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The little white Corolla shook. Kate Devlin raised herself a few inches off her seat and tried to peer over the long line of idling cars ahead of them. 

“That’s a boom,” Amy Kowalski said.

“Probably construction,” said Charlie Rodriguez from the back seat, even as a plume of dark smoke rose from inside the walls of the Old City. “Right?”

“Sure,” Amy said. “Construction.” She glanced at Kate and raised her eyebrows in a silent query.

“Glove compartment,” Kate said.

The streets filled with bystanders rushing to Bab al-Yemen, the main entrance to Sanaa’s Old City. Amy pulled a Glock pistol from the glove compartment and chambered a round.

“Hey, why do you get a gun?” Charlie said. “They’ve never given me a gun.”

“We need to get out of here,” Kate said. She checked the door locks, the fourth time in five minutes, as the size and intensity of the mob increased. “Sidewalk?”

“Go local,” Amy replied.

Kate laid on the horn, jerked the wheel to the right, and stomped on the gas. The Corolla shot forward and clipped the bumper of the car ahead of them, but cleared the crumbling curb with a thump and the scrape of undercarriage on concrete. Charlie cracked his head against the window and yelped.

The Toyota straddled the sidewalk, half on, half off, as Kate dodged pedestrians who appeared more startled by the sight of the careening Corolla than the carnage in their midst. She slowed as they passed the Old City gates and caught a glimpse of destruction, prone bodies, and the flaming skeleton of a minibus. Her stomach lurched and she took a deep breath, but that same breath caught in her throat when a wild-eyed Yemeni in a ratty red-and-white kaffiyeh pounded on her window with his fist, shouting unintelligibly. Kate gassed it and he jumped back to avoid losing a foot.

“Thanks for the concussion,” Charlie said, rubbing his head.

“Someone just blew up a market. You want to be caught in that mess when they go hunting for infidels?” Amy asked.

“He’s just mad because he has to write the situation report,” Kate said.

Charlie grumbled an affirmative.

Kate’s phone rang. “Answer it. I’m sure it’s Brad,” she told Amy.

“Hey, all hell just broke loose at Bab al-Yemen. Looks like a VBIED.” Then, “Yeah, we’re moving. Kate put every Yem taxi driver to shame with her sidewalk stunt.”

Kate slammed on the brakes to avoid plowing into a runaway donkey hauling a rickety cart. The animal brayed and cut left, taking a shortcut over the median to the southbound cross-street that Kate sought. The cart, overloaded with firewood, toppled and threw logs into the street. She blasted the horn. A mass of motorcycles parted before her and she sped to the intersection and hung a left.

They rode in silence as Kate wove through slower traffic, traveling south and then east in order to give the Old City a wide berth before swinging north toward the U.S. Embassy. She allowed her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel to relax.

“Motor pool will have your ass for this,” Amy said. “You can’t find a moderately dinged-up white Corolla from the mid-nineties just anywhere, you know.”

She smirked. “They can dock my barely livable government salary for the repairs.”


      [image: ]She walked like an American. Straight-backed, purposeful strides, athletic movements. But tonight was not a night for such a walk. She slowed her pace and forced her impatient feet, clad in worn leather sandals, to shuffle along the dusty sidewalk. She stooped her shoulders and loosened her hips. Soon the second glances were merely first glances, then no glances at all. Invisible, like her Yemeni sisters.

Kate traversed narrow alleyways of the Old City for an hour, staying far clear of Bab al-Yemen, and finally popped out on a footbridge over the Saila, where she started a stair-step route through southern Sanaa. Thirty minutes out from the meeting, she hailed a taxi on Hadda Street and directed the driver to drop her at an intersection of unmarked side streets south of Sanaa University, where anti-government protestors had camped out for the better part of a year. She walked four blocks to an unassuming house and slipped in the front door.

“The castle,” as they called the dwelling, was an ironic misnomer, as the house was unfurnished, had unstable electricity and a trickle of running water on a good day, and smelled like a family of goats had taken up residence. But it was nondescript and unmemorable, and it was in a part of town that Yemeni security forces tended to avoid.

She paused a moment inside the doorway and allowed her eyes to adjust to the dim interior, lit only by a single wall-mounted sconce. A figure lurked in the shadows of the main room. Kate’s right fist tightened around the closed switchblade in her grip, but the man stepped forward and touched a hand to his chest.

“As-salaam alaikum, Kate.”

“Wa alaikum as-salaam, Hassan.”

Kate bolted the door and flipped the veil off her face. Hassan broke into a grin and stepped forward to shake her hand in both of his.

“I laugh when I see you in that thing,” he said in English, gesturing to her abaya and hijab. “You are like a ninja, yes?”

“Exactly like a ninja,” she said with a smile. Invisible. Armed. Possibly dangerous.

Kate settled her gaze on his face with its full black beard and lingered on the dark circles under his eyes. He wore a long white thobe discolored by dust and dirt, sandals, and a red-and-white checkered kaffiyeh wrapped loosely around his neck. His hair, not trimmed in three years, brushed his shoulders.

“Let’s sit,” she said. “How long can you stay?”

They dropped cross-legged to the rectangular Persian rug in the center of the grimy tile floor, obscuring the once-striking hues of red and green and gold. Even badly faded, it was a touch of life in a dead house on a poverty-stricken street in the Arab world’s poorest country.

Hassan transitioned to Arabic. “I must be back at the mosque for Isha prayers. The brothers will want to celebrate today’s events.”

“Were they involved?”

“Most certainly. They do the bidding of the visitors. I am steadily gaining their trust.”

“Don’t push too hard,” Kate warned. “If they suspect…”

Hassan smiled. She knew he was humoring her. She had become rather predictable, highlighting the same concerns every time they saw each other.

Kate studied him, noting the glint of determination in his eyes. They had worked toward this point for almost three years, a journey that had taken a kind of endurance and creativity and patience she hadn’t known she possessed. Now Hassan stood at a crossroads, and the choices they made together would change his life forever. The wrong choice could end it.

“Just be careful. And stay in touch. Are you comfortable with the schedule?”

Hassan nodded. “I have not been questioned about my absences. They know I must help my family.”

Kate pulled a wad of Yemeni rials from her left pocket and reached across the carpet’s center design to place the money in his hand. “Take this.”

“But I have plenty from our last meeting.”

“Hassan, take it. I want you prepared for anything.” She squeezed his hand, now holding the fold of bills. “Be safe.”

“Tonight, I will pray for the souls lost today.”

Kate rose and refitted the veil over her face. “Ma’a salama, sadeeqi.”

Hassan stood and once again touched his hand to his chest, bowing slightly. “Ma’a salama.”

He left the house first. Kate waited ten minutes before cracking open the door. She peered both ways for bystanders or unusual traffic, and then picked her way along the pocked sidewalk.


      [image: ]In the wake of the previous day’s bombing, the multilateral conference on energy security devolved into finger-pointing and accusations, some valid, some unfounded, most rooted in generations of grudges and conspiracy theory. Tribal sheikhs berated government officials over land rights and autonomy, and the beleaguered government officials retaliated by blaming the sheikhs for the attack on the Old City that claimed the lives of thirteen Yemenis and four Westerners.

It was like watching an Olympics table-tennis match, with insults and epithets hurled across the hotel ballroom at whiplash-inducing speed. The break for lunch likely staved off an all-out tribal assault on the oil minister, who was hustled out of the room by his security detail.

Kate and Amy had divvied up their targets ahead of time. The oil minister had been on Kate’s list; she didn’t think he would return, lest he take a jambiya in the back. No matter—she had her sights set on Abdullah Ahmed al-Din, the counterterrorism adviser to Yemeni president Uthman al-Musawi. Din rarely ventured out in public, not since the onset of the Arab Spring, which had hit Yemen hard and continued to roil the country. The president’s closest adviser, he was the prime architect of the country’s rapidly evolving security policy. “Tribal pacification” was one of his most controversial initiatives, and Kate was surprised to see him outside the confines of the Office of the President, especially amongst the leadership of what could only be described as less-than-pacified tribes.

Amy rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck like a boxer. “You ready for this?”

Kate’s eyes followed Din’s path to the buffet table. “For God and country.”

“Loser buys dinner.”

“Deal.”

The women split. Kate headed toward the buffet, but was waylaid immediately. She smelled him before she saw him, and knew the question before it was asked. Nonetheless, she plastered a smile on her face and waited for the inevitable.

“Where is your husband?”

“I’m not married.”

He tsked as best he could around the fist-sized wad of khat stuffed into his left cheek. “I have been watching you. You are a good woman.”

Kate’s megawatt smile faded to a grimace. “Thank you.”

“I will marry you.”

“That’s a very kind offer,” she began, “but…”

“But her father requires a thousand pieces of gold, a hundred camels, and oil rights for a generation,” said a deep voice behind her.

Kate’s admiring sheikh drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t much taller than Kate, and took stock of the competition. Then, turning on his heel, he muttered something crude in Arabic and retreated to the cocoon of his tribal posse. Kate turned to face her rescuer.


      [image: ]She looked up at him, her hazel eyes meeting his. She had dark hair with a hint of reddish highlights and a smattering of light sun freckles across her nose and cheeks, a pleasing feature on her tanned face. 

“I hope I didn’t scuttle your dream marriage proposal.”

She smiled. “I had hoped for something more romantic.”

He returned the smile and offered his hand. Her hand disappeared in his, but her grip was strong. “Nick Cavanaugh.”

“Kate Devlin.”

“You with the embassy?”

Kate nodded.

“The ambassador has been a vocal promoter of reengagement efforts. How’s that going for you?”

Kate looked around the room. The volume of the acrimony had dropped to a dull roar. “Could be better. And you?”

“Oh, you know, I hear this place has a great brunch.”

She smirked knowingly. “Oil, right? Or maybe natural gas?”

“Both. My client has diversified. Started improvements on a natural gas pipeline a few months ago.”

“Your client?” Understanding dawned. “You’re security for Houston Dynamo?”

“Something like that. Mostly I just babysit the local guard force.”

“Those pipelines of yours are a major point of contention with the Marib and Shabwah tribes.”

He shrugged. “They’re the only things keeping this country even marginally solvent, and the reality is they’re about to run out of oil. Natural gas is vital to Yemen’s economic survival. The tribes need to join the twenty-first century.”

“Maybe so, but I get stuck dealing with all the complaints.”

“How so?”

“I hold the energy portfolio at the embassy. Every time Houston Dynamo pisses someone off, it lands on my desk.”

“Are you new?”

“No, been here for a while.”

“Funny that I haven’t seen you before.”

Her tone was noncommittal. “I’m sure we’ve crossed paths.”

“No, I would have remembered asking you out,” he said with a playful grin.

She half-smiled, but her eyes were wary. “You Rambo types don’t really do it for me. Killing with your bare hands and all.”

“For the record, I can do other amazing things with my bare hands, too.” 

He caught a glimpse of the man with whom he wished to speak and winked at Kate, whose cheeks had reddened. Then he skirted a gathering of ambassadors to join Abdullah Ahmed al-Din, the Oxford-educated confidant of the president. He was a man with wide-ranging contacts throughout Yemen’s lawless tribal provinces and an uncanny ability to survive the dangerous games within Musawi’s inner circle.

“Mr. Cavanaugh,” he said in a weary tone. “So nice to see you.”

“Always a pleasure, sir,” Nick replied, turning so he could keep tabs on Kate. She inched closer, trying to appear natural but obviously straining to hear their conversation. “May I have a few minutes of your time?”

“I suspect it will be hard to stop you from taking a few minutes of my time.”

“Given yesterday’s events and the ongoing threats to the pipelines and facilities, I know you understand my concerns. Houston Dynamo wants assurances that their investment will be protected. Otherwise, it will be hard to convince them to stay.”

“We will handle this problem.”

“How?”

“We have ways.”

“Forgive me, sir, but arbitrarily rounding up hundreds of young men and tossing them into prison is hardly an effective way to combat an increasingly radical population.”

Din set down his small plate of pita bread and hummus and glowered at Nick. “You don’t understand Yemen, young man. We police our own. I assure you that the scourge of terrorism will not be permitted to perpetuate.”

“If I don’t see a more concerted effort to protect the pipelines, I’ll be forced to recommend a pullout. That means billions of dollars in lost revenue for your government and one very angry American energy company with strong ties to the highest levels of the U.S. government.”

“I don’t appreciate threats.”

Nick held up his hands. “Not a threat, sir. Simply business.”

Din paused, assessing the seriousness of the statement. His shoulders sagged. “Perhaps we could schedule a private meeting to discuss your concerns.”

“I think that’s wise.”

“If you would be so kind as to call my office, I’ll see that you are put on my schedule immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Din picked up his food plate and took a bite. “Are you not hungry, Mr. Cavanaugh? The spread is excellent.” He gestured to the buffet table and its wide array of fruits, mezza, and traditional Yemeni dishes.

Nick shrugged and jerked his head toward a young server exchanging an empty bowl of baba ghanoush for a full one. “Do you know where that left hand has been?” He saw Kate turn away, her shoulders shaking with laughter. Abdullah Ahmed al-Din stared at him. Nick grinned and touched a fist to his chest, bowing to the older man. “Thank you for your time, sir. I look forward to our meeting.”


      [image: ]As lunch ended and the conference participants returned to their seats, Amy stopped abruptly and grabbed Kate by the elbow.

“Who is that?”

Kate followed her gaze, but already knew where it was headed. She was gaping at Nick Cavanaugh. Kate nudged her. “Close your mouth.”

“Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I’ve seen real-life eye candy?”

“I don’t know, maybe three years?”

“Exactly!”

“His name is Nick Cavanaugh. Runs security for Houston Dynamo.”

Amy looked at her expectantly. “And?”

“And what?”

“Single?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Hey, I’m on the hook for dinner, so just indulge me.”

“The reason you’re buying dinner is because even tribal sheikhs in the market for a fourth wife can see the crazy oozing from your pores.”

Amy raised an eyebrow and gave Kate an amused look. “Message received loud and clear. But come on…wedding ring?”

Kate stifled a sigh. “I didn’t see one.”

At that moment, Nick Cavanaugh caught her eye and waved. Even from across the room she couldn’t miss the mischievous grin and his set of cavernous dimples. Kate felt herself blush. Again. Amy guffawed and took her seat.

“You win again, Kate. You most definitely win again.”


      [image: ]Sunday morning in the Political Affairs office was subdued. Kate had come in early and finalized her report on her meeting with Hassan; she did her best work before her colleagues arrived and chaos ensued. She sent the cable to her two bosses and sat back to read a few new analytical pieces on Yemen’s deteriorating security situation.

Amy, Charlie, and R.J. Reed wandered into the bullpen an hour later. “Morning, Kate,” drawled Reed, the big Texan. “Heard you ladies saw World War III break out at the energy conference.”

Kate swiveled in her chair to talk to them. They occupied a five-person bullpen; the fifth member was not a morning person and generally arrived minutes before the daily staff meeting at nine o’clock.

“Both sides are as intractable as ever. Yemen will go the way of Egypt and Syria unless the regime addresses at least some of the tribes’ demands.”

“Not likely,” Amy said. “But fuck those clowns. The best part of the conference was Kate getting hit on by—”

“Amy!”

Kate was saved by the slamming of a door and a telltale cold draft. Reed nearly toppled his chair in an effort to swing back to his desk and look busy. Charlie printed cables at random. Amy typed gibberish into an email and hummed the “Imperial March” from Star Wars under her breath. Seconds later, Stan Van Pelt and Diana Fraser walked past the bullpen, speaking in low, serious tones that suggested they addressed a matter of great importance to national security. Jeremy Haverford, their fifth, trailed the chief and deputy chief of the Political Affairs section, carrying three coffees in a takeout tray. He didn’t look at them.

“I can’t figure it out,” Amy whispered. “Whose dick is he sucking? His or hers?”

Reed snickered. A minute later Haverford appeared at the bullpen entrance, leaning jauntily against a cube wall, a tailored suit hugging his thin frame and one of the coffees in hand. 

“You’re here early,” Amy said. “Did Sugar Daddy give you the boot this morning?”

A sneer contorted his face. “Diana wants everyone in the conference room. Now.”

“Well then, mustn’t keep Satan’s Spawn waiting.” She smiled sweetly.

Kate, Amy, Charlie, and Reed gathered their notepads and followed him to the conference room. Van Pelt sat at the head of the table, Fraser to his right. Haverford made a beeline to the open seat at Van Pelt’s left. The other four took an inordinate amount of time to settle themselves, as no good ever came of these meetings.

Van Pelt flipped to a clean sheet of paper on his legal pad, uncapped his expensive fountain pen, and adjusted his red tie. He looked at Haverford and said, “Where do we stand on the bombing?”

Jeremy leaned forward, elbows on the table, and used the same low, serious tone as Van Pelt. “I triggered meetings with my entire stable of sources after the blast. It took the entire weekend to see everyone, but the bottom line is that I can report with one hundred percent certainty that Jaysh al-Khawarij was responsible for the attack.”

Van Pelt nodded solemnly. Fraser rolled her eyes. Kate stared at Haverford with equal parts contempt, derision, and exasperation. This was not intelligence; it wasn’t even news at this point. Everyone knew JAK had launched the attack. JAK’s balaclava-clad emir had appeared on an Internet video the day after the blast claiming responsibility. Haverford had put upwards of six agents, most of whom had no insight into Yemen-based extremists, at risk.

“Outstanding work,” Van Pelt said. “This is exactly the sort of proactive response we need to weather this crisis. Who’s our most promising reporter?”

“GATSBY,” Haverford said. “Plugged into multiple networks, including Musawi’s inner circle and, as you know, he’s the third cousin of JAK deputy emir Mustafa al-Amin.”

Kate continued to stare with equal parts contempt, derision, and exasperation. Half the population of Yemen was Amin’s third cousin. Such ties were unavoidable when everyone married family.

Van Pelt nodded enthusiastically. “Keep working him. This has attention from the highest levels at the home office and the broader community. You’re running point with this crisis, Jeremy. You’ve earned it.”

“Thanks, boss,” Haverford said, avoiding eye contact with his peers.

“Diana?”

“Washington is furious we didn’t see this coming. We got a screamer from the chief of the Yemen Task Force asking what the hell it is we do out here.” Fraser’s chilly gaze swept over everyone. “I do not care that we are understaffed. I do not care that we have a restricted movement policy. We need to get a handle on what’s happening in this country. We have too many sources whose access is…how do I phrase this? Questionable at best.” Her eyes lingered on each of them. “Where are the top-notch political reporters? The strategic penetrations of terrorist groups? Do your jobs.”

Van Pelt scribbled some notes on his pad, leaned back in his chair, stared at the ceiling, wrote a few more notes. “Excellent guidance. I concur completely. Anything else?” he asked.

Kate swallowed hard. “I met ATLAS on Wednesday night. He said that the JAK operatives who have moved into Musaik from the provinces were behind the attack. We’ll meet again this week. My report is awaiting your review.”

Van Pelt held up a hand to silence Fraser before she could speak. “Kate, the chief of the Yemen Task Force mentioned ATLAS. He’s none too happy that ATLAS is still on the books. Some of his recent reporting contradicts more established streams of intel, including GATSBY’s. He’s concerned about fabrication and recommended immediate termination. I’m inclined to agree, now that Jeremy has an inroad to JAK. I want a summary of the case on my desk by close of business Wednesday.”

Kate nodded stiffly. From her peripheral vision she saw Amy’s doodling become more agitated. She accidentally met Fraser’s eyes; the deputy watched her intently.

Van Pelt gathered his things and turned to Haverford. “Great job, brother.”

“Thanks, boss.”

Once Van Pelt and Fraser departed, Haverford rose from his chair and surveyed the room. He straightened his skinny black tie and smoothed imaginary wrinkles from his lavender dress shirt.

“Sorry about ATLAS, Kate. But counterterrorism cases aren’t for everyone. It takes a special officer to make them flourish.”

Kate stared at him. “How the hell would you know what a good CT case looks like?”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’ve made my name on CT.”

Amy stood and squared her shoulders. “Don’t push it, Jeremy. I’ll drop you with one kick to the vagina.”

He buttoned his jacket. “News flash: ATLAS isn’t the only case of concern. Van Pelt is going to order a scrub of all your cases. Every single one of them. And I get to be part of the review process.” He offered his brightest shit-eating grin as he sauntered out of the conference room, leaving them in stunned silence.
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Kate arranged another meeting with Hassan, a Tuesday night rendezvous in a quiet part of Sanaa. He had sounded fatigued during their brief phone conversation, and Kate insisted that he leave the mosque at the earliest opportunity. He agreed to slip away following sunset prayers, planning to meet her at nine o’clock that night. Kate intended to spend most of the day out of the office, pleading desperation in the face of an upcoming Arabic test. While this was technically true, Van Pelt and Haverford had been insufferable all week and she had lost patience with their good-ol’-boy routine. 

Kate was the only fluent Arabic-speaking officer in the Political Affairs section, which gave her ample justification for taking lessons in the Yemeni dialect to augment her stronger understanding of the purer form of Modern Standard Arabic.

She had a morning session with her teacher at the woman’s house, located across town. She gathered her books and notes into a backpack, then made her way outside to the white Corolla. The little Toyota had received a wash and a full check-up from the motor pool staff after the bombing. The lead mechanic, an older Yemeni gentleman who had worked for the embassy since the beginning of recorded time, gave her a stern lecture about her driving habits. Apparently bottoming out the undercarriage on sidewalks was ill-advised. And against the law, which made Kate laugh, much to the mechanic’s chagrin. Never in the history of modern Yemen had traffic laws been followed, much less enforced.

Kate exited the embassy grounds, waved to the Gurkha guards, and joined Sanaa’s traffic crush. She saw the late-model black Range Rover ease out from an alley as she passed on her way to the Saila, a recessed road that ran through the Old City and helped control and direct flooding during the occasional downpour. The Range Rover allowed traffic to swallow the Corolla before nosing into the haphazard flow moving southbound.

She drove at a steady pace, keeping one eye on the rearview mirror. Yemenis flew past, horns blaring, but the Range Rover lurked amidst the chaos. She exited the Saila at Zubayri Street and headed west, turning south on Muhammad al-Shawkani Street. The SUV followed.

Her grip tightened on the steering wheel. From Shawkani Street, she made a right onto Doha Street and took it to the end, where it intersected with Hadda Street, one of the busiest roads in the city. She barely slowed as she approached the intersection, provoking a cacophony of angry horns and forcing oncoming traffic to slam on the brakes as she squirted between cars and turned left onto Hadda.

The Range Rover took the left turn just as quickly, but came within inches of T-boning a taxi and got hung up trying to merge with the southbound lanes as Yemenis refused to yield to the bigger vehicle. Kate stayed on Hadda only a short time before exiting and disappearing into a maze of quieter side streets. She found an alley and wedged the Corolla between a Toyota Hilux pickup truck and a taxi.

She took a deep breath, gathered her backpack, and walked quickly to her teacher’s house.


      [image: ]Three hours and a crushing headache later, Kate left her teacher’s house with several new books and a heap of homework to complete by the next class.

Late afternoon traffic on Hadda Street, near which much of Yemen’s diplomatic community resided, crept forward. Kate turned off as soon as possible, checking her mirrors every few seconds for the Range Rover. A revelation had hit her during a spirited debate with her teacher on the merits, or lack thereof, of tribal culture, and she mentally kicked herself for not realizing it sooner.

Back on the Saila, headed home for the day, Kate was almost willing to laugh about the incident when the Land Rover appeared several cars back. She groaned and swore, but made no move to lose the tail. She exited the Saila into the Old City and slowed to allow the other driver to catch up.

Without warning, Kate stopped in the middle of the street. She threw open the door and strode toward the Range Rover, which rolled to a stop. Every window, including the windshield, was tinted. She rapped on the driver’s side window. It slid down.

“Kate Devlin! Sanaa’s most recognizable pixie!” Nick Cavanaugh said in false surprise. “Who taught you to drive like that?”

Kate leaned against the door and rested her arm along the window ledge. He tried to hold back a grin, but two dimples cratered his cheeks and gave away his amusement. He pulled off his sunglasses and set them atop his head over short dark hair. His eyes were a deep cobalt, the color of a calm northern ocean.

“Stalking is generally frowned upon,” she said.

“Perhaps you hadn’t noticed, but we are not in Kansas anymore, Toto.”

“If you wanted my number, you should have asked. I might even have given it to you.”

“Liar.”

She smiled. “Why are you following me?”

“This is merely coincidence that we’ve run into each other.”

“Could you have picked a less subtle vehicle for this childish exercise?”

“I disagree with your assessment of the alleged exercise.”

“Where’s your wingman?”

“Who?”

“You know perfectly well who.”

Kate watched his eyes drift to the rearview mirror and hang there. Four Yemeni men sauntered toward them, all dressed in wraparound sarongs, button-down shirts, and headscarves. They wore jambiyas, the broad, curved ceremonial dagger favored by all Yemeni tribes, secured by wide belts at the center of their midsections, and each man had hung a small plastic bag filled with khat off the hilt of the knife for easy access. As they passed the Land Rover, they slowed and stared at Kate, wads of khat leaves bulging one cheek. She stared back until they lost interest.

Nick touched her forearm where it rested on the car. “You’re fresh meat, Pixie. I hope you’re careful on the streets.”

“I’m careful.” She patted her right pocket where the switchblade was clipped.

“Nothing sexier than an armed and dangerous woman.”

Kate sighed. “And on that note, we’re done. Stop following me. You’re less creepy than those guys, but only slightly.”

He held a business card toward her. She plucked it from his fingers and looked it over, finding both U.S. and local mobile phone numbers, email address, and his Sanaa office address.

“Feel like reciprocating?” he asked.

“Nope.”

“Pixie, you’re killing me.”

“And don’t call me Pixie.” Kate waved and threw a flirty smile in his direction, then peeled away in the Corolla.


      [image: ]Nick arrived at his compound in a quiet neighborhood off Hadda Street just past six in the evening and flashed his lights as a signal for the two guards to open the heavy steel gate embedded in the ten-foot-tall concrete wall that ringed the property. Shards of glass covered the top of the wall, hardened into the wet cement during construction, an unpleasant surprise for any would-be assailants who attempted to scale the edifice. They had recently added rolls of concertina wire as further deterrence.

Inside the compound, Nick parked beside Jake’s silver Range Rover. He entered the house and found Jake and Sharaf in the kitchen, making dinner and arguing over European soccer in a mixture of Arabic and English. Though Sharaf, their Yemeni cook, hailed from Al Jawf Governorate in the northern hinterlands near the border with Saudi Arabia, he was a loyal Manchester United fan who saw no merit in Jake’s argument that Spain’s La Liga had surpassed the English Premier League in skill and style.

Sharaf halted his diatribe long enough to greet Nick and plunk a pot of saltah on the table beside a heaping plate of flatbread. Jake finished making the salad, the ingredients of which had been washed with bleach to kill the stubborn bacteria that would ravage delicate Western constitutions.

The three men sat and helped themselves to heaping bowls of the saltah, a brown stew of meat, tomatoes, chilies, garlic, herbs, and fenugreek froth. Just as Nick scooped a mouthful of the stew with a piece of flatbread, the lights cut out, plunging them into semi-darkness. Sharaf cursed in Arabic and lit candles placed strategically throughout the kitchen. The house had a generator, but Nick and Jake preferred to save it for emergencies, as diesel shortages plagued the city. They dealt with Yemen’s rolling blackouts like everyone else, mostly with incessant complaining.

“Successful afternoon?” Jake asked Nick.

“Very.”

“I take it you got her number?”

“In what might be a first for me, she declined to share.”

“She make me?”

“I think so.”

Jake raised his eyebrows, the glow of the candles painting his face orange. “Even on the parallels? With all that traffic and commotion? Not bad.”

Nick cocked his head, chewing thoughtfully. “If I asked nicely, would you do some research for me?”

Jake paused with a scoop of saltah halfway between bowl and mouth. “You can’t be serious.”

Nick shrugged. “Why not? Will you dig around?”

“Sure. But I doubt I’ll find anything. She’s not going to post that shit on Facebook.”

“These days, everyone’s darkest secrets are online.”


      [image: ]By seven, the sun had disappeared behind the mountains and Kate was just another faceless, shapeless shadow in an abaya and niqab moving through the streets of Sanaa. The men paid her no attention, looking past her or through her or around her, high on their khat as they wandered or loitered or hawked their wares in the souks. Diesel-powered generators hummed outside storefronts, lighting a path along crowded sidewalks in blacked-out sections of the city.

Kate often reflected on the power of the abaya and its accoutrements, the hijab and niqab, a feeling of both suffocation and liberation. Under the black tent, Kate was just another woman, a second-class citizen denied the rights and freedoms accorded to men. Without it, Kate was a Western woman, a third species exempt from repressive laws and customs, but subject to stares and scorn and occasional lewd comments. When she was Kate Devlin, the U.S. Embassy’s Department of Energy representative detailed to the Political Affairs section, her mere presence on the sidewalk in broad daylight without proper Islamic covering had caused at least five traffic accidents over the last three years. When she needed to be someone else, when she held a life in her hands, the abaya allowed her to hide in plain sight.

Her meandering route took her out of the Old City, then back in as the time neared nine. She counted alleyways in the dark, turning down the fifth and disappearing into night. Her heartbeat quickened. She glanced behind her before unlocking the heavy wooden door and slipping into the house.

Hassan had arrived early, but rather than offering an eager greeting the second she walked through the door, he had curled up on the floor and fallen asleep. Kate stood motionless, waiting for the adrenaline rush to subside and equilibrium to return. She watched the rise and fall of his chest, and felt the pang of something that strongly resembled guilt.

Kate dropped to one knee and touched his shoulder, shaking him gently. He awoke with a start and looked at her in confusion. Kate flipped back the niqab and he smiled drowsily.

“Salaam,” he said and pushed himself into a sitting position, rubbing his eyes. “I am sorry, Kate. I did not realize…”

“No apology necessary. You’ve worked hard these last few months. Perhaps too hard.”

“You worry like my mother,” he said in Arabic.

“One of us has to worry about you. You must remember to take care of yourself. Without you, we have nothing.”

“You are right. Now may I tell you my news?”

“Please.”

He grinned broadly. “The brothers have invited me to Hadramawt. To a camp run by Jaysh al-Khawarij.”

Kate’s heart kicked into a gallop. “When?”

“Thursday. Two weeks of weapons and religious training.” He leaned forward, narrowing the gap between them. “Imam Tahir mentioned we would have a special instructor during our studies. A man with a storied past fighting the Americans in Afghanistan and Iraq. A man with one eye.”

“Abu Laith al-Jaza’iri? Are you sure?”

“Imam Tahir let it slip after our study group with the visitors. He told only myself and Khalid and Yasin. We promised to keep his confidence.”

Kate hopped to her feet and put both hands atop her head, nearly pulling off the headscarf. “This is huge, Hassan.”

Hassan watched her with wide eyes, and Kate remembered that before her sat a twenty-four-year-old man with an eighth-grade education, who had never traveled beyond the outskirts of Sanaa, who depended on her for guidance and strength and a little humor when the weight of this endeavor grew too much to bear. She dropped to the floor, the abaya billowing around her, and tamped down her enthusiasm.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Relieved. I worked hard for their trust.”

“When you go to Hadramawt, you probably won’t be allowed to take your phone with you. While you’re there, I need you to be more observant than you’ve ever been before. When you get back, I want you to be able to tell me who was there with you, what kind of training you received, what your schedule was like. I want you to be able to describe the layout of the camp and where the guards are located. I want a description of any unique landmarks or nearby villages in the area. I want to know the route you took to get there. I want as much information as you can provide. Especially on JAK leadership and Abu Laith. No detail will be too small or insignificant.”

He took a deep breath, looking overwhelmed. “I will try.”

“But don’t ask questions. Just observe. Do what everyone else does, blend in, keep your head down. Understand?”

“Yes.”

Kate grinned, prompting a self-conscious smile from him. “You’ll do great, Hassan. Now, how will you explain your absence to your family?”

His eyes hardened and he looked away from her. “My father spends his days chewing khat and smoking hashish with his friends at the tea stand. At night he comes by the store to take what little money we have made, and then he goes to the back alleys and buys more hashish for the next day. He will not miss me, but I worry about my mother and Jamila. I will tell them I got temporary work as a day laborer on the khat farms south of the city. My brothers can handle the store while I am gone.”

“Good. I know this is hard, spending so much time at the mosque and being away from your family.”

“It is difficult, but now we eat every day. I even bought Jamila a new pair of shoes last week. Pretty sandals that sparkle.”

“You’re a good brother.”

They continued to discuss his impending training and the ramifications of new security measures in the wake of protests and the attack on the Old City. He explained that the facilitators had planned for extra checkpoints and increased scrutiny between Sanaa and the vast wasteland that was the Hadramawt. Departures from the capital would be staggered, and recruits would ride with a family that had been paid to transport them. The facilitators assumed the presence of women and children would deflect most of the interest from the Ministry of Interior troops manning the checkpoints, and each of the families had relatives in the governorate and therefore plausible reason for travel.

“One more thing,” Hassan said. “While I will go to Hadramawt, other brothers, more senior brothers, will go to Marib.”

“Why Marib?”

“Imam Tahir says that an American company controls the oil refinery and pipelines, and they are stealing wealth and oil and natural gas from the Yemeni people. The brothers intend to find vulnerabilities in the company’s security and attack the new line for the natural gas. I know it is not much, but you always say to tell you everything.”

“I’ll make sure the right people know of the threat. If you hear anything between now and Thursday, let me know as soon as you can.”

They both stood and moved toward the door. Kate flipped the niqab over her face, leaving only eyes exposed. Hassan paused with his hand on the doorknob.

“Kate? Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“The brothers have accepted me, and that is good. It was part of our plan and key to our mission, which I believe to be a just cause. But what does it say about me?”

The question blindsided her. It said many things. It said wily predators and demagogues thought Hassan could be molded into a fighter, his mind warped to believe that violent jihad was the true path toward salvation. It demonstrated the wide and terrible reach of a dangerous new threat in the Arabian Peninsula and the inability of laws and counterterrorism pressure to contain it. It spoke to the power of sacrifice and dedication and perseverance in the face of overwhelming odds.

But Kate said none of these things. “I think it says you worked hard to put yourself in a position to succeed. Now we need to be even smarter and more creative in order to keep moving forward.”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“What do you think?” she asked.

He smiled, looking wise beyond his years, and spoke in Arabic. “I think your eyes never lie.”

And then he disappeared into the night.


      [image: ]Jake walked into the mafraj on the house’s upper level and found Nick sprawled on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, absently flipping a football from one hand to the other. Without warning, Nick flung the football toward Jake, almost causing the death of the laptop computer in Jake’s left hand. Jake pivoted away just in time and the football glanced harmlessly off his right shoulder and impacted the wall behind him.

“You’re slowing down, old man,” Nick said.

“I’m three months younger than you. Break any more office equipment and I’m docking your pay.”

“I thought we had an equal stake in this trainwreck.”

Jake sat in a low-slung chair and set the laptop on his thighs. “Don’t remind me.”

“Got a call from Pierre,” Nick said. “He’s pissed.”

“He’s French. Sounds about right.”

“Seems the locals are getting a bit jumpy. A bunch of them walked off the job this evening. Walid and his guys have gone into the villages looking to bring them back, but not many are willing to take the risk.”

Jake looked up from the computer. “Do we have anything credible?”

“Just the usual threats. But something isn’t right. When they pass up serious cash and melt into the mountains, I start to worry.”

“Well, I’m about to throw another monkey wrench into the equation.”

Nick was instantly alert, yanking his feet off the coffee table and sitting up straight. “You Googled shit?”

Jake sighed. “Sure. I Googled shit.”

“Was I right?”

Jake leaned back and began to read. “Katherine Elizabeth Devlin, born April 13, 1984, in Providence, Rhode Island. Graduated from Middlebury College with degrees in Arabic and French and a minor in International Relations in May 2005. Speaks fluent Arabic and French. Spent a couple years as a freelance journalist working from Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, and North Africa following graduation. Joined the Department of Energy in 2008, did a year-long tour in Afghanistan in 2009, followed by a year in Iraq, then arrived in Sanaa in January 2012. She holds the energy portfolio in the Political Affairs section and has spearheaded several green-energy initiatives, though that effort has been on hold since the most recent uprisings.”

“And?”

“And that’s it. If she’s something more, she’s hiding it well. One Facebook account, publicly visible content promoting green energy and tied to her work at the embassy. A simple Google search returns scores of published articles and photos from her freelance days. Major outlets, too, even some in French and Arabic. She’s a good writer. Definitely had some solid sources.”

“I thought for sure…”

Jake shrugged. “Let it go. And maybe cut the woman some slack. She’s been stuck in this hell for three years. Last thing she needs is your shit.”

“It’s your fault she’s dealing with my shit. If you hadn’t eaten street food and puked up your guts, it’d have been you at that energy conference.”

Jake studied him, then grinned. “You’re welcome.”

Nick smirked.

Jake swept a hand over the floor until he located the football, and then whipped it at Nick, who caught it an inch from his head. The hollow smack of leather on palms hung in the air.

Nick grinned. “I still got it.”
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Kate opened the office at six o’clock Wednesday morning. She had been unable to sleep after last night’s meeting with Hassan, stressed over its predictable aftermath. Van Pelt had ordered the case review be completed by Wednesday evening, but Kate hadn’t yet begun. She believed Hassan was reporting his information honestly; she also believed his information was true. Now she had to convince Van Pelt, and perhaps more importantly Fraser, that Hassan brought value to the fight. 

First, she had a threat report to write. Kate knew Houston Dynamo was the target; no doubt Nick Cavanaugh thought he had everything under control.

Two hours later, Amy collapsed into her chair with a dramatic groan.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Kate said.

“I have three meetings today. Three. I deserve combat pay.”

“You do get combat pay. More or less.”

Amy waved away this inconvenient fact. “Then I deserve double combat pay. Did you know that one hour with a Yemeni is equal to seven years with anyone else?”

“The things we do for our pathetic government salary.”

“I’m outta here in fifteen minutes. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Don’t get caught,” Kate said.

As Amy reviewed her notes and a city map, Kate attached the report to an email and sent it to Van Pelt and Fraser. The deputy chief was in meetings all morning, but Van Pelt responded within minutes.

If she were completely honest with herself, she had expected nothing short of a ticker-tape parade for her advancement of the ATLAS case and the reporting on the threat to the pipeline. But no confetti fell from the ceiling, and Stan Van Pelt was characteristically subdued and noncommittal regarding the proper course of action.

“Release the report,” Kate said, standing in front of his desk and watching as his left foot, resting on his right knee, jiggled uncontrollably.

“I don’t know,” he mused, propelling his foot into overdrive. “Have we seen anything to corroborate this?”

“It’s a valid threat. Since when do we wait for corroboration before we disseminate?”

“You know how the Yemen Task Force feels about this case.”

“The YTF is just pissed that they underestimated Jaysh al-Khawarij. No one wanted to acknowledge that al-Qaeda has competition. Now they’re behind the curve and playing catch-up.”

Van Pelt sucked in a breath, considering this assertion. She knew he would dismiss it, and even if he agreed with it, he would never risk angering the powerful and pernicious chief of the Yemen Task Force.

“ATLAS’s reporting seems inflammatory,” he said, looking over a hard copy of Kate’s report. “I’d hate to get major multinational companies spun up over nothing. I’ll talk to Diana once she gets back and has a chance to review your case file. If we do disseminate, it will be with heavy caveats regarding the source’s veracity.”

“Unbelievable,” Kate muttered under her breath.

Van Pelt had busied himself with his email and didn’t hear her. “Don’t forget we need the case review by the end of the day.”


      [image: ]Kate threw herself into her work for the next eight hours, stopping only for lunch. She had no meetings, but faced several cables to write on top of the case review. Haverford was in and out throughout the course of the day, and each time he returned to the bullpen he made it a point to ask Kate the status of the ATLAS review. She offered terse one-word answers and refused to remove her ear buds, then had to turn up the volume of her music to drown out the cloying buddy-talk between him and Van Pelt.

Right around four o’clock, she emailed Van Pelt and Fraser a copy of the review—she refused to include Haverford on the note—and set to work documenting last night’s meeting, ensuring she described Hassan’s connections to the Old City bombers, his upcoming travels to Hadramawt, and the possibility of training with Abu Laith al-Jaza’iri in great detail, and offering a positive assessment of his abilities to carry out his mission.

Kate knew the cable was far too unequivocal for Van Pelt’s tastes; he much preferred some wiggle room in his staff’s assessments of their sources, wanted to see some caveats and qualifications. At least that’s what he tweaked in Kate’s cables, much to her extreme displeasure. Haverford’s gibberish was disseminated untouched, full of effusive praise for his agents, most of whom Haverford had recruited after Van Pelt went to bat for him against skeptical desks back home.

Van Pelt summoned her to his office an hour later, one of his feet still jiggling. Fraser was out with the ambassador, and Kate knew no decision would be made tonight on ATLAS’s future, not without the deputy’s input.

“About this threat,” he said. “We’re going to hold off. Jeremy tasked GATSBY to work his contacts for more information. I think we’ll wait for his report.”

Kate rubbed her forehead, right between her eyebrows. “At least let me give people an informal heads-up. I met Houston Dynamo security at the conference the other day. He should know what’s going on.”

“Again, let’s hold off for now. I don’t want to alarm Houston Dynamo. They have powerful friends in Washington.”

“Are you sure? Seems to me those powerful friends would be more upset by an attack on their shiny new pipeline than by a phone call. O’Malley can do it.”

Van Pelt succumbed to a rare bout of eye contact and dug deep for a firm tone. “I said we will not get the entire multinational energy sector spun up over nothing. You will not call Houston Dynamo. You will not have O’Malley call them.”

“As you wish.”


      [image: ]Abdullah Ahmed al-Din was a busy man. His secretary canceled on Nick twice before Nick asked the secretary to remind the CT adviser that on some level, they both answered to Houston Dynamo. The secretary noted that Din had an opening in his schedule late that afternoon.

Din looked haggard by the end of the day. He had even gone so far as to loosen his silk tie and undo the top button of his shirt. He gestured to one of the chairs before his desk.

“I apologize for the cancellations, Mr. Cavanaugh. But when the president calls, my schedule tends to implode.”

If such a comment had come from the average senior presidential adviser, Nick might be tempted to roll his eyes or offer politely deadpan sarcasm, but in this particular case, he knew it to be true. Musawi was seemingly incapable of acting without Din’s counsel. Din had spent the majority of his working days at the presidential palace since the onset of protests and tribal upheaval. Nick knew this because he and Jake had both periodically surveilled the man since they arrived in Yemen two years ago.

“It’s not a problem, sir. I know your priorities are Yemen’s safety and stability.”

“And your priorities, Mr. Cavanaugh?”

“I think we share the same priorities. Without stability, Houston Dynamo will probably abandon the project. In that case, we all lose. I know you’re well aware of Yemen’s challenges, and the fact that the LNG pipeline will alleviate some pressure on the economy as the oil reserves are depleted. And the fact that you can’t do it without Dynamo’s expertise.”

“We could engage the Chinese.”

Nick smiled. “You could.”

Din returned the smile, then stood and walked to a side credenza. He opened the cabinet and pulled forth a crystal decanter of bourbon. He poured two tumblers and handed one to Nick. “The economic losses would be catastrophic if your client pulls out.”

Nick watched Din as the older man sipped the bourbon. The Yemeni was, without question, the most competent man in government. Nick even suspected that he actually cared about his country. There was no other reason for an educated, capable technocrat like him to stay in a place like Yemen. If he had designs on the presidency, he hid them well.

“My recommendation is for Dynamo to stay put for now. For now,” Nick emphasized, seeing the relief cross Din’s furrowed brow. “But please understand my position. I have to protect the lives of those who work the pipeline—lives both Western and Yemeni—and a massive financial investment. Dynamo may care about one of those things a lot more than the other, but I owe you my honest assessment.”

“I did my research on you and your company, Mr. Cavanaugh. You and your partner are new to this game.”

“True, Sandstorm is an up-and-comer.”

“You are also very small.”

“I prefer to think of us as nimble.” Nick took a sip of the bourbon, more for the sake of politeness than any desire to indulge in drink.

“If you were to recommend Houston Dynamo abandon projects here in Yemen, what is to stop the company from replacing you with your Blackwater-type brethren?”

Nick shrugged. “Nothing at all. But the reason Dynamo chose us was because we aren’t like Blackwater. They saw how it went in Iraq. My partner and I depend on local support for the project. Blackwater or another large security company will show up with an army, and the last thing they’ll care about is local sentiment. Perhaps not ideal for tribal pacification efforts?”

Din finished his bourbon and poured some more. “Despite my misgivings about the Oil Ministry’s dealings with Dynamo, I respect that you and Mr. Gillespie have made every effort to negotiate with the tribes in good faith. I would be the first to admit that those people are a difficult audience.”

“It’s not easy to change customs that are thousands of years old.”

Din looked curiously at Nick. “You are the last person I would expect to have that sentiment.”

“I’m merely stating a fact. The world left Yemen’s tribes behind. I’d like to see them join the twenty-first century, but at this rate I’d settle for the seventeenth.”

Din snorted into his bourbon.

“I don’t mean to overstep, but have you considered asking for assistance?”

“From whom? Your government?” He snorted again, this time derisively. “Because that has gone so well for so many other countries in this region.”

“The embassy has a lot of resources at its disposal.” Nick paused. “And some good people.”

“The American diplomats I know are woefully uninformed about this country’s issues and their ‘solutions’ are laughable at best.”

“That’s because you know only senior officers, the politicians. Look, no one is going to fix Yemen except the Yemenis. We all know that. But don’t be too proud to explore out-of-the-box options.”

“Americans and their so-called out-of-the-box thinking. I have seen everything, young man.”

“Perhaps. But if it all goes to hell, reach out to the Political Affairs office. Ask for the Department of Energy representative.”

“If it all goes to hell, energy will be the least of my concerns.”

“Yes,” Nick agreed. “But you’ll want a good person at your side. I think she could be that person.”

Din narrowed his eyes and sipped silently.

Nick set his glass on the credenza and offered his hand to Din. “Thank you for your time, sir.”
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“We really need to fix that lock,” Amy said as she entered the kitchen and dumped her bag on a chair.

The lock on their iron gate was sticky and made entering the compound quickly a challenge. Kate didn’t feel threatened by her surroundings, but some of the neighborhood kids, a pack of nine dirty, disheveled siblings who rarely attended school and liked to whale on each other with kitchen implements in the middle of the street, could be a bit much after a long day of abuse at the hands of the American government.

“I’ll email maintenance,” Kate said. She wiped the sweat from her brow as she stirred the pot on the stove.

“Smells fantastic.”

“Fish curry.”

“If neither of us is hitched by the time we hit forty, I’m totally marrying you.”

Kate laughed and found herself wondering if Nick Cavanaugh had any domestic attributes. She supposed not. His ridiculous flirting suggested a businesslike approach to male-female relationships—acquire target, consummate, discard. Look, she reminded herself; do not touch.

“You heard anything on ATLAS?”

Kate sighed. “Nothing yet. But every time Jeremy looks at me, he shakes his head in pity.”

“I hate that dumbass. I mean I really hate him. Not only does he dress like a European toolbox, but he sucks at his job. Yet he seems to prosper everywhere he goes, always snagging the highest-profile cases and inexplicably getting promoted along the way.”

“I believe they call that the ‘dance of the lemons.’ Promote ’em out.”

Kate served two portions of fish curry over rice with a side of fresh mango and pineapple. Amy filled two glasses with water from the distiller and they sat across from each other at the table.

Amy took a bite and closed her eyes. “Seriously, you’ll make a hell of a wife someday.”

“Van Pelt refused to release the threat report.”

Amy’s eyes snapped open. “Since when do we hold back on threats?”

“Since they come from ATLAS, I guess. He’s waiting for Jeremy to meet with GATSBY. I have a feeling GATSBY will feel compelled to report a strikingly similar threat.”

“Limp Dick is going to get burned by this buffoonery,” she said, using one of her off-color nicknames for Van Pelt. “And Satan’s Spawn had better hope she doesn’t go down with him.”

“I slipped a copy of the report to O’Malley. Against Van Pelt’s strict orders.”

“Good. But there’s one other thing you need to do.”

“No. O’Malley can handle it.”

“Of course he can handle it. That’s not the point.”

“You really need to get over this.”

“Can’t.” Amy fanned herself with her hand, overheated from the curry and dirty fantasies, no doubt. “Nor do I want to.”

“Just eat. For once be a good wife.”


      [image: ]That night, Kate made her way up to the roof of their house with a backpack full of Arabic novels and political treatises, two battery-operated camping lanterns, and a high-powered LED headlamp. The electricity had gone out shortly after dinner, meaning her evening activity options were severely limited. It was akin to living in the Stone Age, only with fewer woolly mammoths and less potable water.

She unloaded her books on a small wrought iron table and flicked on the two lanterns, then powered on the headlamp. The Old City was dark but loud, as there wasn’t much else to do but wander the streets, sip tea, chew khat, or start fights with the soldiers and police maintaining the fragile peace in a city ravaged by protests and violence and distrust.

Kate pointed the beam of light on her books and focused on her homework. Her teacher had asked her to read two Arabic op-ed columns and, in Arabic, write a short essay comparing and contrasting the authors’ views on the Arab Spring, addressing the uprisings in Egypt, Tunisia, Bahrain, Syria, and Yemen. Kate had been surprised by the assignment. Most Yemenis shied away from talking politics with Westerners after the government crushed the nascent pro-democracy movement, but she knew her teacher, a closet liberal with few outlets for stimulating discussion, valued intellectual discourse with her student.

Her eyes drifted to her backpack, inside which was her wallet. And in her wallet was a business card.

She forced her attention back to the article. The author began the piece by comparing a Tunisian fruit vendor’s self-immolation with Chinese dissidents facing down tanks in Tiananmen Square.

She pulled off the headlamp and rubbed her forehead. The breeze ruffled the pages of her notebook, flipping several and pushing gruesome images of self-immolation out of her mind.

The card was tucked behind a wad of rials. She punched the number into her Yemeni cell phone. He answered on the second ring.

“Cavanaugh.”

“You haven’t stalked me in days. I’m almost insulted.”

“Pixie! I knew you’d call.”

“And why is that?”

“Women find me irresistible.”

Kate rolled her eyes, but couldn’t hold back a smile. “I assume they’re in desperate need of a green card.”

Nick laughed. “What can I do for you?”

“There’s something I want to discuss with you, but I’d rather do it in person.”

“I’m intrigued.”

“Are you free tomorrow?”

“How about tonight? We can do dinner and a movie. Wear something black and slinky. And the highest heels you can find. You’ll drive hajji wild.”

“In your dreams, Casanova. I’ll stop by your office at one.”

“See you then, Pixie.”


      [image: ]Kate arrived a few minutes late, delayed by extra security and ad hoc checkpoints throughout the city. She parked the Toyota on a side street near his office and found him waiting outside the building, standing with his back to the wall and his arms crossed over his chest, eyes and thoughts impenetrable behind black Oakley sunglasses. The men shuffling along the sidewalk gave him a wide berth, and Kate felt a pang of envy that he could stand on the street and not draw unwanted attention. And if he did face unwanted attention, she had no doubt the threat would be neutralized in short order. He was built like a thoroughbred, tall and muscular and athletic, much larger than the average Yemeni man.

Kate greeted him with a smile while he opened the door for her and followed her through, guiding her to the elevator. They rose to the third floor and entered a suite of offices behind a nondescript door marked only by a number in Arabic.

“Welcome to Sandstorm International,” he said.

“Love the name, but what happens when a client needs you in lush, steamy Bogota or Bangkok?”

“We avoid countries that allow women to show skin.”

The suite held two offices, a small conference room, a bathroom, and a kitchenette. A second man sat in one of the offices and talked on the phone, but he raised a hand in greeting. Nick led her to the conference room and dropped into a chair, gesturing for her to sit. He retrieved a football from the floor and tossed it from hand to hand. They locked eyes and Kate felt herself being assessed by a man who was paid a lot of money for his assessments.

“Can I get you anything? Water? Soda? Bootlegged liquor?” he asked.

“No thanks.”

She watched him fit his hand around the football, fingers gripping the dirty white laces, and wondered what position he played. He looked like the type who enjoyed hitting people. He hadn’t shaved in at least a day, but the dark scruff couldn’t hide the prominent dimples that appeared every time the urge to smile struck.

“All right, Pixie, what’s so important you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”

Kate gnawed on her bottom lip. There was a distinct possibility this might backfire in epically bad fashion. Hassan had little understanding of the world beyond Sanaa, and she didn’t think he possessed the guile to mislead her. But Hassan’s contacts might be sophisticated enough to plant a seed in a trusting mind. And then there was the small matter of her choice to disobey a direct order from Van Pelt. Her stomach did a backflip and missed the landing.

Nick watched her curiously, the point of the football resting against his chin. His dark blue eyes radiated intensity and a hint of impatience, but he remained quiet.

“It’s about the pipeline,” she said, and there was no backing down now.

“You have my attention.”

“A report came across my desk yesterday. One of the political officers was attending a lecture at Sanaa University. His driver stopped at a nearby mosque for afternoon prayers and overheard a conversation between two men about a possible attack at a vulnerable point along the line.”

“The oil pipeline or the LNG line?”

“LNG.”

He leaned back and tossed the football into the air a few times. “Which mosque?”

“Masjid al-Ansar.” This mosque was known for its firebrand imam, who had become openly anti-Western in recent years.

“Did the driver describe the individuals?”

“Two men in their early twenties, could have been students. They had brown hair, brown eyes, and scraggily beards. Both wore thobes, kaffiyehs, and jambiyas.” Kate inwardly cringed. She couldn’t have been more unhelpful if she tried.

“You just described every young man in Yemen.”

“I know. I’m sorry I don’t have more.”

Nick set the football on the table and stood. “I’ll be right back. I want to get my partner. You sure I can’t get you anything?”

“I’ll take a water.”

He nodded and disappeared, first to the kitchen and then one of the offices. When he returned, he slid a bottle of Dasani toward her and introduced his business partner.

“Kate Devlin, Jake Gillespie.”

Jake offered his hand. He was shorter and stockier than Nick, with sandy hair shorn close to his scalp, a week’s worth of beard growth, and ruddy cheeks that had the look of perpetual sunburn.

“Kate was just telling me about a threat to the LNG line,” Nick said.

“Credible?”

“Hard to say. It’s a little fragmentary.”

Jake turned to Kate. “We get a lot of threats against the entire operation, especially now that the regime has basically no control outside the capital. They didn’t give any indication when or where the attack might occur?”

“No, not that I know of.”

“I don’t mean to pry, Kate,” Jake said, “but why are we getting this info from you? Normally when there’s a potential problem, O’Malley calls us.”

Kate’s discomfort was genuine. “Look, with the security situation being what it is, the embassy is inundated with threats. Sometimes those not targeting the embassy get pushed to the bottom of the pile.” She opened the bottle of water and took a few sips. “I’m really sorry I couldn’t be more help. I know it’s fragmentary and outside normal channels, but I hope you take it seriously.”

Nick and Jake exchanged a glance, a glance that set Kate on edge. Jake sat back in his chair and shot Kate a sympathetic look, as if he had tried and failed to dissuade his friend from an ill-conceived course of action.

“No wink? No nudge?” Nick said.

“Sorry?”

“Nothing,” Jake said. “Ignore him.”

Kate stared into Nick’s eyes, feeling herself bristle like a porcupine at an oncoming predator. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

Nick held the eye contact for what felt like an hour. “We appreciate the Department of Energy apprising us of this threat.”

She stood. “I’ll see myself out.”

“Pixie, wait,” he said as she moved from the conference room toward the exit.

She paused against her will, straddling the threshold between freedom and his inexplicable pull. Her hand rested on the door handle.

“What?”

“I have a proposition for you.”

She almost told him to go to hell, that she’d sleep with a dirty, snaggle-toothed tribesman before she’d sleep with him. But she controlled herself.

He joined her at the doorway, hands stuck in the back pockets of his jeans. Standing an arm’s length away, he towered over her.

“How about a field trip? I’m heading to Marib next week to check on the local staff and, now, run this threat to ground. You should come along.”

Kate had three silent reactions: The first was to scream “Yes!” at the top of her lungs; the second was to think there was no possible way she would survive an extended period of time alone with Nick Cavanaugh; the third was to estimate how fast she would be sent back to Washington if Van Pelt ever found out.

Understanding dawned on his face as he waited for her answer. “You’re not allowed to go, are you? Please don’t tell me you’ve been stuck in Sanaa the entirety of your tour.”

Kate stifled a sigh. Indeed, she had been stuck in Sanaa, and it had been a long three years dreaming of the world beyond the capital, of adventure and intrigue and danger, of anything but cables and reports and accounting vouchers. She had always followed the rules. Until now.

“I’m in.”

Nick’s right eyebrow twitched in surprise, but the dimples soon appeared. “Safe assumption that a weekend would be better for you?”

She smiled ruefully. “Yes, please.”

“Next Friday. Pick you up at zero seven hundred?”

“You know where I live.”

Jake smirked as he joined them. “Hey, Kate, sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it. I got even.”

Nick and Jake looked at each other. “You did?” Jake asked.

“Sure. Silver Range Rover, right?”

He nodded.

“I keyed it.” She grinned. “Catch you later, boys.”
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