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Note to the reader
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The action in this novella, Sandstorm Rising, takes place between the last chapter and the epilogue of The Stars Refuse to Shine, book 1 of The Sandstorm Series. If you have not read The Stars Refuse to Shine, be aware that there are spoilers.

Enjoy!
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The Dubai villa was opulent even by Emirati standards, all the more impressive a feat given that it was owned by a Yemeni woman of a modest—some might say impoverished—upbringing. Kate snuggled deeper under the pristine white bedding, pressing closer against a large blast furnace of a man who luxuriated in the frigidity of a powerful air conditioner. He enveloped her in his warmth. 

“How are you feeling?” she whispered.

“Better,” Nick replied.

“Are you lying to me?”

“That’s not allowed. We pinkie swore.”

She trailed her fingers over his chest and down to his ribs and abs. She caressed the still-dark bruise on his side, over the kidney that a young terrorist had kicked repeatedly a week ago. He flinched.

“That tickles,” he said.

“I didn’t think big tough Marines were allowed to be ticklish.”

“You’re the only one who knows.” He rolled onto his side to face her, propping himself up on an elbow. “Can I take you out tonight?”

“Yes, but you have to break the bad news to Sharaf. He doesn’t understand the concept of date night.”

“It took Fatima all of a week to create a monster.”

“I wish we could steal that monster.”

“I’m actually a decent cook, you know.”

She smiled. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

He looked poised to say something, but then lost courage. A yip from the floor on his side of the bed saved him from her interrogation.

“Okay, bud, time for breakfast.”

He gingerly swung his legs out of bed and stood stiffly. Kate looked at the white bandage on the back of his left thigh, where a terrorist’s blade had sliced his hamstring. No blood. He scooped Shadow into his arms and was rewarded with puppy kisses.

“Tell Sharaf I’ll be there soon,” she said.

As soon as he dressed and left the room, she reached for her phone. She knew a message awaited. Call me, the text read. It was late in the States, but a night owl wouldn’t mind. Kate called.

Amy Kowalski picked up on the first ring. “Bestie!”

“How’s America?”

“Glorious. I think I’ve put on about ten pounds in the five days I’ve been back. I have a Big Mac-sized bulge on my ass from all the fast food I’m eating just because I can.”

“Charming imagery, as always.” Kate paused. “How are things?”

“The good news is that we remain employees in good standing, for as long as we want to be.”

“And the bad news?”

Amy sighed. “Van Pelt and that thug who runs the Yemen Task Force, Weiss, have decided that destroying your reputation is a far greater priority than taking terrorists off the battlefield.”

“I knew it was coming. The men of the Central Intelligence Agency are not known for gracefully accepting a woman’s superiority, or even her basic competence.”

“Fraser got off the plane, drove straight to Langley, stormed up to the seventh floor, and read some very important people the riot act, but no one seems willing to muzzle Van Pelt and Weiss.”

“Why would they? I’m nobody.”

“You changed the cable,” Amy said, her tone gently accusatory.

Kate closed her eyes. “It was my fault, that whole mess. My decisions, my failures. I couldn’t take you down with me.”

“The mess to which you refer was a country on the brink going to shit because that was Yemen’s destiny. And what you did saved countless lives. I wish you had let me shoulder some of the blame—but really, steal some of the credit.”

“Knowing you were willing to take fire with me was enough.”

“Speaking of the lives you saved, how’s Caveman Cavanaugh?”

“Improving. The doctor should clear him to travel within the next week.”

“And?”

Kate stared at the ceiling, her eyes fixed on the blades of the fan rotating above her. “I don’t know. He hasn’t said anything about what happens when we get back.”

“Even though I’m mad at you for spurning my sacrifice, I’m going to give you a friendly reminder: He is scared to death to say the words out loud.”

“He shouldn’t be.”

Amy laughed. “Kate Devlin, it’s like you’ve never met yourself.”

“He knows how I feel. I don’t want to rush it if he’s not ready, though.”

“Don’t make me fly back out there and knock your heads together.”

“This is all new to me. And him too, I think.”

“That’s no excuse for being a dummy.”

“You’re going to bail, aren’t you?”

Amy waited a moment to speak, and Kate knew they were both overcome by a wave of the same bittersweet emotions.

“Yeah, I think so. It just feels like the right time, you know?”

“I know,” Kate said softly.

“My ‘fuck this place’ goodbye email will be epic. Like, purged-from-the-system epic.”

Kate laughed. “That’s one way to leave a mark. Now get some sleep. It’s late.”

“Don’t let him let you get away.”

“I won’t.”

They disconnected and Kate reached a hand toward the empty space next to her on the bed. She smiled.


      [image: ]This was their first date night. Life in Yemen, in the leadup to and in the aftermath of a coup d’état and resulting civil war, had proven challenging for a budding romance between a CIA case officer and a security consultant in the employ of a U.S. energy company. It hadn’t helped that the obstinate security consultant was tops on the terrorist hit list, and the CIA case officer, who happened to be just as stubborn, had to resort to creative and clandestine measures to keep him alive.

They had stumbled across each other in Sanaa and soon found themselves inexorably linked by the bizarre hands of fate. They had countless opportunities to escape each other, to escape the calamity that awaited them at the hands of terrorists. But they stayed, first because of each other, and then for each other.

They knew one another more intimately than most people would ever know a partner. They had been through more in three months than most couples went through in a lifetime. Kate knew what she wanted, and she thought she knew what he wanted. But maybe it wasn’t fair to expect that they move so quickly. In previous relationships, she had always been the one to slam on the brakes; she preferred to keep things casual, options open, ready to bolt at the first sign of neediness or control.

Until now.

Nick leaned back in his chair to allow their waiter to clear the last of their three-course meal at Fatima’s favorite Lebanese restaurant, a high-end establishment on the corniche. He still looked tired, like a man recovering from a prizefight, but his cobalt-blue eyes were bright and lively, his smile broad, and his cavernous dimples irresistible. She longed to lean over and kiss him, but settled for a squeeze of his hand atop the table once their waiter departed.

“That was an amazing meal,” he said. “But you know what I’m going to do when we get back to the villa?”

“Eat a second dinner?”

“Exactly. These fancy restaurants never serve enough.”

“Spoken like a true American.”

“I saw you eyeing my dessert,” he said with a teasing grin.

“And yet you didn’t share.”

“I would have happily shared mine if you had shared yours, but you inhaled that Layali Lubnan. I’ve never seen such a small person consume as many calories as you do, Pixie.”

Kate raised an eyebrow. She looked him over, admiring his tall, broad, muscular frame. He had a foot and over a hundred pounds on her, but he wasn’t wrong about her healthy appetite. She bit her bottom lip in a way that immediately drew his attention.

“What?” he said in a thick voice.

“Just thinking about what I plan to eat later.” She gave him another obvious once-over. His pupils dilated and he cleared his throat.

“Should we…?”

She squeezed his hand again and stood. “Let’s take a walk.”

The night was pleasant, cooled to tolerable temperatures by a breeze off the Gulf of Dubai. They walked along the Deira Corniche hand in hand, just one of many couples and tourists out for a stroll, and meandered to the end of the promenade, where there was less foot traffic. Kate leaned a hip against the white rail that ran the length of the corniche, looking toward Burj Khalifa in the distance. The world’s tallest building stabbed upward like a jagged knife through the core of the city, resplendent in the night sky, a monument to oil wealth-fueled modernity in the heart of the desert.

Nick stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. She leaned into him, coming up shy of his chin, and placed her small hands over his large ones.

“Yemen never stood a chance,” he murmured. “Victim to the vagaries of geography. All the oil here, not enough of it there.”

She turned in his arms and laid her hands on his chest, smoothing over a lightweight white linen shirt she’d bought him at the mall while engaged in some retail therapy of her own. Her fingers lingered against his bare chest above open buttons. She felt his heat.

“I talked to Amy this morning.”

His hands, now resting on the small of her back, tightened against her. “How is she?”

“I think she’s at peace with her decision.”

He nodded. “Have you…?”

“Not yet. I need time and space. Any decision I make now would be based purely on emotion.”

“You deserve better than what they’ve done to you.”

“Not everyone there is terrible, but I admit it hasn’t been all rainbows and puppies and kittens.” Her fingers slid up, resting near the hollow at the base of his throat and finding his strong, steady pulse. “When the doctor gives you a clean bill of health, will you go back to Boston?”

He swallowed hard and his heartbeat quickened beneath her fingers. “I guess. House is there, business partner is there…” He trailed off.

“But?”

His jaw muscles twitched. “But I want to be with you. I don’t care where it is, as long as you’re there. I’ll find work in Washington if you need time at Langley, I’ll follow you to your next posting, I’ll go anywhere. I just…I just want to be with you.”

Kate digested this, gazing into the depths of his blue eyes, seeking assurances that she hadn’t overstepped and forced him down a path he wasn’t ready to travel. But he held the eye contact, one side of his mouth quirking up in a lopsided grin. He shrugged helplessly.

“What if I came to Boston with you?”

His eyes widened in surprise. “But what about the Agency?”

“I have months of vacation time built up. I don’t need to be in D.C. to think. I need time and space, and more than anything, I want to be with you.”

His hands held her at the waist, hot through the fabric of her little black dress. “You’re not just saying that, right? I don’t mean to rush you or pressure you, I just—”

She put a finger over his lips. “Stop. You know I want this.”

He smiled and bent to kiss her, but she turned her face and allowed only a peck on the cheek.

“Sorry, Muslim country,” he murmured.

Kate took his hand and pulled him back toward the main drag. “Come on. Time for second dinner. And definitely dessert.”

He narrowed his eyes. He was a man of impressive intelligence, but sometimes his caveman brain could be a tad obtuse.

Kate sighed good-naturedly. “Yes, Nick, it means exactly what you hope it means.”


      [image: ]Nick nearly dragged a laughing Kate into the villa, where they were immediately waylaid by Fatima and Sharaf. The Yemenis emerged from the chef’s kitchen bearing a platter of homemade baklava and small glasses of red tea, which they would enjoy during a gossip session on the patio near the pool.

“Welcome back,” Fatima said in Arabic. “You look like you enjoyed dinner.”

Sharaf clucked in disapproval. “Those overpaid chefs do not know how to feed people. You must eat.” He held the platter of baklava toward them, looking bemused as Nick scooped Kate into his arms and beelined for their bedroom.

“Not hungry,” Nick called. Inside the room, he kicked shut the door and pawed at her dress. “That’s a lie. I’m starving for what’s under here.”

“Hold your horses, caveman. We’re doing this my way.”

Kate took her time unbuttoning his shirt, admiring his sculpted chest and abs. She removed the shirt and parried his hands, which reached for her. A growl of frustrated desire escaped his lips.

“I just need a minute,” she said

“I’m timing you.”

She tossed his shirt over her shoulder and sashayed to the massive bathroom, where she had prepositioned a pink bag from her previous shopping trip. Scandalous lingerie hadn’t made the packing list for her posting to Yemen. Not that she’d had any scandalous lingerie to pack; she’d never had any inclination to pander to a man’s basest desires.

Until now.

She shed the dress, donned the lingerie, and kept the heels. The white linen shirt hung to her thighs. She returned to the room and stood before him. He licked his lips. She ran her hands over his chest, avoiding the bruised kidney so as not to detract from his pleasure. Holding his eyes with hers, she let his shirt fall from her shoulders. His breath caught.

“Stay just like that,” she said.


      [image: ]Nick groaned and sat heavily on the edge of the bed, weak from contented pleasure, and pulled Kate onto his lap.

“Did I overdo it?” she murmured into his ear.

“Yes, but in the best possible way.” He kissed her, trying to be gentle but quickly overcome with desire that he struggled to contain. He forced himself to draw back and take a breath. He gazed into hazel eyes flecked with green and gold, and ran a thumb over her lips. “I may have overdone it, too.” But he couldn’t resist kissing her again.

Straddling his lap, she pressed herself more firmly against him. “You seem to be recovering quickly.”

He grinned. “I’m still making up for lost time.” His hands roamed over her, searching for silky smooth skin beneath form-fitting black lace. “Where did you find this smoking hot…whatever it’s called?”

She heard the unasked question in his voice. “I spent some quality time at the mall the other day. Figured we’d start with a classic. Sexy black lace.”

He nuzzled her chest, just above the deeply plunging neckline of the sheer bustier, relieved that he was the first man to see her in it, to touch her in it. The only man, if he had his way. 

Breathing deeply, Nick held her hips to still her. She tilted his chin, forcing him to look up and meet her questioning eyes. It took all of his willpower not to blurt out the three words that bounced around his caveman skull, threatening new-relationship mayhem.

“You look like you have something on your mind.”

“Just how beautiful you are,” he said, but he knew his slight pause gave him away.

“I don’t believe you,” she replied gently.

“It’s nothing.”

She cocked her head. “May I make an observation?”

He nodded cautiously; her observations tended to land with pinpoint accuracy.

“If there’s anything we should take away from the last few months, it’s that we may not see tomorrow. So if there’s something you want to say, or need to say, you should say it.”

“It’s too soon.”

“What if it’s not?”

He studied her, but she remained quiet, merely gazing at him like a grand master who had checkmate in her sights. Spy versus jarhead; it was no contest. But he couldn’t let her win that easily.

“I think you should be responsible for the grocery bills when we get home. I’m pretty sure you eat more than me.”

A smile tugged at one corner of her mouth. “I agree completely. Now, since you got that off your chest, should we get back to dessert?”

He clenched his jaw and shook his head, feeling woozy. The words tumbled out, naked and honest. “I love you.”

She touched her forehead to his. “I’m glad. Because I love you, too.”

He somehow felt woozier. How could she possibly love him? “That doesn’t seem right.”

Kate laughed softly. “Nicholas Cavanaugh, I’ve never spoken a truer truth. I love you.”

“You swear you’re not lying?”

She held out a pinkie finger, and he linked it with his. “I swear.”

Nick took a deep breath, his equilibrium returning. She watched him with honest eyes and a hint of amusement. He decided to believe her, the spy who could twist him up in knots. And speaking of knots…

“How do I get you out of this?” he asked. His fingers pulled vainly at various loops and decorative buttons.

“Hang on, let me—”

There was no hanging on. Nick tore the bustier down the center of her chest. She gasped and he froze, scared he had veered way outside her comfort zone.

“You really are a caveman,” she said, her surprise giving way to eager titillation. “This was handmade in France. It cost a fortune.”

“I’ll buy you a new one.” He flung the destroyed garment aside, pulled off her heels, and laid her on the bed. She reached for him.

“You’re still holding back,” she said.

“I just attacked you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” Kate wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her feet at the ankles. She squeezed him with her thighs. “I promise.”

He looked deep into her eyes. Then he didn’t hold anything back.
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The next morning, Kate left Nick sleeping soundly and went in search of Shadow. She found him in the kitchen at Sharaf’s side as the Yemeni tribesman prepared a traditional Arabic breakfast. The puppy received a plate of vegetable ends and a small piece of haloumi cheese as a treat. 

“You spoil him,” Kate said in Arabic.

“He is your child. He must be doted upon.”

Kate laughed. Although Sharaf and Shadow had been wary of each other when she and Nick had first rescued the dog from a group of abusive kids, they had become fast friends in Nick’s Hadda compound, where he and business partner Jake had employed Sharaf as their cook. Now, with Yemen in the clutches of civil war, Sharaf had made his escape with Kate, Nick, Fatima, and the last of the CIA contingent in Sanaa. He hadn’t missed a beat in assuming the same role for Fatima.

“I will make your tea. Fatima is on the patio.”

Kate took that as a veiled order to get out of his way in the spectacular kitchen. She wandered out to the poolside patio, where Fatima al-Maqdisi sat under an umbrella in loose white robes, her glossy hair uncovered, reading an Arabic-language newspaper.

“Morning,” Kate greeted, stifling a yawn as she took a seat at the table.

Fatima folded the paper and set it aside, grinning knowingly. “Good night, love?”

“Dinner was excellent.”

“That’s hardly what I meant, but I’m glad you enjoyed the meal. I sense perhaps you have some clarity on your future?”

Kate felt heat rise on her cheeks. “The most important part of it, yes.”

“Wonderful. We all knew that had been eating at him. He was terrified you wanted to keep things casual.”

“I really don’t know why. I couldn’t have been more obvious.”

Fatima laughed. “Women always think that. Obvious intentions to you are often the opaquest mysteries to the men attempting to divine a woman’s true purpose.”

Kate thanked Sharaf for the steaming green tea he placed in front of her and glanced at the woman who embodied mystery. “Spoken like someone who knows a thing or two about the quirks of the male psyche.”

“Merely an observation.”

“I would never pry.”

“Says the spy,” Fatima replied dryly.

“Okay, I would definitely pry. But I won’t.”

Sharaf and two of Fatima’s household staff arrived bearing platters of food. Fatima thanked the young women in Tagalog, which she was learning in her spare time. The sisters, who had once been virtual prisoners in the house of a sheikha in Abu Dhabi, one day found the front gate open and Fatima waiting for them in her Mercedes. Given the choice between returning to the Philippines, all expenses paid, or staying in the Emirates and earning a livable wage in Fatima’s employ, the Filipinas had elected to join the Dubai villa’s robust staff and send home remittances to their family in Manila.

Fatima swirled her Arabic coffee and appraised Kate with dark, intelligent eyes. “I want Nick to meet someone.”

Kate, piling her plate high with food, paused mid-scoop in the bowl of hummus. “Okay.”

“Someone who could be very good for his business.”

“Ah.”

“Unlike his personal life, however, I sense that his professional life is somewhat less settled.”

“I don’t think he and Jake have made any decisions yet,” Kate said.

“I don’t wish to force him into anything, of course.”

“Of course.”

“But this is someone he really should meet,” Fatima said, with a sense of finality.

“Just ask him. I’m sure he’ll consider it.”

“And if he does not? Can you be persuaded to influence?”

Kate held up her hands, fork in one, knife in another. “His business is between him and Jake. I’ll support whatever he decides.”

Fatima sipped her coffee. “We’ll see.”

The gallop of puppy paws on tile, audible through the open French doors, preceded Nick and Shadow’s arrival to the patio. Nick took a seat beside Kate and Sharaf appeared a moment later bearing a latte.

“Shukran,” Nick said, inhaling the stimulating aroma wafting skyward from the mug before taking a tentative sip. Then he looked between Kate and Fatima. “I feel like I’m interrupting something.”

“Just a bit of gossip between girls, love. Please, eat up. You must be hungry.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “And women complain that men kiss and tell,” he said with a reproving look at Kate.

She smirked, and Fatima waved away the mock annoyance. “I merely asked what was next for you and your business.”

Nick frowned. “Good question.”

Their hostess waited expectantly, but Nick added nothing more. “Surely you’ve given it thought.”

“It’s on my mind constantly,” he said with a tight smile.

“Perhaps I could help.”

“I doubt it.”

Kate laid a hand on Nick’s forearm and squeezed, silently urging patience. She felt him uncoil.

“What I mean,” he continued, “is that Sandstorm is back to square one. Houston Dynamo was our only client. When that went south…” He tossed up his hands in defeat.

“I have the perfect solution. I have a contact here in Dubai who is unhappy with his security services and—”

“Fatima, I appreciate you thinking of us, but Jake and I have a lot to discuss before we start seeking potential clients. And to be honest, I didn’t start Sandstorm to babysit some Gulfie who has more money than he knows what to do with.”

“You are right that this gentleman has more money than he knows what to do with,” she said. “Then again, I have been most fortunate to find myself in a similar situation.” Her phone rang, and she smiled at Kate and Nick. “I must take this.”

“What was that all about?” Nick asked Kate once Fatima had disappeared into the house.

“She cares about you. She’s just trying to help.”

“I’m not interested in meeting some fourth-rate prince ninety-seventh in line to the throne.”

“So don’t meet him.” Kate took his plate and doled out an assortment of mezza. Sharaf would appear with Nick’s omelet momentarily.

“He and his wives probably throw their maids off the roof for sport,” he grumbled into his latte.

“If that were the situation, Fatima would know him only to have opportunity to case the joint and rescue the maids.”

He sighed. “True.”

“Maybe it’s worth a call to Jake, see what he thinks.”

Nick waited for Sharaf to set down his omelet and thanked him before responding to Kate. “Jake didn’t seem to want to talk business. He couldn’t get out of here fast enough.”

Kate squeezed his forearm again. “He hadn’t seen his family in months,” she said. “Lisa would have filed for divorce if he didn’t get home as soon as possible.”

“I know.” He poked at his omelet.

“Call him. And if you don’t eat that, I will.”

Nick took a bite. “I assume you already had one, but it’s hard to tell when you lick your plate clean.”

She swatted his shoulder. “Very funny.”

“Grocery bills on you.” He smiled at her. “I can’t wait to go home. With you.”

Kate returned the smile and stole a piece of grilled haloumi cheese off his plate.

“Was that the last of the haloumi?”

“Yup.”

“You are so lucky I love you.”


      [image: ]“Nicholas, love, might I borrow your long reach for a moment?” Fatima asked.

Nick abandoned his sketchpad and charcoal pencil atop the dining table and followed Fatima to her study. It was the home office of his dreams, tall and wide and airy, with floor-to-ceiling built-in bookshelves, complete with sliding ladder, against the far wall. Large windows allowed the sun to bathe the room in natural light. A mahogany desk occupied the head of the space, and the most stunning Persian carpet he had ever seen cushioned his feet.

The click of the door latching shut behind him drew his attention away from the glory of the bookshelves, filled with first editions and leather-bound manuscripts in a variety of languages, including Arabic, English, and French. He turned to face her and felt vulnerable under her penetrating gaze.

“I think you misunderstood me earlier. It is vital that you meet with my contact before you leave Dubai.”

“I think the misunderstanding is more related to your definition of the word ‘vital.’ In my experience, wealthy Emiratis tend to prefer the services of well-established, high-profile firms, not two-man start-ups. We don’t need to waste everyone’s time with a meeting that we all know will result in him looking elsewhere. Thanks for trying to make me feel better, though,” he said with more bite than he intended.

“Mmm,” she purred, gliding past him toward the wall of shelves, along which she paced slowly, admiring her collection. “Where is Kate?”

“She had to run to the consulate to take care of some paperwork and check email.”

“Still a dedicated employee, despite what they did to her.” She shook her head. “Admirable, but she should remember that they will do it again.”

Nick said nothing.

“Do you intend to marry her?”

The question rendered him momentarily mute. “Jesus, Fatima, we just said ‘I love you’ all of ten minutes into this relationship. I’m doing my best not to send her running for the hills.”

“I take that as an affirmative.”

Nick stifled a sigh.

“With a wife, you will need a good job, steady income, benefits. That is what you Americans call basic human rights like health insurance, yes? A benefit?”

He stifled another sigh.

“I now understand your reticence to restart your business. You plan to seek employment with one of your large competitors. I’m sure they won’t mind absorbing one Marine with some experience on the front lines in Iraq and Afghanistan. And my goodness, what you and Jake did in Yemen—”

“That will never be discussed with anyone besides those who were part of it.”

“I meant protecting Houston Dynamo’s refinery and oilfields, love. Two men and some well-meaning locals stood tall against angry tribes and angrier terrorists. It’s certainly something for the resumé.” She cocked her head. “Or do you plan to use that fancy MBA of yours? Maybe your father will welcome a rebellious son to the family business?”

Nick clenched his jaws so tightly that pain shot through his temples. His hands had involuntarily formed fists; he made a conscious effort to relax. She was baiting him. The question was why.

“I’m keeping my options open.” He smiled thinly. “You’ll be the first to know my decision, given how deeply you care.”

“There is no need to be snippy. I’m curious, though. When you started Sandstorm, what was your goal?”

“Get rich and retire early.”

“How very American. And now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Sandstorm remains a viable business. How do you intend to use it?”

“I’m still not following.”

She muttered something in Arabic. “And we are even having this conversation in English. Your second chance, Nicholas! A week ago, you had a terrorist’s blade to your throat, and now you stand before me a changed man, dare I say a happy man. Do you really want to spend your best years working for men who shoot first and rarely ask questions, or making your father’s rich clients even richer?”

He shrugged. “It’s worth considering.”

“May I tell you what I think?”

“Would I be able to stop you?”

“I think that when you left the Marines and started Sandstorm with the man you trust most in this world, you wanted to be nothing like those who dominated the industry.”

“Is that your compelling insight? That I didn’t want to run a security consulting firm that massacred civilians, à la Blackwater in Iraq?” He clapped facetiously.

“I think you wanted to help people. And you would do it by applying the hardest of lessons learned in…what do you call them? The sandboxes? Yes, that is what I think. That your noble intent was to devote your life and your business to helping people.”

“Then explain why my only client was an oil company taking advantage of Yemen’s desperation,” he said coldly.

“Didn’t this oil company provide funding for schools and hospitals in my country’s most underserved regions? Didn’t this company hire you, who gave hundreds of men a purpose and a means to support their families?”

“Pretty sure they hired us because we were cheap.”

“I think an American oil company was your means to a pure end.”

Nick smirked. “Words never before uttered throughout the whole of human history.”

“What if I told you that this meeting that I am so insistent you take will also be a means to a pure end?”

“It’s not that simple. I don’t even know if I still have a partner. And solo security consulting is probably not sustainable.”

“I believe you have a partner. In fact, I believe you have many partners, if you would simply open your eyes.”

Nick just wanted this conversation to end. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

“That is all I ask. Thank you for listening.”

He nodded stiffly and moved toward the door.

“I have a lead to Jamila.”

Nick froze mid-step, then turned back to her.

“With Hassan’s help, I have narrowed down the likely general location of the village in Shabwah, but finding and sustaining contact with anyone who may be willing to help has been difficult,” she continued.

“Does Kate know?”

Fatima shook her head. “I don’t want to give her false hope. Even if I am able to negotiate a price, the security situation is such that it would be near impossible to conduct an exchange. Much of my network has gone to ground, and several of my shelters in the major cities have closed due to the complete breakdown of law and order. I am, how do you say, flying blind?”

His Marine brain whirred to life. Who controlled Shabwah Governorate? Which major city was easiest to reach? Sanaa? Aden? Mukalla on the coast? What about using Al Bayda, where they had a powerful contact, as a launch point? Or at least a waypoint. Qassim could facilitate a rescue, though once they got her to Al Bayda, what then? The regime and its allied tribes were at war with opposing tribes and the extremists. But what if…?

“Some thoughts, love?”

He performed a hard shutdown of that pesky Marine brain, the one that was desperate for Sandstorm to survive. “No. You’re right. It sounds impossible.”

“Yes, well, I’ll keep at it. I’m persistent that way. Keep this between us, though. For now,” she added quickly, seeing his hesitation at withholding information from Kate.

“For now.” Then he remembered her request to borrow his long reach. “Did you need me to get something for you?”

“Yes, love, would you mind? Sixth shelf up, about a third of the way over, brown leather, faded gold lettering.”

Nick slid the ladder into place and climbed several steps until he was eye-level with the shelf and its tomes of philosophy. Early American philosophy. He trailed a finger along the spines, in awe of her collection.

“That one right there,” she said.

Nick climbed down and handed it to her. “You have excellent taste.”

“I do, don’t I? I discovered your New England transcendentalists in a lecture series at Oxford. I think even the English found something to admire in your infant country’s nascent rise to glory.”

“Everyone fawns over Thoreau, but Emerson is my favorite.”

“As I suspected.” She placed the leatherbound first edition of The Selected Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson into his hands. “It is yours.”

“No, I can’t accept this.” He tried to return it, but she merely smiled.

“You need it more than I do.” She squeezed his hands around the book and sat behind her desk, opening her laptop. “Close the door on your way out. And happy reading.”
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