiled and said, “You will wear it for your stay, by your choice.” He placed the collar around her neck and closed it on her. The lock clicked in finality and Aishe straightened up. She trembled at the loss of responsibility. Now she could do anything. She felt the thrill of excitement the collar brought and said, “Thank you, master.”

He clipped the leash onto my new collar, stood up, and ordered, “Follow me on your hands and knees,” then led her out of the lounge, down a hallway with numbered doors. Rafale walked slowly, letting Aishe crawl comfortably behind him, her leash remaining slack.

The room was large, windowless and plushily carpeted. Aishe saw a dozen chairs scattered among three machines she knew were for her. She remembered all of them with desire. Her feelings morphed to anticipation. She was glad only her master could decide. She spoke tentatively, “Master, may I speak?”

After a moment, he replied, “Certainly, little one.”

“Master, I would like to experience every one of these devices before my time is up.”

He replied, “I would like that too, but remember you may always use your safe words to limit their use if you need to.”

”Thank you, master, but I don’t expect to use them.”

He put my neck and wrists into the stocks and fastened my ankles to the legs. He lowered the stocks until my head was waist high to him. He put a ring gag in my mouth. I was completely helpless and fully available for his use.  My hope flared and I moaned in expectation of the greatest human pleasures.

He played me like a musical instrument. I was awash in indescribable, complex sensation. All levels of pleasure and pain layered om top of each other, driving me to huge, prolonged orgasms. One after another, making up for weeks of mundane life.

His hands were always on my body, alternating between pain and pleasure, sometimes contradicting, sometime reinforcing the pleasure his prick was giving me. Always, the resulting pleasure far surpassed any pain. In the end, I only remembered the incredibly heightened pleasure. I could control nothing. Rafael had remarkable stamina and kept me in ragged, orgasmic bliss for hours.  I lost count of the number of orgasms I enjoyed, but I remembered four of his.

When he finally released me, I was happily exhausted and anticipating the rest of my stay.

We showered together in the attached bathroom. I still wore the collar and leash. When we were dry, he told me to refresh my makeup. I had forgotten his promise to display me and was grateful.

I would face the world without any of my usual protective barriers. I would be naked to the world and must rely on my master to protect me. He must think it would be safe, maybe even good for me. Oh well, I had no choice so I hurried to get ready.

I redid my makeup and rouged my nether lips and aureoles then I dabbed perfume on my neck, breasts, and privates. I stepped out of the restroom wondering what was next. He was dressed and had collected some things for me.

First, he had me strap red 4” heels on then he locked a steel belt tight around my waist before cuffing my wrists behind me and locking the cuffs to the belt. He led me back to the lounge where we started, retrieved a bag with my dress and sandals, then led me outside. It was dark and warm. I walked as close to him as I could.

I knew he lived nearby and didn’t ask him what was next, but I wondered, of course. Was he going to walk me on the sidewalks to his house or were we going somewhere else. He could take me anywhere, leading me like an exotic pet.

“Master, where are we going?” I asked.

“To my home, and don’t speak again unless I give you permission, Aishe.”

“Yes, master.”

We passed a few single men and a couple in the first block. None of them spoke but all of them stared at me. I blushed continuously but kept a faint smile on my face. After all this was really my choice. I could have spoken a safeword. It was several blocks to master’s home. I had been there before, once for a month. This would be one of my shortest visits. I was looking forward to it and was also getting more accustomed to being walked naked on the streets.

It was freeing in a new way. To throw off the standards of society, to behave as my master wished, not as I was conditioned to behave. I was his pet, for a while not bound to act as a woman. I was displaying my natural body. I was feeling good. We passed a few more people and I smiled at them. Just before reaching his home, we encounter four young men who took a great interest in me. When we passed one of the youths grabbed my breast hard and told my master he’d like to borrow me for some fun.

Master stopped, turned to face him, and told him, ”Don’t touch my pet.”

The young tough continued to hold my breast and challenged master, “Oh yeah! I like the feel of her.”

I was looking down at the hand holding my breast when it released me and the owner of the hand flew out of sight to my left. I turn my head after him and see him flying in a shallow arc to land in bushes twenty feet away. Master is now in front of me and the other three youths are running away.

Master turned and resumed walking to his home, now only several hundred meters away. I remembered it well. Once inside, he locked the door, freed my hands, and removed the steel belt. He gave me the bag with my dress and sandals and instructed me to hang the dress in the guest room.

I found him in the kitchen. He was cutting vegetables and meat for dinner. He looked up when I entered and told me to kneel in a corner. I did, then watched him prepare stew. He moved precisely and soon the food was cooking on the stove.

He pulled a chair over to face me and sat down. He spoke, “You are a pretty woman Aishe. Why do you submit to me?”

It was a fair question. One I had struggled to answer, myself. I told him what I most often thought, though I knew it wasn’t entirely correct, “Master, I am happy when I am under your control. I feel more feminine, more alert, more beautiful, when you are controlling me.”

He stared at me for a moment, then asked, “Would you feel the same way for another man?”

I struggled for an answer, finally saying, “Master, I do not know. You are the strongest man I know. Perhaps. This is a very female thing, yet I have never confided in another woman. This is a new and strange feeling for me. Are you displeased with me?”

“No, Aishe. I am quite pleased with you, but curious, too. Will your attitude change after you have been around me longer? If other changes occur in your life? What if I keep you longer?”

I was suddenly gripped with fear! I blurted, “No, master. You must not keep me longer. Terrible things may happen to people I value if you keep me here. I beg you, please release me as agreed.”

He seemed shocked by my outburst. He quickly said, “Do not be alarmed, Aishe. I won’t keep you. It was only a stray thought, but it seems you are involved in more than a travel agent’s enterprise. Is there anything else I should know about your affairs to not endanger people?”

I was relieved, but also chagrined. I replied, “No, thank you, master. I overreacted to a hypothetical, I’m afraid. It is only that I have some time-critical events to manage, and clients could suffer if I do not take my actions on time.” A white lie, to be sure, but innocuous.

He stood up and asked me to stand and join him at the stove. He told me, “Stir the pot slowly until the liquid bubbles, then turn off the heat and resume kneeling where you were. I’ll return shortly,” then he left the room. I stirred and thought the stew smelled delicious. Soon it bubbled. I turned off the heat and knelt back in my appointed place.

He returned shortly and filled a large bowl from the pot. He sat at the kitchen table and had me come over and kneel beside him, facing him. He fed us both with the same spoon, first a spoon for him, then a spoon for me. After most of my spoons, he asked me about the details of my life, events I had attended, cities I had visited – small talk. He sounded genuinely interested. I felt like a pampered pet, after all he could easily have had me eat my meal from a bowl on the floor using just my mouth, like a dog.

I was not allowed to use my hands, except to hold a cloth napkin above my breasts to catch any spills. He was careful and I never caught anything. When the bowl was empty, he asked if I wanted more. I declined and thanked him for the delicious stew.

He took me to the bathroom stood me in the bathtub and gave me an enema , repeating it twice until I drained clear then held my leash as I washed and perfumed myself and took my birth control pill. He smiled and I smiled back, then he took me into his playroom. This was a large room connected to his bedroom by an ornate double door, stocked with several devices to control, please, and stimulate his sexual partners.

This time he took me to a simple, nameless device which consisted of three thick wood beams, attached to each other at right angles, mounted on a wide steel plate resting on the floor. Two of the beams were three feet long, standing on the plate four feet apart, and the third was mounted on top of the vertical two. The simple structure was rigid and very solid.

At the device, he cuffed my hands behind me, tied my elbows together, and blindfolded me. He placed my feet on either side of a leg and tied my knees to it. He left me alone for some time. I was totally helpless and simultaneously terribly excited and utterly helpless.

I experimented to see how much I could move. I learned I could bend forward at the waist and lay on top of the horizontal beam and rest my breasts on top. I could also bend my knees and sit down quite far since my knees were tightly tied. My arms were tied together but I could raise them away from my back. The blindfold was very effective and I could see nothing. After trying every motion, I lay on top of the beam and happily waited in anticipation of great stimulation and even greater pleasure.

Rafale approached quietly. I knew his rhythm. He rubbed a hand over my bottom gently, feeling my ass.  I moaned in anticipation, hoping he would stimulate me more forcefully. I wanted to really feel him and I knew he wanted to hear me squeal, too. “Spank me, master. Hard. Let me feel your strength.”

He said, “Count and thank me, Aishe.

“Yes, master.”

He swatted me hard and slow, alternating cheeks.

I said, “Yes, master.” Then, after each blow, “One. Thank you, master”, “Ow, Two. Thank you, master.” Through twenty strokes. My buttocks were hot and I’m sure, bright red when he stopped.

I heard him step away followed by a scraping sound, coming close, then he ordered, “Sit back.”

I did, slowly and my ass landed on his knees. He had moved a chair close behind me and was sitting in it. He moved my hands back and I closed them around his semi-erect cock. He ordered, “Make it hard.” His hard hands gripped my naked breasts, squeezing them rhythmically.

I answered, “Yes, master, and did my best to make him hard. I was looking forward to his burying it in my ass. I tried hard. I was diligent, but my hands angle and reach was too constrained to do a good job and he wasn’t getting hard. What would he do?

After several fruitless minutes he stood up, forcing me erect as well. I heard him slide the chair away and walk around to my left side. He ordered, “Open your mouth.”

I did and he inserted a ring gag and strapped it behind my head. I didn’t like these things. I would never bite him, but men treasure their penises.

I felt him tie a cord in my hair then he used it to pull my head back and tie the cord to the rope around my elbows. My head was forced to look up, sharply. He put a line to my handcuffs, and my arms were lifted up, forcing my body to stay horizontal. In a moment I felt his now condom covered penis enter my mouth and pump in and out.  I felt his hands fondling my dangling breasts, using them as handles to help him fuck my mouth. My mouth was being used to make his penis hard, and I could feel it working.

I was a static participant in this act of stimulation, but I still felt it working on me. This was the ultimate of female sexual submission. I was being used to stimulate a man and couldn’t move a muscle to help or hinder, and it was turning me on. I was on fire. I needed to come. My insides were churning, needing to feel him in my belly, not my mouth. I started moaning, hoping he would see my need, wanting more than anything to have him fuck me. I was so ready, so needy. It was a pain in my soul.

Finally, he pulled out of my mouth and slowly walked around me, trailing his fingers along my body, asking me, teasingly if I was as ready as he was. I wailed, trying to say, “YES,” but unable to speak with the ring gag in my mouth. He reached my nether end and teased me, lightly rubbing his cock all around my love canal, asking me if I was ready. I couldn’t nod, so I wiggled my ass, alluringly, I hoped. I was so, so ready. I was horny beyond all measure.

I was ready to explode, teased and tortured, my body was aflame with lust. I desperately needed to be fucked and couldn’t speak or move. Was he intentionally torturing me? My involuntary moaning was becoming shriller and more desperate. Surely, he would take pity on me and enter me! Please, master.

Finally, I felt him plunge into me. I squealed in joy. It felt so, so, good. Tears of joy soaked my face. I moaned in joy as he pumped me up. Soon, I gasped and orgasmed and my love juices filled my love canal and trickled down my legs. I was so happy.

He didn’t stop. He wasn’t done and I rejoiced as he pumped me up again. He was enjoying this as much as I was. I wanted to see his face and be able to touch him. I’d still be his slut slave, but I would enjoy seeing the lust and pleasure on his face.

I don’t know how many times I came, more than three, I’m sure, but it was enough. I think he came twice, but it could have been more. I hope it was enough for him. It was for me, for today. I would want more tomorrow, and every day until I left.

He took me off the device and left the cuffs on while we showered together. H had a wonderful, hedonistic shower with multiple shower heads and a long flexible wand he used to wash me everywhere. He dried me and put me to bed. I still wore the collar and cuffs, and he locked my leash to a ring on the headboard. I didn’t care, besides, it was fitting for him to secure his property.

I stayed with him until it was time for me to go home and get ready for my flight. He moved my cuffs to my front and I served him during the day. At night my hands were cuffed behind me, and we fucked like horny mink for hours. It was a pleasant interlude, and I was sorry when my time was up. My days with Rafale were mostly idle and I wondered about my feelings. I was content being his slave during the day and ecstatic at night. I didn’t feel this way at work, or at home. I didn’t long for it when I wasn’t here but embraced the desire when I was with him. Was it just because he was a strong male and I wanted to be a kept woman?

On the appointed day, at ten am, I was seated halfway back in the fuselage of a Wizz Air Malta aircraft, twenty minutes from landing in Rome, when I felt the airplane start to descend. I wore a traditional black burqa concealing me totally and making me irrelevant to all around me. It was only at times like this, when I felt safe and undetectable, that I recalled my r prior life, earlier goals and feelings.

She had joined the most intelligent of the many organizations working toward ending Israel. The best one she found was small and well supported. She was intelligent and so were they. She was trained in spy craft by former KGB trainers. She learned hand-to hand combat from former Spetsnaz--turned mercenaries. She attended desert training camps and became an excellent marksman with a wide variety of long and short guns.

She excelled in languages and had traveled in Europe in her high school years. She could pass for a native in eight European countries. She had traveled in Europe on ten missions, including two assassinations. This was her eleventh mission and though simple, was very important to her group. It was enabling their most serious strike against Israel. She thought it involved a weapon of mass destruction, though details were closely guarded. She hoped it was nuclear.

For the entire flight she had watched the people around her, looking for people who behaved like her, watchers. She had not detected anyone behaving other than as bored travelers. All strangers, most reading books or screens or magazines. Stories in an amalgam of languages. Trying to divine the nationality and souls of those around her. Were they good people or bad? On vacation or business, reuniting with absent friends, or, like her, on a job?

As usual, no one spoke of the actual goal, but the level of security was high. She knew the subtle signs. All missions were important, but she was good at reading expressions and intonations. She had been trained in interrogation and knew the hidden meanings of the involuntary facial muscles. Ostensibly, the mission was simple: deliver an envelope to a stranger who knew the challenge in a bar, then return with an encrypted thumb drive. As a precaution, she carried three sets of identity papers and credit cards, all good quality.

Every fact about her for this trip was false. Her name, age, nationality, home, purpose, especially her appearance. The danger lay in the fact that spies were rampant and even a casual observation could be deadly.

Aishe’s safety lay in staying in character, so she was quiet, speaking only when necessary, never acknowledging greetings, handing over documents, whispering answers when necessary. DaVinci airport was busy, anonymous, and there were waits for lines to deplane, baggage claim, immigration control, and finally, for a taxi.

Her hotel had been used by the Nazi troops when they occupied Rome nearly eighty years earlier and seemed largely unchanged since then, but it was within walking range of the meeting scheduled for ninety minutes after landing. The room had been booked before the plane departed and Aishe’s quick, thorough examination of the lobby failed to reveal any observers.

Check-in was quick and a brief ride in a creaking elevator put her in front of her room. She used a small RF meter and checked for hidden cameras and microphones. Finding none she stripped off the burqa and stuffed it in a large shopping bag. Her only luggage was a small bag containing only clothes, wigs, and make-up-a few personal items. The room was dim, tiny, and hot, it was everything she expected.

Aishe quickly changed out of the heavy black burqa, a good disguise, but overly warm and both unneeded and inappropriate now. After a hot shower and a lightly made-up face later, she became a modern businesswoman with a knee-length beige skirt, white blouse, matching blazer, and two-inch black heels. The burqa and everything else she had went into the oversized bag and a small orange scarf deep into her coat’s breast pocket. She emerged from the room ready for a summer day in Rome and a meeting in a bar. She would never return to the room.

Doffing the heavy burqa raised her spirits. Her personality blossomed and the traditional inhibitions of her culture disappeared. Despite their many failings, the land she now visited held the promise of a more exciting future. She walked to her scheduled meeting downtown, re-acclimating to the Roman sights, scents, and language. She had always been good at language and soon spoke Italian like a native again.

She had chosen good shoes for walking on the mostly cobbled streets of these neighborhoods.  They had narrow, meandering streets lined with blocky buildings of many hues, almost always with neighborhood shops on the street level and apartments above. She couldn’t see the roofs well but knew that most sported gardens and patios. Rome was, to a large degree, a vertical city, with life moving about on the ground and living above it.

Her organization had a standard protocol for these clandestine meetings, and she practiced it religiously. Halfway to her planned meeting, she stopped in a store and purchased a burner phone for cash that lacked a GPS unit, made sure it was charged, turned it off, and threw away the wrappings. In ten minutes, she bought another similar phone in a different store and threw away its wrappings, too. She arrived at the meeting place thirty minutes early, found a good observation perch inside a coffee shop on the corner of a neighboring block, lifted a small monocular from her bag, surveyed the street outside her meeting place, and looked for watchers.

She looked at the door and memorized the face of every person in view. She examined every window, vehicle, and person. She saw no sign the door was being watched and no surveillance cameras watching the street or entrance. When reasonably certain the meeting location was not being watched, she put the battery back in the first burner phone and called a memorized number. It was answered on the second ring, but no one spoke.

Aishe said, “One,” the code to mean she was in position, and she saw no surveillance.

A female voice replied, “Five.” The prearranged reply that meant the meeting was on. There were several other agreed-to codes to relate other things, but this was the only one that didn’t mean danger. She hung up and put the phone in her pocket planning to discard it after the next call when the meeting concluded.

She entered the bar, and found it nearly empty, as expected at this time of day. Ordered wine at the bar and sat at a back table facing the door. She pulled the orange scarf up until a half inch showed above her coat pocket then waited, nursing her drink and studying an Italian newspaper. After nearly ten minutes, a non-descript man, wearing a cheap suit and carrying a folded newspaper entered the bar. He scanned the room, spotted the orange cloth in her coat pocket, sat down across from Aishe, and said, “Buongiorno.”

She thought he looked like a bureaucrat, and he assessed his target as a saleswoman and cute. They both hoped this meant they were dealing with trained professionals.

He said, “Welcome to Rome.”

Aishe responded, “I prefer a rustic scene.”

“Our hosts like to live together.”

“Elbow room is preferable.”

Alexi was hopeful. Whoever the woman was, she knew the proper responses. If all went according to plan, this would be his last involvement with this case. Like most of his FSB operations, he did not know this woman. The FSB motto was secrecy in all things. Other agents conceived this operation, and he had spent months dealing with anonymous strangers, negotiating the purchase of some cryptic parcel for a large sum. From previous assignments he was reasonably certain the parcel was dangerous, but didn’t know specifics: poison, nuclear, biologic, size or weight.

After months of setting up the deal, all he knew for sure was to meet a stranger in a certain bar who had an orange cloth in his/her breast pocket, knew the challenge response, and, surreptitiously, give him/her an envelope. The envelope was sealed and stiff. It was apparently lined with cardboard to anonymize its contents. Alexi was glad of this precaution. It was usually better to be ignorant of secrets you were delivering.

Both Alexi and Aishe noticed a woman enter and sit at the bar. They stopped speaking and watched the woman, and he made a shushing motion to Aishe. The woman ordered something then played with her phone. They both kept an eye on her but noticed nothing suspicious.

Alexi folded his paper and lay it beside Aishe’s and said, “Buongiorno,” opened Aishe’s paper, put the envelope he found in an inside coat pocket, and left the bar, turning west. The woman at the bar moved to a table, drained her drink quickly and left.

Aishe waited a few minutes, satisfied herself that no one was watching, opened Alexi’s newspaper, slipped the envelope she found into an inside pocket, folded the newspaper, dropped it on top of the newspaper she had brought, dropped the orange scarf on the table, and left the bar, turning east.

Fifteen minutes later, Alexi entered his office, locked the door, opened the envelope, and read the note. He nodded in satisfaction. The buyer had accepted the deal and the operation would proceed.

He sent an encrypted email to the sellers, notifying them of the buyer’s agreement, and instructions for collecting the downpayment. The deal was out of his hands now, unless something went wrong. He knew they sometimes did, but he knew of no loose ends. The deal was such that many people would be looking to stop it. Next, he wrote his after-action report, made sure it had the proper security and case code, and gave it to the classified documents secretary for filing and distribution.


Chapter  2  :   Interested Parties

Daniel Kohn and Hannah Perl had followed Alexi from his office in a rusty Fiat and watched him enter the bar. They saw Aishe leave a coffee shop, stroll casually to the bar and enter it. Hannah said, “Coffee then alcohol? That’s a meet. I’ll go look.”

Daniel replied, “I think so too. Go!”

Hannah got out of the car and followed her in. She saw Alexi and the woman had sat at a table and there two newspapers laying on the table between them. The bar had a full-length mirror behind it. She stopped in front of the bartender and ordered tonic water. She took their photo in the mirror behind the bar. She had time for only a sip of her water before her target took something small from a folded newspaper, put it in his pocket, and left.

She took her drink to a table, looked after his retreating back and said, quietly, to the air, “Asher, follow Alexi, he just left the bar. Daniel. We’re switching to tail a new suspect. Female, slim, beige suit, still in the bar. Alexi gave her something. Follow and identify.”

Asher responded through her earbud, “Roger. Got him.”

Watching in the mirror, she saw her new target take something small and brown from one of the folded newspapers, put it in a pocket, and leave the bar. Hannah waited a moment then followed her out and got back in the car with Kohn and said, “We’re following the woman in a beige suit carrying a large bag. I saw Alexi take something from her and then leave. He left something small for her. She put it in her bag then left. I didn’t see them speak.”

Kohn asked, “Could you identify what Alexi got?”

“It looked like a small envelope.”

“The woman?”

“No. It was small, too. She put it in an inside pocket.”

Kohn watched Aishe until she was at the end of the block, then started the car and slowly followed her. The traffic was light, and he was able to wave overtaking cars around him.

After a couple of blocks, Hannah observed, “She uses good tradecraft, checks behind her every hundred feet or so. I suspect she’s already made us and now is wondering who we are.”

Kohn agreed, “She is trained. Send her photo to HQ and see if they can identify her.”

“Roger,” her hands flew over her cell phone and soon she said, “Sent.”

Her phone beeped and she examined the screen and reported, “They received the picture and are looking, they will notify us within twenty minutes.”

Kohn replied, “Good.”

They watched their quarry turn into a market and vanish. Daniel hit the gas and raced up to where she had disappeared. Hannah jumped out and followed her into the store. The market was in the middle of a block and Hannah heard Kohn’s voice in her earpiece, ‘I’ll go around back if you don’t see her immediately.”

Hannah said, “Roger,” as she stepped in the door.

A long moment later, he heard, “She’s not here. I’ll meet you in back.”

Aishe had spotted the car following her soon after leaving the bar. She didn’t know who was in the car, but knew she was in danger. She had a contingency for this. Her planners knew that she was vulnerable as soon as she met her contact and had provided an option. She had an emergency contact. A store owner just ahead, three blocks away from the meeting. It made an additional risk, but better than proceeding without.

She turned into the store, walked behind the counter and whispered to the man, in Arabic, “God is the best planner,” and dropped behind the counter.  They were silent as a woman ran in the front door and kept running through the store while talking on a phone. She ran out the back door.

The counter man said, “She’s gone.”

Aishe got the burqa out of her bag and put it on. The store owner handed her a Glock 17, and said, “It’s loaded and untraceable. The hotel on the next block is busy all the time. It’s a good place to disappear into a crowd. I’ll escort you for cover.”

Aishe took the gun and slipped it into her bag, said, “Inshallah,” and they both walked out the front door, the owner flipping over the open sign on the way out.

Kohn raced ahead, turned at the corner and turned again at the next corner, spotted Hannah as she rushed out a door, and raced to meet her. There was no sign of their quarry. He stopped beside her, and she jumped into the passenger seat. He rushed to the next corner and turned around. He stopped and opined,” Either she hid in the store,  is hiding in front of us, or entered a doorway.” He turned off the engine, called Levi in their other car, and instructed him to wait and watch the front of the store and its neighbors for the woman in a suit to reappear.

Hannah said, “I see three doors and a garage to the left and four doors, including the market on our right. Do you want to wait and see if she reappears or go inspect all the doors? It looks like she made our surveillance.”

Daniel scrutinized the street and replied, “Levi has the front of the store covered. Get out, find cover, and watch this street. I’ll go to the next street and see if she comes out there. I’ll call for additional agents. When they arrive, we’ll search the possible routes she might have taken unless she shows herself first.”

“OK,” she got out and hid herself behind a bush at the end of the block. Daniel backed onto the street, drove to the next block and parked. He called Levi, when he answered, he said, “We don’t see her. She must be hiding nearby.  Hannah is watching the next street and I’m up one more street. I’m going to call in the rest of the team. Let me know if a woman in a suit shows herself on your street.”

Levi answered, “Roger.”

Five minutes later, Hannah remembered she should be looking for the woman’s big bag in case she handed it off. Daniel had seen it, but she didn’t know if he told Levi. She thought about it for a moment, then called Levi. When he answered, she said, “Did Daniel mention the woman we’re looking for had a big bag?”

Levi replied, “No. I saw a lady in a black burqa come out of that store a few minutes ago carrying a large bag!”

“Shit, maybe she handed off her bag. It could have been a drop. Do you still see her?”

“No, and she was with a man.”

“Find her. I’ll call Daniel.”

In a moment she was back in Daniel’s car and they and three cars were circling the nearby blocks in search of a burqa.

Aishe and the store owner entered the hotel lobby. It was large and crowded with people.

Aishe surveyed the room. People were milling about, several things happening at once. She spied a narrow alcove holding a house phone. Perfect. She marched to it, pulling the store owner along. “Cover me, stand in the entrance to the phone while I change,” she hissed. and the store owner said, “OK, then I must return.”

Aishe hurried into the narrow alcove, the man stood close, shielding her from view. She stripped off the burqa, rolled it up and stuffed it in the bag. In seconds she had transformed into a modern woman. She quickly put her hair in a ponytail, nudged the store owner and said, “You can return now. Shukran.”

She watched him walk out of the lobby.

Aishe wasn’t done. She looked like she had in the bar and might have been seen. She needed to change as soon as possible. She had to assume her enemies had all the people they needed and were searching for her. She found the public restroom, entered an open stall, changed clothes, added eyeshadow, lipstick, glasses, and put on a long, auburn wig. When she stepped out of the closet, she looked like a young woman on vacation, long hair, short skirt, tight red blouse, and sandals, carrying a large red bag. She slipped out of the restroom and walked boldly into the restaurant in search of cover.

Aishe scanned the crowded restaurant and looked for someone she could join. She scanned every table and found a possibility. It was a young woman, pretty and slim, fashionably dressed, sitting alone with no food. She went to her table, smiled, and asked, in her best English accent, “Pardon me, if you’re alone, may I join you? I am here alone in the city on business, and I would much rather talk to you than dine alone.”

Aurielle examined the clearly harmless young woman and decided she was no threat, at least in the crowded restaurant. She replied, “Only if you’re interesting.”

Aishe sat in a seat facing the front door, and said, “I think so, but you must decide, I’m Aishe and just arrived from London. What’s good to eat?”

“I’m Aurielle, it’s my first time here. You’re just in time; I just sat down and haven’t ordered yet.”

A waiter appeared, placed glasses, a carafe of water, and menus in front of them. He recited a list of specials and asked if they would like a drink. When they both declined, he promised to return shortly for their orders and left.

Aishe needed to have a real conversation with Aurielle, or at least what the people looking for me see as real. She thought about the lessons from her training: be energetic, optimistic, enthusiastic, make eye contact, smile openly, comment on the context, be interested in her.

Aishe gave her a compliment, “That is a beautiful necklace, was it a gift?”

Aurielle smiled and replied, “Thank you, no. I saw it in an artist’s show and wanted to have something as a memory. I had just been paid for a show and wanted to have something tangible to remind me of it, so I splurged.”

“A show? Are you an artist, too?”

“No, I’m a model and got some good reviews from the show.”

“That must be exciting! Traveling all over the world and showing off expensive clothes. Getting your image out in public. You must have your pick of wealthy men.”

Aurielle smiled wryly, “Yes, that’s true, but I only have a job until I get a wrinkle or two, and I’m always hungry. This is a good restaurant with an extensive menu, but I will only order a salad with no dressing and water to drink. Otherwise, I couldn’t wear those fancy clothes. You don’t know what I would give for a small croissant.”

I saw she was a woman of discipline. So was I, only mine arose from a need for justice for my people while hers came from pride and economics.  Still, I shouldn’t judge. Maybe she’d be like me if our situations were reversed and maybe I’d be like her.

I was working on my next comment when I saw a man and woman near the entrance scanning the room. I recognized them from the store and knew they were looking for me I ignored them and focused on Aurielle, confident I no longer resembled their quarry.

I suggested a compromise, “Go ahead and get a croissant. It only means another five minutes on the bike, or whatever you use.”

She smiled and replied, “Thanks, but I should think of my own sins. Also, my sister and I have a bet on our weights. I’m not going to break my diet until we check our weights tomorrow. I’m going home to Paris this afternoon. We’re both doing a show tomorrow. She’s a model, too.”

The waiter returned and took our orders. Aurielle was true to her diet and ordered a naked salad and some bouillon. I apologized to Aurielle and ordered French 0nion soup and broccoli. Unlike her, I was likely to expend a lot of energy soon.

I took a glance at the front door and saw the two people were recording the room with their phones.  I guessed they had taken my photo earlier in the bar where I met the Russian. If so, they were sending the video somewhere where facial recognition software would be used to find me here. I had to leave soon. More importantly, I needed to ensure the thumb drive was not found. I could be captured but I didn’t know anything about the transportation plans for the article. I had an emergency mail-drop address. I made a decision and asked Aurielle, “I’d really like to see one of your shows. I’ll be in Paris several times later this year. Could you give me your contact information, and I’ll get in touch as soon as I know my schedule?”

Aurielle smiled and replied, “I know what it is like to have a flexible schedule,” she pulled a card out of her pocket and handed it to me. A quick glance revealed a glossy card with her name, photo, and a Paris phone number. Perfect.

I had set my bag on the floor beside Aurielle’s. I saw Aurielle watch our waiter approach and dropped the thumb drive in an empty inner pocket of her bag.  It took but a moment for me to drop the thumb drive in Aurielle’s bag and her card in mine. I made a show of checking the time and bemoaning how I was going to be late for my appointment and hurried through my meal. I dropped money on the table and left.

I left the hotel through the kitchen. I checked my watch. I was well past my latest contact time. I was out of the loop now, on my own.

I flagged down a taxi and told the driver, “Airport, please.” I had everything I needed for international travel, and my safest option was to leave the country as soon as possible.  At the airport, I bought a one-way ticket to Malta, the next plane out, and mailed a letter to my emergency address with a note that I was delayed and the data was with Aurielle’s name and her phone number. I didn’t write her actual number but used a code I had been taught where I put a dot over a number that was two higher than the real number. If they could recover the drive, then the plan could continue, if not we’d have to start over.

In Malta, I donned a wig, a floppy hat, changed clothes, then went to the port and bought a ticket home on a freighter that carried a few passengers. I had checked the schedule before I left home. For an extra hundred Euros the purser accepted the name I gave him without seeing my papers, confident that would foil any attempt to track my travels.

It was certain this mission was over for me. I felt both elated I had fulfilled the major part of my assignment and escaped capture, and sorrow that I had been detected. I’d done my best and escaped so far. Now I would lay low and hope the back-up plans worked.

Hannah was in Daniel’s car when she called Levi. When he said he had seen a woman in a burqa leave the store she put him on speaker. Levi was certain that the woman in the burqa went into the hotel.  Daniel and I went into the hotel while Levi and Asher stayed outside and watched the exits. The burqa-clad woman was not in the lobby so we went into the restaurant. It was crowded, but a burqa would have stood out. We looked at every table and no burqa. The desk clerk assured us no burqa clad woman had checked in that day.

Daniel found an empty couch and we sat on it. “Hannah, how long does it take to get out of a burqa?”

“Not long, especially if you plan ahead. Maybe thirty seconds, assuming you are wearing street clothes under it, then another few seconds to stuff it in a large bag.”

“So, she could be sitting in that restaurant less than a minute after entering the hotel, looking completely different.?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“If we had a photo of her, and she was in headquarters files, facial-recognition software could find her in the restaurant.”

“I took a picture of the woman who met Alexi in the bar, it might be her,” I blurted out.

“Show me,” Daniel ordered.

I got her photo on my phone and handed it to Daniel. He glanced at it and said, “Send your photo to Richard and let’s go check the restaurant again.”

We went back into the restaurant and got in the line for a table. We looked at every woman, but none marched the picture from the bar. Finally, I told Daniel, “New clothes, makeup, and a wig can completely change a woman’s looks. I’ll take a video and the techies can run a facial recognition match, but we won’t get an answer quickly.”

He agreed, so I took a slow video of every woman in the place and sent it to Richard, our head of section with a request to have tech try and locate the woman in the last photo in this video. He responded that he would but cautioned the response could take some time. We waited in line for a table.

After we were seated, Daniel called Richard and was told that the earliest estimate was more than an hour, and he would call as soon as he got a response. We ordered and watched the other diners. We ate a leisurely meal and noted with some frustration that every woman who had been in the restaurant when we first entered, had left before we were finished. Richard didn’t call back until half an hour after we had left the restaurant. It was clear that, unless she was staying in the hotel, we had lost her.

When he checked in a few minutes later, he was told it would take nearly an hour to cross check the faces. The team waited outside the hotel, watching every exit and snapping pictures of every woman exiting. Unless the facial recognition search succeeded, it was obvious we had lost her.


Chapter  3  :   Paris

It took more than an hour and no match was found. The woman in the bar photo was not in their database. Neither was any other woman in the restaurant. An immediate search was ordered to try and identify either of them. The next day HQ found the woman in the bar photo sitting in the restaurant with another woman, who was subsequently identified from social media as Michelle Gilbert, a well-known model, who lived in Paris. I called our contact at the embassy in Paris and asked him to find out everything they could about Michelle Gilbert.

We went to Paris to find her. Daniel and I traveled as a couple. The others traveled alone. We regrouped in the airport, and I rented two Ford sedans, both small and drab colors. The resident agent had located Mechille Gilbert’s home and learned from her agent that she was absent on a vacation in the south of France. Not unusual since the French flocked to the French riviera this time of year.

We went to the embassy and met our resident. He gave us all the data he had acquired on Ms. Gilbert, and we verified that the image of her on the social media pages was the woman we had seen in Rome. She had appeared in a fashion show that ended the day before we saw her. Unfortunately, she had departed on vacation from Rome. Her manager would only say she was vacationing in the south of France for a week, and we could reach her after that via the manager.

Unfortunately, due to the conflict in Gaza, none of the resident’s contacts in the French authorities would do him any favors, so he could not find out her current location. Daniel decided we would visit her home and see if we could find any clues to her location. We might have to break in. The home was an apartment, and we would have to inspect it to see if we could get in. We would have to go inspect it to see what options we had.

We took both cars, Daniel and I in one, Asher and Levy in the other, parked them on a nearby street, and approached the address in two groups. The address was a new building with a doorman and a manager at a desk inside. We could see surveillance cameras looking at the entrance and the lobby. There was no apparent way in without leaving our likeness behind, even if we could get past the humans guarding it. We met in a nearby bistro and discussed the problem. After much discussion, Asher suggested, With the proper equipment, “Levy and I can get in after dark, probably.”

“Without being seen,” I asked?

Levy grinned, and said, “Of course?

Daniel asked, “Is this another commando thing, gentlemen?”

I groaned inwardly. Those two were often quite smug about their macho skills. If this worked, they’d be insufferable for weeks. “OK,” I said, “What is it this time? Rappelling out of a helicopter?”

“Nothing so exciting,” Asher said smugly, “besides a helicopter is noisy and we can’t have that. That building has balconies for all the apartments. We wait until night and hook a second-floor railing with a grapple and climb up to the balcony. Of course, I’d prefer a dark and empty apartment, but we can always wait until someone goes to sleep and sneak in then.”

I saw problems immediately. Macho guys shouldn’t be in Intelligence work. “What if you must use an occupied apartment? What if they wake up? What if the balcony door is locked,” I asked?

Levy answered, “The trick is to be prepared. We take sleepy time drugs with us and stay away until three am when humans are at their most somnolent. You should relax. Asher and I have practiced this operation many times.”

Neither Daniel nor I were happy with this plan, but we didn’t have a better plan. We went back to our consulate to try and acquire the things we needed. Fortunately, our embassy had a large selection of paramilitary supplies acquired due to our country’s growing history of terrorist attacks.

We left the embassy with four backpacks loaded with balaclavas, a fifty-foot climbing rope, a hundred-foot rappelling rope, tasers, EpiPens loaded with sleepy juice, French police Kevlar vests, and encrypted radios with earpieces. We checked into our hotel and met for dinner in the hotel restaurant. The restaurant was crowded so we kept our discussion low.

So far, this operation had not gone well. HQ had learned that this branch of al-Qaeda was close to acquiring a dangerous weapon, probably from a Russian source.  We didn’t know how they had learned this, but it had led to a meeting between a Russian official and what looked like an al-Quada agent. Even that wasn’t certain. The al-Qaeda agent had eluded us and we now only had a tenuous connection to another woman, possibly an agent or maybe just random cover, but all we had to go on. The only certainty was that unless we picked up the trail again, some countrymen were going to die.

The team was feeling down. I wanted to pick up their mood by changing the topic. Asher was in a new relationship with a girl a little younger who he’ met on a plane returning from a previous mission. They hit it off and she thinks he’s a sales rep for an Israeli arms manufacturer, one of Israel’s growth industries.  When we had our drinks, but before ordering, I asked Asher, “When do you plan to tell Isabelle that you don’t work for Elbit?”

He grinned and replied, “Not yet, maybe if we get closer, but right now there’s not a lot of difference between what she sees and what she’d see if I did work for Elbit. I travel a lot, I can’t take her to my workplace, and I can’t tell her any details of my job. Perhaps when she can look at my paycheck.”

I teased him, “I’d be pissed if I discovered my boyfriend lied to me about where I worked.”

Levy chimed in, “You know it’d be treason if Asher told her what he does.”

I retorted, “It wouldn’t be a problem if he just said he worked for the government.”

Daniel joined in, “Let’s see, he travels a lot, works for the government, can’t say where he goes, and she can’t go in his workplace. Sounds like a spy to me.”

I smiled and replied, “Yeah Asher, sounds like you’re stuck. Maybe you shouldn’t let her see your paycheck. What do you think will happen?”

Asher looked thoughtful and said, “I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to hope my rugged good looks and charming personality will convince her to overlook any flaws in my veracity.”

Levy quickly said, “Yeah. Right.”

Our dinners arrived then, and we all stopped talking for a while. The food was good and I think the team’s mood had improved, at least their expressions were less somber.

After the meal, we returned to the target to finalize the plan. It was dark now so we could see which apartments were dark. The building had shorter neighboring buildings on both sides, separated by alleys. It had a garden area behind it and an underground car park. The address we were after was on the fourth floor. A quick walk-around showed three, so far dark apartments on the second floor. We decided to go now since the entry team could scale the wall and be out of the entry apartment in little more than a minute.

The plan was simple. Asher would throw a grappling hook onto the railing of a dark balcony, climb up to the balcony, and open the sliding door as quietly as possible, cutting through the glass if the lock was unkeyed. Levy would follow him up the rope and they would enter together. The embassy had learned that police response time in this area was five to seven minutes, plenty of time for this mission even if they tripped an alarm.

Once inside they would taser any unexpected occupants, leave the entry apartment, go up the stairs to the target apartment, pick the lock or break it, if necessary, and search for clues as to her vacation location. We would listen to the police radio and alert the entry team if police were coming. They would exit the building by rappelling from the target’s balcony. We would discard all the entry equipment at the scene. It was all untraceable.

We all have distinct roles. I was the getaway driver, If needed. Daniel wat the policeman on the ground telling nosy passersby that this was a police operation. Asher was the lead climber and sliding door entry man. Levy was the lock picker/ alarm man. All of us donned our headsets and verified they worked in the car. I drove from the restaurant and parked in a deserted parking lot of a store that had closed two hours ago. They donned their vests and balaclavas and distributed the climbing gear. I drove to the building, waited for a single pedestrian to turn a corner, dropped them off by the building and drove a block away to wait for them to finish.

The wait was interminable, but at least I was kept informed by terse reports over the radio. Asher kept up a steady whispered narrative as they progressed: “On the balcony…Slider open…Apartment empty…At target…Inside target…No alarm, searching…Found reservation in Marseilles…Leaving Target…Need pickup.”  I drove around to the building and picked all three up, sans all the extra gear, just three friends getting a ride.

It was clear we needed to go to Marseilles asap, so we phoned the embassy and put them on it then returned to the hotel, arriving there just after ten pm. We gathered in Daniel and my room, discussing how we would handle the search for Ms. Gilbert, and what we would say to her, after all, she was possibly just a random person the agent had used for cover.

Asher and Levy had grabbed the reservation and another handful of brochure extolling the virtues of sightseeing around Marseilles. That would only be a problem if Ms. Gilbert relocated before we arrived. The embassy called us back at eleven. We had tickets on a high-speed train at half pas eight am tomorrow and a car service would pick us up at eight and would take care of our rental cars. We said goodnight to our team, and we all started packing and setting alarms for tomorrow.

This was my first time on a high-speed train, and I was impressed. There was very little waiting, and it left on time. There was no line for security, no waiting for the plane to arrive and be cleaned. No slow boarding through tiny, clogged, aisles. The ride was silky smooth, lots of legroom, and one could get up and walk all over the train. We just carried our luggage onto the train and stowed it. It was cheap, $29 Euros for a Paris to Marseilles ticket. It was just as fast as an airplane once you factored in the waits for security, check-in, the interminable boarding process, and baggage claim. I thoroughly enjoyed the ride and spent much of the trip watching the lush French countryside rush by. It looked more inviting than home.

Daniel rented another non-descript car at the train station while I called Ms. Gilbert’s hotel and learned she had already checked out. The clerk said she did not know where she went. This had always been a potential problem, but we were stuck playing catch-up until we found her. Daniel called HQ and had them start a search for her credit card and cell phone use. We should have done that before we came to Marseille, but we were sure we’d find her at her hotel. She left before spending even a day there. We were too optimistic, for sure. We decided to go check in at our hotel and examine the brochures found in her home while we waited.

There were too many. Our break-in had yielded fifteen brochures extolling the virtues of different day trips to sites from Marseille: Roman towns, seaside villages, monasteries.  Medieval towns. We had not found a single specific clue to where she had gone, and we knew nothing about her tastes. After a fruitless hour of discussion, Daniel called our contact in the Paris embassy and asked him to use all his contacts to try and find Michelle Gilbert, the girl in the photo, somewhere near Marseille.

We went to the Israeli Consulate in Marseille and finally found the intelligence officer.

After we convinced her to contact HQ she got busy lining up contacts for us. We contacted a French intelligence official, a local police Capitan, and two criminal gang leaders, asking them all to try and locate Michelle Gilbert. The official contacts readily agreed to examine their official sources for this terrorist contact.

The criminal gangs agreed to ask their gangland contacts to look for her when we paid them $20,000 to look and another $20,000 if she was found.

We rented more cars and split up. We went individually to every tourist spot we could find within a day’s drive, armed with a picture of Michelle Gilbert and wads of cash.

After 2 days of scouring the countryside, we had dozens of “hits.” It turns out that Michelle Gilbert is a type of pretty girl that is in the height of current fashion and many, many young women of similar age want the same look. We had 105 “Hits” to eliminate. On the third day of our search, it appeared a client gang on the Ile du Levant had found her. We booked passage on the next ferry since there was no civilian airport on the island.


Chapter 4  :  Ile du Levant

I had just finished a job. It had gone badly.

Two sisters had been taken. One of them was already dead when I arrived. She’d seen enough to identify one of the men. That sealed it. I still remembered the sound their mother made when she understood—low, animal, like something tearing loose inside her chest. It didn’t help her that her killers were gone , too.

I usually insisted on time between jobs. Space to reset. This one sounded urgent. I rang the doorbell and heard a faint chime echo somewhere deep inside the house.

It was large. Well insulated. Wealth always tried to keep noise out.

The door opened to a man dressed as a butler. Sixty, balding, round in a way that suggested comfort rather than age.

“May I help you?”

“I have an appointment with Mr. Jenkins,” I said. “James Morgan.”

He stepped aside at once. “Please come in.”

He led me through a hallway that smelled faintly of lemon polish into a god-sized office. A massive wooden desk. Two chairs facing it. A separate seating area no one ever used. Art chosen to look important. A wall of books that had never been read. Money always had a smell. This place reeked of it.

“Mr. Morgan is here for his ten o’clock appointment, sir.”

The man behind the desk rose and shook my hand. His grip was too tight—fear pretending to be confidence.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Morgan,” he said. “Please, have a seat.”

“Just Morgan,” I said, sitting. “Tell me what happened.”

“My daughter, Alice, was kidnapped two days ago. They called me. Said they were watching. Said if I contacted the police or the FBI, they’d kill her.” His voice cracked despite the effort. “Friends told me to call you. They said you specialize in recoveries.”

“What else did they say?”

“Two million. Unmarked hundreds. They’ll call tomorrow at noon with delivery instructions.”

“A man or a woman?”

“A man.”

“Have you confirmed she’s missing?”

“Yes. She didn’t show at work. Her phone’s off. I went to her apartment—her cat was out of food.” He swallowed. “Alice never lets that happen.”

I nodded. Small details mattered. The living always left signs.

“You know my terms,” I said.

“Yes. Half if you succeed. If not, you return the ransom.” He hesitated. “Why are you successful?”

I smiled, but I didn’t soften it. “Planning. Skill. And I cheat.”

I took his phone, checked the recent calls, then dialed my home base.

“Morgan Security,” Gina answered.

“Gina. It’s Morgan. Put me through to Paula.”

A click. A ring.

“Go,” Paula said.

I gave her the details. Time of call. Ransom demand. She asked for ten minutes.

I cloned Jenkins’ phone and handed it back.

“This is how it works,” I said. “Tomorrow, have the money delivered here at ten by armored car. Don’t touch it. At eleven, call 911 and report chest pain. Take your phone. When the kidnappers call, tell them you’re in the hospital and your secretary has the money. Give them my number.”

“And my daughter?”

“I’ll bring her home.”

He hesitated. “What if they kill you and her once they have the money?”

“That’s what kidnappers usually do,” I said. “They don’t like witnesses.”

He went pale.

“My job,” I added, standing, “is to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

I returned at ten. The butler handed me the case. Forty-four pounds. Two million dollars. I modified it in minutes—keypad, wires, cylinder. A lie convincing enough to keep them cautious.

At the hospital, I photographed Jenkins with the money. Proof of life cuts both ways.

I wore my business suit—bulletproof, expensive, designed to make me look slow. Two obsidian knives rode hidden against my ribs. Non-metallic. Invisible.

The kidnappers called five minutes after noon.

“Mr. Jenkins’ room,” I answered.

“Let me speak to him.”

“He’s sedated. Is this about his daughter?”

A pause. Suspicion blooming.

“Who are you?”

“His secretary. The money is ready. Bring the girl.”

They gave me an address. I called Paula. She said, ”An old print shop. Industrial park. Dead for years.

I drove alone. I turned on my phone recorder and my tie tack camera.

Inside, two men waited. Guns raised. One by the door. One seated.

“Where’s Alice?” I asked.

“Back room. Show us the money.”

“When I see the girl.”

“What if we just shoot you?”

I showed them the keypad. “Thermite. You fry the money if I don’t open it.”

Red shirt went for the girl.

Brown shirt stepped closer. Too close.

I dropped the case, took his gun, crushed his temple. He hit the floor before his brain caught up. I made sure a round was chambered.

Red shirt shoved Alice through the door, gun in her back.

“Drop it,” I said.

He turned.

I shot him.

Silence.

Alice stared at me like I wasn’t real.

“Anyone else?” I asked.

She shook her head.

I waved her over. Picked up the case.

“You okay?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m hungry.”

I nodded. Hunger meant she was still anchored to the world.

I called 911. Sent the footage. Called her father.

The police took the money. Jenkins handed me my million the same day.

No jobs were waiting.

I thought about the dead girl from the other job. About her sister. About the sound their mother made.

I needed distance.

I’d heard about an island off the coast of France.

A vacation sounded like a lie I could live with—for a while.

My fee is half of the demanded ransom, if I successfully retrieve the victim. Since I collect it from the kidnappers, the client doesn’t balk. I’ve managed to accumulate a sizeable investment portfolio.

It is imperative that I keep a low profile in my work, so I maintain several alternative identities. My identification is fake, but very good. In several of my cases, I have convinced the national authorities that they would benefit if they ever needed my services in the future.

In spite of my unusual occupation, I still enjoy many things now that I enjoyed as a youth. My parents died when I was a child, and I grew up in foster homes. They were good to me, but they loved their own children more. From that, I learned independence. My parents gave me my physical characteristics. The military taught me the skills I use in my work and the importance of staying fit.

My work is irregular with sudden crises followed by unpredictable spans of idleness. It makes it difficult to properly nurture a relationship or a family. As a result, I have lovers in six countries who I try to see whenever I can. All of them deserve better and I encourage them to find a more dependable mate. I have no idea why they wait for me.  

The past week had been busy, which I shamelessly used as a reason for a vacation. I had successfully completed a recovery and was enjoying downtime in the summer sun on a perfect beach. I wasn’t physically tired, that didn’t happen often, but I felt a psychic anomie whenever I had to eliminate anyone, even if it was a case of him/her or me. This last case had left several dead and a couple wounded. I had not stayed around to find out what happened in the end. I had to leave suddenly with the retrieved person, a young woman of eighteen.

Another pleasant aspect of the island was the relative scarcity of cell phones and strangers polluting the air with loud, public communications. Primarily because most mainland cells didn’t work here so, as a result, many people got reacquainted with peace and quiet. If one was totally addicted, they could buy or rent a local phone, but few did. I however, was dependent on instant communication for my business and personal interests.

I believe I personally violate the telecommunications laws in every country.

The main problem, one that I spent many hours thinking about, was that I was as vulnerable as any man, oh, I was very fast, an expert at hand-to-hand, and a good marksman. So I invested in the best bulletproof clothing I could find.  Which, after a year of tracking down leads, was a small boutique manufacturer in Columbia. I bought all my “work clothes” from him. His products were light and thin and capable of stopping all concealable handgun bullets. I had three suits and four jackets and pants from him. And they wore well, too.

No plan ever survived first contact with the enemy. I make money by recovering kidnap victims. There are a lot of them it turns out and with my abilities and partner, I made  money easily. Well, some of the kidnappers didn’t survive, but my grateful clients did and I earned a good reputation.

I would attempt to recover people who had been kidnapped. My hook – guaranteed live recovery or no fee, and I kept the ransom if I was successful.

The business I had created for myself was in demand as the number both of billionaires and needy people kept increasing.  

I was taking a short vacation on the Ile du Levant, a small island off the French Riviera, with a tiny village and picturesque public beaches. It was a popular vacation destination for its uncrowded French riviera climate. I was enjoying the spectacular scenery on a fine nude beach enjoying several nubile young ladies working on their tans and enjoying the attentions of appreciative males. 

The whole island accepted any dress that covered your privates. The island is quite happy with toplessness, and many French girls vacation here to proudly show their bodies. I had come for the weather and the “If you’ve got it, flaunt it” attitude.

I noticed a hundred-foot yacht motoring slowly down the beach with a man and woman disagreeing loudly on deck. I have exceptional hearing and shamelessly eavesdropped on them. I heard him complain she had been flirting with someone else, she argued it was just fun, and she enjoyed it. He disagreed. She proposed they retire to their room, and she would make it up to him. He agreed and they went out of sight.

I was surprised by a lilting feminine voice behind me say, “Bonjour.”

I was embarrassed. This shouldn’t happen. I was getting sloppy. I lifted my chest and turned my head to find a spectacular naked young woman standing close behind me. She had the slender symmetry of a model. I felt my manhood reacting and stifled my reaction, but her sudden smile showed me she had noticed, and, I think, was pleased.
I immediately forgot the yacht, stood up, turned, and looked my surprise visitor over. She was worth it.
The sun was setting, painting the horizon in striking hues and bathing her in a warm glow. She had a striking figure, both lithe and strong. I could tell she would be a joy in bed. Slippery as an eel and limber as a cat. Her skin was warmed by the sunset light so much that I couldn’t even guess at her race or depth of tan. Her crescent shaped eyebrows inclined slightly as she saw my face. Her languid eyelashes of velvet-black blinked once slowly, subtly enticing me to come closer. OK, I was dreaming this.
I stepped closer, scanning closely. I admired her delicate ears and slender nose. Her hair was a glorious tumble of star beam-gold framing a heart-shaped face, adorned with  bright blue eyes set over a wide, sensuous mouth. I openly examined the rest of her body, marveling at her magnificent breasts - large, round, perched high on her chest, with large, dark areolas, and prominent nipples, just begging to the nibbled and sucked. Her pubic hair was neatly trimmed to form a heart shape pointer to her tunnel of love. I said, “Hello, I am glad you found me. Are you married or engaged? I’m Morgan. Are you vacationing here?”
She dimpled and replied, “I’m Michelle, I’m free, and yes, I’m on vacation and staying in the village. How about you?”
“I‘m Morgan, staying in the village, too.”
“You’re English.”
“Good guess.”


She grinned and playfully asked, “Are you a pirate too?”

“Yes, but I’m on vacation.”

I don’t think she believed me, because she added, “I’m going to eat at Le Minimum, do you know it?”

“Yes, in the village center. May I join you?”

She replied, “That would be nice. I hate to eat alone.”

“I think you could always have company.”

She smiled, “Thank you.” Then her smile vanished and she said, “Sometimes, too much.”

So, a damsel with a problem. Did she want help with it?

Now, I’m six foot five, tan, and have an athlete’s build, so her reaction was not unusual and it’s usually enjoyable. I picked up my shorts and followed her. She walked down the beach toward the village. I walked beside her, close enough to touch, but I didn’t. I hoped she was intending to take advantage of me.

We strolled down to the surf and waded slowly toward the village, chatting. After we started walking, I heard a cell phone chime behind us and listened. I heard a male voice say, “They are walking down the beach toward town. Should I follow?”

I didn’t hear anything after that. I looked over my shoulder and saw nothing. In a minute I heard a car engine start in the parking lot and the crunching of gravel as the car left.

Now that was interesting. It seemed some people were watching us. More than one man involved. Were they watching me or her. I may have made some people mad at me, but I didn’t expect it. Normally, the bad guys from my past don’t know who I am. My guess is they are watching Michelle, so did Michelle know? Something to discuss at dinner.

I asked Michelle, “I’m James Morgan, and you’re Michelle __?”

She turned her head, smiled, and replied, “Gilbert. I’m a model.”

“I had already guessed that.”

She dimpled and said, “Thank you sir.”

I looked around and spotted a large flowering bush and asked her, “Would you allow me to take your picture by those flowers? I will just snap your face if you want.”

She dimpled beautifully and agreed. I positioned her with care and snapped the photo. I sent the pic to my assistant/investigator/secretary with a query. My phone vibrated with an answer before we reached the village. “Michelle is a model, along with her sister, Aurielle, and she’s not in the Interpol or French police lists. She was in several fashion shows on social media. A runway model.”

Dinner should be informative.

We strolled, enjoying the sun and company. While we walked and chatted, I checked my messages. Michelle didn’t notice. Unlike most people, I can multitask.

When we reached the park boundary, we stopped and put on our clothes. I just had shorts and a tattered T-shirt. She donned a bikini and skirt from her bag.  The sun was low in the sky and the other walkers had thinned out. It was still warm and there weren’t many autos on this miniscule island, so the village street was crowded with people strolling. Many young women were topless and just as nice to watch as on the beach.

Michelle and I went to our hotels to don clothes appropriate for dining out. We stayed in different hotels, so we went to her hotel. Only after she was in her room did I go to my hotel to change. I left a tiny camera in the hall outside her room to give me a view. Yeah, I am paranoid.

I put on a short-sleeved dress shirt and trousers and walked to her hotel. Michelle had donned a bright yellow blouse and a matching skirt. We left for the restaurant about the same time. The camera did not see anyone watching her room. I asked Michelle to walk to the restaurant alone. I wanted to see if anyone followed her. She reluctantly agreed.

Two men followed her. They picked us up outside her hotel and stayed a hundred feet back. They weren’t talking on phones. Both the men were smaller than average, maybe five-seven and dark complexioned. She arrived at the restaurant and stopped outside to wait for me. Her followers went up to her and engaged her in conversation. I wasn’t close enough to overhear their conversation, but they were all standing on a crowded sidewalk, so I wasn’t concerned for her safety.

I watched them while I approached and saw the men become more insistent, taking her refusal as an affront. I decided it was not looking good, so I stepped up behind the two men and took hold of the nearest earlobe of each man with my thumb and forefinger. They gasped and went rigid as I applied a little pressure. Most people don’t know this region of the body is filled with nerves and compression causes intense pain. Both men were frozen as I explained that the girl was sincere in her disinterest and wished them to leave. I relaxed my grip a little, turned their heads to look at me and asked if they had any problem with leaving? Both men assured me that they were eager to leave, so I released my grip on their ears and they scurried away.

Michelle smiled at me and said, “Thank you. They were becoming unpleasant and I was getting a little worried. I’m glad you didn’t hurt them. I’ve never seen that approach.”

So she noticed. I replied, “I’ve had some training. Are you ready to eat?”

Michelle said, “Let’s go in,” smiling.

I stepped close to her, and she took my hand, surprising me.

We were led to a booth, and we sat facing each other. We both ordered the bouillabaisse, and I ordered a bottle of white wine.

Michelle was very enjoyable company and very easy to watch. I had gotten a full view of her superb body at the beach and remembered it vividly. She had full, large, rounded breasts, set high and proud on her chest. Her female form was accentuated by full hips and a narrow waist.  Trim swimmers muscles showed she was fit. She would be as slippery and agile in bed as a mink.  She had left the first three buttons on her blouse undone, showing generous cleavage, possibly even more alluring than the memory of her from the beach. Something women and clothing designers knew well.

She was animated and articulate. I learned more about the trials and tribulations of a model’s life than I wanted to know, but she was easy to listen to. She was enthusiastic and full of excitement. She liked where she was and enjoyed many of her coworkers while admitting that some of them were too full of themselves.

My work experience was vastly different, of course. In my original job, I usually worked alone and even if I was part of a team for a job, we had little in common. Teams were built for a specific job and usually ephemeral. And in my current job as ransom interrupter, there wasn’t room for another ego. Oh, I had some good advisors but there was no one I would share the job with. 

Besides being followed, I knew only that she was beautiful, so I told her I was a management consultant who traveled a lot to work with clients and didn’t have a fixed residence.  I wasn’t going to share details of my life with someone I had just met.  I described myself as a citizen of the world. She wasn’t satisfied with that concept, extolling the virtues of a home, neighbors, friends, and acquaintances. I didn’t argue or explain wanting to keep my life private. Too soon, and probably never.

She wore diamond earrings in intricate gold settings that looked expensive, so I complimented her taste. She was obviously pleased and I was able to steer the conversation into safer areas for me. After we had eaten and were finishing up with a dessert wine, Michelle asked if I would come back to the hotel with her. It was flattering but she had not smiled or worded it in a romantic or sexual way. so I asked, “What’s up?”

She said, “Those men you shooed away were part of a group of men who have been following me around for days. I snuck out of the back of the hotel and went to the beach to get away from them. I hope you being with me will deter them.”

“Of course I’ll escort you back to your hotel. It will be my pleasure.” I thought it best not to tell her that I heard them surveilling her. It would just worry her, and besides, she was probably correct. 

I was planning to leave tomorrow, so I asked, “How long will you be on the island?”

“I am leaving tomorrow evening.”

Good. I replied, “I am planning on leaving tomorrow evening too. I would love to keep you company ‘til then.”

She smiled shyly, or maybe coyly. I wasn’t sure, and then she asked, “Tonight, too?”

I answered, with my own appreciative smile, “I would be honored.” She looked pleased and I knew we were not going to get much sleep tonight.

This was interesting. Maybe the first two had been offended by my cavalier tactic and had enlisted some friends to help them retrieve their honor. Or maybe they were part of a more sinister plot. One could only hope. I had no doubt I could handle the lot but what would be best for Michelle? Would she be traumatized by the violence I thought was likely to occur?

After a meal’s worth of lively discussion I decided she would be thrilled by seeing justice done. Was I just rationalizing? Probably. So, I paid the bill and walked her to the hotel. It was only a few blocks away and a warm night so we strolled.

Obviously, they knew where she was staying. I had a feeling this was a preplanned operation that my advent had just hurried along and modified for my presence. I guessed they would wait for us near the hotel since whatever route we chose had to end there.

The village was picturesque, so I chose a roundabout route at random. I stopped before the turn onto the street containing the hotel’s entrance and peeked around the corner. Sure enough, four men waited on the sidewalk, including the two I had contacted outside the restaurant. Mentally, I labeled the two I had seen before as Targets 1 and 2, the other two were targets 3 and 4.

Target four, the apparent leader, from their behavior, was on the sidewalk, leaning on a car. Apparently, the gang was going to wait in the open for us, possibly more were hidden nearby, eliminate me, and capture Michelle. Targets three and four had handguns.  My plan was simple, leave Michelle just around the last corner, watching me  while I confronted the group. If things went badly, she would call the police.

My basic plan was to come around the corner, walk to them, take out the targets with guns first, then clean up the rest at my leisure. I was faster and stronger than they could imagine. My usual plan when some of my enemies were armed was to keep their comrades between us as I closed with them. Then finish off the unarmed foes. Geometry would be important in planning my movements, and it was a skill I had long ago perfected. This time the gunmen stood next to each other. Much easier.

The street was well lit and empty of traffic. The presumed boss leaned on the car and watched me approach. The gang was strung across the sidewalk halfway between the last corner where I had left Michelle and the hotel. I ran simulations of the encounter using their current disposition, but it always came out that the simplest plan had the highest probability of success, even when I halved their reaction time.

On the way to the hotel I told Michelle what was coming down. She was fascinated. An interesting reaction. I explained she needed to stay out of the line of fire. She was excited but agreed. An interesting situation.

Target four reacted as soon as I cleared the corner, presumably alerting the rest that I was there and Michelle wasn’t.  They let me get very close before acting. Big mistake, but they didn’t know it yet.

They arrayed themselves across the wide sidewalk in two staggered lines, two in front with handguns, two in back holding knives and clubs. The lines staggered so that a rear guy looked between two front guys.  I walked down the center of the sidewalk. The two with handguns stood in the center of the sidewalk, two feet apart, drew their guns, pointed them at me and stood point in front of the others.  I saw they both kept their fingers off the triggers. It showed good training, maybe police, or army. The safeties were off. The gunmen were tense. The others were relaxed, they were safe, their enforcers were on the job and would easily handle one unarmed man.

I kept my face impassive and walked at a normal pace toward them, not slowing, not showing any sign I was aware of them. Their faces showed surprise as I steadily walked toward them. When I was ten feet away, target four, the apparent leader said, “Hold it! Where’s the girl?”

I ignored him and kept walking, slow and steady. Two more steps. Five feet away. The guy on the left put his finger on the trigger. Both had their guns aimed at my chest. The guy on the left started to squeeze his trigger finger. The other guy put his finger on his trigger. I accelerated, reached up and grasped both guns, making sure I held the hammers back and twisted the guns out of their owner’s hands.

Human reaction time is no better than a half-second. Good enough for fending off lions, I guess, but I started moving first, giving me a half second before they reacted. In an instant I had both handguns, dropped the clips, ejected the rounds in the firing chamber, stripped the slides off the frames and tossed the parts in the gutter. The former possessors of the guns held their tingling hands, cried out in pain, and stepped back, surprising the second rank. I said, in a loud voice, “Leave now or you’ll get hurt!”

None of them moved, instead, target one replied, “There are four of us. Where is the girl?” Now that was interesting. He was more interested in her than getting vengeance on me. This looked like more than anger. They wanted something other than to get even with me. I have to watch my assumptions. She was a newcomer here, so there must be money involved. A ransom or white slavers?

They all surged forward. I didn’t reply, stepped forward swiftly, taking them down with fist and elbow blows to the head, pulling my blows. I didn’t want any to die. I needed answers. In seconds three of them were sleeping peacefully on the ground, some still clutching knives and clubs.

I had kept target four awake and disarmed so we could talk. He acted like a leader, directing the others as I approached. I took his knife away and backed him up against a wall. He was breathing heavily. Gently I took his jaw in my hand, lifted him onto his toes, and told him, ”I can tell if you lie” and I could. I was monitoring seven of his bodily signs, just a big, mobile, lie detector. I stared at the man and told him, “If you tell me the truth before the police arrive, I will let you go. If you lie, I will break one of your bones for every lie. You may not believe I can detect a lie so I will show you. I will ask you two questions. If you lie, I will not hurt you. Do you understand?”

After a pause, he said “Yes.”

I asked him, “What is your name?”

“”Xavier,” It was a lie.

“That was a lie. What is your girlfriend’s name?"

“Estelle.”

“That was a lie, too. That was the last free lie. Any more lies and I start breaking bones. Remember that the rest of your gang won’t know you told me anything. Why do you want the girl?”

A longer pause as he considered his situation, then, “It is a contract. The buyer will pay us a hundred thousand euros.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t give a reason.”

“What’s your guess?”

“We’re their distributor on the island. This is the first time they asked us to get a girl. I don’t know. Maybe she ripped them off or something.”

“Who is the buyer?”

“All I know is he says his name is Besnick..”

“OK. Last question, who is the leader of your gang?”

“Emilio Fuentes.” Truth.

I let him down, took him back to the others and put him to sleep. I searched each of them for their identity papers, scanned then and returned them. Maybe their identities would be useful. I had finished and stood up when Michelle arrived.

She embraced me like I was a long-lost lover. I was kissed forcefully. Just as quickly she pulled her head back and whispered, “You were amazing. I hope you’re not that fast with me.” Then she kissed me again, long, slow, with a forceful tongue. It was a very good kiss. Violent action must excite her. When she stopped, I suggested, “We should get moving before the police arrive.” She reluctantly disengaged from our embrace, and we walked on to the hotel.

“Best to get inside before the police arrive.” We walked, arm-in-arm, to the hotel. As we walked, I used target one’s cell number, called the emergency number, told them there had been a large gang fight leaving men on the ground, and gave them the address.

The hotel was modern and her room on the third floor was spacious, more of a suite, with a separate bedroom and a small kitchenette. Michelle poured us red wine before she adjourned to the bedroom, telling me she was going to get more comfortable. I took my wine to the window and watched the police and aid workers pick up the mess I had left for them and search the area. I didn’t watch long.

I got a glass of wine and sat at the counter. I didn’t want it, but I wanted her to see me behaving as expected. I wanted to learn why Besnik wanted her. He was willing to spend money to kidnap her. Profit, revenge, personal use, or something more specific? The motive was likely money or knowledge.

I needed to talk to the gang leader. The quickest way was probably to use my contacts to run down the name and phone number I had. I formulated a query and sent it via encrypted email to Leon Aguilar, a contact in French intelligence. He was my contact for a former job and we had become friends.

Michelle came out of her bedroom wearing a very flimsy, white peignoir, freshly made up wearing a subtle perfume with mixed floral scents. She sat beside me and took a sip of my wine, turned to me and asked, “I know nothing about you, and I told you my life story. Are you going to steal my money along with my heart?”

“Miss Gilbert, you are beautiful and I am a gentleman. I would only take what you give and I do not need your money, only your love. I believe we can make each other happy for a night, and I will always remain a gentleman.”

‘Only a night? I hope for more than that.”

“Although I cannot predict the future, I hope for a positive outcome.”

She took the wine glass from me, set it on the table, drew me from my chair, and led me to the bedroom door. “You need to see the bedroom,” she purred. She opened the door and led me into a standard hotel bedroom, stopped and put her arms around my neck. “Now,” she said. “Time for dessert.” She kissed me.

I felt good. The dinner was perfect, my operation on the gang had been flawless, now I felt her breasts pressing against me, felt her tongue exploring mine.  She moved her hands to my chest and slowly, tantalizingly, started opening the buttons on my shirt. Next thing I knew, I was lying on my back on the bed, and she was on top of me, her mouth sucking on my nearly erect penis. I could feel it swelling, ready. She rose up and slid forward, lay her head next to mine and purred, “Showtime, Morgan.”

Her stamina was amazing. We didn’t stop until after midnight. We spent the next several hours learning each other. She showed me several positions that were welcome improvement on the Kama Sutra. I luckily have great stamina, compared to most men, but she matched me. She fell into satisfied slumber just when the eastern sky was brightening. I tucked her in, sat and watched her sleep, occasionally licking her lips and purring.

I wasn’t tired, so checked my email and found Leon had answered my query. Most of the men were not in his system, but two were, the two with the handguns. Both had short criminal records, target three had theft and assault convictions while target four had only been caught for theft. Shorter than I expected, but good to know. I called up a map of the island. Emilio Fuentes lived two streets east and three blocks north of the hotel. It was four-thirty am. I could visit him in a couple of minutes. I quickly dressed, let myself out, taking one of the room keys, and slipped out of the back of the hotel. I ran to his address in less than a minute, quiet enough not to arouse any dogs.

The address was a two-room cottage, very plain, at the back of a small, fenced lot, a hundred feet from the neighbors. Plain wooden siding, asphalt roof, needed repainting. It had a skeleton key lock. The sort that had a metal tang that the key pushed in or pulled out of a slot stopping the doorknob from turning, unless the turning force was great enough to bend the tang out of its slot.

I gripped the knob and turned it clockwise. When the tang stopped it, I increased my pressure and the tang disengaged with a muted “Click.” I pushed the door open. The combination living room, kitchen, and dining room was dark and silent. I waited for my eyes to adjust.

I saw an open closet door and two other closed doors. I took the one closest to the right wall to be a bathroom and the other for the bedroom. There was a thin rug on the floor. I went to the bedroom door, stepping gingerly next to a load-bearing wall. The floor was solid and didn’t creak. I put my ear to the door and listened. I heard one man, breathing slowly, and opened the door quietly. He was asleep in the bed. I compared his face to the pictures I had from last night. It was Emilio Fuentes.

I flipped his covers back and checked for weapons. He started and his eyes opened. He said, “Wha…”

I said, calmly, “Emilio, be quiet and nothing will happen to you. I have a few questions for you and I will not tell anyone what you say. I can tell if you lie. Do you believe me?

He nodded “Yes,” good, he remembered.

I know you are after the woman I protected this evening. Why do you want her?”

He looked at me and said nothing.

I looked around the room and saw a sturdy wooden chair close to me. I pulled it next to the bed and said, “Emilio, watch this chair.” He turned his head to look at the chair. I gripped the armrest with both hands, six inches apart, a solid three inch wide by two-inch-thick walnut bar, and rotated my hands, my left hand counterclockwise, my right hand clockwise, slowly, unhurried, without straining. The armrest bent between my hands, and broke in half with a loud crack, while two legs of the chair twisted inward, ruining it.

I released the ruined chair and told him, “If you do not give me the information I ask for, I will break each of the twenty-seven bones in your right hand. I will work slowly.” I waited for that to seep in then repeated, ”Why do you want the girl?”

He cowered but said nothing. I took his right wrist in my left hand, lifted it and said, “Last chance.”

He whimpered, “If I tell you, they will kill me!”

I replied, “I will not tell anyone what you say. Why would I? I don’t want you dead, I want to talk to your buyers and convince them to stop. I can be reasonable. Tell me who they are and how I can reach them.”

He looked like he was giving in, but after a long silence I offered, ”Would it be easier for you if I snapped a couple of bones to convince you?” I reached up with my other hand.

He yelped, “No, please, it was the Albanians in Marseilles who wants them. My contact is called Besnik. They pay in cash.  His call is on my phone. I don’t know where he is.”

“I will not tell him anything about you or your friends. What did he tell you?”

“”Only her name, where she was staying and to pick her up yesterday and call him. He would come for her and pay us.”

I asked, “Why did he call you?”

“We sell his stuff on the island, we’re his distributer here. He knows us.”

”Sell what?”

“Coke, meth, sometimes guns.”

“Girls, too?”

“No. Not our thing.”

I copied the call log from his cell phone and cloned it while I had it. I had him open his computer and I copied the emails from Besnik. I put a spy program on his computer so I could watch his communications there, too. I sent his data to Leon and said my goodbyes to Eduardo. I left him with a warning that I would be back if Besnik was warned, and some advice: “Tell him that the girl had left the island last night without warning and he couldn’t get her.” Then I ran back to the hotel before the sun rose. The pre-dawn Eastern sky was full of puffy pink clouds. A good omen.

Michelle was still asleep so I emailed Leon again asking for info on Albanian gangs or Besnik. He was in early and I received a prompt reply: There was quite a lot about the gang and their suspected crimes. There were no convictions. The witnesses to crimes either vanished or had a memory lapse. The police thought Besnik was a mid-level leader of the Albanians. He apparently moved around a lot and they had no address for him. The government had nothing else on Besnik. It seems I would have to go to Marseilles.

I tried the internet for more data but found nothing else. Michelle awoke and I asked her to get dressed and then I would talk about what I had found out. I made coffee and then we talked. We sat at the small table in her room, and I told her, “Michelle, those guys last night were hired by a criminal organization in Marseille to abduct you. That’s all I know now. Do you have any idea why they want you?”

Shock showed on her face, ”No. I’m not rich or have rich parents. I don’t know why! Should I call the police?”

I had no confidence in the police believing she was in danger. Nothing I had learned was evidence to them, and I liked her. I was probably her best hope unless I could find something solid for them to go on. Besides, it was fun last night. I’d help her. “Probably not. So you need to get off this island before they try again.”

When Michelle was awake and dressed, I had her check out and I carried the bags. We went to my hotel and I checked out. I only had a few clothes and it all fit in a small backpack. We went to a nearby restaurant and ate breakfast.  I told her what I had learned from Eduardo. I wasn’t surprised she had never met him. What was he into? One thing was certain; she was not safe until the Albanians gave up on her or were persuaded to leave her alone.

As we ate, I reiterated, “Michelle, you need to leave the island as quickly as possible. Is there any reason to delay?”

She looked pensive and asked, “Will I be safe at home? Will they find me there?”

I answered, “Honestly, I don’t know, but it’s unlikely they will give up just because you go home. What kind of security do you have?”

“Nothing special. I live in an apartment building, and you need a key to get inside. That’s all I ever needed.”

I don’t have a place for her, hell, I didn’t have a place for me to stay. I owned several properties, including a castle on five thousand acres in England, but the castle is ancient and badly needs upgrading to make it habitable by a city-bred lady. I’ve slept there, but it was really camping out. Ten microseconds of thought gave me the answer – Anthony.

While she stared at me anxiously, I smiled and called Anthony. He answered the call on one ring, saying only, “Hello, Morgan.”

I recognized his voice, so, “Anthony, how did you know it was me?”

“You are the only person who calls me from a foreign country.”

“You’re too clever for me. Anyway, I have a lovely lady who’s being hunted by an Albanian gang for unknown reasons. She needs a secure place to stay while I dissuade the Albanians. Can you help?”

His typically terse reply, “Of course. Do you need transportation?”

“Thanks, yes. We are on Ile du Levant.

“Good, I will send a helicopter to take you to the airport in Toulon. Where do you want it to meet you?”

“At the Nature park just east of the village on the coast.”

“OK. My jet will be there to pick you up in four hours at the Toulon private terminal. Au revoir.”

“Thanks Anthony.”

“My pleasure, Morgan.”

“I’ll have a lovely lady with me.”

“Great. She will be much easier on the eyes.” He broke the connection.

“You’ll stay with my friend in Paris until I get your problem resolved.

I saw a waiter peeking out the swinging door and talking on a cell phone. I couldn’t hear much of what he said but the word “blonde” came through clearly, so Eduardo’s gang was on to us. I doubted they would cause a ruckus in a café with lots of witnesses, but we should probably leave before they arrive.

They had found us. I knew they would. It’s a small island and their home. I wasn’t worried for myself, but I didn’t have a safe place for Michelle while I quieted them down. Better just to go quietly to the park.

I told Michelle, “We need to leave now.”  I dropped a hundred franc note on the table and took her into the kitchen. A cook pointed us to the manager’s office. I told her, “We need to leave now. I would like to rent your car. Would you take five hundred francs for the day?” I dropped five hundred francs on the desk. It was a small island. Where would I go?

She nodded agreement, tossed keys on the desk and said, “Green Peugeot out back.”

I told her, “It will be at the nature park just outside the village this afternoon. I’ll leave the keys on top of the rear driver’s side wheel.”

I hustled Michelle through the kitchen, and out the back door, stealing a bright red baseball cap off a rack by the back door and donning it. We pulled onto the road in a minute, and I sedately motored out of town. We had a short drive then a fun ride ahead of us.  

I d gently pumped Michelle about the smallest details of her life.

She was surprised and asked, “Why would they want me. I’m not rich.”

I asked, “When did you first notice anyone acting suspicious?”

She thought a moment, then answered, “Right after I arrived on the island. I took a taxi from the ferry to my hotel and I saw three men watching me when I got out of the taxi. That’s not unusual, I am a model, after all, but they followed me inside and watched me intently until I got on the elevator. Then, every time I went out, one or two men would be outside the hotel and I’d see then throughout the day. Never very close but always looking at me. It creeped me out. I started sneaking out the back of the hotel, but they always found me somewhere in town.”

“Did you go to the police?”

“Yes, after the second day of being followed, but they didn’t think it suspicious. They said it was not criminal for men to look at pretty women here. That was why so many young women come here.”

The police were correct. The gang either wanted her to see them or they were exceptionally clumsy. Surely everyone has seen enough police dramas to show them how to do basic surveillance, I have to consider that they wanted her spooked, despite what Emilio told me. I probably fouled up the interview and didn’t dig deep enough. I’ve noticed I’m sometimes too trusting.

An unwelcome thought occurred to me: was she their real target or were they using her to get to me? I make enemies in my activities, and I try not to leave a trail. I could be wrong. I’ve certainly thwarted a few wealthy gangsters in the last few years who would like some payback. If so, how did they find me?

I didn’t tell anyone where I was vacationing, I had never been here before, and I always use different names and nationalities when I travel. I was sure my communications were secure.. I used an encrypted email service out of Switzerland and always accessed it through different local hosts-internet cafes, restaurants, etc. and never used them twice.

“How did you decide to come to the park where we met?”

“When I came out of the hotel yesterday morning, I saw the same three men on a corner, talking. They didn’t see me, so I turned away from downtown and started walking. Eventually, I ran across the park and decided they probably wouldn’t follow me in there, then I ran into you.”

OK. They could have herded her to me or they were the hapless amateurs they appeared to be. Insufficient data to decide. I had never encountered the Albanians before, so either someone else was calling the shots, or Michelle was the real target after all.  I would have to talk to the Albanians, either way.

It had to be her, probably. I probed a little deeper, “Where did you grow up?”

I learned a lot about her history, people she knew, where she lived (Paris) and worked (several fashion houses used her),and nothing stood out.

. The helicopter arrived in less than ten minutes and we left. It was a quick flight to the airport, and I had the pilot drop us at the private terminal. Anthony’s plane was not there yet, so we went inside to wait. Anthony’s plane arrived in an hour and we left immediately.

We were not alone, besides the two flight crew, Anthony had sent two bodyguards and a flight attendant. After we leveled out, she served everyone lunch. It was a limited but good lunch.

Michelle had never been in a private jet before. We sat in the rear of the passenger compartment and the bodyguards sat fart forward, giving us privacy. This was not the vacation she had intended and she was concerned. I didn’t understand what was happening either, but I was going to find out.

I wanted her calm and relaxed. My experience was that people remembered more in that condition, so I put my face close to hers and said, “Let’s talk after lunch. Just concentrate on relaxing. You aren’t alone now and this is what I do. I won’t let anything happen to you.”  I got her a drink to help her relax. She was frustrated but I could see her relaxing. Her skin color lightened, her breathing slowed, and her heart rate slowed. I was impressed by her self-control. I leaned back and reviewed my messages. There was nothing new about the Albanians, but I had received better descriptions of the two job inquiries. Both were for the near future and looked promising. I sent out several queries to my former European employers asking for any news they had on a trafficking ring operating in France looking for high-end girls. That was maybe off the mark, but it fit what little info I had.

Michelle chose lobster and a green salad. I copied her.

When the dishes were cleared away, it was time to talk to Michelle. “We learned from Eduardo that the Albanian mob in Marseille wants you, personally. They gave the local gang a contract to kidnap you, not harm you. Are you wealthy or have powerful relatives?

She shook her head, “No.”

“Is there anyone close to you that they might want to use you to pressure? A parent, lover, or employer?”

Michelle pondered and replied, “I don’t know anyone who is powerful or rich. I’m a working girl.”

“Then you personally must have value to them.  Perhaps you know something they want or want to suppress. Has anyone confided anything to you? Might you have some knowledge they want? Any idea what that might be?”

Again, she shook her head, “No.”

“Have you met anyone recently who struck you as a little off? Too pushy, wanted to know where you lived, your contact info, or anything?”

“Not that I remember.”

“You are young and attractive. You clearly have some value to the Albanians. If they succeed in capturing you, you will probably lose your freedom and control of your future. Maybe they think you know something and will try to coerce you to tell them. I assume they will try to force you to tell them, and they likely will not believe a denial.  I assume you would not like that?”

This time she was quite vocal in her denial. “Hell, no. Please, help me. They’ll make me a sex slave or kill me. Should I go to the police?”

“The police mainly try to catch people who commit crimes. Before the crime is committed, they are limited in their actions and they will likely have no more idea why someone wants you than you do. Don’t worry. I will help you. This is my specialty. And don’t worry about payment. The Albanians are causing my work and will pay for it.”

She looked both worried and relieved. Emotions crossed her face then she said, “You’re not really a management consultant, are you?”

“You’ll have to define management and consultant very broadly.”

Michelle asked, “You aren’t going to tell me, are you. OK, where are we going?”

“To my friend, Anthony’s. You will stay with him while I talk to the Albanians.”

Michelle asked, “Do you think he can protect me?”

“Yes, Anthony is more powerful than the Albanians, the Albanians won’t know you are there, and he has good security.”

Michelle said, “I have shows scheduled next week. I need to show up.”

“I’ll resolve your problem before that.”

“Can you work that quickly?” Michelle asked.

“My specialty. I’ve located their boss and will pay him a visit tomorrow, learn his motive, and convince him to forget about you. If it turns out someone else is motivating them, I’ll go up the line and repeat my argument until no one is interested in you.”

“Will he see you? He has a gang around him and has avoided the police,” she asked.

“He will. He may try to brush me off, but if I insist, he will see me. Much depends on whether this gang is part of a larger gang or independent. I may have to go up the line to find where the order to get you came from. Once I find the origin, I’ll convince them to change their mind. I can be persuasive.”

She looked worried and said, “This is not like dealing with a local gang. He will have serious security.”

She was correct to be concerned. I was possibly overconfident, but I had successfully dealt with people like this before. I replied, “I doubt he has been seriously challenged in the recent past and his security is undoubtedly aimed at competing organizations and thwarting police investigations. I’m certain he has assembled a protective umbrella by buying some of the authorities who could threaten him. His umbrella will be ineffective against me because I don’t want to bring him to justice or replace him. I just want an accommodation.”

I don’t think she believed me, but I didn’t have anything else to give. Her doubts wouldn’t change the outcome, but I wanted to relieve her concern. I was confident, but as of now, I didn’t have any way to convince her. Maybe Anthony, as a former client, could relieve her concerns.

When I decided to go into business for myself, I invested months into learning all about electronics, the internet, comm systems, and electronic security, with emphasis on surreptitious entry (hacking). I was very good at it, you might say I was born with ability.

I got her settled watching a video on the airplane’s entertainment system then I hacked into a couple of systems in Marseille. First, I entered the police network and dug out data about the Albanian gang. There wasn’t much beyond suspects. Then I slipped into the phone system and looked into texts in Albanian. I started with now and scrolled backwards through time. I read more than fifteen thousand before I found something useful: Thirty-five identical texts ordering a meet at “Benjamin’s” tomorrow night. Five of the recipients had been flagged by the Marseilles police as potential gang members. The message originated at 35 Rue du Tapis-Vert. It was as good a place to start as any.

I suspected the gang was involved in all the usual illegal, high value rackets: drugs, protection, guns, prostitution, and sex-trafficking. The local police and the intelligence community didn’t have much. Apparently, the Albanians were successful in controlling their employees, customers and victims. Not surprising. When we got to Anthony’s I would see what his contacts could learn about the Albanian gang’s affairs and go meet with the boss. I had found some potential gang member names from my phone system hacking. I dug into their finances until we landed.

I found local bank and credit card accounts for all of the suspected gang members. I was breaking all sorts of laws with my search, but I didn’t intend to bring the authorities into this. My goal was to convince the gang to leave Michelle alone and give them a large incentive to keep their hands off in the future. Of course, if they didn’t listen to reason, I would enjoy taking them out of the game permanently. Just to be clear, I’m not blood-thirsty, but some people let their pride overwhelm their survival instinct.

As Napoleon said, “The world is not ruined by the wickedness of wicked, but by the weakness of the good.” I won’t be weak.

Four of them had regular multi-thousand Euro deposits and the rest were in the sub-thousands. A clear indicator of rank. I started looking into offshore accounts, starting with jurisdictions without extradition agreements with other countries. As expected, the one with the biggest deposits had the three haven accounts. I got their numbers but wasn’t able to find out their sizes. They had good security, but I am now confident of at least the local hierarchy.

I bought a ticket for tomorrow to Marseille from Pars. I’d return when I was ready, then sat back and watched Michelle absorbing the entertainment. I had my own human experiences to draw on and I was fascinated by how women and children reacted to emotional input. Completely different than me, but it was fascinating.


Chapter  5  :   Marseille

After landing we got off and found a black limo waiting, with a driver and guard. Anthony’s home was about fifty miles from the airport, so our trip would be less than an hour.

George, Anthony’s butler, and Angeline, his housekeeper, met us at the door. I stayed at the estate for two weeks when last here and we greeted each other as long absent friends. George told me they would put our things in the room I had used when I stayed here, that Anthony was waiting for me in his study, and they took Michelle to our room.

Anthony is in his mid-sixties and an avid horseman. He inherited money then grew it through wise investments and now makes electronics, arms, farm equipment, and wine. He has a number of high-level connections in the French government and intelligence community which is how we met. I resolved a kidnapping for profit of his grandson and advised him on improving his security. We became friends through that adventure. While the staff settled Michelle into her room, I sat with Anthony and filled him in on her problem.

“I was relaxing on the island and met her there. I heard a couple of men tracking her. She seemed like an innocent victim, so I decided to help her. I checked her history and  she is a twenty-six-year-old model, with a degree in fine arts and is beautiful. She is a model and has worked for fashion houses doing runway shows for a couple of years. Anyway, after dinner a local gang tried to kidnap her. I stopped them and talked to their leader. An Albanian gang in Marseille had put out a contract to capture her.”

I answered his questioning look, “She is not my girlfriend. Yes ,I slept with her, mainly to calm her down. She doesn’t know why anyone would be after her and has no police record. I am playing the hero and want to help her. She has no money to pay me, so I’ll get my fee from the Albanians. I will talk to the Albanians and find out why they want her. I have a flight plan early tomorrow to crash a meeting they’ve scheduled.”

Anthony replied, “Do you need anything?”

“A ride to Charles De Gaulle airport tomorrow morning at six and take care of Michelle for a couple of days. I did some research on the way here, I have the names of the gang leaders, and I know where the gang is meeting tomorrow night. If they are the top, it’ll end there, if not I’ll work up the line. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of days.”

Anthony asked, “Does Michelle have any connection to unsavory characters?”

“Nothing in police files. I ran a quick check of her background and found nothing but school and work in the fashion industry. I would be grateful if you made some discrete inquiries while I’m busy with the gang. In the meantime, I will talk more with her and see if she knows anything that might help.”

“Of course. She is in your old room. My granddaughter is spending a few weeks with me. Anna is twenty-five and I’m sure Michelle would enjoy talking with someone nearer to her own age. I’ll bring her to meet Michelle and you in a few minutes.”

I remembered Anna as a gangly teenager. She had been taken by a couple of local would be gangsters looking for an easy windfall. Of course one of Anthony’s maids had helped them. She was involved with one of the kidnappers and gave him info about her movements. I found them through her and recovered Anna before they did more than scare her. I stayed in the house for a couple of weeks improving Anthony’s security. I hadn’t been back for a year.

I stood up and said, “OK. I’ll see you there. Thanks for helping, Anthony.” As I strode away, it struck me I was being awfully formal with a good friend. Maybe I should be less formal. Would he like “Tony?” I’ll have to ask.

I walked slowly through the first floor, refreshing my memories of the artworks on every free wall space, ornate rugs from all over the world, sculptures in every room, and the overall sense of appreciation of the creative abilities of humanity. I could appreciate it, but I don’t think I could ever be creative. Mine was a mechanistic world. Full of metrics and designs with little room for beauty. Oh, I could appreciate it, but I doubt I could ever create it. I wanted to see Michelle.

I flew up the stairs, four steps at a time and flung open the door to our room. She was standing in front of the closet, with something bright blue in her hands.

I said, “Anthony’s granddaughter, Anna, is staying here, too. He’ll bring her up in a few minutes. He thinks she will be better company than he is. He wants to give you a tour of the place. Be appreciative. He’s proud of the place and doesn’t get many visitors who aren’t here for business.”

She stepped closer and replied, “Great. I want to see all of it. What are your plans now?”

“I’ve identified the leaders of the Albanians and I know where they will be tomorrow night. They have a meeting scheduled and I’m going to crash the party. I have a flight to Marseille tomorrow morning, early. I advise you to stay inside tomorrow until I return. Of course, Anthony’s staff will escort you if there is an urgent matter you need to attend to, but it won’t be as secure as here. If you want to call someone, use the house phone and don’t tell anyone where you are.”

She whined a little, “But all my contacts are on my phone.”

“Sorry, but even turning your phone on will let them find you. In a few days your life will go back to normal.”

“Just like that? How can you be sure?”

“Experience, and of course I plan to remove all incentive for them to bother you.”

“How can you be so sure? I don’t even know why?”

“The Albanians will tell me their reason, and if it comes from another source, I will deal with it, too. I will move up the line and not stop until I’ve removed the reason. I will be persuasive and thorough.”

There was a knock on the hall door and I answered it. It was Anthony and Anna. I invited them in and he went to Michelle, kissed her hand, and said, “Mademoiselle, Morgan said you were a “lovely young lady”, I see that he badly understated your beauty. Welcome to my home. I hope you will grace it for as long as you need. This is my granddaughter, Anna. My wife will want to meet you. She is visiting her sister and will return tomorrow. If you have the time, I would love to give you a tour of my home.”

Anna is tall and pretty, with an oval face cradled in an aura of dark hair. No makeup and a clear, almost white complexion. She hadn’t said anything yet, just looked closely at Michelle, then smiled as she recognized me. I had last seen her a few years ago when she was a gangly teenager. She a young woman now and had grown poised and lady-like. She could rival Michelle if she dressed up.

Michelle, clearly surprised by his greeting, said, “Thank you for your hospitality, sir. It is very gracious and a great relief.”

She shook hands with Anna then they hugged, briefly. I don’t understand why females like to hug. It’s unsanitary, but cute.

Anthony asked Michelle, “May I show you my home?”
She accepted, and we all followed him into the hall. Anthony played the proud host, explaining the significance of each piece of art as we passed. Anna and I followed them, ten feet back, she proudly providing the backstory on some of the pieces…”Nazi loot,”… “Got it for $100 from a junk dealer in Hamburg.”… I was enjoying her stories and chuckled quietly.

She grew quiet then asked, “Who is she?”

“Just a person in trouble I am helping. We met when some men tried to kidnap her.””

“Just like me? Is she your lover?”

“Just an acquaintance. I’ve only known her for 36 hours.”

“Yet you are helping her. She is lovely. Have you slept with her yet?

“A gentleman doesn’t tell. I’m still getting to know her. Do you care?”

“Which means you have. I’m asking because I’ve missed you and I want you for myself.”

“I’m flattered, but you’re too young for me and the granddaughter of a good friend, a powerful man who I would hate to displease. You are pretty, smart, and wealthy, I like you as a friend, but your grandfather would be hurt if I made love to you.”

“But you would if grandfather approved?”

I knew it was just teenage hero-worship, so I was adamant, “You just feel gratitude and a little hero-worship because I rescued you from the kidnappers. Look for someone your own age and who does things with you. I’ll wear off as soon as I have to go on an assignment without you.” She grew quiet then and I suspected she hadn’t given up. I hope she finds someone soon.

Anthony ended the tour soon and we all trooped back to the house. Michelle and I went back to our room. There was a note on the door advising dinner was at seven – black tie, and service at seven-thirty. Once inside, Michelle closed the door and we embraced. Holding me tightly, she whispered in my ear, “How long has Anna tried to get you in bed?”

I answered truthfully, “Two years. Ever since I rescued her from some kidnappers.”

“She saw you subdue them like you did for me?”

How much should I tell her? I thought about changing history for her but didn’t. I said, “In her case, there were two thugs pointing guns at her, threatening to kill her if I didn’t leave. They didn’t survive the encounter. I broke both their necks. It was fast and bloodless. It excited her. Gave her hero-worship. I’ve tried to dissuade her, but it hasn’t worked yet.”

She whispered, “You got to me too, but I went directly to lust.” She started unbuttoning my shirt. I felt a stirring in my loins. I suggested, “Let’s go in the bedroom. I don’t want to shock the staff.”

She agreed and started toward the bedroom. I flipped the “Do Not Disturb” light on, locked the door, and followed her trail of discarded clothing. Blouse, shoes, skirt , bra, and panties.

I started dropping mine alongside hers , carefully matching hers, but alas, I didn’t have as many, so I fell short. She was lying on the bed when I arrived, so I lay beside her and gently stroked her body, up her long legs, across her breasts and down the other side, stopping to pay detailed attention to her sex. She purred gently as I stroked her, finally lapsing into a long gasp as I stroked her labia, squirming and arching her back, driving her love canal onto my fingers. Finally, she grabbed my arm, pulling me onto her. I didn’t resist. It was where I wanted to be, to experience the slippery friction of romantic love.

I held back until she had her third orgasm, then I pumped her back up until she was squealing and demanded, “More, damn you, give it to me!”

I relaxed and let it come. She squealed and writhed beneath me for long minutes. She confirmed she was a screamer once again. I hope Anthony’s soundproofing is as good as his security.

After we came down from our coital bliss, I held her close and she settled into a deep sleep. I released her and rolled back from her, but stayed beside her, watching her sleep for almost an hour. I got up gently, careful not to wake her, and left a drone watching her. I showered and dressed casually. It was time to learn more about the Albanians.

I settled down in the living room and started a systematic inquiry into each name I had discovered earlier who had received a summons to the gathering tomorrow night. Combing the record of the local police, utility companies, French Intelligence, Interpol and licensing bureaus, I made a dossier on everyone who had received an invitation to the meeting. Only a few were detailed, but I think they covered the team leadership.

My searches were illegal, but I left no traces behind. The most interesting data was not in their personal records, but in their contacts. The people who I had earlier concluded were leaders from the size of the offshore accounts turned out to have had a number of frequent contacts with local police, judges, and politicians.

Of course, the gang had to have cultivated as thorough a shield from government interference as possible, but it was satisfying to learn who their protectors were. In fact it opened additional avenues of investigation. I was able to make a timeline of their governmental contacts, subsequent financial windfalls of government officials, and correlate them with significant events reported in the news.

If I were a prosecutor, I would have enough evidence to charge two judges, the Mayor of Marseille, three city council members, two police captains and the police commissioner with criminal conspiracy, not to mention the top gang members. Maybe a detailed investigation would find good reasons for the payments, but I doubted it. I wasn’t interested in meting out justice or cleaning up Marseille, but I now had a better chance of getting Michelle out of the gang’s sights without killing them all.

I downloaded a detailed map of Marseille and annotated it with the gangs residences and hangouts they had mentioned in their conversations, or I had found in the city records. I added the city power, telephone, sewer, and water system pathways. I found it useful to have a complete map of my planned action zones. I studied the map, identifying likely observation vantage points and good ambush locations if that became necessary.

When it was nearly dinner time I woke Michelle and watched her come back to happy awareness with the speed of youth and enjoyed watching her dress for dinner. It was almost time to eat so I donned better clothes, too. I had left evening wear here on my previous visit. Anthony had me attend several affairs with him on my previous visit, so I had a useful collection of accessories, I chose a red bow tie and matching cummerbund to highlight Michell’s classic little black cocktail dress and silver/red pin.

She hung on my arm as I escorted her downstairs. George greeted us at the dining room door and announced us as we entered. Anthony was going all out tonight. Besides Anthony and Anna, there were two guests I did not know and one security man I had met on my last visit. Anthony greeted Michelle by kissing her hand and thanking her for gracing his table. Then introduced us to a man and woman as Mr. and Mrs. Marchand. He was a senior Interpol officer based in Paris. One of the maids offered us champagne glasses on a tray. Michelle took one and I waved her off and asked for bourbon on the rocks. Anthony quickly offered some Knob Creek.

“I always knew you were a man of taste, Anthony. Offer gratefully accepted.” While Anthony was busy with the liquor, Mr. Marchand said, “Anthony told me that you stopped a gang attempting to kidnap Ms. Gilbert, yesterday. I am interested in such events, professionally. Do you know what their motive was?”

Anthony approached us with a maid holding a tray with three glasses filled with amber liquid. Mr. Marchand, Anthony, and I accepted ours and Anthony gave the tray to a maid. After the maid departed, I explained my brief contact with the island gang and what I had learned, with only a vague reference to ”persuasion.”

Mr. Marchand looked askance at that and Anthony assured Mr. Marchand that I was a master of off-the-radar persuasion.

Mr. Marchand hinted that his organization had found some former alliances to the Marseille Albanians from Belarus and Russia, but they were over a year old now. Not likely but worth checking out if nothing else turned up. Tomorrow should shed some light and now I had more information to inform my search. I had gotten all that I was likely to get from Mr. Marchand, so I watched the ladies. Anna was giving the other ladies a tour of the room, and a history of art decorating the walls. She had become an accomplished hostess since I last saw her.

Dinner was announced and we all trooped into the dining room. Anthony sat at the head of the table with Mr. and Mrs. Marchand on either side. I sat at the other end with Anna and Michelle flanking me. It was a long table, and I was ten feet from Anthony, as a result, the ends of the table were isolated from each other unless we raised our voices. Anthony was a past master of tact, so I was sure this was intentional.

After a few minutes I was certain that Anna, not Anthony, had planned the arrangement. In a low voice, while Anthony was regaling the Marchands with stories of the French Parliament, Anna told Michelle, “Morgan saved me from awful kidnappers. They were going to cut off one of my fingers and send it to my grandfather if he didn’t pay my ransom!”

Michelle responded, “That’s awful. What did Morgan do?”

“He was like a superhero in a movie. He moved like a flash and knocked them down before they could move. Then he picked me up and carried me out to a car. Grandfather told me afterward that the two kidnappers were dead, both had broken necks. I’ve loved Morgan ever since. I’ve never met anyone like him.”

“He makes that impression on girls. Me too.”

“Did he rescue you from kidnappers, too?”

“Maybe. We don’t know what they wanted, but he stopped four armed men who were trying to grab me. They were armed, too. He didn’t kill any of them, but he stopped them good. They were unconscious so fast that none of them could fight back.”             

“I’ll bet he slept with you after, didn’t he?”

Michelle was a little surprised by the question, but after a brief pause, replied, “Yes, and he’s just as good in bed. He has a gentle touch and incredible stamina. He was heavenly.”

Anna frowned at this and said, “I knew he had to be great.”

Michelle liked surprised at this, “You mean you don’t know?”

“No, I tried, but he said I was too young and now he says my grandfather wouldn’t approve, but I know he would!”

Michelle turned to me and asked, incredulously, “Morgan?” I was shocked. I thought she would agree with me. Did she want me to bed Anna?

I was taken aback by this whole discussion. I didn’t think women were so open about sex, about me! Didn’t they know I could hear every word? Under the intense attention of both women, I stumbled, ‘Well, yes, but he’s my friend. And she’s, his granddaughter. It’d hurt him and I respect him.”

Michelle said, sharply, “It’s her business and yours. She doesn’t need his permission, and if she asks you, you don’t need his permission, either. You lose nothing and she needs it. If you’re worried about pregnancy, that’s her problem. Be a man.”

These two females had a plan.  It was clear they had worked it out together. It wasn’t clear why Michelle was working to get me to have sex with Anna. She could be tired of me and hoped to pass me off to Anna. That would be surprising since she seems to enjoy sex with me. Do women enjoy sharing men? Is Michelle just messing with me? Anna has wanted to sleep with me for years. Is she playing a game with me now?

I haven’t resolved Michelle’s problem with the Albanians yet.  I hadn’t seen any change in her behavior toward me. Did I miss something? Anna, on the other hand, has been quite open about wanting to sleep with me. I had chalked that desire up to hero worship. I might be wrong. I wonder if she’s still a virgin?

I thought about the problem for a second and conceived a plan. I looked at first Michelle, then Anna, and told them, “OK, I messed up and I like both of you, so all three of us will go to my room after dinner and I’ll see to it that both of you are happy when you go to sleep. Good enough?”

Anna replied, sweetly, “I don’t need dessert,” and Michelle smiled. Anna stood up, excused herself to Anthony, and left. I knew we’d see her later.

When we got back to our room, Michelle called Anna and told her we’d be ready in ten minutes, then we kissed before she skipped into the bedroom. I had the sketch of a plan that was new to me and I had no idea if it would work. I had never been with two women before. There may have been procedure, but I didn’t know it. Come to think of it, I didn’t even know whether Anna was a virgin. I undressed and put on a robe while I scoured the internet for advice.  There were lots of generic advice tips, but I didn’t find any advice that didn’t apply to a single woman. The available database was huge. Then the doorbell chimed. Anna was here.

I opened the door and let Anna in. She was wearing a frilly robe and let it fall to the floor as she stepped up to me. She wore a transparent peignoir and thrust herself against me and boldly kissed me. She certainly seemed more experienced than a virgin. She writhed in my arms, tightly fitting her curves to my body and softly humming through her nose. She was delectable, much more than I expected. She had no uncertainty in her. I gently disengaged her mouth and looked in her eyes, “Anna, we’re going to lay together with Michelle. Tonight will be memorable, I promise you. Do just what I say, with all the passion and love in your soul. Understand?”

“Oh yes, Morgan. It’s what I need.”

I led her into the bedroom where Michelle was awaiting her, naked in the center of the bed. I told Anna, “Drop the wrap,” then I positioned her atop Michelle, in a “69” faces to each other’s vagina, and ordered, “Lick deep. Until she comes. Taste her nectar. Swallow everything she gives you. Remember her taste. She is unique in all the world. Make her yours. She is the essence of female.”

They hesitated, but only briefly. Soon they were bobbing their heads, hard at work, exciting each other with pure female sex. Independent of males, two females giving each other love. Driving each other’s bodies to a peak of pleasure. Soon they would both spasm in a frenzy of pleasure and need to recover. Then I would grant them the second taking. The taking of a man and let them feel the true height of passion.

Their speed increased as they got deeper into their work and their passion increased. They both were moaning through their noses as their partners sex juice coated their faces. They were clutching each other, pulling them closer. I stroked their warm bodies, fueling their passions. After they were both deep into each other, I started slapping their buttocks, further increasing their passion. Their moans changed to squeals of passion and arousal as they neared climax.

Soon, they crescendoed, both violently contracting, squealing frantically, I pulled back and watched them reach near-simultaneous orgasm. It was passionate, beautiful, and fulfilling for all-they were filled with physical ecstasy, I felt I had expanded their horizon.

When Anna relaxed, I helped her to lay on her back next to Michelle. Michelle opened her eyes, smiled dreamily, and raised up to kiss me gently. When she lay back, she said, “That was wonderful. Thank you. Now I want you.”

“Are you ready now?”

She put her arms up to my shoulders and purred, “Now, please,” and spread her knees apart. I turned to Anna and told her, “Now for the second act. I’m going to make love to Michelle. You’re next, but right now help her get in the mood. Caress her, let her feel your love while We interact. She’ll help you when it’s your turn.” I was betting that she would feel so loving toward Michelle after their shared love, that she would enjoy being part of my action.

I knelt between her legs, lifted her legs over my shoulders and entered her with one smooth move. She was well lubricated and took me easily. She felt wonderful. We enjoyed the slippery friction of well executed intercourse, and I pumped us both up to a state of readiness.

Anna participated as I hoped, rubbing Michelle with her hands and cuddling with her breasts. She started screaming, “Now. Give it to me. More,” repeating herself quickly. I was able to hold back for several thrusts as she pled, but finally I climaxed, closely followed by her. I relaxed on top of her and waited until I had shrunk to normal size before withdrawing. I rolled over next to her and lay there breathing heavily while I recovered. Anna half lay on Michelle and they kissed enthusiastically while I enjoyed the view.

When they stopped, I rolled Anna over on her back between Michelle and me then I made love to her while Michelle provided enthusiastic support as Anna had. I have good stamina and had no problem fulfilling Anna.

In the end, both girls fell asleep, their limbs intertwined in a very relaxed embrace. They essentially passed out. I got up and followed Mr. Marchand’s clues through the Interpol records and found the information he referred to: data on illegal shipments of drugs and arms to Algeria. Illegal, to be sure, but I found no connection to Michelle. The distance in time had made a connection unlikely, but now it was more certain. I was more likely to get answers in Marseilles.

I caught an early flight to Marseille. Anthony’s driver took me to the airport at four am and I quickly boarded the half-full airplane. I was in the air just after five. I enjoyed flying. It’s very peaceful and I also enjoyed dawn breaking over the French countryside. I couldn’t think of anything else I could do to get more information on the gang members until I got there, so I looked in on the girls. I had left orders for Anthony’s security staff to watch Michelle discretely and Anna was in the field of view. Serendipity.

I thought I knew who the leaders of the gang were from the size of their offshore accounts. I started visiting the leader’s homes, going top-down based on account value. It was an assumption, but reasonable. The houses pretty-well matched the leadership order I had assumed, with the top guy having a nice villa in the hills and the others living in town in homes proportionate to rank. None of the top leaders were home. Did they have a nine-to-five office? I wanted to talk to one of the leaders, so, I went to the meeting address in the emails.

It was a building downtown in one of the older, but still fashionable areas. The street was a business district, and small shops and restaurants lined the streets with wide sidewalks. The target building was a post-war, stone edifice resembling a repurposed bank. Impressive, compared to its neighbors. Four stories with several establishments on the street level: a bar, a lawyer’s office, and a pawn shop, with the traditional three hanging balls over the door.

It was a sunny morning, so I sat at an outside table at a coffee shop across the street and lingered over an espresso, pretending to read a local newspaper. I watched foot traffic going into the building and listened to traffic on local routers until I identified some of the gang-associated addresses in use and identified their routers. I flagged the three they used then focused on the leader’s phone numbers. They probably used burner phones for significant messages, but I didn’t have any way of identifying those numbers and would have to settle for their identified phones.

After a half hour of watching, I had verified that two of the probable second-tier leaders were in the building and decided to pay them a visit. It was early but the street was busy with locals opening their businesses, getting breakfast, and tourists sightseeing and taking pictures. I left bills on the table and crossed the street. Any of the three stores could be run by the gang, but I thought the bar and pawn shop were the most likely. I chose the pawn shop.

There was a fortyish guy behind the counter at the back of the shop. He was a shopkeeper type, not a bruiser, but I suspected there was one of those nearby if he needed help. Glass display counters ran down both sides, the length of the store with tall, glass fronted cabinets covering the walls behind them. The cases and cabinets were filled with the usual widely varying merchandise from jewelry to tools. I approached the man. He watched me all the way from the door and when I stopped in front of the counter, he inquired,” What are you looking for?”

I told him,” I want to talk to Besnik.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“He is one of the leaders of the gang that owns this store. Call upstairs and tell him. He’ll be upset if he doesn’t see me.”

He looked at me for a long time, looking me over, probably wondering if I was a cop. Finally, he asked, “Who are you?”

“A good customer. Now call him.”

He looked skeptical, and declared, ”Mr. Besnik doesn’t see customers.”

“He probably doesn’t stiff good customers, either. He took money and didn’t deliver the merchandise. Tell him to get his ass down here, now.”

He frowned, said, “Just a minute and went through a door in the back wall. I suspected he was either calling Besnik or getting a bouncer.

The door opened too quickly for him to have made a call, and a different, bigger man stepped through. The Bouncer. He was shorter than me and wider. Heavily muscled, like a weightlifter. Gym muscles. He said, in a heavily Slavik accented voice, “Besnik not here. Go away.”

I said nothing and smiled.

The bouncer’s face got red. He didn’t like being ignored. Good. He came around the counter and squared off against me. I still smiled. He said, loudly, “Leave now, asshole.”

“Make me.”

The bouncer drew his right arm back. He was obviously trying to move quickly. Of course, to me it was glacial. He was wide and beefy with thick arms and a barrel chest. He probably won all his encounters by intimidation and bravado. I stepped to his right, following the arm and when his arm was fully cocked and ready to roar forward and smash me, I hit his elbow hard with my left arm, breaking the rotator cuff and knocking his whole body to his left. As his left leg moved outward to catch his falling body, I stepped back in front of him, hooked his moving leg and pulled it forward. His torso, pivoting on his right leg, deprived of any support, rotated to his left. His head arched back as untrained people do when falling backwards. He smashed to the ground, the back of his head impacting the floor first. He lay still, unconscious.

I knelt beside the unconscious man and took a Glock 17 from the holster on his hip and checked it. The magazine was full and there was a round in the chamber. I put the mag back in and stuck it in my waistband at the small of my back.

I turned to the counter guy and told him, “Get Besnik down here, now!”

“Yes sir.” He hurried to the counter, picked up the telephone and dialed a three-digit number. I heard it ring twice and on the next ring a man answered, ”What?”

The counter guy quickly said, “You need to come down here, Milo’s hurt,” then he hung the phone up.

“Will he come?” I asked the counter man.

“I think so. Milo’s his man. Will he be OK?”

I looked at the unconscious man’s throat. He had a healthy pulse. “Yes, he’s breathing. His arm will need medical attention, and he will have nasty headache, but he’ll be fine.”

I heard footsteps on the other side of the door, then it sprang open. The man opening it was hurrying. The man in question was six-foot tall, slim build, swarthy, with short black hair and short black beard. He rushed around the counter and stared at Milo. He asked the room, “Is he alive?””

“Yes. He needs medical care for his shoulder and perhaps a concussion. He should be fine,” I answered. “Are you Besnik?”

“Who are you?”

“Let’s talk in private.”

He asked, “Who are you?”

I didn’t say anything.

After a long minute staring at me, he told the counterman, “We’ll go up to my office.”

Paranoid me, but I expect the counterman will send reinforcements to Besnik’s office ASAP. OK.

I followed him through the door and up a stairway just beyond it and into an office.

It was a middle manager’s office, big desk, two chairs facing it, window overlooking the street, table and four chairs to the side of the desk, some art on the walls, beige carpet. Besnik sat at the desk and waved me to a facing chair. The chairs had their backs to the door so I ignored him and stood close to the wall, beside the door. “I prefer to stand.”

Besnik hesitated and asked, “What’s your problem?”

“I represent Ms. Michelle Gilbert. You hired a gang on Ile du Levant to kidnap her. Why?”

“She owes us money. I tried to get her to repay us and she skipped town. I asked my  friends to put her in contact with me.”

“You told me three lies in that one sentence. She doesn’t owe you money. She went on a vacation, and that gang is not your friend. Here’s how this conversation is going to go. You are going to tell me why you want Ms. Gilbert. For every statement you make that is not completely true, I am going to break one of your bones.” I saw his eyes shift down toward his center desk drawer. His gun, probably. I took out my borrowed Glock and pointed it at him.

“Keep your hands at your side. Slide your chair back from the desk. If you try to reach your gun, I will shoot you in the arm.”

He scooted his chair back. I opened the drawer and took his gun out. I put Milo’s gun back in my waistband and checked Besnik’s gun. Another Glock 17 loaded the same way. The gang may have bought a shipment. I put his gun in my pocket then I closed his door and locked it.

“Now, why do you want to kidnap Ms. Gilbert? No, wait, let’s get some background data first. What is the name of your gang?”

He looked at me like I was crazy. “No name. The police call us the Albanians, so I guess that will do.”

I said, “True. Very good. Keep it up and all your bones will survive.”

“Do you know Ms. Gilbert?”

“No. Why do you think we want her? That’s not our business.”

“I know you personally ordered a gang on Ile du Levant to pick her up. I listened to your phone conversation with Eduardo.”

“That was private. You can’t use it in court.”

“I’m not police. This will never see a court. This is between you and me.”

There was a banging on the door and a man yelled, “Boss, do you need us?”

I said, “Tell them to go downstairs and make sure Milo gets help.”

Besnik, stared at me for along pause, then, obviously hoping he could talk his way out of this, said, “Go downstairs and see that Milo gets medical care. I’m OK. I’ll call if I need you.”

“What’s your first name?”

“Why do you care.”

“It’s friendlier. Just calling you Besnik makes me seem indifferent to you, which is the farthest thing from my mind.”

“What, you threaten to break my bones, and you care about me?”

“I care somewhat for everybody. I don’t want you to have any broken bones, so I’m encouraging you to speak the truth. It’s better for me, it’s better for you and it’s better for Michelle. Now what’s your first name, please?”

“Mehmet, now what?”

“First, I need you to believe I can really break your bones. I looked around the office and chose one of his desk chairs for my demonstration. I picked one up and held it by one leg. The leg was oak-stained walnut and had a rectangular cross section, about two inches by one and a half inches in the middle of its length. I put both hands on the leg, about two inches apart and rotated my arms. The leg bent, just a little, then snapped in two with a loud crack. I dropped the chair and handed the leg end to Mehmet, who was looking suitably impressed. He realized his bones were considerably weaker than the chair leg. 

“Now Mehmet, I want to learn why you want Ms. Gilbert, but before you answer I want you to understand that I can tell when you lie to me. To prove it, I will ask you two irrelevant questions, and I will not penalize you for lying to me. I stepped close to him,  took hold of his wrist, and watched his face. Two times only. First free question: What is the name of the man who asked through the closed door if you were OK?”

“He thought a moment and said, “Tomas.”

“That was a lie. Second free question: What is your mother’s name?”

“Agostina.”

“That was the truth.”

He quickly asked, “How do you do that? Are you like that TV show where the scientist watches small muscles on your face?”

I won’t tell him, but I can sense the tiny electrical currents flowing through his body when I’m touching him, just like a lie detector. I said, “Yes, just like that. Now tell me why you put out the contract on Ms. Gilbert?”

He hesitated, then told me, “I don’t know the reason. I received an order from my boss, with a name, address, and picture. When I looked for her, I learned she was gone on vacation and gave a pick-up contract to the guys on Ile du Levant. They were going to pick her up when she left and yesterday, they called and told me she got by them.”

He told me the truth. OK, I told him, “Alright, who gave you the order?”

“If I rat on him, he’ll kill me.”

I let go of his hand and told him, “You don’t have to tell me. I know you work for Ali Hoxha and there’s no one higher in your gang. I’ll tell him I just went to the top of the gang. Play it cool and he won’t know I was here. You’ll have to come up with a believable tale for Milo and the counter man downstairs, but that should be easy for you.”

I already knew Hoxha was at his villa outside of town, so I’d go there next. On the way out of the building, I hacked into the phone system and disabled the landlines at Hoxha’s villa and the cell towers in range of the villa, so calls there would get a busy signal. I waved at the counter guy as I left the building. I called an Uber and had it drop me half a mile from the villa in a small village seemingly dropped out of a storybook.

I stared at it and slowly turned, writing the opening of a romantic novel in my mind:

“The sunlight spills gently over the cobblestone streets, warming the sleepy village as it stirs to life. Storefronts, each adorned with charming signs and colorful awnings, invite passersby in with the scent of freshly baked bread and morning espresso. A small park nestles between the buildings, its lush greenery framing a playground where children laugh and chase one another beneath the golden glow of morning. The air carries a symphony of cheerful chatter, birdsong, and the distant ring of a bicycle bell, weaving together the tranquil rhythm of village life.”

I chuckled at the absurdity of the juxtaposition. In these idyllic surroundings, I was here to confront the head of a ruthless Slavic gang, probably visit harm on him and his troops to extract my client from whatever dire fate he had planned for her and pay me for my work. Piece of cake.

I had a detailed satellite map in my memory. I walked along the two-lane road until I reached the woods bordering his villa to the east. I turned into the woods, walked in a few hundred feet until I was standing next to a high stone wall, adjacent to the main house. I sent up a drone to surveil the property. After ten minutes I knew where two guards were patrolling and the location of six surveillance cameras.

I watched for a few minutes. The guards took five minutes to make a sweep, and I saw two areas they avoided. Boobytraps? Maybe. I’d avoid them, too. My drone was tiny and quiet. I bought them from a company that makes them for military and police. They could see in both visible and infrared. They were more expensive than the commercial models, but worth the cost for me. Most people never saw them. I circled the house and looked for heat sources. I found the heat signatures of six people in the main house.

One man was sitting in a small room with a hot wall of electronics close to him-the guard watching the surveillance feeds: 90%. One man and one woman in an outside room upstairs, probably the boss and his woman in his office: 70%.  One woman in what looked like a kitchen with a couple of heat sources-a cook: 80%. Two men on the main floor near the front door mostly stationary- butler and guard or two guards: 60%. OK, none of these assignments were certain, just likely. I had to be careful not to rely on my assumptions.

The house had several bedrooms on the second floor with balconies. I picked one for my entry, waited until the roving guards were far away and jumped onto the wall, down onto the ground, ran to the chosen balcony and climbed up on the balcony. The balcony door was unlocked so I opened it and stepped inside. I set my drone to watch the driveway and give an alarm if anything moved. The hallway was empty too, so I went to the office, got out Besnik’s Glock, and stepped inside. I startled the man and woman, but they saw my gun and were quiet.

The woman was young and pretty, well dressed, dark hair, sitting in a desk chair. He was a little older, also well dressed, I cautioned them, “Mr. Hoxha, I’m here to get information. Speak in normal voices and I won’t have to hurt anyone. Understand? Do you agree?”

First the woman, then the man said, “Yes.”

“Give me your weapons and I will put mine away.”

The woman said, “I am not armed.”

I walked close to her, reached down, gripped her wrist gently, and asked her, “What is your name?”

“Marie. What’s  yours?”

“That’s private, do you have any weapons?”

She looked at me for a moment, then repeated, “I am not armed.”

I smiled and affirmed, “No, you are not. Now don’t move.”

I turned to Ali and told him, “Slide back from the desk and stand up.”

He complied and I stepped behind him and frisked him. I found only a cell phone, keys, and a wallet. I lay them all on the desk and told him, “Go sit in the other desk chair.:

He did and I put the gun in my pocket.

I looked at the man and told him, “I am here because you have been trying to kidnap Ms. Michelle Gilbert. I want to know why.”

He looked me over and asked, “What is she to you?”

“My client.”

Marie said, “I knew she would be trouble. Tell him, Ali.”

Ali looked disapprovingly at her, then said, “It is a favor for a business associate. I don’t know his reason.”

“He is paying you, of course, but even so, he must be a very good associate for you to attempt kidnapping a stranger. Tell me about your associate.”

After a short pause, he said, “It would destroy my business with him and endanger me if I told you his name.”

“Was the request specific to you or did others receive the same request?”

He considered the question and replied, “Others received it, so, no, he wouldn’t know if I told you his name. Unless you told him.”

“I will not give him your name. It is in my interest to show you I am trustworthy, in case I need your assistance in the future.”

“Is that likely?”

“No, but it costs me nothing. Why should I tell him?”

He didn’t answer, so I continued. “You sent men after Michelle Gilbert,” Morgan said. “Why?”

“A favor,” Hoxha said. “Business.”

“Whose?”

A former client. Arben Kole. Paris.”

I knew the name and it told me a lot. I leaned closer. “If you come near her again, I’ll finish this.”

“How much did he pay?” Morgan asked.

“A hundred thousand euros.”

“You’ll give it to me and cancel the order.”

Hoxha nodded, sweat streaking down his temple. “Sasha. Get it.”

When Hoxha ordered her to retrieve the money, her jaw tightened. She moved slowly, deliberately, not because she feared me—but because she wanted Hoxha to feel how exposed he was.

As she handed over the bag, her fingers brushed my hand.

Not accidental.

I didn’t react.

Her eyes showed that frightened her more than the gun.

I left the way I had come and vanished into the dawn.

Back at the flat, I called Anthony and told him, “Hoxha gave me a name and paid my bill—Paris. Arben Kole. Familiar?”

“No. Now what?”

I was surprised Anthony didn’t know Kole was an Israeli spook in the Paris embassy. I said, “Back to Paris. I will go talk to him.”

“Want me to send my plane?”

“Yes, please. I will try to see him soon.”

It will be at the airport in two hours,

I sat down, stripped my weapons, checked my gear and packed.

In an hour I was at the airport, waiting in the private aviation service Anthony had directed me to. I was in the air an hour later.

Back at Anthony’s, I sat in a room with Anthony, Michelle, and Anna.

I looked at the two women—Michelle on the sofa, eyes open but unreadable: Anna in an easy chair, feigning sleep but watching every move.

I exhaled. I had faced armed men and ambushes. This room felt more dangerous. I explained: “A little over two years ago I did a job for the people trying to find you, Michelle. When I was on Île du Levant with you, they sent a message that they might have a job for me. They didn’t give details. I don’t believe in coincidence. It may be related to you. I must talk to them and see what they want with me and you.”

Michelle was distraught. She asked, “Israeli intelligence! What can they want with me. I’m a model. I don’t do spy things. I don’t know how.”

I spoke softly, “I don’t know. I’ll talk to them as soon as I can and try to find out.”

The Mossad had asked if I was available. They give no details until you take the job. The odds they would hire me to find Michelle were small; the odds of an indirect link were better. Could she know something? Had she handled something?

I called Kole. He wasn’t in so I left a message: I wanted to talk about their job and when would he be available. A secretary scheduled me for ten tomorrow morning.

Anna watched from the chair near the window, posture relaxed, expression unreadable. She didn’t look at Michelle often. She didn’t need to.

When Morgan finished explaining, silence settled.

Michelle spoke first. “So they thought I was someone else.”

Anna said mildly, “They still might.”

Michelle bristled. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No,” Anna agreed. “But that’s never been a requirement.”

The room tightened.

Michelle stood, pacing. “I want this over. I want to hear it from him. From Kole.”

Anna tilted her head. “You want reassurance.”

“Yes.”

Anna’s gaze flicked to Morgan. “From men who don’t trade in reassurance.”

Michelle stopped pacing. “You don’t get to decide what I need.”

Anna rose smoothly. “No. But I get to notice patterns. And men like him”—a glance at Morgan—“don’t protect things that interfere with their mission.”

Michelle’s voice dropped. “Am I interfering?”

Morgan didn’t answer.

That was answer enough.

Later, when Anna stepped into the bathroom, Michelle leaned close to Morgan. “You can’t control her.”

Morgan said quietly, “I don’t need to.”

When Anna returned, robe on, hair wrapped in a towel, she met Michelle’s eyes directly.

Neither smiled.

Neither looked away.

They were no longer allies.

They were coexisting claims.

The hours dragged. The tap of keys, a distant scooter through the shutters, the scrape of a chair leg—small sounds amplified. Anna sat cross-legged, flipping pages but reading none of it. Her presence filled the room.

Michelle leaned against the wall, arms folded, eyes tracking every glance—confused, unwilling to concede, unsure what she wanted.

At midnight Morgan stood and checked his messages. Kole agreed to meet at ten. Michelle fretted. Anna watched everything and said little, a looming presence. Kole left a message confirming their meeting and giving an address.

HI told Michell, “Tomorrow, I see Kole, alone. I’ll learn if you’re connected to his job.”

Michelle nodded, relief and dread in the same breath. Anna closed her book and set it beside my laptop.

“We can’t go?” she asked.

“No.”

A pause. Anna’s face gave nothing away. Michelle looked calm for the first time all day.

By dawn, the room felt too small for all the unspoken things inside it.

Morgan dressed in methodical precision. His only weapon a pair of his stealthy throwing knives..

“It’s time,” Morgan said. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Michelle hovered near the door; fear sharpened into resolve.

Anna sat at the window, already prepared for disappointment.

When Morgan said, “I have to go alone,” both women moved forward instinctively—then stopped.

Michelle nodded first. “Come back.”

Anna said nothing.

But her eyes said: You’d better

The meeting was in a park in the nineteenth arrondissement. Morgan was ten minutes early; Kole sat on a bench near the entrance. Kole didn’t smile when Morgan approached.

Time had thinned him, sharpened the angles. He gestured to the bench without courtesy.

“You’re late,” Kole said.

“I’m early,” Morgan replied.

Kole studied him. “Good. That means you still think in margins.”

“I understand you may have a job for me,” Morgan said.

Kole looked at him. “It’s been a few years. Have you kept your skills?”

“Yes. I do two or three recoveries a year. What do you have?”

When he explained the device, he did so clinically—no drama, no patriotism. Just consequence. “A weapon will move,” Kole said. “If we fail to intercept it, many wil                                                                                                                                              l die. That outcome is unacceptable.”

Morgan asked, “Why me?”

Kole’s gaze hardened. “Because we cannot move freely. Because you are deniable. And because if this fails, we will deny knowing you.”

Morgan nodded once.

Kole leaned in. “And understand this: we are not asking you to protect civilians. We are asking you to prevent leverage.”

The word lingered.

“Timing?”

“Delivery is imminent. Within a week.”

“Where?”

“One of our teams had sight of a courier. She had data on the delivery, but we lost her. We want you to find the courier and retrieve the data.”

“Again, why me?”

“Some doors are closed to us because of the situation in Gaza. You have access in the Near East and a history there.”

“What do you know about the courier?”

“A female. We have a photo, some fingerprints. She was in Rome three days ago. We also have a photo of a woman she dined with. The courier sometimes wore a burqa as a disguise. She may be of middle eastern stock.”

“We tentatively identified the diner as Michelle Gilbert, but we haven’t caught up to her,” Kole said.

Alarms rang in my head. Rome. Three days ago. Michelle was in Rome. Could it be her? Did she tell him everything? She might not have connected the lunch.

Tentatively.

Morgan felt the weight of the word. “And if you’re wrong?”

Kole shrugged. “Then she would have been frightened. Watched. Restricted.”

“Restricted how?”

Kole met his eyes. “Movement. Employment. Associations.”

House arrest without walls.

Michelle hadn’t been in danger of death.

She’d been in danger of erasure.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Find the courier or the woman. Better—recover the courier’s package. Failing that, locate the weapon. We’ll pay one hundred thousand dollars for the courier’s name and location, the same for the other woman. Two hundred thousand for the package. One million for the weapon.”

I decided immediately. “I’ll take it. I want a hundred thousand just to try. And I want your team’s reports—logs, surveillance, everything you have on the courier and her contacts. I’ll review it at the embassy.”

Kole didn’t hesitate. “Copies by morning. Nine a.m. My office.” He handed me a card, already done with the negotiation.

On the ride back, I ran the permutations. None of them ended cleanly.

Michelle was alone in her room at Anthony’s. She crossed it quickly and wrapped her arms around me. “Did you learn anything?”

“Yes.” I guided her to the chair. “Sit. We need to talk.”

I told her about the Rome lunch.

She shook her head once, sharply. “No. That’s not possible.”

Her hands were steady, but her breathing wasn’t.

“I didn’t talk to anyone,” she said. “I walked early in the show. I left before lunch. I remember it because I was tired and irritated and wanted to be anywhere else. I ate my lunch on the plane. I remember the flight attendants’ faces. I remember the smell of the cabin.”

She stopped pacing and faced me. “That wasn’t me.”

I waited.

“What happens,” she asked finally, “if they don’t believe that?”

That was the real question.

“If they think it was me,” she went on, voice lower now, “then I’m not a witness. I’m not collateral.” She swallowed. “I’m inventory.”

“They’re wrong,” I said.

“That doesn’t stop them.”

“No,” I agreed.

Then the idea broke through her fear. “Aurielle. My sister. She was at the same show in Rome. Same night. We’re identical twins.”

Hope crept in—but it was fragile.

She called Aurielle immediately. Aurielle agreed to meet.

In Aurielle’s flat, she reenacted the lunch—where she sat, what she ordered, who brushed past. I searched her bag and found a small thumb drive stuffed in a narrow pocket.

Aurielle froze. “I’ve never seen that.”

“You have now,” I said, and pocketed it.

Later, reading the drive, the shape of the operation became clear. Russian intermediaries. A scheduled delivery. Israeli agents already circling—not just to seize the device, but to identify buyers.

All that remained was the courier.

And that was the problem.

“This explains a lot,” I told Michelle. “And it creates one more issue. Someone will come looking for this drive.”

I called Kole and gave him Aurielle’s address.

“That simplifies things,” he said. “And complicates them.”

“I assume your people are moving.”

“They already are,” Kole replied calmly. “The flat is now compromised territory.”

I turned to Aurielle. “Pack for a few days. Dangerous people will come looking for this drive. Until they’re dealt with, you stay somewhere secure.”

Aurielle looked to Michelle.

“It’s where I’m staying,” Michelle said. “We’ll be together.”

That settled it.

Kole’s team arrived ten minutes later and started preparing the flat for intruders. We left before anyone could knock.

At Anthony’s villa, rooms were plentiful. Anna retreated to hers, displeased but silent. Youth forgives nothing and understands even less.

Later, while Michelle slept, I reviewed the footage again.

The courier knew she was being recorded.

She looked directly at the camera—aware, amused. Not careless. Confident.

Did she know what she was enabling?

She looked like she was enjoying an elaborate game.

He had faced evil, tyranny, anger. This did not fall in that realm. He needed to talk to her.



She had known the camera was there.

The reflection in the wineglass gave it away—a man too still, a lens too patient. Rushed. That meant urgency. Urgency meant leverage.

She smiled on purpose.

The smile wasn’t for him. It was for whoever watched the footage later, frame by frame, wondering when they’d lost control.

She finished her meal slowly, adjusted her bag just enough to be seen—but never the pocket with the drive—and disappeared into the noise.

On the flight to Malta, she slept.

Not because she was tired. Because there was nothing left to do.

There was one more trick in her bag of traveler’s options to get her home under the radar.

Hurry was unnecessary.



When no one came for the drive, I called Kole again. “Send me the courier’s photo and fingerprints.”

A pause. Calculation.

“You understand,” he said, “whoever planted that drive will not come themselves.”

“I expect proxies.”

“No,” Kole corrected. “You should expect sacrifice.”

“Then we’ll learn from them.”

“Or we’ll let others learn about them,” he said calmly.

I outlined the false-flag plan.

“That will draw them out,” Kole said. “It will also cost lives.”

“Yes,” I said. “But not ours.”

Silence.

“Send me the fingerprints,” he said.

The line went dead.

Kole didn’t say thank you. Men like him never did.

The email arrived minutes later.

I forwarded the data to Isabella Ricci at the Gendarmerie and asked her to check recent entries. She warned it might take days. I offered to help.

“It would go faster if you picked it up in person,” she said.

I didn’t answer. Last time, I barely walked away.

She called early the next morning. “One hit. She flew Rome to Malta the same day. Tunisian passport—Isanti Fediz

. Almost certainly an alias.”

“Excellent work.”

Her tone changed. “This wasn’t casual. The request came through urgent foreign coordination. Someone leaned hard.”

She paused. “They didn’t ask if she was dangerous.”

I waited.

“They asked if she could destabilize something.”

“When agencies stop asking why,” she said quietly, “people disappear.”

The courier hadn’t left Malta by air.

Ships.

I checked sailings. Two freighters. One bound for South Africa. The other—Tunis. Docking in two hours.

I couldn’t make it in time.

I called Isabella again. “I need a recommendation in Tunis.”

She gave me one. Mehdi and Cyrine Ayari. Former police. Expensive.

“Perfect.”

They answered immediately. Professional. Efficient.

“We’ll watch the ship,” Mehdi said. “If she disembarks, we follow. If there are two possibles, we follow both.”

“Agreed.”

I paid, sent the photo, warned Anthony—and headed for the airport.

Waiting has never suited me.

And this time, I knew something else.

She knew she was being hunted.

And she hadn’t run.


Chapter  6  :  Tunis

I had everything in a carry-on and cleared customs fast. Outside, a man in a black cap held a sign that read MORGAN.

“Mr. Ayari?” I asked.

“Mehdi, please. Any other bags?”

“No.”

We were moving before the terminal fell away behind us. He tossed the cap into the back seat.

“Report?”

“A woman matching your photo disembarked,” he said. “Another woman picked her up. We photographed both. Followed them into town. Your target entered an apartment building. Fifth floor. Cyrine is watching the entrance now.”

“Did you pull a list of residents?”

“Yes.”

“I want to narrow it first. Can Cyrine hold position?”

“Yes. I’ll update her.”

He pulled over long enough to hand me a list—neatly written, no wasted motion—then made the call and drove on.

“We should go to the office,” he said. “I can put people on this.”

“Do it.”

He drove hard, parked beneath his building, and took the stairs two at a time. Upstairs, he assembled five staffers and put them to work—names, employment, relatives, anything that left a trail.

The data came in fast and messy. I told them to consolidate.

One name jumped off the page.

Aishe Jelassi. Travel agency owner. Single. No children. Parents deceased. No siblings. Educated in France.

“That one,” I said. “Find a current photo. Everything else.”

She barely existed online. No personal footprint. But she fronted nearly all of her agency’s advertising—same name, same voice, different faces. A local blog had even joked about her “many looks.”

None quite matched the Israeli image.

Which meant I had to see her.



Mehdi stayed outside while I went in.

The receptionist looked up. I asked for Ms. Jelassi and dropped a few client names. That was enough.

Aishe Jelassi waited in her office.

With business-day makeup—eye shadow, pink lipstick—she was unmistakably the woman from the Israeli photo. In person, she was striking. About my age. No ring.

Alone.

I told her I was considering Spain or Italy. We talked about timing, cities, places I’d already been. She was sharp, fast, engaging. No slogans. No ideology. Nothing careless.

That didn’t clear her.

It made her more dangerous.

Aishe
He was watching too closely. Not curious, measuring. I filed him as trained, not law enforcement. Ex-military, maybe. He didn’t want a vacation. He wanted a reason.

He reminded me of Rafale. Not by his appearance. He was younger, about my age, very fit and his muscles bulged his coat. Narrow waist, finely chiseled face. It was his bearing. He may work for others, but he was his own man. I was drawn to him. Would he command me like Rafale when we were alone?

When his phone rang, he said, “I’m almost done, five minutes.”

To me, “My ride needs to go. I haven’t decided yet.”

I smiled. “You haven’t let me sell you Spain. Dinner?”

He smiled back. I could see the joy in his eyes. He appreciated that I had acted fast and direct. Interesting.

“Seven?” I asked.

I wrote my address on a card and handed it over.

Morgan

Back in the car, I said, “It looks like her. I want her parents’ deaths investigated immediately. I’m having dinner with her.”

Mehdi nodded and called Cyrine.

Two blocks later, his phone chimed. He pulled over and listened.

When he hung up, he said, “We’re going to the office. Cyrine has something.”

“What kind?”

“You’ll want it in her words.” A pause. “You can use our safe house. I have a Mercedes for you.”

“Thank you.”

“If you break it, it’s on your bill.”



Cyrine had the reports ready.

“The parents were killed before the bombing,” she said. “She was never told.. The daughter couldn’t be located at the time.”

The blast had been blamed on an Iran–Israel incident. Nineteen dead. Dozens injured. Only three outlets mentioned Israeli involvement.

The autopsies told the truth.

Both parents had bomb shrapnel throughout their bodies. Both had a small-caliber bullet in the brain.

Execution first. Bomb second.

Al-Qaeda staging.

Mehdi and Cyrine agreed.

I came seeking a terrorist courier. Now I have a different problem.

How to tell Aishe she has been conned?

We decided they would approach her later—carefully, as a secondary discovery. I would go to dinner and say nothing concrete. See if she leaned in or pulled away.



Her villa was large. Comfortable. She was waiting at the door.

Dinner was quiet, expensive, and unhurried. Couscous. Kafteji. White wine. She pressed Spain again. I deflected.

“You’re not a very good tourist,” she said.

“I was a soldier,” I said. “More interested in people than places.”

She studied me. “What do you do now?”

“I recover kidnapped people.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Sometimes.”

“How many?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Have you ever lost one?”

“Yes. Two.”

I let the silence stretch.

Aishe:
He wasn’t bluffing. Men who lied filled the space. He didn’t. That meant whoever followed him did the talking.

“You don’t look like a policeman,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“Then who do you work for?”

“Families who don’t want to bury a family member.”

Her glass paused halfway to her lips.

“This’s a strange dinner conversation,” she said.

“It is,” I agreed. “But it’s an honest one.”

She set the glass down carefully. “You talk like someone deciding whether I’m worth saving.”

I met her eyes. “I decide whether people are being used.”

The space between us shifted.

Not romance.

Alignment.

She smiled slowly. “Then I suppose I should be careful what I tell you.”

“Yes,” I said. “You should.”

Dinner ended without conclusions. Which was fine.

This wasn’t a date.

It was a probe.

And she knew it.

“Will you be here long?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. I just finished a job. I go where the work is and I don’t know where the next one will be, or when.” I winked. “But I can come back.”

“So, there is a chance you will be here tomorrow?”

“Yes, an excellent chance.”

“Would you like to go water-skiing tomorrow?”

“It’s midweek. Can you just take a day off?”

“I own the business. Yes.” Her smile broadened. I took that as a good sign.

“It’s a date,” I said. “Would you like another drink? I’m driving, so I won’t.”

Aishe smirked. “I would like another, but I won’t drink alone. Let’s go back to my place and we can both have another.”

I smirked back. “Then I should drive.”

“That’s perfect.”

I paid and we left. She pressed her body into mine as we walked to the car.

Modern cars favor safety over cuddling, so she stayed in her seat, pointing out historic sites as we drove. I parked in her driveway and followed her in. She poured us drinks, then excused herself to “get more comfortable.” I examined her artwork—modern graphics, nothing extreme.

She came back barefoot, wearing a transparent pink negligee. She picked up her drink, took my hand, and led me to an easy chair.

“Please sit,” she said.

When she settled onto my lap, it wasn’t tentative. She fit there like she’d already decided the night’s outcome. Her arms slid around my neck, her body warm and deliberate, her eyes searching my face as if she expected resistance.

I didn’t give her any.

We kissed—slow at first, testing, then deeper. She made a small sound in her throat, surprised by my stillness, by the way I let her set the rhythm and then quietly took it back.

“Will you stay tonight?” she asked softly. “I like you.”

I rested my forehead against hers, breathing her in. “I was hoping you’d ask.”

There were women in my past—beautiful, brief, uncomplicated. None of them had looked at me like this. Aishe wasn’t reaching for comfort. She was reaching for recognition. For someone who saw her clearly and didn’t flinch.

That mattered more than I would have thought.

I stood, lifting her without effort. She laughed quietly, arms tightening around my neck, surprised despite herself. “We’re wasting time,” I said.

She smiled against my neck. “We have plenty.”

What followed was intense but controlled. She was confident, curious, unguarded. I made sure she enjoyed every moment. When it was over, she asked me to hold her. I did, awake longer than she knew.

Aishe was awake and still long after she rolled into Morgan’s arms. She liked him a lot. They barely knew each other, but she was lucky with snap decisions. She would have to bare her soul to him if he stayed and it scared her. She wasn’t like other women. She was a bedroom submissive, and he had to know if he stayed around long. She was afraid the knowledge would scare him away. It had several men before him. The same thoughts ran through her brain for long minutes. Sleep finally came after five.

Morning came early.

“I’m skipping water-skiing,” she said. “I’m going for a run. Want to join me?”

She was educated, fit, disciplined. A business owner. A capable runner. And—according to the reports—a courier who had humiliated four professional intelligence officers in Rome. Impressive.

She was also tied to a network planning mass murder.

I kissed her forehead. “Yes.”

Civil twilight gave us enough light to run safely. Five miles at a fast pace. No excuses. I approved.

We returned in full daylight. Over breakfast on the balcony, she pointed out landmarks—the Zitouna Mosque, Saint Vincent Cathedral, the Bardo, the market—then finally said what had been building.

“I don’t know anything about you.”

“I provide a niche service,” I said. “Referrals only. I travel. I don’t stay long anywhere unless the work demands it.”

“Roots don’t interest you?”

“Not yet.”

She nodded, thoughtful. “Stability gets boring.”

That earned a smile.

“When I’m bored,” she said, “I go to the range. Want to come?”

That surprised me. She saw my surprise and said, “My father took we and my mother all through high school. He used to say, ‘Everyone should know how to defend themselves.’ He sent me to karate and judo class, too. I think he would have liked to have a son.”

I asked, “Was he in the military?”

“Yes, his father was a general. One of the first in our country. I think he quit because he was bored.”

The club was private. The firearms were locked down. We chose Glock 17s. She handled her weapon with familiarity and confidence. At fifteen yards she was clinical—tight groups, no wasted motion. She had received professional training and had practiced. We each shot a box of bullets then we went to the market. I think she was just looking.

Later, in the market, I noticed the man in the suit. Peripheral. Disciplined. Watching her without staring.

When he followed us through two turns, I was certain.

“You have a tail,” I said quietly. “Exit through the alley just ahead.”

She did exactly as told.

The man followed. His hand went for his jacket. I closed the distance and took him down before he could draw. Just as I was taught, quick, efficient, silent.

Aishe took position at the alley mouth without instruction. Good instincts.

He carried a suppressed Makarov. His phone was tracking her GPS. Russian dental work confirmed it.

I examined the phone, photographed the call history, one number called four times, Rome prefix. wiped it and put it back in his pocket.

“Call the police,” I told her. “Report an injured man.”

She smiled as she dialed. Suddenly, she warned, “Man running this way.”

“Get out of the doorway, lie down.” I checked my borrowed weapon. It was ready.

When the second man ran in armed, I gave him one warning.

He ignored it.

I shot him in the face. The suppressor kept it quiet. He dropped.

We left before anyone looked closely.

In the car she asked, “Do you know them?”

“No. Russian intelligence. Amateur mistake following you that openly.”

Fear crept in despite her control. She understood what that meant.

“They probably know where you live,” I said. “I’ll handle that.”

I cleared her street before letting her approach. The al-Qaeda spotter was where I expected him—big, patient, badly trained. I broke his jaw and put him down without killing him. Mehdi collected him later.

That night I asked Mehdi to put counter-surveillance on her house and business and traced the Italian number. Then we talked. I didn’t tell her about her parents. Mehdi and Cyrine would do that tomorrow. Instead, we talked about her childhood, and recent activities. She was quite open about her work with the youth group and their work rallying people against Israel.

We talked for hours on many things in her life, parents, school, friends, her business. Around dark she fixed us dinner – vegetarian, with a few shrimp. I helped, just following her directions, then I helped wash the dishes. She grew increasingly relaxed. After dinner we watched an hour of news, gloomy as usual.

Started a new thread, “I have a friend, sort of a teacher who is helping me with my sexuality.”

I looked at her, startled, and said, “I find that hard to understand after last night. You seemed to enjoy sex and I noticed nothing unusual. You were delightful, uninhibited and gave me a lot of pleasure.”

She replied, “It’s not that my partners don’t enjoy us, it’s that I don’t usually enjoy it. I fake my pleasure, but I’ve become good at that, so most partners don’t recognize the fake.”

“So, what do you have to do to enjoy it? And can I help?”

Aishe blushed a bright crimson and hesitated. I watched her for a minute and finally said, “You need to tell me or I can’t help.” Still nothing but a shamefaced look.

Another minute passed. I kept my tone neutral and said, “Tell me your problem.”

Her blush faded and she replied in a very normal voice, “I need to be under orders to enjoy pleasure.”

“Under orders?”

“I can’t enjoy anything unless you tell me to do it.  I must obey the man to enjoy it.” She was completely open, not sobbing or whining. Just very straightforward.

I asked, ”Are you submissive in other things, too, or just the sex act?”

“Mostly this, but I enjoy more it I’m tied up or somehow restrained before and after.”

“So, you want to be tied up, ordered to have sex in some way and left tied up after. How long?”

“The rest of the night, if possible. I sleep better.”

I pondered this for a few minutes. Shortly, she came to me, sat in my lap, put her arms around my neck, leaned close and said, “I have some things to make it easier for you.”

“Things?”

“Some metal things that lock so I can’t remove them. So you can keep me locked up whenever you want.”

“So, you want to be a slave girl? Helpless for sex and after? Do you do this often with other men?” I asked.

She said, “It’s not like that. It only works for my lover. For any other man or woman, commands are just words. For my man, commands must be obeyed and it gives me great passion. I am literally a one-man woman. I don’t know why, but it seems to be absolute. Maybe there are limits, but I’ve not encountered them. It’s the way my mind works. I don’t control it. If my man gives me an order, I do it and my libido kicks into high. When I follow his orders, I get a sexual high. Long enough and I cum and I keep cumming as long as I obey. Will you please be my master?”

My mind was having trouble coming up with an answer. I already had had sex with her and it was wonderful. She was a more complete person than I had ever known. She liked to shoot, owned a business, and was pursuing a cause against a nation for killing her parents.  I had already had visions of our life together. I wasn’t ready to propose yet, but I was ready to try a life with her. What would it be like living with strong-willed, submissive hottie? She was definite that it was the way she was and I would have to agree if she was going to enjoy sex.

It sounds like I have nothing to lose and a lot to gain if I agree, and as long as neither of us invites a third person to join us, we’ll keep it private, so, “Yes, Aishe I will be your lover. With great pleasure. Now, go to your bedroom and strip.”

“Yes, master,” and she hurried off.

I followed, taking my time. When I got there, she had thrown back the covers and was lying naked on the bed with a big smile. Her legs were spread wide and she had her hands under the small of her back, lifting her ass just off the bed.

Do you want to wear any of those ‘metal things’?” I asked.

“I would be very happy to wear them for you. Shall I get them?”

“Get them all and show me your favorites.”

She literally jumped off the bed, flew to a dresser and pulled out the bottom drawer. She dug devices out and lay them on the floor. All of it was shiny silver steel. It looked like she polished them regularly. “This is the lot, master.”

There were a lot of restraints, a waist band and several collars.

I asked, “Which ones are your favorites?”

She slid several things in front of the rest: an inch wide collar with a ring on the front and back, oval to fit her neck shape, a pair of manacles similarly shaped to fit her wrists, and a waist band like the collar in design. She said, “They are all keyed alike for your convenience. I like them because they are slim, neat, and elegant in their simplicity. And of course they make me look good.”

“So, does wearing them enhance your sexual experience? Tell me the truth Aishe.”

She smiled brightly and answered, “Oh yes, master. It is so much better. I love it. Please put them on me!”

“OK. Give me the key and the collar.”

She handed them to me, stood up and turned around. I unlocked it, fitted it around her neck, pulled her hair out, and closed it. It locked with a click. I said, “Now the waistband.”

She handed it to me and returned to her last position. I looked it over and decided its lock went in the back too, unlocked it, held it around her, it was snug, and pressed the two halves together until it locked. I saw its four attachment rings were opened by the same key. I said, “Now the cuffs.”

She picked them up, returned to her same position facing away, threw her hands behind her, cuffs in her left hand. I took them, used the key to open a cuff, closed it around her left wrist, and did the same to her right wrist. Now her hands were held two inches apart. I use the key to open the rear ring on the band, closed it around the chain, put the key in my pocket, and asked, “Does this feel good, wench?”

She turned to face me, put her face close to mine, whispered, “Perfect, master. Please love me now, I am yours as long as you want.”

I took her in my arms, kissed her well, turned her around and ran my hands all over her upper body, just enjoying the feel of her skin, savoring all the curves and swellings of her svelte body, anticipating the sexual stimulation I would receive. Finally, I could no longer resist her and led her to the bed. I lay her on her back, appreciating how her hands raised her bottom and positioned her love canal at the perfect angle for me to enjoy.

When Mehdi and Cyrine arrived the next morning, they brought the truth.

Her parents hadn’t died in an Israeli strike. They were murdered hours before the explosion. The attack was al-Qaeda. Israel had been blamed deliberately.

The room went still.

“I was recruited,” Aishe said quietly. “Without knowing it.”

“Yes,” I said. “They made you an orphan. Then used you.”

Rage replaced shock. “I’ll make them pay.”

“Careful,” I said. “Vengeance gets people killed.”

When the Rome thumb drive surfaced, everything aligned. The Russians had been tipped off. Al-Qaeda had sacrificed her.

I turned to Mehdi. “I want protection. Immediately.”

Five men now. More soon. Enough.

After they left, she leaned into me. “What happens to me?”

“You stop being easy to find,” I said. “Eventually, you stop being Aishe Jelassi.”

She absorbed that.

“I want to help people,” she said finally. “Like you. Do you need a partner?”

I studied her. Not the woman—the operator she could become.

“Only if you train,” I said. “Hard. Relentless. Hand-to-hand. Weapons. Awareness. If you work with me, you survive by being better than the people hunting you.”

She smiled, fierce now. “Will you train me?”

I felt myself falling for her. She was fearless and smart, and, so far, she liked me. “Yes,” I said. “And if anyone comes for you again, they won’t find you alone.”

She rested her head against my chest.

For the first time since I’d met her, my goal was to keep her safe.

I told her, “The Russians will probably forget you if you stay out of their sight for a year or two, but al-Qaeda has local agents who will not forget. You need to leave.”

She said, “OK. I get that. Will you try me out, see if I really help you. Give me a chance?”

I said, “Yes. I think you’ll do well, if you like it. I usually only do two or three jobs a year. It’s a lot of waiting and training between a week or so of frantic activity. I travel between jobs and try to see a lot of the world.”

“Sounds better than being a travel agent.”

“If you’re serious, here’s how we start. We get you an offshore bank account for your                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        assets, you sell your business, house, car and anything else you own here. Cancel your credit cards and pay cash. When I say sell, I mean rid yourself of personal contact with. You can list your house with Airbnb or VRBO, keep the business but name an employee as branch manager. Rarely come back and never announce before returning. Whether you come with me, you still must do this. Now sit down and plan.”

She stared at me. “Now? Seriously?”

“Very,” I said.

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“They know everything about you,” I said. “Your name, age, schools, everything you put online, news articles, where you live, your business, your appearance, your car and house, bank accounts, government records, doctor visits. You need to leave. If you can make a deal with the Israelis, they can give you that. You don’t erase the past—you build something new.”

“Can I use my laptop?”

“No. Or your phone. Or your internet connection. Use mine. I’ll get it. We don’t know what al-Qaeda has on your machine or knows about you, and whatever they know, the Russians know. Think paranoid.”

That shook her. I fetched my laptop, put it on the kitchen table, plugged it in, and booted it with my fingerprint. She sat down, thinking. I left her to it and turned on a soccer game in the living room. I don’t care much about soccer, but it filled the time.

When the game ended, I checked on her. On the screen she’d built a bubble chart mapping relationships between tasks she’d identified.

I studied it and said, “This is good. Some bubbles need more detail. Tasks should be small—one or two steps. If you don’t know how to do something, ask me. We’ll figure it out.”

She grimaced. “This is very hard, not the words, the feeling of losing me. It hurts.”

“Aishe, think of it as a new start. Losing old decisions that didn’t work out the way you hoped. Making new friends, finding work that makes you feel alive, adventurous, proud, that you are making the most of your abilities.”

Aishe looked at me thoughtfully and asked, “Like you, Morgan?”

“Hah, I’m making money, helping people, and I’ll die young, but I’m having fun.”

“Which is most important?”

“Having fun, of course.”

Aishe asked, “What part am I?”

“Making money, helping you, and having fun. All my jobs make money, most help people, but only on a few do I have fun, so you’re special.”

“I like being special, but how are you getting paid?”

“The Israelis hired me to find the very skillful al-Qaeda courier and a few related jobs. And now I know why she worked for them.”

“I’m tired of being practical. The day is young. Let’s go do something fun.”

It was a good idea, so I told her, “Teach me how to ride a horse. Go get ready while I make a few phone calls.”

“OK.”

First, I called Mehdi and told him our plans. I also asked him to get me licensed as one of his men to carry a gun. He agreed.

Then I called Kole and he answered with a terse, “Kole.”

I said, just as tersely, “Morgan. I found the courier.”

“What is her status?”

“Alive and well. She was duped into serving them. Two Russian agents tried to collect her last night. She is running from them now. She will give you information in return for some help. Will you meet with her?”

“Can you get her to Rome?”

“Yes. I will call back with arrival data.”

Aishe returned and I told her, “I talked to my Israeli contact.  He agreed to talk to you in Rome. We should arrange travel as soon as possible.”

Concern blossomed on her face, “Is it safe for me to talk to them?”

“I think so. All you did was courier messages and I can show them how you were conned to believe they killed your parents by al-Qaeda. If you cooperate and give them what information you have on al-Qaeda, I think they will help you. At worst, they will not bother you again. At best, who knows.”

“OK, I’ll call my office. They can arrange our trip. Do you want a car?”

“No, our hosts will take care of that.”

“I’ll have them get two business class seats together. What name for you?”

“James Morgan, US. Don’t use your real name. Do you have a dummy ID available?  Not one you used in your last trip to Rome.”

She smiled, coyly, “Of course. All of us spies have many secret identities.”

She called her office and gave instructions, including the burner phone number. When she finished, she turned back to me and said, “They will call with our travel plans. I’m drained. Now can we do something fun? Please.”

“OK. Are these clothes adequate for learning to ride a horse?”

She looked me over, and said, “Yours are, I need to put on pants. Be right back.”

We took my car. If any Russians or al-Qaeda agents were hunting for Aishe, they’d recognize hers immediately. Four of Mehdi’s men followed in a separate vehicle.

We drove to Club Equus Hammamet—big operation, well-kept horses. They knew Aishe and let her choose our mounts. Three guards joined us. The staff offered a guide, but Aishe declined; she was clearly a regular there.

She started by giving me basic instructions, then quickly realized I wasn’t a novice, just one of the skills I’d picked up in the military. We spent most of our ride along the beaches and sand dunes. I hadn’t been on a horse in over three years, so after an hour I was already getting saddle sores. Still, I enjoyed it, and Aishe wore a wide grin the entire time.

Aishe’s office called with our travel plans on the way back to the city. Just to mix things up. I had two guards go with us in my car while Aishe and I rode in the back. It worked out well. Aishe answered her call and learned we would leave tomorrow late in the morning and arrive early afternoon. I immediately called Kole and let him know when to pick us up.

I asked Aishe to pick a good restaurant—somewhere not near her home or office. She chose one, and I directed the driver to take us there. I bought everyone lunch and thanked the guards for their service.

Afterward, Aishe and I rode back alone in my car. The guards followed until I pulled into her garage, then drove off. One of the inside guards met us at the door. As soon as we stepped inside, she said, “I’m going to change,” and disappeared into her bedroom. A minute later she returned wearing a tiny white bikini.

“I’m going to relax in the hot tub,” she said. “Join me?”

“I’d love to, but I don’t have a suit.”

“I won’t use one either.”

“I’m in.”

We grabbed towels from a cupboard and stepped onto the deck. I set my new Russian pistol on the ledge beneath my towel—just in case—and moments later we were soaking in the hot, bubbling water.

We relaxed with unhurried touches and compared preferences. She loved cooking; I cooked only to survive. We both ran—mountains for me, beaches for her—and we both enjoyed marksmanship. Neither of us liked computer games or watching sports. We weren’t gamblers but enjoyed chess. I spent time in gyms and dojos; she preferred her upstairs stationary bike and a set of free weights. We liked books but rarely found time to read.

Eventually, thoroughly wrinkled, we got out and dried off. I pulled on the clothes I’d worn earlier while Aishe found something comfortable for the evening. When she returned, I urged her to keep working on her plan. She said she wanted my help, but I suspected she really wanted direction—something I refused to give. I reminded her that she needed a clean start, that her former allies likely saw her as a loose end, and that I would help—but the plan had to be hers. Then I went to the living room and turned on the world news.

AISHE

I reviewed my chart with disdain. It felt sterile and disconnected from my life, an admission that I had pursued the wrong goals and now had to leave my home, friends, and way of life behind. Did I really need to rewrite everything? I never planned my life. I only made a few conscious choices; the rest just happened. Now I’m planning to dismantle it all and start over.

But I’ve never met a man like James Morgan before, I admitted. He’s a force of nature: successful, strong, dynamic, and gives incredible sex. If he lets me go with him, I’ll gladly change. But will he want me in his life? I need to be useful, at least not a burden. He knows I can shoot and ride. He also knows I am his submissive and will do whatever he orders. He’s not telling me what to do. It’s entirely my decision. I like that. I will start self-defense training, and I know he will tell me what else I need.

Morgan turned off the tv and came back. He rubbed my neck and asked, “How is it going?”

I asked, “How do I set up an offshore account?”

He pulled my chair back and lifted me up, so my mouth was level with his. I wrapped my arms and legs around him and we kissed.  Eventually he said, “I’ll show you.”

The afternoon vanished into logistics. I wanted to leave Tunis clean—no harm to my employees, no doors closed forever. Under Morgan’s guidance I opened a numbered island account, set up secure Proton mail, confirmed short-term rentals were legal, and asked Isanti—steady, loyal Isanti—if she would manage the house and business in my absence. She agreed without hesitation. I learned she had no living family. That mattered.

We met with my attorney and finalized the structure: insurance, powers of attorney, my existing accountant, secure communications. Everything reversible. Everything controlled. When it ended, I felt lighter than I had in years.

I had a future again.

We ate a light supper and went home. I was buoyant, almost giddy. Champagne helped. Courage followed.

I took Morgan’s hand and led him to the bedroom. We kissed in the doorway—slow, grounding.

“Today is a beginning,” I said. “I’m stepping into your world with my eyes open. I belong to you, by my choice and I want you to guide me to be the most help I can be in our new world.”

He searched my face, serious. “My help comes without obligation. You owe me nothing.”

I clung to him anyway. “I need you. Your strength. Your experience. I want you to guide me while I learn who I can become. I love you.”

The words stripped me bare before him, heart exposed.

Morgan went still. He had known desire; this was different. This was trust without armor. It hit him harder than violence ever had.

“Yes,” he said.

He pulled me into his arms. The kiss that followed was deep, unguarded, final. Not possession—acceptance. I had left all my bondage equipment at home. It wouldn’t be appropriate for international travel; besides, I could always buy some rope when we arrived. They weren’t required, just pretty and convenient.

Later, when we lay tangled together, breath slowing, the night stretched long and deliberate. There was no rush, no pretense. We explored each other with curiosity and care, testing boundaries, finding alignment. I felt seen—truly seen—for the first time in my life.

At one point I asked, smiling into his shoulder, “Are you finished?”

He laughed quietly. “Not even close.”

Morning came softly. I slipped from the bed, unashamed, unafraid.

“Breakfast?” I asked.

He watched me like a man who understood that something irreversible had just begun.

I pulled her to me, kissed her gently, and told her, “Get dressed and we’ll eat out.”

She kissed me softly, said, “Thank you,” and went to her closet.

We ate at a small local restaurant, then left for the airport an hour later. Mehdi drove. He spoke little. He didn’t need to.

Once airborne, Aishe leaned close, her voice low and steady. “One more thing, my love. If it’s possible, I want to help make the people who killed my parents pay.”

I didn’t answer immediately. I squeezed her hand once—promise enough.

We landed in Rome just after noon. One of Kole’s men met us and drove straight to the Israeli embassy. We were escorted to a conference room. Kole sat at the head of the table, four others lined along one side—alert, curious, guarded.

Kole stood when we entered. I shook his hand. “Thank you for seeing us.”

I turned slightly, placing myself half a step in front of Aishe without thinking about it. “This is Aishe,” I said. “The courier.”

They all looked at her differently once the word landed.

Kole gestured to the empty chairs opposite them. “Please.”

We sat. He introduced the others. “Daniel, Hannah, Levy, Asher—the team you evaded in Rome. We were… impressed.” He looked at Aishe. “Have you had formal evasion training?”

She colored faintly. “No, sir.”

“Native talent,” he said. “That’s rarer.”

He turned to me. “You believe she was deceived into working for our enemies.”

“I know she was,” I said, and slid the documents across the table—news reports, school records, autopsies. I didn’t argue. I let the paper do the work.

They read. Passed. Read again.

Then the questions began. Hours of them. Dates, contacts, methods, emotions. How she’d been approached. What she’d believed. What she’d done. They pressed hard, deliberately. I watched her shoulders tighten, then square. She didn’t break. She didn’t embellish. She told the truth as she knew it.

When it finally ended, it was after six. Kole put us up for the night and reconvened the next morning.

The tone had changed.

No more suspicion. Now they wanted details—names, places, training, residual contacts. After an hour, Kole stood. “Mr. Morgan. With me.”

In his office I asked, “You verify her story?”

“Mostly,” he said. “Enough that I believe she was duped.”

“The Russians tried to kill her,” I said.

He looked up sharply. “How do you know?”

“I was there. Tunis. Two days ago. I killed one of them.”

Silence.

I gave him the facts, clean and brief. Two men. Market surveillance. Makarovs. One mistake. One dead.

“You’re certain they were Russian?”

“Dental work. Weapons. Tradecraft. Yes.”

Kole nodded slowly. “If Moscow is hunting an al-Qaeda courier, then al-Qaeda will be too.”

“That’s what I told her,” I said. “She can’t stay in Tunis. I suggested you might want to hire her. She’s smart, adaptable—but she’s mine. If you need her in the future, you call me.”

He studied me for a long moment, measuring. Then: “Fair.”

I leaned in slightly. “There’s something else you can do. Cheap. Useful. I want her current identity dead.”

His eyebrow rose.

“A verifiable Israeli birth record. A face change. Enough to convince enemies to stop looking.”

After a beat, he nodded. “I can arrange that. Now.”

When he finished the call, he said, “Room 104.”

“Before I get her,” I said, “what’s the status of the weapon?”

He smiled thinly. “Clean sweep. We altered the delivery date. They’ll show up early. We’ll take the buyers and the device.”

“Do you need me?”

“Yes. Southern Tunisia. We’re thin there.”

“I’m in. Same terms.”

“Agreed.”

“I’m bringing Aishe.”

That earned another look. Then a nod. “We’ll be finished with her shortly.”

The secretary handled the trip. Efficient. Polite. Much kinder than Kole.

I found Aishe alone with a coffee.

“You’re clear,” I said. “One last thing here, then we’re going to Paris.”

“Paris?” Her voice caught. “Why Paris?”

“Protection. Explanations. And because I promised a friend I’d visit.” I held her gaze. “I’m not leaving you. You’re part of this.”

“And after?”

“Tunis briefly. Then we decide. Together.”

“They’ll still be looking for me.”

“For a while,” I said. “But you won’t be easy to find. And if they do… they’ll regret it.”

She believed me.

In Room 104, the makeup artist asked, “Face only?”

“Yes. And photos.”

When Aishe looked at me, confused, I said gently, “She’s going to make you look dead. Just long enough to convince people to stop hunting you.”

She didn’t hesitate. She nodded.

Half an hour later she emerged—ghastly, convincing. The photos were worse.

I called Anthony and he answered, “Salut c’est Morgan. Is everything resolved?”

“Bonjour Anthony, not yet, but it is close. I am coming to visit for today and I’m bringing the woman who started it all. She is a good friend now.”

“Alas, the other females you’ve left here are not going to be thrilled.”

“You know, good friend, it is my fate to leave unhappy women behind me. I will try to improve.” I gave him our flight and its scheduled arrival. Could you have someone pick us up?”

Anthony replied, jovially, “Of course. Would you like a guard also?”

“Unnecessary this time but thank you. Salut Anthony.”

“A bientot Morgan.”

When I hung up, Aishe studied me. “So… you leave unhappy women behind you?”

“Ancient history,” I said. “Before you.”

She watched me carefully.

I added, quietly, “I’ve been looking for a place to stop running. I think you might be it.”

She took my hand hard, anchoring herself. “I will be,” she said.


Chapter  7  :  Paris

The flight was uneventful. Anthony’s driver was waiting for us in the Paris terminal.

Anthony greeted us when we arrived at his home. I introduced him to Aishe. “Aishe, this is my good friend Anthony. Anthony, this is Aishe. She is my good friend, and we will be staying in the same room.

None of the girls were there and I asked where they were.

Anthony said, “I did not tell them you were coming. I thought it would be better to let you decide who was present when you talked to them.”

That was a good idea. I told him, “Excellent. That was very thoughtful of you. It has been a long day. What would you think about having a meeting just before dinner? I would like to recover from travel and relax before facing them. Could you have your housekeeper ask them to come to a meeting in the parlor a half hour before dinner?”

Anthony replied, “Certainly. Monique will show you to your room now.”

We followed a maid up to a room which was next to the one I had shared with Michele only two days ago. I hope Michelle was cosmopolitan enough not to make a scene.

We dropped our bags in the room; Aishe took my hand and led me to one of the couches. “Now,” she demanded, ”Tell me about these women our host referred to.”

Realizing Aishe deserved the truth, I told her plainly.
“There are three women here with us. Anna—Anthony’s granddaughter—whose life I once saved. Aurielle—the woman you passed the thumb drive to in Rome. And Michelle—Aurielle’s identical twin. Michelle was mistakenly identified as the woman you had lunch with in Rome. The Israelis did not identify you and had her followed. She came to me when she realized she was being followed. I brought the sisters here until I could get everything straightened out. I’ll tell them they can go home tomorrow.”
Aishe listened without interrupting, her eyes steady on mine.
“The reason for Anthony’s comment,” I continued, “is complicated. Anna has feelings for me. I think they began as gratitude and hardened into something deeper. I never encouraged it. She knows that. But knowing doesn’t make it easier.”
Aishe nodded once. She understood that kind of pain.
“And Michelle and I slept together. Twice. It was physical—mutual, uncomplicated, temporary. Anna knows. Michelle knows. That knowledge didn’t help either of them.”
There it was. No hedging.
Aishe asked quietly, “Are you finished with them?”
“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “Anna never happened. Michelle did—but it’s over. I’ve known attraction before. Lust. Comfort. Habit. What I feel for you is different. It isn’t negotiable. It’s only you now.”
That finally broke her composure. She smiled—not wide, but deep—and said, “Then you should tell them soon. Or I will.”
There was warmth in the threat.
“I intend to,” I said. “That’s why I asked Anthony for the meeting.”
“What will you say?”
“The truth. Quickly.”
She studied me for a moment, then her expression softened into something private. “We have time before that. Would you like me to remind you why honesty is rewarded?”
Her voice was low, playful, intimate.
“I never forget,” I said, “but I welcome refreshers.”
She laughed quietly. “I didn’t bring my toys.”
“My love,” I said, “those are for you, not me, you are more than enough.”
She took my hand and led me toward the bedroom, her step light, confident, certain of where she stood. What followed was human, unembellished, and deeply right—no performances, no competition, only connection. When we rejoined the world, we did so fully aligned.

When everyone—including Anthony—gathered for the pre-supper meeting, I introduced Aishe. Aurielle blinked in recognition a second too late; she had seen Aishe before, but not like this—unmasked, unhidden.
I summarized events from Aishe’s perspective. No interruptions. No embellishments.
As I spoke, I watched the women.
Anna sat very still. Her hands folded in her lap. Her face composed—but her eyes followed me the way they always had searching, hopeful, bracing for disappointment. When I mentioned saving her years ago, her chin lifted, pride and longing tangled together. When I spoke of Aishe, something fragile in her finally let go.
Aurielle listened with growing relief. When she understood how narrowly she’d escaped catastrophe—how the danger had brushed past her life without her ever knowing—her shoulders sagged. She looked at Aishe with gratitude that bordered on reverence, and at me with something quieter: respect earned, not borrowed.
Michelle leaned back, arms crossed, eyes sharp. She knew the story already, but she watched how I stood beside Aishe, how our hands found each other without thinking. Lust had never blinded her; she had always known what we were. Seeing what I was now didn’t wound her—it clarified.
When I finished, Anthony asked when we were leaving.
“Tomorrow. Noon.”
Aurielle asked if she and Michelle could go home.
“Yes. You’re clear.”
Michelle studied me a moment longer. Then she smiled—slow, genuine. “What do I owe you?”
“Nothing.”
She turned to Aishe. “You two are together?”
“Yes,” we said.
Michelle nodded, accepting it without bitterness. “Figures.” She looked at Aishe again. “He’s intense. Dangerous. Impossible.” A pause. “He’s a keeper.”
Then she was gone.
Anna followed last. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t need to. Some goodbyes are internal.

When the room finally emptied, Aishe took my hand and held it firmly, claiming it without display. She kissed me once—brief, deliberate—and said, “You handled that well.”
Her tone wasn’t approval.
It was partnership.
We followed the others to dinner.
After dinner, Michelle and Aurielle packed up and we all met downstairs to say goodbye in the living room. We exchanged phone numbers and addresses. Anthony had his men deliver Michelle and Aurielle to their homes. Their part of this adventure was over, but we still had to finish ours.
After dinner I borrowed a car and driver from Anthony and had him take me and Aishe to an army surplus store. We needed appropriate clothing for possibly rough work in a desert. We sat together in the back of the limo and Aishe told me, “I’m excited, Morgan. I’m walking away from a life which I just realized was dull and repetitious. It seems that my new life will be more varied and exciting. All because of you. You’re the most exciting thing that has ever happened to me. I love you. We kissed. I pulled her closer and we talked of many inconsequential things, mostly because I couldn’t think of anything as momentous as Aishe’s words
Then we arrived. We got boots, socks, cargo pants, loose long-sleeved shirts. Light jackets, scarves, t-shirts, shorts, sneakers, and hats. Back in the car, I asked the driver to take us to an address. It was a krav maga studio I had found when I was in Paris earlier.
I introduced Aishe to the instructor, Jacques. He was former French special forces. It was a good way to get Aishe started learning some hand-to-hand skills. Jacques got her started with some fitness exercises for her upper body then basic moves, and I finished off by some light sparring. When we finished, we had gotten some exercise and had something we could build on together to prepare for her new life. I got her a training book when we were done.


In the morning we packed, dressed in our new desert clothes, and wandered downstairs and asked the cook for eggs, bacon, and a waffle. She was obliging and when we finished, we found Anthony in his office studying a spreadsheet.

I told him, “Anthony, our plane leaves in a couple of hours. I expect our work will take two or three days. And then we will go to my office in the US. So, this is goodbye. Your hospitality has been very helpful in concluding this job and keeping everyone safe.”

Anthony smiled and said, “Always a pleasure, Morgan, Aishe. I have something for you. He pushed a shoe box across the desk to me, and said, “These may be useful to you.” In the box were two satellite phones. I took them out of the box and handed one to Aishe. He continued, “Cell phones are unreliable away from the Mediterranean. They have each other’s numbers and my number in the contact list.”

This was a very good idea. I was used to operating in cities and he was right. I suspected they were really a gift from French intelligence, but I didn’t mind if they knew where we were.

“Thank you, Anthony. This is a very good idea.”

Anthony continued, “Would you consider returning here after your job is complete? I want to hear how it ends, and anything you can tell me about everything that’s happened so far.”

Anthony was well connected to the French Intelligence community and that enabled him to obtain information that I needed, so, I said, “Glad to Anthony. Both of us. You know I need to keep some specifics confidential, but I can give you the broad strokes.”
“That’s all I ask. Thank you for indulging an old man’s curiosity.”  I knew this was bullshit, but I just smiled, after all he was a good friend and had always been helpful.

We had a boring flight on a 757 to Tunis followed by another boring, but noisier, flight on a propeller-driven regional airliner to El Borma Airport, less than a hundred miles from the southern tip of the country, on the Libyan border. The land I saw below us was tan, flat, and arid. We were very close to the Sahara Desert.


Chapter  8 :  Tunisia

It was clear, hot, and still when we walked across the tarmac. We were met in the terminal by a tough looking guy, dressed for the desert, holding a hand-lettered sign reading Morgan.

He shook our hands with practiced ease.

“I’m Liam. Welcome to the Northern Sahara. Let’s get going. It’s almost a hundred kilos.” He led us to a dusty Land Rover and we stowed our bags.

As we left the airport, we drove through a small desert town. Small houses, dirt yards, sparse traffic. After a kilo, the buildings thinned out and soon we were driving through a dry, featureless landscape that could have been in any country. It looked unusually familiar, then I remembered: The first Star Wars desert scenes were shot in southern Tunisia. I had been here before – under very different circumstances.

Aishe stared out the window, jaw tight, eyes distant. I knew that look. She wasn’t seeing sand and sky. She was seeing graves. Seeing the place where her life had split into before and after.

The airfield we were using was one of one hundred fifty-seven built during WW II by both sides. Tunisia maintains them as “emergency air strips- mostly flat places to land, with usually nothing there but a beacon and leftover buildings.

We had flown over low mountains but once we landed, it was all arid, flat land with thin grass on rolling hills. The further south we drove, the more desert-like it became. Eventually, we crested a small rise and saw a dirt airstrip beside the road.  A hangar and two small buildings. There was a fuel truck parked beside the hanger.

Liam stopped in front of the hangar, and we went in through a personnel door. Inside were another land rover, six men, a large cargo plane, and what looked like an M1117 armored vehicle with a .50 cal. machine gun and Algerian markings. The most surprising sight was a war drone, with six dual rotors, armed with a .30 cal. minigun.

Aishe froze for half a heartbeat.

Not from awe. From anger.

So much machinery. So much violence. And still not enough, if the people who killed her parents showed up with everything they had.

The men were introduced by our driver as: Adam, David, Ari, Frank, Ben, Noam. Adam was the team leader. All had pistols in holsters, David and Noam were carrying M-4s. A quick look around and we all followed Adam into the hangar’s office.

It was a busy place. A map of the area was taped to a wall, there was an open laptop, a large monitor showing several camera views of the airstrip, some unlabeled electronic boxes and a microphone on the desk. Ten wooden chairs were scattered around the room.

A table was covered with weapons: three .308 sniper rifles with scopes and silencers, four Glock 17’s, four M-4 assault rifles, two with 40 mm mortar launchers attached, and one light weight rifle. It looked like an air gun. I pointed to the air gun and asked, “What’s this?”

Adam said, “Tranquilizer gun. We want to take the leader alive.” I picked out weapons for both of us, two pistols, two M-4’s and one .308.  Aishe and I strapped on the Glocks.

Adam waved us into chairs. He looked at me and started, “Kole told me you were a soldier turned mercenary and Aishe was a spy. We can use you. Tell us why we need a spy.”

I looked at Aishe and she said, “Go ahead.”

I told him, “First, Kole knows her and approved her coming, second, she is good with a pistol, third she is very motivated to help you, and four, I’ve seen her in life-or-death situations and she has good instincts. She doesn’t freeze and I trust her. You need her.”

Adam looked at Aishe and asked, “Why are you motivated to help us?’

Aishe didn’t hesitate.

“Because the bastards killed my parents.”

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t dramatic.
It was raw. Stripped to bone.

She didn’t blink when she said it, but I saw the tension in her neck, the way her hands had curled into fists at her sides. She wasn’t asking for sympathy. She was staking her claim to be here.

Adam looked at each of his men. One by one, as he looked at them, they nodded. Adam said, “OK, you’re in.”

When he assigned her to overwatch, I saw the flash of disappointment in her eyes. She wanted to be in it. Wanted to be close enough to look the enemy in the face.

But she nodded. Because she trusted me. Because she trusted the mission.

We all sat around the desk and Adam told us, “The Americans have detailed a high-altitude drone to cover us. They arrived yesterday before we landed. They did not see anyone watching the airfield. They will stay until we leave.”

I interrupted, “Are they armed?”

He smiled, “Yes, two Hellfire missiles.”

“Good, are we in communication with the controllers?”

“Yes,” he confirmed.

I commented, “I see nine troops. Al-Qaeda can bring a lot more.”

Adam explained, “Yes, we should have more. I asked for more, but this’ll have to do. You saw the M1117 and drone in the hangar. They will have to make up the difference.”

I continued, “Al-Qaeda is not dumb. They will bring someone to check the device before paying, and they won’t pay until they have the device. I don’t think there is any chance of getting their leader here without his troops.”

Adam agreed, “That’s what we think, too. So we’re going to wind up in a fight with a bigger force.”

I asked, “How much time do we have?”

“They think the device will be here at noon tomorrow. The Russians will actually bring it two days later.”

I said, “Kole never told us what we are helping you with. Do we leave after smashing this al-Qaeda group?”

“No,” he replied, “We have two objectives. First, end this al-Qaeda branch and capture their leader, and second, steal the real weapon from the Russians.”

I asked Adam, “Do you have any intelligence on the number of soldiers they will bring?”

Adam looked at me with irritation, “No. This group has stayed local for years and we don’t have many people in Tunis. Probably everyone. We have an armed drone and an armored car.”

Now I was worried. I told him, “Al-Qaeda has been fighting modern armies for ten years and killing a lot of soldiers. They have Stinger missiles and RPGs. This is a big deal for them. They will bring all the toys they have.”

Adam stared at me for a few seconds before replying, “Yeah, this isn’t optimal, but the Russians chose this field, al-Qaeda knows this area, and can bring all the troops and weapons they want. We brought all the men we had and the firepower we could find. What do you suggest?”

“You must control the battlefield. Make it a fire sack.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Can you talk to the al-Qaeda leader?”

“Yes, the arrangements included a satphone number we can call after 11 am tomorrow.”

I told him, “If you can talk to them, you can try to keep their numbers down. It’s worth the effort.”

It was Noam who asked, “And how do we do that?”

Adam said, “OK. What would you say?”

I said, “I’d tell them to send one car with their leader and their expert to check out the weapon and pay, or there’s no deal and you’ll leave. If they argue, tell them you are nervous about having so many armed troops here and they can bring them in after you  leave. If you convince them, you can capture the leader and fly away. You can come back tomorrow to steal the real weapon from the Russians.”

Adam protested, “If they play along. If they’re planning on stealing the weapon, or if they think we are going to take their money and fly away then they’ll ignore us and come in with everyone.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “That’s why you need to control the battlefield, starting today.”

Liam asked, “What do you mean?”

I swept my gaze and looked at all of them then said, “In this scenario, they’re attacking. They want the weapon. You have nine troops, an armed drone, and an armored car.

You must assume they have stingers, RPGs, one or two machine guns, and a lot of AK-47s. I have some ideas, but I’d like to take a good look around before getting specific.”

As we left, I told Adam I wanted to look at the weapon. I was just curious. Adam took me into the airplane for my viewing. Aishe shuddered and stayed in the office while Ari explained the radio and cameras. It was cone shaped, two feet at its widest and three feet long. Smaller than I imagined and terrifying in its potential. It was sitting in an open wooden box, painted pale green with Cyrillic writing and numbers stenciled around its base. An inspection panel was open, revealing geometric shapes and wiring. Sitting beside it was a metal box, closed, with a thick cable coiled beside it. A control/test box, I guessed.

Adam told me, it’s medium yield, ten kilotons, about 2/3 the size of the one dropped on Hiroshima. It was a real Russian nuclear warhead recovered from a submarine that had sunk in shallow waters off Israel.  Its fissionable core had been replaced with a non-fissionable U238 core that would test just like the real one but wouldn’t explode.

Aishe and I got to use the smaller of the two outbuildings. I guess Kole had briefed them on us. The rest slept in the other outbuilding. Ours had two single steel cots with steel mesh to hold our bedding off the floor. It was warm and we had brought sleeping bags. We pushed the beds together, unrolled one bag as our mattress, and dumped our stuff on it. We stood the rifles against the wall behind the door.

Aishe stood in front of me, put her arms around my waist and said, “I don’t think the others are comfortable with me. I’m female, I’ve never been in the military, and they probably think I’m just a revenge-seeking girlfriend.”

She looked up then, eyes sharp, almost daring me to disagree—but there was fear there too. Fear of being useless. Fear of being sent away. Fear of being left behind.

I wrapped my arms around her waist. She pressed her forehead into my chest.

“You belong here,” I said quietly. “And they’re going to know it.”

We went back to the hangar and found eight of them inside. Ari was in the office watching the camera feeds, so we met in there. While we were all together, I discussed Aishe’s involvement with the team. I told them, “Aishe is here because she was in on this from the first, gave us information to find the bastards, and wants to see the end.”

I told them how al-Qaeda had duped her and how she had performed skillfully in Rome, eluding one of their government’s teams. That I had verified she knew her way around guns and was a good shot, but untrained.

Aishe told them, “I want to help destroy these terrorists. I am not as skilled as you, but I am motivated and I hope to assist you.”

They all said they looked forward to her help. I believed them but I was still going to watch out for her. Maybe a demonstration would help. I told them, “We’re going to go outside an do some target practice. Come watch.”

I took Aishe outside with the weapons, lots of ammunition (they had brought a ton of it on the airplane), and some paper I had drawn circles on.  I stuck them on the wood fence posts of a wireless fence behind the buildings.

I had her start with the Glock, and she put every round in the circle at fifteen yards. Then I switched her to an M-4. Aishe had never fired an assault rifle before, so I gave her a quick lesson and pointed her at a target.

She wasted a few rounds but soon caught on and was perforating targets as well as an experienced shooter, not that accurately, but the first and sometimes the second round hit close to the bullseye. Good enough for government work. She did much better when I flipped the switch from full auto to 3-round burst. We shot several magazines and at the end she was putting all 3 shots into the target.

All the crew except Ari came out to watch. As we collected our brass and targets, Adam came over and said, “That was impressive, Aishe.”

Aishe smiled and asked, “Can I shoot the al-Qaeda leader, please?”

Everyone laughed. Adam demurred, “Sorry. Our orders are to capture the bastard and bring him home for questioning.

I laughed too, but I saw the truth under it.

She wanted justice.
But more than that, she wanted control.
She wanted to be the one who decided when the nightmare stopped.

On that note, we all went inside, I picked up a notebook and told Adam it was time for my walkaround. Frank, Ben, Aishe, and I walked the perimeter of the airstrip. I had two goals: first, to understand our battlefield in detail, and second, to explain to Aishe what was important. She was smart, but she had never been in this situation before.

I sketched the land paying special attention to trees, stones, ditches and other natural barriers. Our heavy weapons had a longer effective range than the opposition’s most common weapon. I was looking for good sniper positions and places at the ends of the airstrip where the armored car and the drone would have good protection from return fire.

Aishe had not been to sniper school, so I told her. “We are liable to be fighting a large force. We want to find places where one of our men can hide and shoot at them without being seen. Look for places like that.

We were fortunate the airstrip was built up above the surrounding terrain by several feet in most areas. I took over an hour, but I wanted to be thorough.

Across the airstrip from the hangar, I spotted a promising location. I pointed to a spot ten feet back from the edge of the airstrip and asked Aishe, “Why would this be a good sniper location?”

She looked at me quizzically, and said, “I’ve never considered the problems involved with killing a person while staying hidden from him and his friends. It must give the sniper an awesome feeling of invincibility, of godlike power. Does it change a person?”

I replied, “I think it depends on whether it is an impersonal  duty, as in the military, in defense, or it’s personal. Here they will be defending their friends from terrorists. I think everyone on our team will feel good about killing the enemy.”

She nodded and looked at where I pointed and said, “The land drops away behind it, so the sniper would be mostly hidden.”

“Good. Any other reasons?”

She studied the area and answered, “There are at least two more good spots close, and he could move between them and stay out of sight if he kept low.”

“I said, “Good. What could we do to improve it?”

She thought about it and answered, “It’s bare dirt. He’d stand out. We could plant some bushes or trash along the edge to break up his outline.”

I praised her logic, “Very good. You’ll be a good sniper once you practice long-range shots.” She smiled.

After a moment, she sobered and said, “I have never thought of doing anything to harm another person. Since learning about my parents’ murder, I find that avenging them is often on my mind. Now I think there are some people the world would be better off without.” Her voice trembled slightly.

That was fear.
Fear of what she was becoming.
Fear of what survival was asking her to be.

“Do you really think I could be a good sniper?”

Not because she doubted her ability.

Because she feared what success would cost her.

I told her the truth, “I think you could be good. I don’t know if you’d enjoy shooting someone you didn’t personally know deserved it.”

She nodded, but I could see the war behind her eyes—love for the world she wanted, anger at the one that had taken her parents, fear that this path had no return.

We found the others in the hangar. As we walked under the wing of the cargo plane, a thought occurred to me. I asked Adam, “If there’s fighting on the airstrip, this beast is vulnerable. Do you have a backup?”

He smiled, “Yes, there is a backup two hours away.”

We spent an hour discussing theoretical scenarios for al-Qaeda’s arrival and actions. The consensus was that they were likely to bring a large group of soldiers and it was not likely that we could convince them not to bring them to the airstrip. 

Next, we discussed my ideas for site preparation. I put my sketches on the wall. The airstrip was two thousand feet of eighty-foot-wide hard packed dirt, parallel to the highway and three hundred feet away. There was an access road from the highway that joined the airstrip across from the hangar. Scraggly trees and dry brush dotted the landscape. Several defunct vehicles were scattered behind the Hangar.

My plan had three elements:

1)    Create three sniper hides, two across from the Hangar a hundred feet either side of the access road and one next to the hangar and transplant bushes around them.

2)    Put two or three of the defunct cars and trucks at the north end of the airstrip to give the armored car concealment from any RPGs al-Qaeda happened to bring.

3)    Plant bushes and piles of scrap wood at the south end of the airstrip, liberally doused with gas or oil to set afire if shooting begins. The drone will fight from behind the fires. If al-Qaeda shoots some sort of hand-held anti-aircraft missile at the drone it will be decoyed by a hot fire.

I presented my ideas and then Adam invited everyone to give their opinions. There were no objections to the end of airstrip ideas and a few suggestions on where the sniper hides should go. After an hour of talking, Adam had Ari hand out headsets to everyone and gave us a briefing on their operation.

After we all confirmed we could hear and talk over them, he detailed work details to prepare the positions and instructed us to all use them to report our actions when we got in position.

Frank and Ben took spades and went to prepare the sniper hides across the airstrip.  I did the same for my sniper spot next to the hangar. Liam and Ari took the M117 to drag some old vehicles to the end of the airstrip for the M117 to hide behind when the battle began. David went to the north end of the airstrip to prepare fires to protect the drone from any air-to-air missiles the enemy might have.

Noam was the tranquilizer gun sharpshooter.  He made a concealed location just inside the small hangar door and would take one shot at the leader on Adam’s signal then switch to an M-4.

That night, after the planning and preparations, we sat outside the hangar eating rations and drinking coffee.

Aishe leaned against my shoulder, quiet now, exhaustion finally breaking through her control.

“If something happens to you,” she said softly, not looking at me, “I will finish this anyway.”

Not dramatic. Not pleading.

A promise.
And a threat.

I kissed the top of her head.

“And nothing is happening to either of us,” I said.

She closed her eyes, just for a second, and let herself believe it.


Chapter  9 :  al-Qaeda

The next day we ate a cold breakfast, packed everything we didn’t expect to need for the operation and loaded it in the airplane, including one of the Range Rovers.

Just before noon, Overwatch advised that a twelve vehicle convoy - pickups, sedans, and a cargo van was heading toward us. Adam asked Overwatch to alert us when the convoy was ten miles away. We met in the office, donned headsets, and performed a final comms check. The team fanned out: David to the far end of the strip with his drone; Liam and Ari into the M1117 behind cover; Frank, Ben, and I to our sniper hides. Noam took his position in the hangar with the tranquilizer rifle while Adam stood out front, waiting to play his part.

“Ten miles,” Overwatch crackled.

Adam made the call. When the al-Qaeda leader answered, Adam spoke Arabic with a perfect Slavic accent—a skill I wondered if he’d picked up in Israel. We listened in as Adam feigned nerves. “You brought many men. Are you planning to rob us? Stop your vehicles so we may talk.”

Aishe whispered through the net, “They’ve stopped.”

“I am an honorable man,” the leader’s voice came through. “But this area is full of brigands. I bring protection for my purchase.”

“Do you have an expert to verify the device?” Adam asked.

“I do.”

“Then send one car,” Adam commanded. “Just you, the expert, a driver, and one guard. Verify the goods, pay, and we fly away. Your troops can move in once we’re airborne.”

After a tense pause, the leader agreed. “One car. The rest will wait.”

The team’s tension didn't evaporate, but it changed. We were ready. Adam briefed us: “I’ll lead them toward the hangar. Noam, trank the leader as soon as you can. Morgan, cover the expert. Frank and Ben take the driver and guard. Suppressed weapons only.”

Quiet reigned for two minutes until Aishe’s voice broke the silence. “Double-cross. Overwatch says the rest of the convoy is moving. Fast.”

“Plan stays,” Adam snapped. “But we move quicker. Aishe, secure the expert. Noam, get the leader on the plane. Morgan, dump the bodies in the trunk and stay on the car. Everyone else, prep for a hot extract.”

The leader’s car pulled up a minute later, three men in traditional dress and one expert in Western clothes. One man clutched a micro-Uzi. As Adam led them toward the hangar, the soft pop of the trank gun sounded. The leader crumpled. Simultaneously, the driver and guard’s heads blossomed in red mist.

“Drop the case!” I yelled at the expert. He complied instantly, hands high.

Aishe emerged in a face mask, leveling her Glock at the expert and ushering him inside while Adam and Noam dragged the leader toward the plane. I shoved the two bodies into the trunk and slammed it. I decided to leave the car where it sat, moving it now would only signal the approaching convoy that something was wrong.

Aishe slipped out of the hangar for a second, mask pulled back to reveal a quick, fierce smile. She kissed me—"For luck"—and vanished back inside. I scrambled back to my hide.

“Leader and expert secured,” Adam announced. “Let the convoy onto the strip. David, anyone who stops early is yours. Morgan, take the lead driver when they hit the midpoint. I want them bunched up. Liam, Ari, open up once Morgan fires. Snipers, priority targets are RPGs and MANPADS.”

The dust cloud appeared on the horizon. I lined my crosshairs on the lead driver of a battered white pickup. As he crossed the midpoint, I squeezed. The driver’s head jerked, the truck veered left and flipped, sliding to a stop in a screech of metal.

Time slowed. It was an eerie, silent gallery. I picked the next driver, fired, and watched the glass shatter. Frank and Ben were working just as efficiently; half the vehicles were already driverless.

The convoy ground to a halt. Soldiers leaped out, spraying AK-47 fire wildly. Then the M1117’s heavy machine gun began its rhythmic chug, ravaging the thin skin of the sedans and shredding those hiding behind them. They were pinned, trapped between the snipers and the armor.

To end it, David brought the drone in from the rear. The minigun opened up in one-second bursts, four thousand rounds per minute turning the enemy’s cover into a sieve. After the first few men fell, the bravado vanished. Hands started going up across the field.

When nine or ten soldiers had raised their hands, one jumped up with a RPG and aimed toward the M1117. I swung my .308 toward him.  I got on target just in time to watch his head come apart in a spray of blood. Ben or Frank had gotten on target first. He reflexively pulled the trigger, and his rocket flew a thousand feet over the M1117 and exploded far behind it.

Adam used a loudspeaker and told the soldiers, in Arabic, to drop all their weapons and walk to the hanger with their hands raised. He repeated it then used our headsets to tell Liam to take the M1117 to David and help him put out his fires, then everyone assemble at the hangar.

Adam, Noam, Ben, Frank, and I swapped M-4s, herding the survivors into the hangar. We searched, cuffed, and blindfolded them, stripping their belongings until they were nothing more than cargo.

While Noam held the line, Ben and I cleared the dead. We piled the bodies into a truck, drove the hearse into the downwind sand, and doused it in gasoline.

When we returned, Adam pulled Aishe and me aside. “The field layout saved us today,” he said. “Go home. We’ll secure the weapon tomorrow. Take the Range Rover—anything else?”

“I want to see this through,” I said, pulling Kole’s photo of the ‘Dead Aishe’ from my pack. “I just need one more thing.”

Adam nodded, thrusting the photo before the captive leader. “Why did your men kill her?”

The man spat at the image. “She was a traitor. I am glad she is dead.”

“So she was yours?” Adam asked.

“She had a role,” the leader sneered. “Until one of you turned her.”

I found Aishe in the hangar. “He’s convinced. He thinks you’re dead, and he’s glad for it.”

Aishe ignited. She lunged into my arms, legs locking around my waist as a jagged laugh tore from her throat. When she pulled back, her eyes were wet with a relief so raw it looked like pain. “Thank you,” she choked out, kissing me with desperate gratitude.

In that moment, she wasn't just safe; she was anchored.

“Would you love me now?” she whispered against my skin. “Please.”

Morgan turned to Adam and said, “Thanks for doing that. Looks like you don’t need us now. It’s been exciting and now we need time for a little R & R. We’re going to retire for a little while.”

Adam smiled and said, “Thanks for the help. Have fun.”

The whine of aircraft engines woke them. Morgan dressed quickly, pressing a cell phone into her hand. “Stay here. Adam would have called if it were critical. I'll check it out.”

Aishe sank back, floating in the pleasant haze of post-coital bliss, content to let him handle the world. Five minutes later, the phone chimed. Morgan’s voice was calm: “Adam arranged a transport for the prisoners. I’m heading back; you can dress and join us for dinner or wait. See you shortly, Love.”

Love. The word made her smile anew. A rush of warmth fueled a new resolve. She dressed for the heat and the potential fight, pulling on her combat gear. She was his "Love," yes, but she was also a soldier. She wanted to be with him, to help, no matter what.

She reached the airfield just as the plane rolled away, its engines screaming. Morgan and the others watched it depart. She walked up and took his hand, noting the al-Qaeda vehicles had been cleared from sight.

Once the plane was a speck in the clouds, Adam outlined tomorrow's plan. “The weapon arrives after ten. We’ll stop their plane, block it, bring out the M1117 and drone. Only let unarmed men off to unload the weapon. Simple and clean, provided they cooperate.”

Morgan tensed, shocked by the audacity. “You’re just going to let them go? They sold a nuclear weapon to terrorists!”

“They’re delivery boys,” Adam replied calmly. “Ignorant enlisted men we don’t need to feed. We have other plans for the leaders.”

Morgan’s tension softened to wary acceptance. “What do you want us to do?”

“Same roles tomorrow,” Adam said. “Snipers in the hides, Adam in the truck, Aishe on comms. We keep them contained until they leave.”

They walked back to the hangar in quiet groups: Morgan and Aishe, still holding hands; Adam and Liam; Noam and David.

AISHE

There were no tasks left, so we drifted into the meditative rhythm of cleaning weapons. I sat beside Morgan. “Teach me,” I said, gesturing to his rifle. “I want to do it myself.”

He was patient, guiding my hands but never taking the tools from me. As I slid the magazine into place, a surge of satisfaction hit me. This wasn’t just maintenance; it was a ritual. I was shedding my old life: my business in Tunis, the shadow of al-Qaeda, the girl who was always under someone’s thumb. I had a new profession, an action hero for a lover, and a purpose that finally felt like it was worth doing.

Later, we walked the airfield in companionable silence. “What happens after tomorrow?” I asked.

He chuckled. “Tunis to settle your affairs, then Anthony, then America. Then a vacation—the Azores, maybe.”

I hugged him tight. “Sounds wonderful, love.” For the first time, the word didn't just feel like a title; it felt like a destination.

The next morning, the "exciting" reality of my new life returned with dull military rations and the smell of diesel. We staged the airfield, positioning the burned-out al-Qaeda trucks like a graveyard. By noon, the Russian plane hummed on the horizon.

I took my post in the office, watching the monitors. Adam was a silhouette of nerves as he guided the aircraft to a halt, boxing it in with his truck while the M1117 and drone pinned the cockpit like a predator.

When the pilot called the patched-in line, Adam’s voice was ice. “Your buyer couldn't make it. I’m taking the delivery. Unload the device, or this becomes a crash site.”

“I can’t go home without payment,” the pilot pleaded.

“Your destination is your choice,” Adam replied. “Forty-five seconds.”

I watched the screen as the ramp lowered. Four men dragged a wooden crate onto the tarmac. It looked so small, a heavy, nondescript box that had nearly cost me my life. Once they were airborne and gone, we gathered around it.

“What a lot of fuss for such a small thing,” I said.

The men laughed, the tension finally breaking. Morgan kissed my forehead, a gesture of grounding warmth. The mission was over, but as we loaded the Land Rover with our rifles and ammunition, I knew the peace was temporary. We still had Tunis to face, but this time, I wasn't running. I was moving forward.

MORGAN

She brushed a brief, lingering kiss against my lips. “Thank you for this,” she whispered, her voice tight. “I’m ready to leave,” and climbed into our car.

Adam watched her go, a knowing smile playing on his lips as he shook my hand. “Thank you. I’ll see that Kole gives you a bonus. Now go—don’t keep her waiting. We’ll finish here.”

I didn’t hesitate. After ensuring our weapons were secured, I climbed in beside her. “Let’s go.”

We watched the team’s plane disappear into the horizon before turning toward Tunis. Once we hit the open road, the silence broke. “Are many of your jobs like this?” Aishe asked, her eyes on me.

I reflected for a moment. “Usually, I’m alone, hunting for a survivor. I’ve never worked with a team like this, and I’ve never seen this much blood. With you here, maybe things change. How are you feeling about it?”

“I’m proud we took down that al-Qaeda slime,” she said, her voice softening as she reached out, resting her hand firmly on my leg. “Thank you for trusting me to be here. I loved the team... and I'm just glad I didn't have to pull the trigger.”


Chapter  10 :   Wrap Up

"I’m not done yet," Aishe said. Her voice was quiet, but it held the cold resonance of iron. Her fingers curled into my sleeve, anchoring her. "Al-Qaeda killed my parents. They used me. They turned children into tools, and they’re still out there."

She lifted her eyes to mine—not a request, but a vow. I nodded. "There’s more to do. We’ll call Kole." Only then did her grip on my arm relax.

I reached Kole on the second try, about noon. He already knew of our successful capture of the leader and the weapon and was effusive with his praise. When I explained our theory to Kole—that the cell staged the explosion to harvest orphans as couriers—Aishe leaned into the light, her breath held, as if her sheer will could force him to understand. He agreed to help pursue the Tunis actors in both al-Qaeda and the youth group.  When the call ended, she whispered, "Names change. The men don't."

The drive back to Tunis was a blur of exhaustion. When Aishe insisted on the night shift, I knew it wasn't about duty; it was about the ghosts that waited for her in the dark. At dawn, I found her still driving, her face a mask of focus. I reached for her hand; she gave a single, tight squeeze, her eyes never leaving the road.

We arrived at her house in Tunis after noon. Aishe moved through the kitchen with a haunting efficiency, making coffee just to have something "normal" to hold onto. We called Mehdi and asked him and Cyrine to come to dinner at four. When they arrived, Aishe immediately wanted to talk about her parent’s deaths. Mehdi confirmed the police still viewed her parents' case as a priority, Aishe closed her eyes. A shuddering breath escaped her—a small piece of a heavy burden finally shifting.

That night at dinner, she laughed and teased me, but the levity was a thin veil. Beneath the table, her hand was a knot of tension against mine. Relief and tension were warring in her chest. Later, as the news murmured in the background, she pressed her ear to my chest, listening to my heartbeat as if it were the only steady thing left in her world.

Mehdi called a contact at the police headquarters and planned for them to talk to us tomorrow morning. We convince Mehdi and Cyrine to accompany us and agreed that Mehdi and Cyrine would come for us at nine the following morning. We spent a lot of time at dinner, talking about Mehdi and Cyrine’s experiences on the police force and as private investigators.

Mostly, it was my curiosity about their practice and how they came to have so many armed personnel. Mehdi said it was mostly due to a recent redirection of police forces in Tunisia. Many of the municipal police jobs had been taken over by the militia. Citizens complained of brutality and lack of security under the local police. He had been able to hire some good people when they were let go. He said business had been quite good since the local reduction in police manpower.

At home, when we finally sat together, it felt like stepping into shelter after a storm. But the storm was still out there.

Later, with the news murmuring about distant disasters, she leaned into me, head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat like she needed to confirm it was real.

Her fingers traced slow, distracted patterns on my leg.

Then she shifted, climbed into my lap, arms around my neck. When she kissed me, it wasn’t playful. It was fierce. As if she were claiming something that could still be taken.

“I’m done with the world for tonight,” she whispered. “And we are very overdressed.”

I laughed softly, but I didn’t let her go.

I replied, “I’m very comfortable.”

“I can make you more comfortable.”

“But it’s still early.”

“It’s never too early.” She slid off my lap, took hold of both my hands, and pulled me up off the couch. I was eager, too. We went to the bedroom. I turned off the TV on the way out.

We took our time undressing each other, a tender ritual, one kiss for each piece of clothing. She giggled delightfully, her joy an intoxicating prelude. I’ve read that human intercourse is the ultimate in human pleasure. I don’t disagree, but slowly undressing your partner and feeling, touching, adoring the feel and appearance of every slowly revealed part of a partner you cherish is nearly as intense and longer lasting than the slippery friction of intimate contact. The anticipation, the vulnerability, the shared excitement—these emotions forged a connection that ran deeper than mere sensation.

When we both were ready, she shyly asked, “May I wear my toys tonight, master.”

“Of course ym luscious slave girl. Get your favorites.”

She quickly fetched the collar, waistband, and cuffs. I put them on her and she squealed as the final lock engaged. Then she spun and kissed me quickly and whispered breathlessly, “May I service you, my master,” and dropped to her knees before me.. Please.”

I enjoy the physical thrill of love as much as any human, but thoughtful preparation has the aching charm of anticipation, a shared tension and longing for you and your lover. When we were both ready for something closer, I disengaged, lifted her and lay her on the bed.

She slithered into the center of the bed, lay on her back, raised her knees, spread them wide and invited me to join her, “Please love me, master,”her eyes shining with trust and desire. I prepare her as thoroughly as she had me, a dance of mutual care and adoration.

When she indicated she was fully ready, we merged, not just physically, but our souls entwined in a desperate, beautiful embrace. We frolicked for a long time, lost in each other, until we were both satiated, our bodies connected, our hearts full.

Then we repeated the whole process two more times, each time a testament to our profound connection, and collapsed in exhaustion. I removed her toys and put them back in the drawer, then we both slept. I slept the sleep of the pure at heart, wrapped in a blanket of love and peace.

I woke when it was very dark. I didn’t hear anything and Aishe was asleep beside me, not touching me, but I could hear her soft breathing. I was wide awake and I was certain some noise had woken me up. My watch showed two am. The house was quiet, but it wasn’t pitch black. Some outside light shone through the window shades, enough to see there was no one else in the room.

I reached over and slowly opened the drawer of the nightstand and picked up the silenced Makarov. I checked there was a round in the chamber. I turned the safety off. I also picked up a long aluminum flashlight, strong light, and a good club. I went silently to the door and quietly opened it a crack.

The hall was empty. I eased the door closed, locked it, and went back to the bed. I softly put my hand over Aishe’s mouth , whispered, “Love,” and her eyes opened instantly-no panic, just readiness.”

Aishe woke to Morgan’s hand over her mouth and the word love breathed into her ear.

Her heart slammed once, hard, then steadied. Years of training, of hiding, of listening in silence snapped into place.

“A noise woke me,” he whispered. “Room’s clear. I’m checking the house. Get your Glock. Cover the door. Don’t shoot unless it isn’t me.”

She nodded, already moving.

The house felt too quiet. Quiet like a held breath.

She took the Glock from the drawer, checked the chamber by feel, Kissed Morgan for luck, and knelt beside the bed where she could see the door. Her palms were slick. She wiped one on the sheet, then locked both hands on the grip.

Every sound became enormous. Pipes. Wind. Her own breathing.

She counted her breaths and waited.

I was proud of her, she didn’t freeze. But when she kissed me before taking her position, her lips trembled just slightly.

She was brave.

She was also terrified.

I unlocked the door and slipped out. That kiss stayed with me as I moved through the dark.

I went to the rear stairs and checked it out. Empty. I went to the front stairs. Empty too. I could see a light on in the kitchen and the house was silent. There should be one of Mehdi’s men in there and one more outside. I could have called out to him, but decided caution should prevail. I was barefoot and descended the stairs slowly and quietly, keeping my head below the banister. The house was silent.

When I reached the bottom, I checked out the dark rooms. All empty. I turned toward the kitchen and took three steps when a big man walked out toward me. He had a long, curved knife in his hand, coated in blood. He lunged toward me and I shot him in the head, my gun’s silencer no more than a foot from his forehead. I knocked the knife aside with my flashlight as he fell toward me.

He hit the floor with a loud bang and I heard a shot from upstairs. Then another.

Footsteps downstairs. Not Morgan’s—too heavy, too fast.

A gunshot echoed from below. Too quiet. Morgan’s silenced pistol she realized.

Her throat went dry.

Then the handle moved.

The door opened.

A man filled the doorway, tall and wrong and holding a knife that caught the faint light from the window. For half a second she saw his face—blank, focused, already committed.

She fired.

The sound was deafening in the small room. The man fell forward, crashing into the doorframe. She fired again, then saw another shape behind him, moving fast.

She swung the muzzle, but he was already gone.

Her hands shook now. She forced them still.

Don’t chase. Hold the door. Trust Morgan.

She stayed frozen in place, gun aimed, heart hammering so hard she thought it might give her away.

I hoped it was Aishe taking out another intruder. I stepped over the body and ran into the kitchen. There was a man’s body in a pool of blood. Throat cut. Mehdi’s man, presumably. I jumped over it and kept going to the back stairs. I went up the stairs quietly.

A body was sprawled in the bedroom doorway. Another man was peeking around the doorframe. If he had a gun, it was behind him. He had something bulky on his head. Probably a night vision device. I stayed low, aiming my gun and the flashlight at his head. I turned on the flashlight, pinning him in the strong beam and blinding him. He spun around and fired blindly, well over my head.

I shot him in the head. He dropped to the floor.  I waited and watched him for a few seconds, looking for movement. Nothing. I climbed the rest of the stairs, and approached him, keeping my gun aimed at him.

A loud shot, then another quiet gunshot. Closer.

Her mind tried to picture Morgan alone in the dark with knives and guns coming at him, and she nearly broke her position to run to him.

She didn’t.

She waited.

Seconds stretched until they hurt.

Then she heard him: “Aishe, it’s me. I’m checking the shooter. Don’t fire.”

Relief nearly dropped her to the floor.

“It’s clear,” she called back, her voice shaking despite her effort.

When he came into view, alive and breathing, something in her chest finally loosened. She lowered the Glock and only then realized her arms were burning from holding it up so long.

“I saw his knife,” she said, fast, needing him to understand she hadn’t panicked. “I shot. There was another man behind him, but he moved.”

“You did perfect,” he said, and kissed her quickly. Solid. Real.

Only then did she notice the blood on the floor. The smell of it. The fact that this was her bedroom, her house, her life, and strangers had come into it to kill her.

Her stomach twisted.

When he told her Mehdi’s man was dead, something broke loose inside her.

“He was here because of me.”

“No,” Morgan said. “He was here because of them.”

She nodded, but the guilt didn’t go away.

While Morgan checked the house, she stood in the hall, gun still in hand, listening to every creak and shadow, afraid to sit, afraid to breathe too loudly.

She had survived.

Again.

But she was tired of surviving.

I picked up my phone and called Mehdi. When he answered, I said, “We had three intruders, all dead. Your inside man is dead, too. I don’t know about your people outside.”

I listened to his response and hung up. I told Aishe, “He’s coming here. We should get dressed. You go first; I’ll watch until you’re done.”

She looked at me questioningly, and asked, “Do you think there are more?”

“I’m not sure, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful. Now go.”

She went into the closet, and I stationed myself in the hallway.

She shortly called out, “Done.”

I responded, “Get your gun and stand watch out here while I change.”

She came into the hall wearing her holster, we kissed, and I went to change. I was back in two minutes.

We stood together in the hall, bodies on the floor and blood in her house, she looked suddenly small and furious and exhausted all at once.

“People keep dying because they want me,” she said.

“They want to stop you,” I said. “Big difference.”

She leaned into me, just for a second, forehead against my chest. Then she straightened. Steel again.

We went downstairs. She tsked over the blood on her kitchen floor and I told her, “When the police are done here, we’ll get a professional cleaner to come in.”

She asked, “Have you called them yet?”

“No, I thought it would be better if Mehdi called them. He should be here shortly.” I checked the kitchen door lock. It functioned. If the bad guys got in that way, they picked the lock or had a key. I said, “I’m going to check their pockets. Let Mehdi in if he arrives before I get back.” Aishe nodded and I went to the one I had killed. He had a pistol tucked into his belt, two hundred US dollars, rental car keys and a cell phone in his pockets.

I went upstairs and checked the dead guys. Both had pistols and knives, too, more US dollars, cell phones, and one had a set of lockpicks. I went back down to the kitchen. Aishe looked at me expectantly and I reported, ”The guy I shot upstairs had lockpicks, both had guns and phones, the one you got has rental car keys, and none have a wallet or ID papers. Maybe in the rental car.”

Just then the doorbell rang and we both went to answer it. Aishe had a doorbell camera, and it showed Mehdi and Cyrine. I opened the door and Mehdi said, “My men across the street didn’t see anything and my outside man is dead. Garroted. Show me my inside man, please. I took him to the kitchen. We had to step over the guy I shot.

Mehdi stood over him, looking down, and finally said, “He was a good man. Ten years on the police force, a good father and husband, and my friend.

“I’m sorry, my friend. I would have saved him, but he was already dead when I got downstairs.”

I went back and looked at the man I shot and said to Mehdi, “This assassin doesn’t look Arabic. I would say he was Eastern European. What do you think?”

Mehdi studied him and agreed, “Yes, I agree. A Russian?”

The Russians are known to use proxies for non-intelligence work, “Could be, also could be Hungarian, but I’m sure the Russians sent them. I haven’t called the police yet. I thought it would be better if you called them.”

Mehdi agreed, “Yes, probably better.” He took out his phone and made the call.

After he called, I suggested, “It might be better if I put our automatic weapons and the silenced sniper rifle in the back of your car before the police arrive.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “Much better.”

He helped me carry the three weapons and ammunition to his car.

We finished and were standing outside as the first police car arrived, lights flashing, but no siren. There was no hurry now. It was followed by three more, two unmarked cars and a coroner’s van.

Mehdi knew two of the senior cops and he introduced us as two of his agents. Aishe and I walked the cops through the evening’s events. They weren’t happy that all three were dead, but they couldn’t fault us for defending ourselves. We were separately interviewed for an hour or so. They spent two more hours gathering forensic evidence then took the bodies and evidence away. Mehdi gave us the name of a local crime scene cleaner and Aishe asked him to come start.

The police were gone by eight am. None of us felt like eating breakfast, so Aishe had coffee and croissants delivered from a local place. We discussed the pros and cons of having a security system installed since Aishee was intending to put her house up as a B&B in a short while and we would not be living here much longer. Mehdi would let us live in his safe apartment until we were done here, hopefully in a few days.

Mehdi suggested that we let him put up some hidden cameras around the outside to find any more assassins for the next week or so and he keep his security staff watching for them. It wouldn’t help Aishee but maybe he could catch some more of the gang that murdered his employees. We told him to go ahead, after all, if they caught someone it would still thin out the bad guys looking for Aishe.

We transferred our long guns to the back of our newly acquired Range Rover, suitably wrapped in a couple of old blankets. Aishe and I drove it, Mehdi and Corine took his car and his security people followed in their own car. We went to his safe house, left our things there, and let Aishe choose a new restaurant for lunch.

We were done in time to keep our appointment with the police terrorist group. We met two people in the police station, Captain Hamza Sassi and Sgt. Salma Ayari. Both wore civilian clothes. Sgt. Ayari was slim and had long dark red hair, unusual around here. Captain Sassi was tall, muscular, and maybe ten years older. They knew Mehdi and Cyrine, who introduced us. Mehdi had already given them a summary of Aishe’s story and today updated them with details on last night’s deaths at her house.

Aishe and I agreed last night that we wouldn’t tell any of them of Aishe’s and my involvement in the Israeli operation that beheaded an al-Qaeda group in southern Tunisia. It wasn’t germane to any part of her story, and it probably wasn’t legal.

All six of us sat in a large conference room and Aishe told them her story up through her parent’s death. Captain Sassi told her he knew the explosion was caused by an al-Qaeda group and that it was set to cover their tracks in the murder of several citizens.

Aishe’s revelation of the youth group and its role as an al-Qaeda recruitment and message center was news to him. Up to that point, Aishe was relaying old news. At that point, they started paying attention. When we informed them of the assassins after Aishe, they got really interested. That was current news.

The police grew really interested and Sgt. Ayari got a recorder and started asking more detailed questions about the youth group. Lots of where and when, but mostly who details. Aishe didn’t have any photos, they were discouraged. Police undercover officers were sent to the club address to get photos of everyone entering and leaving the building.

Pictures started coming in on the Sergeants cell phone in an hour. Aishe was able to name a couple of members who had been recruited at the same time as her, but most she didn’t know.

This was boring for most of us, so we left after an hour of watching and agreed to come back after lunch tomorrow to see who else the police got photos of. In the meantime, the police will try to bug the interior tonight. Mehdi and Cyrine went back to their office, the security troops stayed with us, and we decided we would go to the shooting range. At least if more bad guys found us, we’d be armed.

We shot at targets for a few minutes then I spent an hour teaching her about shooting from cover. It was something she had watched on television but had never tried. Hopefully, she would never have a need for the intensive military training I had. I showed her how to “slice-the-pie and had her practice the method, first dry-firing, then for three clips.

I stopped at three because she had mastered it fully. It’s not difficult, but practice helps most skills. When I told her we were done, she stood very close to me put her arms around my waist and said, “Teach me more,” she said. “I don’t want to be helpless ever again. Not if you’re not there.”

“You won’t be helpless,” I said.

She rested her head against me. “Promise?”

I kissed her hair. “Promise.”

Not dramatic. Just honest.

“I’m tired of running,” she whispered. “I want to end this.”

That was when I knew this wasn’t about revenge anymore. It was about refusing to stay prey.

She was right, of course. It would take a lot of practice, of many skills, before she was good enough. “OK,” I said, “first we’ll work on safety. Take the clip out and eject the round in the chamber.” I moved to stand beside her.

She drew her gun, dropped the clip and worked the action. I caught the round. “Now,” I said, “Holster your weapon.”

Her hand was nearly to her holster when I grabbed her wrist. She jumped and asked, “What’s wrong?”

I answered, “Your finger is on the trigger. Always take your finger off the trigger when you don’t intend to fire. It’s a good way to shoot someone you don’t intend to shoot, in this case, yourself.” I took my gun out and showed her, “Leave your trigger finger on the slide, above the trigger until you intend to fire and put it back up there when you’re done firing.” I made her practice finger control for another ten times.

I took her into the office and picked out a couple of torso targets for her. The range also had some shot timers she could use. I got one and set it to give her three seconds between beeps. I started her on a simple sequence: draw on the first beep, shoot, holster the gun before the second beep, repeat for three shots into the upper chest, then one into the head. I put the target at five yards.

I told her, “You’re building muscle memory. Focus on smooth and steady. No rush, no sweat. On a beep, draw, keep your finger off the trigger, point at the target, put your finger on the trigger, squeeze, take your finger off the trigger, put the gun away. Pause after four shots and we’ll talk about how you did. Ready?”

She nodded and I stood where I could watch her trigger finger action, then said, “Go for four shots at the next beep.”

She fired four times. All shots were on or close to her target. I told her, “You did well, all shots would have stopped an aggressor, your finger went on the trigger at the right time and you stayed within the timelines. What did you think?”

She said, “That was easy, and I did well?”

I answered, “You know your tool and how to use it. This was just to help you focus your skills. I expected you to do well. Next time we’ll set the shot timer for two and a half seconds. I think you can expect to eventually draw and fire accurately in less than a second.”

Her smile was bright—and fragile, like it mattered far more than a normal compliment ever should.

“Will we come back often?” she asked.

“As often as you want, my love.”

This time, when she smiled, it reached her eyes.

I had her keep practicing until her arm got tired, then had her switch to her other arm and worked until it was tired too. I had to buy two more boxes of bullets. The look of appreciation in her eyes was well worth it. Aishe was ready to do more with her life than sell travel to strangers and I was going to help her.

We went back to her house. The cleaners were still working on the kitchen. The upstairs was done but you could see a faint stain where blood had sat. Aishe decided to have the carpet replaced. I made sure the guards were in place then we got in the hot tub. I massaged Aishe’s tired arms for twenty minutes.

Pleasant though it was here, we both found it difficult to relax in this house after the recent gun battle. I was confident we would be safe here, but Aishe was unsettled so we decided Mehdi’s apartment would be more restful. Aishe decided to have the carpet replaced and Aishe made dinner reservations.

Our final job was to pack up her toys and the long guns. Kole had agreed to have a case shipped to my US address via his diplomatic bag, so we dropped it off at the Israeli embassy on our way to dinner. My staff would pick it up for me.

This could be the last dinner we had in Tunis, so Aishe chose the best restaurant in town, and wore her finest gown. She was lovely, radiant and excited. It was a world apart from last night and the days before. The lights were dimmed and the candlelight flickered on the polished silver, casting long shadows dancing over Aishe’s bare shoulders and arms.

Between sips of vintage Bordeaux, she checked the safety on the pistol resting discreetly in her silk clutch. We speak in hushed, intimate tones, though our eyes frequently drift toward the restaurant’s heavy oak entrance. A faint scent of gunpowder still clings to his pants, contrasting sharply with the fragrant aroma of truffle risotto.

Despite the adrenaline still humming in their veins, they reach across the white linen to lace their fingers together. The soft violin music masks the sound of their low-voiced debate regarding the quickest exit through the kitchen. She ignores the dull throb in her shoulders to offer him a genuine smile that says they both survived. Every clink of a fork feels like a celebration of the quiet that followed the chaos.

They toast to the morning’s narrow escape, finding a strange, heightened beauty in the simple act of sharing a meal. As the dessert arrives, they finally allow their fingers to intertwine, savoring the fleeting peace of being alive and together.

We slept in Mehdi’s safe house apartment and caught the morning plane to Paris.

The End
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