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PROLOGUE


The silhouetted figure in the doorway rushed into the dark, windowless room. He closed the door and, by rote, quickly made his way across the spotless black vinyl floor to a brass table lamp on his left. He switched on the light, the low-wattage bulb creating shadows throughout the confined, panelled study. The room was small and confining but not without ornamentation. The objets d’art, however, were neither from antiquity nor from the progressive stages of historical artistry. Instead, they represented the most contemporary equipment of high technology.


The right wall glistened with the reflection of stainless steel, and the quiet whirr of a dust-inhibiting, dust-removing air-conditioning unit ensured pristine cleanliness. The owner and sole occupant of this room crossed to a chair in front of a computer-driven word processor and sat down. He turned on a switch; the screen came alive and he typed in a code. Instantly, the bright green letters responded.



Ultra Maximum Secure
 No Existing Intercepts
 Proceed





The figure hunched over the keyboard, his anxiety at fever pitch, and proceeded to enter his data.



I start this journal now for the events that follow I believe will alter the course of a nation. A man has come from seemingly nowhere, like an artless messiah without an inkling of his calling or  his destiny. He is marked for things beyond his understanding, and if my projections are accurate, this will be a record of his journey ... I can only imagine how it began, but I know it began in chaos.










BOOK ONE







CHAPTER ONE


Masqat, Oman. Southwest Asia Tuesday, 10 August, 6:30 pm


The angry waters of the Oman Gulf were a prelude to the storm racing down through the Strait of Hormuz into the Arabian Sea. It was sundown, marked by the strident prayers nasally intoned by bearded muezzins in the minarets of the port city’s mosques. The sky was darkening under the black thunderheads that swirled ominously across the lesser darkness of evening like roving behemoths. Blankets of heat lightning sporadically fired the eastern horizon over the Makran Mountains of Turbat, two hundred miles across the sea in Pakistan. To the north beyond the borders of Afghanistan, a senseless, brutal war continued. To the west an even more senseless war raged, fought by children led to their deaths by the diseased madman in Iran intent on spreading his malignancy. And to the south, there was Lebanon where men killed without compunction, each faction with religious fervour calling the others terrorists when all - without exception - indulged in barbaric terrorism.


The Middle East, especially Southwest Asia, was on fire, and where the fires had previously been repelled, they were no longer. As the waters of the Gulf of Oman furiously churned this early evening and the skies promised a sweep of ravage, the streets of Masqat, the capital of the Sultanate of Oman, matched the approaching storm. The prayers over, the crowds again converged with flaming torches, streaming out of side streets and alleyways, a column of hysterical  protest, the target the floodlit iron gates of the American Embassy. The façade of pink stucco beyond was patrolled by scrubby long-haired children awkwardly gripping automatic weapons. The trigger meant death, but in their wild-eyed zealotry they could not make the connection with that finality, for they were told there was no such thing as death, no matter what their eyes might tell them. The rewards of martyrdom were everything, the more painful the sacrifice the more glorious the martyr - the pain of their enemies meant nothing. Blindness! Madness!



It was the twenty-second day of this insanity, twenty-one days since the civilized world had been forced once again to accept the dreary fact of incoherent fury. Masqat’s fanatical groundswell had burst from nowhere and now was suddenly everywhere, and no one knew why. No one, except the analysts of the darker arts of brush fire insurrections, those men and women who spent their days and nights probing, dissecting, finally perceiving the roots of orchestrated revolt. For the key was ‘orchestrated’. Who? Why? What do they really want and how do we stop them?



Facts: Two hundred and forty-seven Americans had been rounded up under guns and taken hostage. Eleven had been killed, their corpses thrown out of the embassy windows, each body accompanied by shattering glass, each death via a different window. Someone had told these children how to emphasize each execution with a jolting surprise. Wagers were excitedly made beyond the iron gates by shrieking maniacal betters mesmerized by blood. Which window was next? Would the corpse be a man or a woman? How much is your judgment worth? How much? Bet!



Above on the open roof was the luxurious embassy pool behind an Arabic latticework not meant for protection against bullets. It was around that pool that the hostages knelt in rows as wandering groups of killers aimed machine pistols at their heads. Two hundred and thirty-six frightened, exhausted Americans awaiting execution.


Madness!



Decisions: Despite well-intentioned Israeli offers, keep  them out! This was not Entebbe and all their expertise notwithstanding, the blood Israel had shed in Lebanon would, in Arab eyes, label any attempt an abomination: The United States had financed terrorists to fight terrorists. Unacceptable. A rapid deployment strike force? Who could scale four storeys or drop down from helicopters to the roof and stop the executions when the executioners were only too willing to die as martyrs? A naval blockade with a battalion of marines prepared for an invasion of Oman? Beyond a show of overpowering might, to what purpose? The sultan and his ruling ministers were the last people on earth who wanted this violence at the embassy. The peacefully oriented Royal Police tried to contain the hysteria, but they were no match for the roving, wild bands of agitators. Years of quiescence in the city had not prepared them for such chaos; and to recall the Royal Military from the Yemenite borders could lead to unthinkable problems. The armed forces patrolling that festering sanctuary for international killers were as savage as their enemies. Beyond the inevitable fact that with their return to the capital the borders would collapse in carnage, blood would surely flow through the streets of Masqat and the gutters choke with the innocent and the guilty.


Checkmate.



Solutions: Give in to the stated demands? Impossible, and well understood by those responsible though not by their puppets, the children who believed what they chanted, what they screamed. There was no way governments throughout Europe and the Middle East would release over 8,000 terrorists from such organizations as the Brigate Rosse and the PLO, the Baader Meinhof, the IRA and scores of their squabbling, sordid offspring. Continue to tolerate the endless coverage, the probing cameras and reams of copy that riveted the world’s attention on the publicity-hungry fanatics? Why not? The constant exposure, no doubt, kept additional hostages from being killed since the executions had been ‘temporarily suspended’ so that the ‘oppressor nations’ could ponder their choices. To end the news  coverage would only inflame the wild-eyed seekers of martyrdom. Silence would create the need for shock. Shock was newsworthy and killing was the ultimate shock.


Who?


What?


How?


Who ... ? That was the essential question whose answer would lead to a solution - a solution that had to be found within five days. The executions had been suspended for a week, and two days had passed, frantically chewed up as the most knowledgeable leaders of the intelligence services from six nations gathered in London. All had arrived on supersonic aircraft within hours of the decision to pool resources, for each knew its own embassy might be next. Somewhere. They had worked without rest for forty-eight hours. Results: Oman remained an enigma. It had been considered a rock of stability in Southwest Asia, a sultanate with educated, enlightened leadership as close to representative government as a divine family of Islam could permit. The rulers were from a privileged household that apparently respected what Allah had given them - not merely as a birthright, but as a responsibility in the last half of the twentieth century.



Conclusions: The insurrection had been externally programmed. No more than twenty of the two hundred-odd unkempt, shrieking youngsters had been specifically identified as Omanis. Therefore, covert operations officers with sources in every extremist faction in the Mediterranean-Arabian axis went instantly to work, pulling in contacts, bribing, threatening.


‘Who are they, Aziz? There’s only a spitful from Oman, and most of those are considered simple-minded. Come on, Aziz. Live like a sultan. Name an outrageous price. Try me!’



‘Six seconds, Mahmet! Six seconds and your right hand is on the floor without a wrist! Next goes your left. We’re on countdown, thief. Give me the information!’ Six, five, four  ... Blood.



Nothing. Zero. Madness.



And then a breakthrough. It came from an ancient  muezzin, a holy man whose words and memory were as shaky as his gaunt frame might be in the winds now racing down from Hormuz.


‘Do not look where you would logically expect to look. Search elsewhere.’


‘Where?’


‘Where grievances are not born of poverty or abandonment. Where Allah has bestowed favour in this world, although perhaps not in the after one.’


‘Be clearer, please, most revered muezzin.’


‘Allah does not will such clarification - His will be done. Perhaps He does not take sides - so be it.’


‘But surely you must have a reason for saying what you’re saying!’


‘As Allah has given me that reason - His will be done.’


‘How’s that again?’


‘Quiet rumours heard in the corners of the mosque.


Whispers these old ears were meant to hear. I hear so little I should not have heard them had Allah not willed it so.’


‘There must be more!’


‘The whispers speak of those who will benefit from the bloodshed.’


‘Who?’


‘No names are spoken of, no men of consequence mentioned.’


‘Any group or organization? Please! A sect, a country, a  people? The Shiites, the Saudis ... Iraqi, Irani ... the Soviets?’


‘No. Neither believers nor unbelievers are talked of, only “they”?’


‘They?’


‘That is what I hear whispered in the dark corners of the mosque, what Allah wants me to hear - may His will be done. Only the word “they”.’


‘Can you identify any of those you heard?’



‘I am nearly blind, and there is always very little light when these few among so many worshippers speak. I can  identify no one. I only know that I must convey what I hear, for it is the will of Allah.’


‘Why, muezzin murderris? Why is it Allah’s will?’


‘The bloodshed must stop. The Koran says that when blood is spilled and justified by impassioned youth, the passions must be examined, for youth—’



‘Forget it! We’ll send a couple of men back into the mosque with you. Signal us when you hear something!’


‘In a month, ya Shaikh. I am about to undertake my final pilgrimage to Mecca. You are merely part of my journey. It is the will of—’


“Goddamn it!’


‘It is your God, ya Shaikh. Not mine. Not ours.’







CHAPTER TWO


Washington DC Wednesday, 11 August, 11:50 am


The noonday sun beat down on the capital’s pavement; the midsummer’s air was still with the oppressive heat. Pedestrians walked with uncomfortable determination, men’s collars open, ties loosened. Briefcases and bags hung like dead weights while their owners stood impassively at intersections waiting for the lights to change. Although scores of men and women - by and large servants of the government and therefore of the people - may have had urgent matters on their minds, urgency was difficult to summon in the streets. A torpid blanket had descended over the city, numbing those who ventured outside air-conditioned rooms and offices and cars.


A traffic accident had taken place at the corner of twenty-third Street and Virginia Avenue. It was not major in terms of damage or injury, but it was far from minor where tempers were concerned. A taxi had collided with a government car emerging from an underground parking ramp of the State Department. Both drivers - righteous, hot and fearing their superiors - stood by their vehicles accusing each other, yelling in the blistering heat while awaiting the police who had been summoned by a passing government employee. Within moments the traffic was congested; horns blared and angry shouts came from reluctantly opened windows.


The passenger in the cab climbed impatiently out of the back seat. He was a tall, slender man in his early forties, and  seemed out of place in surroundings that included summer suits, neat print dresses and attaché cases. He wore a pair of rumpled khaki trousers, boots and a soiled cotton safari jacket that took the place of a shirt. The effect was of a man who did not belong in the city, a professional guide, perhaps, who had strayed out of the higher and wilder mountains. Yet his face belied his clothes. It was clean-shaven, his features sharp and clearly defined, his light blue eyes aware, squinting, darting about and assessing the situation as he made his decision. He put his hand on the argumentative driver’s shoulder; the man whipped around and the passenger gave him two $20 bills.


‘I have to leave,’ said the fare.


‘Hey, come on, mister! You saw! That son of a bitch pulled out with no horn, no nothin’!’


‘I’m sorry. I wouldn’t be able to help you. I didn’t see or hear anything until the collision.’



‘Oh, boy! Big John Q! He don’t see and he don’t hear! Don’t get involved, huh?’


‘I’m involved,’ replied the passenger quietly, taking a third $20 bill and shoving it into the driver’s top jacket pocket. ‘But not here.’


The oddly dressed man dodged through the gathering crowd and started down the block towards Third Street - towards the imposing glass doors of the State Department. He was the only person running on the pavement.


The designated situation room in the underground complex at the Department of State was labelled OH10-Four-Zero. Translated it meant ‘Oman, maximum alert’. Beyond the metal door rows of computers clacked incessantly, and every now and then a machine - having instantaneously cross-checked with the central data bank - emitted a short high-pitched signal announcing new or previously unreported information. Intense men and women studied the printouts, trying to evaluate what they read.


Noding. Zero. Madness!



Inside that large, energized room was another metal door, smaller than the entrance and with no access to the corridor.  It was the office of the senior official in charge of the Masqat crisis; at arm’s length was a telephone console with links to every seat of power and every source of information in Washington. The current proprietor was a middle-aged deputy director of Consular Operations, the State Department’s little-known arm of covert activities. His name was Frank Swann, and at the moment - a high noon that held no sunlight for him - his head with its prematurely grey hair lay on his folded hands on the top of the desk. He had not had a night’s sleep for nearly a week, making do with only such naps as this one.


The console’s sharp hum jarred him awake; his right hand shot out. He punched the lighted button and picked up the phone. ‘Yes?... What is it?’ Swann shook his head and swallowed air, only partially relieved that the caller was his secretary five storeys above. He listened, then spoke wearily.  ‘Who? Congressman, a congressman? The last thing I need is a congressman. How the hell did he get my name? ... Never mind, spare me. Tell him I’m in conference - with God, if you like - or go one better and say with the secretary.’


‘I’ve prepared him for something like that. It’s why I’m calling from your office. I told him I could only reach you on this phone.’


Swann blinked. ‘That’s going some distance for my Praetorian Guard, Ivy-the-terrible. Why so far, Ivy?’


‘It’s what he said, Frank. And also what I had to write down because I couldn’t understand him.’


‘Let’s have both.’


‘He said his business concerned the problem you’re involved with—’


‘Nobody knows what I’m - forget it. What else?’


‘I wrote it down phonetically. He asked me to say the following: “Ma efham zain.” Does that make any sense to you, Frank?’


Stunned, Deputy Director Swann again shook his head, trying to clear his mind further, but needing no further clearance for the visitor five floors above. The unknown  congressman had just implied in Arabic that he might be of help. ‘Get a guard and send him down here,’ Swann said.


Seven minutes later the door of the office in the underground complex was opened by a marine sergeant. The visitor walked in, nodding to his escort as the guard closed the door.


Swann rose from his desk apprehensively. The ‘congressman’ hardly lived up to the image of any member of the House of Representatives he had ever seen - at least in Washington. He was dressed in boots, khaki trousers and a summer hunting jacket that had taken too much abuse from the spattering of campfire frying pans. Was he an ill-timed joke?


‘Congressman—?’ said the deputy director, his voice trailing off for want of a name as he extended his hand.


‘Evan Kendrick, Mr Swann,’ replied the visitor, approaching the desk and shaking hands. ‘I’m the first term man from Colorado’s ninth district.’


‘Yes, of course, Colorado’s ninth. I’m sorry I didn’t—’


‘No apologies are necessary, except perhaps from me - for the way I look. There’s no reason for you to know who I am—’


‘Let me add something here,’ interrupted Swann pointedly. ‘There’s also no reason for you to know who I am, Congressman.’


‘I understand that, but it wasn’t very difficult. Even newly arrived representatives have access - at least the secretary I inherited does. I knew where to look over here, I just needed to refine the prospects. Someone in State’s Consular Operations—’


‘That’s not a household name, Mr Kendrick,’ interrupted Swann again, once more with emphasis.


‘In my house it was once - briefly. Anyway, I wasn’t just looking for a Middle East hand, but an expert in Southwest Arab affairs, someone who knew the language and a dozen dialects fluently. The man I wanted would have to be someone like that ... You were there, Mr Swann.’


‘You’ve been busy.’


‘So have you,’ said the congressman, nodding his head at the door and the huge outer office with the banks of computers. ‘I assume you understood my message or else I wouldn’t be here.’


‘Yes,’ agreed the deputy director. ‘You said you might be able to help. Is that true?’


‘I don’t know. I only knew I had to offer.’



‘Offer? On what basis?’


‘May I sit down?’


‘Please. I’m not trying to be rude, I’m just tired.’ Kendrick sat down; Swann did the same, looking strangely at the freshman politician. ‘Go ahead, Congressman. Time’s valuable, every minute, and we’ve been concerned with this “problem”, as you described it to my secretary, for a few long, hairy weeks. Now I don’t know what you’ve got to say or whether it’s relevant or not, but if it is, I’d like to know why it’s taken you so long to get here.’


‘I hadn’t heard anything about the events over in Oman. About what’s happened - what’s happening.’


‘That’s damn near impossible to believe. Is the Congressman from Colorado’s ninth district spending the House recess at a Benedictine retreat?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Or is it possible that a new ambitious congressman who speaks some Arabic,’ went on Swann rapidly, quietly, unpleasantly, ‘elaborates on a few cloakroom rumours about a certain section over here and decides to insert himself for a little political mileage down the road? It wouldn’t be the first time.’


Kendrick sat motionless in the chair, his face without expression, but not his eyes. They were at once observant and angry. ‘That’s offensive,’ he said.


‘I’m easily offended under the circumstances. Eleven of our people have been killed, mister, including three women.  Two hundred and thirty-six others are waiting to get their heads blown off! And I ask you if you can really help and you tell me you don’t know, but you have to offer! To me that has the sound of a hissing snake so I watch my step. You walk in  here with a language you probably learned making big bucks with some oil company and figure that entitles you to special consideration - maybe you’re a “consultant”; it has a nice ring to it. A freshman pol is suddenly a consultant to the State Department during a national crisis. Whichever way it goes, you win. That’d lift a few hats in Colorado’s ninth district, wouldn’t it?’


‘I imagine it would if anyone knew about it.’


‘What?’ Once again the deputy director stared at the congressman, not so much in irritation now but because of something else. Did he know him?


‘You’re under a lot of stress so I won’t add to it. But if what you’re thinking is a barrier, let’s get over it. If you decide I might be of some value to you, the only way I’d agree is with a written guarantee of anonymity, no other way. No one’s to know I’ve been here. I never talked to you or anyone else.’


Nonplussed, Swann leaned back in his chair and brought his hand to his chin. ‘I do know you,’ he said softly.


‘We’ve never met.’


‘Say what you want to say, Congressman. Start somewhere.’


‘I’ll start eight hours ago,’ began Kendrick. ‘I’ve been riding the Colorado white water into Arizona for almost a month - that’s the Benedictine retreat you conjured up for the congressional recess. I passed through Lava Falls and reached a base camp. There were people there, of course, and it was the first time I’d heard a radio in nearly four weeks.’


‘Four weeks?’ repeated Swann. ‘You’ve been out of touch all that time? Do you do this sort of thing often?’


‘Pretty much every year,’ answered Kendrick. ‘It’s become kind of a ritual,’ he added quietly. ‘I go alone; it’s not pertinent.’


‘Some politician,’ said the deputy, absently picking up a pencil. ‘You can forget the world, Congressman, but you still have a constituency.’


‘No politician,’ replied Evan Kendrick, permitting himself  a slight smile. ‘And my constituency’s an accident, believe me. Anyway, I heard the news and moved as fast as I could. I hired a river plane to fly me to Flagstaff and tried to charter a jet to Washington. It was too late at night, too late to clear a flight plan, so I flew on to Phoenix and caught the earliest plane here. Those in-flight phones are a marvel. I’m afraid I monopolized one, talking to a very experienced secretary and a number of other people. I apologize for the way I look; the airline provided a razor but I didn’t want to take the time to go home and change clothes. I’m here, Mr Swann, and you’re the man I want to see. I may be of absolutely no help to you, and I’m sure you’ll tell me if I’m not. But to repeat, I had to offer.’


While his visitor spoke, the deputy had written the name ‘Kendrick’ on the pad in front of him. Actually, he had written it several times, underlining the name. Kendrick. Kendrick. Kendrick. ‘Offer what?’ he asked, frowning and looking up at the odd intruder. ‘What,Congressman?’


‘Whatever I know about the area and the various factions operating over there. Oman, the Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar - Masqat, Dubai, Abu Dhabi - up to Kuwait and down to Riyadh. I lived in those places. I worked there. I know them very well.’


‘You lived—worked— all over the Southwest map?’


‘Yes. I spent eighteen months in Masqat alone. Under contract to the family.’


‘The sultan?’


‘The late sultan; he died two or three years ago, I think. But yes, under contract to him and his ministers. They were a tough group and good. You had to know your business.’


‘Then you worked for a company,’ said Swann, making a statement, not asking a question.


‘Yes.’


‘Which one?’


‘Mine,’ answered the new congressman.


‘Yours?’


‘That’s right.’


The deputy stared at his visitor, then lowered his eyes to  the name he had written repeatedly on the pad in front of him. ‘Good Lord,’ he said softly. ‘The Kendrick Group! That’s the connection, but I didn’t see it. I haven’t heard your name in four or five years - maybe six.’


‘You were right the first time. Four to be exact.’


‘I knew there was something. I said so—’


‘Yes, you did, but we never met.’


‘You people built everything from water systems to bridges - race tracks, housing projects, country clubs, airfields - the whole thing.’


‘We built what we were contracted to build.’


‘I remember. It was ten or twelve years ago. You were the American wonder boys in the Emirates - and I do mean boys. Dozens of you in your twenties and thirties and filled with high tech, piss and vinegar.’


‘Not all of us were that young—’


‘No,’ interrupted Swann, frowning in thought. ‘You had a late-blooming secret weapon, an old Israeli, a whiz of an architect. An Israeli, for heaven’s sake, who could design things in the Islamic style and broke bread with every rich Arab in the neighbourhood.’


‘His name was Emmanuel Weingrass - is Manny Weingrass - and he’s from Garden Street in the Bronx in New York. He went to Israel to avoid legal entanglements with his second or third wife. He’s close to eighty now and living in Paris. Pretty well, I gather, from his phone calls.’


‘That’s right,’ said the deputy director. ‘You sold out to Bechtel or somebody. For thirty or forty million.’


‘Not to Bechtel. It was Trans-International, and it wasn’t thirty or forty, it was twenty-five. They got a bargain and I got out. Everything was fine.’


Swann studied Kendrick’s face, especially the light blue eyes that held within them circles of enigmatic reserve the longer one stared at them. ‘No, it wasn’t,’ he said softly, even gently, his hostility gone. ‘I do remember now. There was an accident at one of your sites outside Riyadh - a cave-in caused when a faulty gas line exploded - more than  seventy people were killed including your partners, all your employees, and some kids.’


‘Their kids,’ added Evan quietly. ‘All of them, all their wives and children. We were celebrating the completion of the third phase. We were all there. The crew, my partners—everyone’s wife and child. The whole shell collapsed while they were inside, and Manny and I were outside - putting on some ridiculous clown costumes.’


‘But there was an investigation that cleared the Kendrick Group completely. The utility firm that serviced the site had installed inferior conduit falsely labelled as certified.’


‘Essentially, yes.’


‘That’s when you packed it all in, wasn’t it?’


‘This isn’t pertinent,’ said the congressman simply. ‘We’re wasting time. Since you know who I am, or at least who I was, is there anything I can do?’


‘Do you mind if I ask you a question? I don’t think it’s a waste of time and I think it is pertinent. Clearances are part of the territory and judgments have to be made. I meant what I said before. A lot of people on the Hill continuously try to make political mileage out of us over here.’


‘What’s the question?’


‘Why are you a congressman, Mr Kendrick? With your money and professional reputation, you don’t need it. And I can’t imagine how you’d benefit, certainly not compared to what you could do in the private sector.’


‘Do all people seeking elective office do so solely for personal gain?’


‘No, of course not.’ Swann paused, then shook his head. ‘Sorry, that’s too glib. It’s a stock answer to a loaded stock question ... Yes, Congressman, in my biased opinion, most ambitious men - and women - who run for such offices do so because of the exposure and, if they win, the clout. Combined, it all makes them very marketable. Sorry again, this is a cynic talking. But then I’ve been in this city for a long time and I see no reason to alter that judgment. And you confuse me. I know where you come from, and I’ve  never heard of Colorado’s ninth district. It sure as hell isn’t Denver.’


‘It’s barely on the map,’ said Kendrick, his voice noncommittal. ‘It’s at the base of the southwest Rockies, doing pretty much its own thing. That’s why I built there. It’s off the beaten track.’


‘But why? Why politics? Did the boy-wonder of the Arab Emirates find a district he could carve out for his own base, a political launching pad maybe?’


‘Nothing could have been farther from my mind.’


‘That’s a statement, Congressman. Not an answer.’


Evan Kendrick was momentarily silent, returning Swann’s gaze. Then he shrugged his shoulders. Swann sensed a certain embarrassment. ‘All right,’ he said firmly. ‘Let’s call it an aberration that won’t happen again. There was a vacuous, overbearing incumbent who was lining his pockets in a district that wasn’t paying attention. I had time on my hands and a big mouth. I also had the money to bury him. I’m not necessarily proud of what I did or how I did it, but he’s gone and I’ll be out in two years or less. By then I’ll have found someone better qualified to take my place.’



‘Two years?’ asked Swann. ‘Come November it’ll be a year since your election, correct?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And you started serving last January?’


‘So?’


‘Well, I hate to disabuse you, but your term of office is for two years. You’ve either got one more year or three, but not two or less.’


‘There’s no real opposition party in the ninth, but to make sure the seat doesn’t go to the old political machine, I agreed to stand for re-election - then resign.’


‘That’s some agreement.’


‘It’s binding as far as I’m concerned. I want out.’


‘That’s blunt enough, but it doesn’t take into account a possible side effect.’


‘I don’t understand you.’


‘Suppose during the next twenty-odd months you decide you like it here? What happens then?’


‘It’s not possible and it couldn’t happen, Mr Swann. Let’s get back to Masqat. It’s a goddamned mess, or do I have sufficient “clearance” to make that observation?’


‘You’re cleared because I’m the one who clears.’ The deputy director shook his grey head. ‘A goddamned mess, Congressman, and we’re convinced it’s externally programmed.’


‘I don’t think there’s any question about it,’ agreed Kendrick.


‘Do you have any ideas?’


‘A few,’ answered the visitor. ‘Wholesale destabilization’s at the top of the list. Shut the country down and don’t let anyone in.’


‘A takeover?’ asked Swann. ‘A Khomeini-style Putsch? ... It wouldn’t work; the situation’s different. There’s no Peacock, no festering resentments, no SAVAK.’ Swann paused, adding pensively, ‘No Shah with an army of thieves and no Ayatollah with an army of fanatics. It’s not the same.’


‘I didn’t mean to imply that it was. Oman’s only the beginning. Whoever it is doesn’t want to take over the country, he - or they - simply want to stop others from taking the money.’



‘What?What money?’


‘Billions. Long-range projects that are on drafting boards everywhere in the Persian Gulf, Saudi Arabia, and all of Southwest Asia, the only stable areas in that part of the world. What’s happening over there now isn’t much different from tying up the transport and the construction trades over here, or shutting down the piers in New York and New Orleans, Los Angeles and San Francisco. Nothing’s legitimized by strikes or collective bargaining - there’s just terror and the threats of more terror provided by whipped-up fanatics. And everything stops. The people at the drafting boards and those in the field on surveying teams and in equipment compounds just want to get out as fast as they can.’


‘And once they’re out,’ added Swann quickly, ‘those behind the terrorists move in and the terror stops. It just goes away. Christ, it sounds like a waterfront Mafia operation!’


‘Arabic style,’ said Kendrick. ‘To use your words, it wouldn’t be the first time.’


‘You know that for a fact?’


‘Yes. Our company was threatened a number of times, but to quote you again, we had a secret weapon. Emmanuel Weingrass.’



‘Weingrass? What the hell could he do?’


‘Lie with extraordinary conviction. One moment he was a reserve general in the Israeli Army who could call an air strike on any Arab group who harassed or replaced us, and the next, he was a high-ranking member of the Mossad who would send out death squads eliminating even those who warned us. Like many ageing men of genius, Manny was frequently eccentric and almost always theatrical. He enjoyed himself. Unfortunately, his various wives rarely enjoyed him for very long. At any rate, no one wanted to tangle with a crazy Israeli. The tactics were too familiar.’


‘Are you suggesring we recruit him?’ asked the deputy director.


‘No. Apart from his age, he’s winding up his life in Paris with the most beautiful women he can hire and certainly with the most expensive brandy he can find. He couldn’t help ... But there’s something you can do.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Listen to me.’ Kendrick leaned forward. ‘I’ve been thinking about this for the past eight hours and with every hour I’m more convinced it’s a possible explanation. The problem is that there are so few facts - almost none, really - but a pattern’s there, and it’s consistent with things we heard five years ago.’


‘What things? What pattern?’


‘Only rumours to begin with, then came the threats and they were threats. No one was kidding.’


‘Go on. I’m listening.’


‘While defusing those threats in his own way, usually with prohibited whisky, Weingrass heard something that made too much sense to be dismissed as drunken babbling. He was told that a consortium was silently being formed - an industrial cartel, if you like. It was quietly gaining control of dozens of different companies with growing resources in personnel, technology and equipment. The objective was obvious then, and if the information’s accurate, even more obvious now. They intend to take over the industrial development of Southwest Asia. As far as Weingrass could learn, this underground federation was based in Bahrain - nothing surprising there - but what came as a shocker and amused the hell out of Manny was the fact that among the unknown board of directors was a man who called himself the “Mahdi” - like the Muslim fanatic who threw the British out of Khartoum a hundred years ago.’


‘The Mahdi? Khartoum?’



‘Exactly. The symbol’s obvious. Except this new Mahdi doesn’t give a damn about religious Islam, much less its screaming fanatics. He’s using them to drive the competition out and keep it out. He wants the contracts and the profits in Arab hands - specifically his hands.’



‘Wait a minute.’ Swann interrupted thoughtfully as he picked up his phone and touched a button on the console. ‘This ties in with something that came from MI-6 in Masqat last night,’ he continued quickly, looking at Kendrick. ‘We couldn’t follow it up because there wasn’t anything to follow, no trail, but it sure as hell made wild reading ... Get me Gerald Bryce, please ... Hello, Gerry? Last night - actually around two o’clock this morning - we got a nothing-zero from the Brits in OHIO. I want you to find it and read it to me slowly because I’ll be writing down every word.’ The deputy covered the mouthpiece and spoke to his suddenly alert visitor. ‘If anything you’ve said makes any sense at all, it may be the first concrete breakthrough we’ve had.’


‘That’s why I’m here, Mr Swann, probably reeking of smoked fish.’


The deputy director nodded aimlessly, impatiently, waiting for the man he had called Bryce to return to the phone. ‘A shower wouldn’t hurt, Congressman ... Yes, Gerry, go ahead! ... “Do not look where you would logically expect to look. Search elsewhere.” Yes, I’ve got that. I remember that. It was right after, I think ... “Where grievances are not born of poverty or abandonment.” That’s it! And something else, right around there ... “Where Allah has bestowed favour in this world, although perhaps not in the after one.” ... Yes. Now go down a bit, something about whispers, that’s all I remember ... There! That’s it. Give it to me again ... “The whispers speak of those who will benefit from the bloodshed.” Okay, Gerry, that’s what I needed. The rest was all negative, if I recall. No names, no organizations, just crap ... That’s what I thought ... I don’t know yet. If anything breaks, you’ll be the first to know. In the meantime, oil up the equipment and work on a printout of all the construction firms in Bahrain. And if there’s a listing for what we call general or industrial contractors, I want that, too ... When? Yesterday for God’s sake!’ Swann hung up the phone, looked down at the phrases he had written, and then up at Kendrick.


‘You heard the words, Congressman. Do you want me to repeat them?’


‘It’s not necessary. They’re not kalam-faregh,are they?’


‘No, Mr Kendrick, none of it’s garbage. It’s all very pertinent and I wish to hell I knew what to do.’


‘Recruit me, Mr Swann,’ said the congressman. ‘Send me to Masqat on the fastest transport you can find.’


‘Why?’ asked the deputy, studying his visitor. ‘What can you do that our own experienced men in the field can’t? They not only speak fluent Arabic, most of them are Arabs.’


‘And working for Consular Operations,’ completed Kendrick.


‘So?’


‘They’re marked. They were marked five years ago and they’re marked now. If they make any miswired moves, you could have a dozen executions on your hands.’


‘That’s an alarming statement,’ said Swann slowly, his eyes narrowing as he looked at his visitor’s face. ‘They’re  marked? Would you care to explain it?’


‘I told you a few minutes ago that your Cons Op briefly became a household name over there. You made a gratuitous remark about my elaborating on congressional rumours, but I wasn’t. I meant what I said.’


‘A household name?’


‘I’ll go further, if you like. A household joke. An ex-army engineer and Manny Weingrass even did a number on them.’


‘A number ... ?’


‘I’m sure it’s in your files somewhere. We were approached by Hussein’s people to submit plans for a new airfield after we’d completed one at Qufar in Saudi Arabia. The next day two of your men came to see us, asking technical questions, pressing the point that as Americans it was our duty to relay such information since Hussein frequently conferred with the Soviets - which, of course, was immaterial. An airport’s an airport, and any damn fool can fly over an excavation site and determine the configuration.’


‘What was the number?’


‘Manny and the engineer told them that the two main runways were seven miles long, obviously designed for very special flying equipment. They ran out of the office as if both were struck by acute diarrhoea.’



‘And?’Swann leaned forward.


‘The next day, Hussein’s people called and told us to forget the project. We’d had visitors from Consular Operations. They didn’t like that.’


The deputy director leaned back in his chair, his weary smile conveying futility. ‘Sometimes it’s all kind of foolish, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t think it’s foolish now,’ offered Kendrick.


‘No, of course it isn’t.’ Swann instantly sat forward in his chair. ‘So the way you read it, this whole goddamned thing is all about money. Lousy money!’



‘If it isn’t stopped, it’ll get worse,’ said Kendrick. ‘Much worse.’


‘Jesus, how?’



‘Because it’s a proven formula for economic takeover. Once they’ve crippled the government in Oman, they’ll use the same tactics elsewhere. The Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, even the Saudis. Whoever controls the fanatics gets the contracts, and with all those massive operations under one entity - regardless of the names they use - there’s a dangerous political force in the area calling a lot of vital shots we definitely won’t like.’


‘Good Lord, you have thought this out.’


‘I’ve done nothing else for the past eight hours.’


‘Say I sent you over there, what could you do?’


‘I won’t know until I’m there, but I’ve got a few ideas. I know a number of influential men, powerful Omanis who know what goes on there and who couldn’t possibly be any part of this insanity. For various reasons - probably the same mistrust we felt whenever your Cons Op flunkies showed up - they might not talk to strangers but they will talk to me. They trust me. I’ve spent days, weekends, with their families. I know their unveiled wives and their children—’


‘Unveiled wives and children,’ repeated Swann, interrupting. ‘The ultimate shorbet in the Arab vocabulary. The broth of friendship.’


‘A harmonious mixture of ingredients,’ agreed the congressman from Colorado. ‘They’ll work with me, perhaps not with you. Also, I’m familiar with most of the suppliers on the docks and in the lading offices, even people who avoid anything official because they make money out of what you can’t get officially. I want to trace the money and the instructions that come with the money and end up inside the embassy. Someone somewhere is sending both.’



‘Suppliers?’ asked Swann, his eyebrows arched, his voice incredulous. ‘You mean like food and medical supplies, that kind of thing?’


‘That’s only—’  ‘Are you crazy?’ exclaimed the deputy director. ‘Those hostages are our people! We’ve opened the vaults, anything they need, anything we can get to them!’


‘Like bullets and weapons and spare parts for weapons?’


‘Of course not!’


‘From all the accounts I read, what I could get my hands on at the newsstands in Flagstaff and Phoenix, every night after el Maghreb there’s four or five hours of fireworks - thousands of rounds shot off, whole sections of the embassy sprayed with rifle and machine-gun fire.’


‘It’s part of their goddamned terror!’ exploded Swann. ‘Can you imagine what it’s like inside? Lined up against a wall under floodlights and all around you everything’s being blasted with bullets, thinking, “Jesus, I’m going to be killed any second!” If we ever get those poor souls out, they’ll be on couches for years trying to get rid of the nightmares!’


Kendrick let the emotion of the moment pass. ‘Those hotheads don’t have an arsenal in there, Mr Swann. I don’t think the people running them would allow it. They’re  supplied. Just as the mimeograph machines are supplied because they don’t know how to operate your copiers and word processors for the daily bulletins they print for the television cameras. Please try to understand. Maybe one in twenty of those crazies has a minimum intellect, much less a thought-out ideological position. They’re the manipulated dregs of humanity given their own hysterical moments in the sun. Maybe it’s our fault, I don’t know, but I do know they’re being programmed, and you know it, too. And behind that programming is a man who wants all of Southwest Asia to himself.’


‘This Mahdi?’



‘Whoever he is, yes.’


‘You think you can find him?’


‘I’ll need help. Getting out of the airport, Arab clothes; I’ll make a list.’


The deputy director again leaned back in his chair, his fingers touching his chin. ‘Why,Congressman? Why do  you want to do this? Why does Evan Kendrick, multimillionaire-entrepreneur want to put his very rich life on the line? There’s nothing left for you over there. Why?’



‘I suppose the simplest and most honest answer is that I might be able to help. As you’ve pointed out, I made a lot of money over there. Maybe this is the time to give a little of myself back.’


‘If it was just money or “a little” of yourself, I’d have no trouble with that,’ said Swann. ‘But if I let you go, you’ll be walking into a minefield and no training on how to survive. Has that thought struck you, Congressman? It should have.’


‘I don’t intend to storm the embassy,’ answered Evan Kendrick.


‘You might not have to. Just ask the wrong person the wrong question and the results could be the same.’


‘I could also be in a cab at Twenty-third Street and Virginia Avenue at noontime today and be in an accident.’


‘I presume that means you were.’


‘The point is I wasn’t driving. I was in a taxi. I’m careful, Mr Swann, and in Masqat, I know my way around the trafffic, which isn’t as unpredictable as Washington’s.’


‘Were you ever in military service?’


‘No.’


‘You were the right age for Vietnam, I’d guess. Any explanation?’


‘I had a graduate school deferment. It kept me out.’


‘Have you ever handled a gun?’


‘I’ve had limited experience.’


‘Which means you know where the trigger is and which end to point.’


‘I said limited, not imbecilic. During the early days in the Emirates, we kept ourselves armed at our construction sites. Sometimes later also.’


‘Ever had to fire one?’ promised the deputy director.


‘Certainly,’ replied Kendrick, his voice calm, not rising to the bait. ‘So I could learn where the trigger was and which end to point.’


‘Very funny, but what I meant was did you ever have to fire a gun at another human being?’


‘Is this necessary?’


‘Yes, it is. I have to make a judgment.’


‘All right then; yes, I did.’


‘When was that?’


‘When were they,’ corrected the congressman. ‘Among my partners and our American crew was a geologist, an equipment-logistics man, and several refugees from the Army Corps of Engineers - foreman types. We made frequent trips to potential sites for soil and shale testings and to set up fenced compounds for machinery. We drove a camper, and on several occasions we were attacked by bandits - wandering nomad gangs looking for strays. They’ve been a problem for years, and the authorities warn everyone heading into the interior to protect themselves. Not much different from any large city over here. I used a gun then.’


‘To frighten or to kill, Mr Kendrick?’


‘By and large to frighten, Mr Swann. However, there were times when we had to kill. They wanted to kill us. We reported all such incidents to the authorities.’


‘I see,’ said the deputy director of Consular Operations. ‘What kind of shape are you in?’


The visitor shook his head in exasperation. ‘I smoke an occasional cigar or a cigarette after a meal, Doctor, and I drink moderately. I do not, however, lift weights or run in marathons. However, again, I do ride Class Five white water and backpack in the mountains whenever I can. I also think this is a bunch of bullshit.’


‘Think what you like, Mr Kendrick, but we’re pressed for time. Simple, direct questions can help us assess a person just as accurately as a convoluted psychiatric report from one of our clinics in Virginia.’


‘Blame that on the psychiatrists.’


‘Tell me about it,’ said Swann, with a hostile chuckle.


‘No, you tell me,’ countered the visitor. ‘Your show-and-tell games are over. Do I go or don’t I, and if not, why not?’ 


Swann looked up. ‘You go, Congressman. Not because you’re an ideal choice but because I don’t have a choice. I’ll try anything, including an arrogant son of a bitch which, under that cool exterior, I think you probably are.’


‘You’re probably right,’ said Kendrick. ‘Can you give me briefing papers on whatever you’ve got?’


‘They’ll be delivered to the plane before takeoff at Andrews Air Force Base. But they can’t leave that plane, Congressman and you can’t make any notes. Someone will be watching you.’


‘Understood.’


‘Are you sure? We’ll give you whatever deep cover help we can under severe restrictions, but you’re a private citizen acting on your own, your political position notwithstanding. In short words, if you’re taken by hostile elements, we don’t know you. We can’t help you then. We won’t risk the lives of two hundred and thirty-six hostages. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, it is, because it’s directly in line with what I made clear when I walked in here. I want a written guarantee of anonymity. I was never here. I never saw you, and I never talked to you. Send a memo up to the Secretary of State. Say you had a phone call from a political ally of mine in Colorado mentioning my name and telling you that with my background you should get in touch with me. You rejected the approach, believing it was just another politician trying to make mileage out of the State Department - that shouldn’t be difficult for you.’ Kendrick pulled out a notepad from his jacket pocket and reached over, picking up Swann’s pencil. ‘Here’s the address of my attorney in Washington. Have a copy delivered to him by messenger before I get on the plane at Andrews. When he tells me it’s there, I’ll get on board.’


‘Our mutual objective here is so clear and so clean I should be congratulating myself,’ said Swann. ‘So why don’t I? Why do I keep thinking there’s something you’re not telling me?’


‘Because you’re suspicious by nature and profession. You wouldn’t be in that chair if you weren’t.’


‘This secrecy you’re so insistent on—’


‘Apparently so are you,’ Kendrick broke in.


‘I’ve given you my reason. There are two hundred and thirty-six people out there. We’re not about to give anyone an excuse to pull a trigger. You, on the other hand, if you don’t get killed, have a lot to gain. What’s your reason for this secrecy?’


‘Not much different from yours,’ said the visitor. ‘I made a great many friends throughout the whole area. I’ve kept up with a lot of them; we correspond; they visit me frequently—our associations are no secret. If my name surfaced, some zealots might consider jaremat thaár.’



‘Penalty for friendship,’ translated Swann.


‘The climate’s right for it,’ added Kendrick.


‘I suppose that’s good enough,’ said the deputy director without much conviction. ‘When do you want to leave?’


‘As soon as possible. There’s nothing to straighten out here. I’ll grab a cab, go home, and change clothes—’


‘No cabs, Congressman. From here on until you get to Masqat you’re listed as a government liaison under an available cover and flying military transport. You’re under wraps.’ Swann reached for his phone. ‘You’ll be escorted down to the ramp where an unmarked car will drive you home and then on to Andrews. For the next twelve hours you’re government property, and you’ll do what we tell you to do.’


 




Evan Kendrick sat in the back seat of the unmarked State Department car staring out of the window at the lush foliage along the Potomac. Soon the driver would veer to the left and enter a long wooded corridor of Virginia greenery five minutes from his house. His isolated house, he reflected, his very lonely house, despite a live-in couple who were old friends and the discreet, though not excessive, procession of graceful women who shared his bed, also friends.


Four years and nothing permanent. Permanently for him was half a world away where nothing was permanent but the constant necessity of moving from one job to the next,  finding the best quarters available for everyone, and making sure that tutors were available for his partners’ children - children he wished at times were his; specific children, of course. But for him there had never been time for marriage and children; ideas were his wives, projects his offspring. Perhaps this was why he had been the leader; he had no domestic distractions. The women he made love to were mostly driven like himself. Again, like himself, they sought the temporary exhilaration, even the comfort, of brief affairs, but the operative word was ‘temporary’. And then in those wonderful years there was the excitement and the laughter, the hours of fear and the moments of elation when a project’s results exceeded their expectations. They were building an empire - a small one, to be sure - but it would grow, and in time, as Weingrass insisted, the children of the Kendrick Group would go to the best schools in Switzerland, only a few hours away by air. ‘They’ll become a boardroom of international mensch!’ Manny had roared. ‘All that fine education and all those languages. We’re rearing the greatest collection of statesmen and stateswomen since Disraeli and Golda!’


‘Uncle Manny, can we go fishing?’ a young spokesman would invariably implore, wide-eyed conspirators behind him.


‘Of course, David - such a glorious name. The river is only a few kilometres away. We’ll all catch whales, I promise  you!’


‘Manny, please.’ One of the mothers would invariably object. ‘Their homework.’


‘That work is for home— study your syntax. Whales are in the river!’



All that was permanence for Evan Kendrick. And suddenly it had all been shattered, a thousand broken mirrors in the sunlight, each fragment of bloody glass reflecting an image of lovely reality and wondrous expectations. All the mirrors had turned black, no reflections anywhere. Death.


‘Don’t do it!’ screamed Emmanuel Weingrass. ‘I feel the pain as much as you. But don’t you see, it’s what they want you to do,  expect you to do! Don’t give them - don’t give him - that gratification! Fight them, fight him! I will fight with you. Show me your posture, boy!’


‘For whom, Manny? Against whom?’


‘You know as well as I do! We’re only the first; others will follow. Other “accidents”, loved ones killed, projects abandoned. You will allow that?’


‘I simply don’t care.’


‘So you let him win?’


‘Who?’


‘The Mahdi!’


‘A drunken rumour, nothing more.’


‘He did it! He killed them! I know it!’


‘There’s nothing here for me, old friend, and I can’t chase shadows. Therc’s no fun any longer. Forget it, Manny, I’ll make you rich.’


‘I don’t want your coward money!’


‘You won’t take it?’


‘Of course I’ll take it. I simply don’t love you any more.’


Then four years of anxiety, futility and boredom, wondering when the warm wind of love or the cold wind of hate would blow across the smouldering coals inside him. He had told himself over and over again that when the fires suddenly erupted, for whatever reason, the time would be right and he would be ready. He was ready now and no one could stop him. Hate.


The Mahdi.


You took the lives of my closest friends as surely as if you had installed that conduit yourself. I had to identify so many bodies; the broken, twisted, bleeding bodies of the people who meant so much to me. The hatred remains, and it’s deep and cold and won’t go away and let me live my life until you’re dead. I have to go back and pick up the pieces, be my own self again and finish what all of us were building together. Manny was right. I ran away, forgiving myself because of the pain, forgetting the dreams we had. I’ll go back and finish now. I’m coming after you, Mahdi, whoever you are, wherever you are. And no one will know I was there.


‘Sir? Sir, we’re here.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘This is your house,’ said the marine driver. ‘I guess you were catching a nap, but we have a schedule to keep.’


‘No nap, Corporal, but, of course, you’re right.’ Kendrick gripped the handle and opened the door. ‘I’ll only be twenty minutes or so ... Why don’t you come in? The maid’ll get you a snack or a cup of coffee while you wait.’


‘I wouldn’t get out of this car, sir.’


‘Why not?’


‘You’re with OHIO. I’d probably get shot.’


Stunned, and halfway out of the door, Evan Kendrick fumed and looked behind him. At the end of the street, the deserted tree-lined street without a house in sight, a lone car was parked at the kerb. Inside, two figures sat motionless in the front seat.


For the next twelve hours you’re government property, and you’ll do what we tell you to do.


 




The silhouetted figure walked rapidly into the windowless sterile room, closed the door and in the darkness continued to the table where there was the small brass lamp. He turned it on and went directly to his equipment that covered the right wall. He sat down in front of the processor, touched the switch that brought the screen to life, and typed in the code.



Ultra Maximum Secure
 No Existing Intercepts
 Proceed





He continued his journal, his fingers trembling with elation.




Euerything is in motion now. The subject is on his way, the journey begun. I cannot, of course, project the obstacles facing him, much less his success or failure. I only know through my highly developed ‘appliances’ that he is uniquely qualified. One day we will be able to factor in more  accurately the human quotient but that day is not yet here. Nevertheless, if he suruiues lightning will strike; my projections make that clear from a hundred different successfully factored options. The small circle of need-to-know officials have been alerted through ultra max modern communications. Child’s play for my appliances.











CHAPTER THREE


The estimated flying time from Andrews to the US Air Force base in Sicily was seven hours plus. Arrival was scheduled for 5 am, Rome time; eight o’clock in the morning in Oman, which was four to five hours away depending on the prevailing Mediterranean winds and whatever secure routes were available. Takeoff into the Atlantic darkness had been swift in the military jet, a converted F-106 Delta with a cabin that included two adjacent seats in the rear with tray tables that served both as miniature desks and surfaces for food and drink. Swivelled lights angled down from the ceiling, permitting those reading to move the sharp beams into the areas of concentration, whether they were manuscripts, photographs or maps. Kendrick was fed the pages from OHIO-Four-Zero by the man on his left, one page at a time, each given only after the previous page was returned. In two hours and twelve minutes, Evan had completed the entire file. He was about to start at the beginning again when the young man on his left, a handsome, dark-eyed member of OHIO-Four-Zero who had introduced himself simply as a State Department aide, held up his hand.


‘Can’t we take time out for some food, sir?’ he asked.


‘Oh? Sure.’ Kendrick stretched in his seat. ‘Frankly, there’s not a hell of a lot here that’s very useful.’


‘I didn’t think there would be,’ said the clean-cut youngster.


Evan looked at his seat companion, for the first time studying him. ‘You know, I don’t mean this is in a derogatory sense - I really don’t - but for a highly classified  State Department operation, you strike me as being kind of young for the job. You can’t be out of your twenties.’


‘Close to it,’ replied the aide. ‘But I’m pretty good at what I do.’


‘Which is?’


‘Sorry, no comment, sir,’ said the seat companion. ‘Now how about that food? It’s a long flight.’


‘How about a drink?’


‘We’ve made special provision for civilians.’ The dark-haired, dark-browed young man smiled and signalled the Air Force steward, a corporal in a bulkhead seat facing aft; the attendant rose and came forward. ‘A glass of white wine and a Canadian on the rocks, please.’


‘A Canadian—’



‘That’s what you drink, isn’t it?’


‘You’ve been busy.’


‘We never stop.’ The aide nodded to the corporal who retreated to the miniature galley. ‘I’m afraid the food is fixed and standard,’ continued the young man from OHIO. ‘It’s in line with the Pentagon cut-backs ... and certain lobbyists from the meat and produce industries. Filet mignon with asparagus hollandaise and boiled potatoes.’


‘Some cut-backs.’


‘Some lobbyists,’ added Evan’s seat companion, grinning. ‘Then there’s a dessert of baked Alaska.’


‘What?’


‘You can’t overlook the dairy boys.’ The drinks arrived; the steward returned to a bulkhead phone where a white light flashed, and the aide held up his glass. ‘Your health.’


‘Yours, too. Do you have a name?’


‘Pick one.’


‘That’s succinct. Will you settle for Joe?’


‘Joe, it is. Nice to meet you, sir.’


‘Since you obviously know who I am, you have the advantage. You can use my name.’


‘Not on this flight.’


‘Then who am I?’


‘For the record, you’re a cryptanalyst named Axelrod  who’s being flown to the embassy in Jiddah, Saudi Arabia. The name doesn’t mean much; it’s basically for the pilot’s logs. If anyone wants your attention, he’ll just say “sir”. Names are sort of off limits on these trips.’


‘Dr Axelrod?’ The corporal’s intrusion made the State Department’s aide blanch.


‘Doctor?’ replied Evan, mildly astonished, looking at ‘Joe’.


‘Obviously you’re a PhD,’ said the aide under his breath.


‘That’s nice,’ whispered Kendrick, raising his eyes to the steward. ‘Yes?’


‘The pilot would like to speak with you, sir. If you’ll follow me to the flight deck, please?’


‘Certainly,’ agreed Evan, pushing up the tray table while handing ‘Joe’ his drink. ‘At least you were right about one thing, junior,’ he mumbled to the State Department man.


‘He said “sir”.’


‘And I don’t like it,’ rejoined ‘Joe’, quietly, intensely. ‘All communications involving you are to be funnelled through  me.’



‘You want to make a scene?’


‘Screw it. It’s an ego trip. He wants to get close to the special cargo.’


‘The what?’



‘Forget it, Dr Axelrod. Just remember, there are to be no decisions without my approval.’


‘You’re a tough kid.’


‘The toughest, Congress - Dr Axelrod. Also, I’m not “junior”. Not where you’re concerned.’


‘Shall I convey your feelings to the pilot?’


‘You can tell him I’ll cut both his wings and his balls off if he pulls this again.’


‘Since I was the last on board, I didn’t meet him, but I gather he’s a brigadier general.’


‘He’s brigadier-bullshit to me.’


‘Good Lord,’ said Kendrick, chuckling. ‘Inter-service rivalry at forty thousand feet. I’m not sure I approve of that.’



‘Sir?’ The Air Force steward was anxious.


‘Coming, Corporal.’


The compact flight deck of the F-106 Delta glowed with a profusion of tiny green and red lights, dials and numbers everywhere. The pilot and co-pilot were strapped in front, the navigator on the right, a cushioned earphone clipped to his left ear, his eyes on a gridded computer screen. Evan had to bend down to advance the several feet he could manage in the small enclosure.


‘Yes, General?’ he inquired. ‘You wanted to see me?’


‘I don’t even want to look at you, Doctor,’ answered the pilot, his attention on the panels in front of him. ‘I’m just going to read you a message from someone named S. You know someone named S?’


‘I think I do,’ replied Kendrick, assuming the message had been radioed by Swann at the Department of State. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s a pain in the butt to this bird, is what it is!’ cried the brigadier general. ‘I’ve never landed there! I don’t know the field, and I’m told those fucking Eyetals over in that wasteland are better at making spaghetti sauce than they are at giving approach instructions!’


‘It’s our own air base,’ protested Evan.


‘The hell it is!’ countered the pilot as his co-pilot shook his head in an emphatic negative. ‘We’re changing course to Sardinia! Not Sicily but Sardinia! I’ll have to blow out my engines to contain us on that strip - if, for Christ’s sake, we can find it!’


‘What’s the message, General?’ asked Kendrick calmly. ‘There’s usually a reason for most things when plans are changed.’


‘Then you explain it - no, don’t explain it. I’m hot and bothered enough. Goddamned spooks!’


‘The message, please?’


‘Here it is.’ The angry pilot read from a perforated page of paper. ‘ “Switch necessary. Jiddah out. All MA where permitted under eyes—” ’


‘What does that mean?’ interrupted Evan quickly. ‘The MA under eyes.’


‘What it says.’


‘In English, please.’


‘Sorry, I forgot. Whoever you are you’re not what’s logged. It means all military aircraft in Sicily and Jiddah are under observation, as well as every field we land on. Those Arab bastards expect something and they’ve got their filthy psychos in place, ready to relay anything or anyone unusual.’


‘Not all Arabs are bastards or filthy or psychos, General.’


‘They are in my book.’


‘Then it’s unprintable.’


‘What is?’


‘Your book. The rest of the message, please.’


The pilot made an obscene gesture with his right arm, the perforated paper in his hand. ‘Read it yourself, Arab-lover. But it doesn’t leave this deck.’


Kendrick took the paper, angled it towards the navigator’s light, and read the message. ‘Switch necessary. Jiddahout. All MA where permitted under eyes. Transfer to civilian subsidiary on south island. Routed through Cyprus, Riyadh, to target. Arrangements cleared. ETA is close to Second Pillar el-Maghreb  best timing possible. Sorry. S.’ Evan reached out, holding the message over the brigadier general’s shoulder and dropped it. ‘I assume that “south island” is Sardinia.’


‘You got it.’


‘Then, I gather, I’m to spend roughly ten more hours on a plane, or planes, through Cyprus, Saudi Arabia and finally to Masqat.’


‘I’ll tell you one thing, Arab-lover,’ continued the pilot. ‘I’m glad it’s you flying on those Minnie Mouse aircraft and not me. A word of advice: Grab a seat near an emergency exit and if you can buy a chute, spend the money. Also a gas mask. I’m told those planes stink.’


‘I’ll try to remember your generous advice.’


‘Now you tell me something,’ said the general. ‘What the hell is that “Second Pillar” Arab stuff?’


‘Do you go to church?’ asked Evan.


‘You’re damned right I do. When I’m home I make the  whole damn family go - no welching on that, by Christ. At least once a month, it’s a rule.’


‘So do the Arabs, but not once a month. Five times a day. They believe as strongly as you do, at least as strongly, wouldn’t you say? The Second Pillar of el Maghreb refers to the Islamic prayers at sundown. Hell of an inconvenience, isn’t it? They work their Arab asses off all day long, mostly for nothing, and then it’s sundown. No cocktails, just prayers to their God. Maybe it’s all they’ve got. Like the old plantation spirituals.’


The pilot turned slowly in his seat. His face in the shadows of the flight deck startled Kendrick. The brigadier general was black. ‘You set me up,’ said the pilot flatly.


‘I’m sorry. I mean that; I didn’t realize. On the other hand you said it. You called me an Arab-lover.’


 




Sundown. Masqat, Oman. The ancient turbo-jet bounced on to the runway with such force that some of the passengers screamed, their desert instincts alert to the possibility of fiery oblivion. Then with the realization that they had arrived, that they were safe, and that there were jobs for the having, they began chanting excitedly. Thanks be to Allah for His benevolence! They had been promised rials for servitude the Omanis would not accept. So be it. It was far better than what they had left behind.


The suited businessmen in the front of the aircraft, handkerchiefs held to their noses, rushed to the exit door, gripping their briefcases, all too anxious to swallow the air of Oman. Kendrick stood in the aisle, the last in line, wondering what the State Department’s Swann had in mind when he said in his message that ‘arrangements’ had been cleared.


‘Come with me!’ cried a be-robed Arab from the crowd forming outside the terminal for Immigration. ‘We have another exit, Dr Axelrod.’


‘My passport doesn’t say anything about Axelrod.’



‘Precisely. That is why you are coming with me.’


‘What about Immigration?’


‘Keep your papers in your pocket. No one wants to see them. I do not want to see them!’


‘Then how—’


‘Enough, ya Shaikh. Give me your luggage and stay ten feet behind me. Come!’


Evan handed his soft carry-on suitcase to the excited contact and followed him. They walked to the right, past the end of the one-storeyed brown and white terminal, and headed immediately to the left towards the tall wire fence beyond which the fumes from dozens of taxis, buses and trucks tinted the burning air. The crowds outside the airport fence were racing back and forth among the congested vehicles, shrieking admonishments and screeching for attention, their robes flowing. Along the fence for perhaps 75 to 100 feet, scores of other Arabs pressed their faces against the metal links, peering into an alien world of smooth asphalt runways and sleek aircraft that was no part of their lives, giving birth to fantasies beyond their understanding. Ahead, Kendrick could see a metal building, the airfield warehouse he remembered so well, recalling the hours he and Manny Weingrass had spent inside waiting for long overdue equipment promised on one flight or another, often furious with the customs officials who frequently could not understand the forms they had to fill out which would release the equipment - if, indeed, the equipment had arrived.


The gate in front of the warehouse’s hangarlike doors was open, accommodating the line of freight containers, their deep wells filled with crates disgorged from the various aircraft. Guards with attack dogs on leashes flanked the customs conveyor belt that carried the freight inside to anxious suppliers and retailers and the ever-present, ever-frustrated foremen of construction teams. The guards’ eyes constantly roamed the frenzied activity, in their hands repeating machine pistols. They were there not merely to maintain a semblance of order amid the chaos and to back up the customs officials in the event of violent disputes, but essentially to look out for weapons and narcotics being smuggled into the sultanate. Each crate and thickly layered  box was examined by the snarling, yelping dogs as it was lifted on to the belt.


Evan’s contact stopped; he did the same. The Arab turned and nodded at a small side gate with a sign in Arabic above it. Stop. Authorized Personnel Only. Violators Will Be Shot. It was an exit for the guards and other officials of the government. The gate also had a large metal plate where a lock would normally be placed. And it was a lock, thought Kendrick, a lock electronically released from somewhere inside the warehouse. The contact nodded twice more, indicating that on a signal Evan was to head for the gate where ‘violators will be shot’. Kendrick frowned questioningly, a hollow pain forming in his stomach. With Masqat under a state of siege, it would not take much for someone to start firing. The Arab read the doubt in his eyes and nodded for a fourth time, slowly, reassuringly. The contact turned and looked to his right down the line of freight containers. Almost imperceptibly, he raised his right hand.


Suddenly, a fight broke out beside one of the containers. Curses were shrieked as arms swung violently and fists pounded.


‘Contraband!’


‘Liar!’


‘Your mother is a goat, a filthy she-goat!’


‘Your father lives with whores!You are a product!’


Dust flew as the grappling bodies fell to the ground, joined by others who took sides. The dogs began barking viciously, straining at their leashes, their handlers carried forward towards the mêlée. All but one handler, one guard; and the signal was given by Evan’s contact. Together they ran to the deserted personnel exit.


‘Good fortune, sir,’ said the lone guard, his attack dog sniffing menacingly at Kendrick’s trousers as the man tapped the metal plate in a rapid code with his weapon. A buzzer sounded and the gate swung back. Kendrick and his contact ran through, racing along the metal wall of the warehouse.


In the parking lot beyond stood a broken-down truck, the tyres apparently only half inflated. The engine roared as  loud reports came from a worn exhaust pipe. ‘Besuraa!’ cried the Arab contact, telling Evan to hurry. ‘There is your transport.’


‘I hope,’ mumbled Kendrick, his voice laced with doubt.


‘Welcome to Masqat, Shaikh-whoever.’



‘You know who I am,’ said Evan angrily. ‘You picked me out in the crowd! How many others can do that?’


‘Very few, sir. And I do not know who you are, I swear by Allah.’


‘Then I have to believe you, don’t I?’ asked Kendrick, staring at the man.


‘I would not use the name of Allah if it were not so. Please. Besuraa!’



‘Thanks,’ said Evan, grabbing his case and running towards the truck’s cab. Suddenly the driver was gesturing out the window for him to climb into the back under the canvas that covered the bed of the ancient vehicle. The truck lurched forward as a pair of hands pulled him up inside.


Stretched out on the floorboards, Kendrick raised his eyes to the Arab above him. The man smiled and pointed to the long robes of an aba and the ankle-length shirt known as a thob  which were suspended on a hanger in the front of the canvas-topped trailer; beside it, hanging on a nail, was the ghotra  headdress and a pair of white balloon trousers, the street clothes of an Arab and the last items Evan had requested of the State Department’s Frank Swann. These and one other small but vital catalyst.


The Arab held it up. It was a tube of skin-darkening gel, which when generously applied turned the face and hands of a white Occidental into those of a Middle-Eastern Semite whose skin had been permanency burnished by the hot, blistering, near-equatorial sun. The dyed pigment would stay darkened for a period of ten days before fading. Ten days. A lifetime - for him or for the monster who called himself the Mahdi.


 




The woman stood inside the airport fence inches from the metal links. She wore gently flared white slacks and a  tapered, dark green silk blouse, the blouse creased by the leather strap of her handbag. Long dark hair framed her face; her sharp attractive features were obscured by a pair of large designer sunglasses, her head covered by a wide-brimmed white sun hat, the crown circled by a ribbon of green silk. At first she seemed to be yet another traveller from wealthy Rome or Paris, London or New York. But a closer look revealed a subtle difference from the stereotype; it was her skin. Its olive tones, neither black nor white, suggested northern Africa. What confirmed the difference was what she held in her hands, and only seconds before had pressed against the fence: a miniature camera, barely two inches long and with a tiny bulging, convex, prismatic lens engineered for telescopic photography, equipment associated with intelligence personnel. The seedy, run-down truck had swerved out of the warehouse parking lot; the camera was no longer necessary.


She grabbed the handbag at her side and slipped it out of sight.



‘Khalehla!’ shouted an obese, wide-eyed, bald-headed man running towards her, pronouncing the name in Arabic, ‘Kalay-la.’ He was awkwardly carrying two suitcases, the sweat drenching his shirt and penetrating even the black, pinstripe suit styled in Savile Row. ‘For God’s sake, why did you drift off?’



‘That dreadful queue was simply too boring, darling,’ replied the woman, her accent an unfathomable mixture of British and Italian or perhaps Greek. ‘I thought I’d stroll around.’


‘Good Christ, Khalehla, you can’t do that, can’t you understand? This place is a veritable hell on earth right now!’ The Englishman stood before her, his jowled face flushed, dripping with perspiration. ‘I was the very next in line for that Immigration imbecile, and I looked around and you weren’t there! And when I started rushing about to find you, three lunatics with guns—guns!— stopped me and took me . into a room and searched our luggage!’



‘I hope you were clean, Tony.’


‘The bastards confiscated my whisky!’


‘Oh, the sacrifices of being such a successful man. Never mind, darling, I’ll have it replaced.’


The British businessman’s eyes roved over the face and figure of Khalehla. ‘Well, it’s past, isn’t it? We’ll go back now and get it over with.’ The obese man winked - one eye after the other. ‘I’ve got us splendid accommodation. You’ll be very pleased, my dear.’


‘Accommodation? With you, darling?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Oh, I really couldn’t do that.’



‘What? You said—’



‘I said?’ Khalehla broke in, her dark brows arched above her sunglasses.


‘Well, you implied, rather emphatically, I might add, that if I could get you on that plane we might have a rather sporting time of it in Masqat.’


‘Sporting, of course. Drinks on the Gulf, perhaps the races, dinner at El Quaman - ya, all of those things. But in your room?’



‘Well, well ... well, certain things shouldn’t have to be - specified.’


‘Oh, my sweet Tony. How can I apologize for such a misunderstanding? My old English tutor at the Cairo University suggested I contact you. She’s one of your wife’s dearest friends. Oh, no, I couldn’t really.’



‘Shit!’ exploded the highly successful businessman named Tony.


 





‘Miraya!’ shouted Kendrick over the deafening sounds of the dilapidated truck as it bounced over a back road into Masqat.


‘You did not request a mirror, ya Shaikh,’ yelled the Arab in the rear of the trailer, his English heavily accented but understandable enough.


‘Rip out one of the sideview mirrors on the doors, then. Tell the driver.’


‘He cannot hear me, ya Shaikh. Like so many others, this  is an old vehicle, one that will not be noticed. I cannot reach the driver.’



‘Goddamnit!’ exclaimed Evan, the tube of gel in his hand. ‘Then you be my eyes, ya sahbee,’ he said, calling the man his friend. ‘Come closer to me and watch. Tell me when it’s right. Open the canvas.’


The Arab folded back part of the rear covering, letting the sunlight into the darkened trailer. Cautiously, holding on to the straps, he moved forward until he was barely a foot away from Kendrick. ‘This is the id-dawa, sir?’ he asked, referring to the tube.



‘Iwah,’ said Evan, when he saw that the gel was indeed the medicine he needed. He began spreading it first on his hands; both men watched; the waiting-time was less than three minutes.



‘Arma!’ shouted the Arab, holding out his right hand; the colour of the skin nearly matched his own.



‘Kwayis,’ agreed Kendrick, trying to approximate the amount of gel he had applied to his hands so as to equal the proportion for his face. There was nothing for it but to do it. He did, and anxiously watched the Arab’s eyes.



‘Ma’ool!’ cried his newest companion, grinning the grin of significant triumph. ‘Delwatee anzur!’



He had done it. His exposed flesh was now the colour of a sun-drenched Arab. ‘Help me into the thob and the aba,  please,’ Evan asked as he started to disrobe in the violently shaking truck.


‘I will, of course,’ said the Arab, suddenly in much clearer English than he had employed before. ‘But now we are finished with each other. Forgive me for playing the naif  with you but no one is to be trusted here; the American State Department not exempted. You are taking risks, ya Shaikh,  far more than I, as the father of my children would take, but that is your business, not mine. You will be dropped off in the centre of Masqat and you will then be on your own.’


‘Thanks for getting me there,’ said Evan.


‘Thank you for coming, ya Shaikh. But do not try to trace those of us who helped you. In truth, we would kill you  before the enemy had a chance to schedule your execution. We are quiet, but we are alive.’


‘Who are you?’


‘Believers, ya Shaikh. That is enough for you to know.’


 





‘Alf shukr,’ said Evan, thanking the clerk and tipping him for the confidentiality he had been guaranteed. He signed the hotel register with a false Arabic name and was given the key to his suite. He did not require a bellboy. Kendrick took the elevator to a wrong floor and waited at the end of a corridor to see if he had been followed. He had not, so he walked down the staircase to his proper floor and went to his suite.


Time. Time’s valuable, every minute: Frank Swann, Department of State. The evening prayers of el Maghreb were over; darkness descended and the madness at the embassy could be heard in the distance. Evan threw his small case into a corner of the living room, took out his wallet from under his robes, and withdrew a folded sheet of paper on which he had written the names and telephone numbers - numbers that were by now almost five years old - of the people he wanted to contact. He went to the desk and the telephone, sat down and unfolded the paper.


Thirty-five minutes later, after the effusive yet strangely awkward greetings of three friends from the past, the meeting was arranged. He had chosen seven names, each among the most influential men he remembered from his days in Masqat. Two had died; one was out of the country; the fourth told him quite frankly that the climate was not right for an Omani to meet with an American. The three who had agreed to see him, with varying degrees of reluctance, would arrive separately within the hour. Each would go directly to his suite without troubling the front desk.


Thirty-eight minutes passed, during which time Kendrick unpacked the few items of clothing he had brought and ordered specific brands of whisky from room service. The abstinence demanded by Islamic tradition was more honoured in the breach, and beside each name was the libation  each guest favoured; it was a lesson Evan had learned from the irascible Emmanuel Weingrass. An industrial lubricant, my son. You remember the name of a man’s wife, he’s pleased. You remember the brand of whisky he drinks, now that’s something else. Now you care!



The soft knocking at the door broke the silence of the room like cracks of lightning. Kendrick took several deep breaths, walked across the room, and admitted his first visitor.


‘It is you, Evan? My God, you haven’t converted, have you?’


‘Come in, Mustapha. It’s good to see you again.’


‘But am I seeing you?’ said the man named Mustapha who was dressed in a dark brown business suit. ‘And your skin! You are as dark as I am if not darker.’


‘I want you to understand everything.’ Kendrick closed the door, gesturing for his friend from the past to choose a place to sit. ‘I’ve got your brand of Scotch. Care for a drink?’


‘Oh, that Manny Weingrass is never far away, is he?’ said Mustapha, walking to the long, brocade-covered sofa and sitting down. ‘The old thief.’


‘Hey, come on, Musty,’ protested Evan, laughing and heading for the bar. ‘He never short-changed you.’


‘No, he didn’t. Neither he nor you nor your other partners ever short-changed any of us ... How has it been with you without them, my friend? Many of us talk about it even after all these years.’


‘Sometimes not easy,’ said Kendrick honestly, pouring drinks. ‘But you accept it. You cope.’ He brought Mustapha his Scotch and sat down in one of the three chairs opposite the sofa. ‘The best, Musty.’ He raised his glass.


‘No, old friend, it is the worst - the worst of times as the English Dickens wrote.’


‘Let’s wait till the others get here.’


‘They’re not coming.’ Mustapha drank his Scotch.


‘What?’


‘We talked. I am, as is said in so many business conferences, the representative of certain interests. Also, as  the only minister of the sultan’s cabinet, it was felt that I could convey the government’s consensus.’


‘About what? You’re jumping way the hell ahead of me.’


‘You jumped ahead of us, Evan, by simply coming here and calling us. One of us; two, perhaps; even in the extreme, three - but seven. No, that was reckless of you, old friend, and dangerous for everyone.’


‘Why?’


‘Did you think for a minute,’ continued the Arab, overriding Kendrick, ‘that even three recognizable men of standing - say nothing of seven—would converge on a hotel within minutes of each other to meet with a stranger without the management hearing about it? Ridiculous.’



Evan studied Mustapha before speaking, their eyes locked. ‘What is it, Musty? What are you trying to tell me? This isn’t the embassy, and that obscene mess over there hasn’t anything to do with the businessmen or the government of Oman.’


‘No, it obviously does not,’ agreed the Arab firmly. ‘But what I’m trying to tell you is that things have changed here - in ways many of us do not understand.’


‘That’s also obvious,’ interrupted Kendrick. ‘You’re not terrorists.’


‘No, we’re not, but would you care to hear what people—responsible people - are saying?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘“It will pass,” they say. “Don’t interfere; it would only inflame them further.” ’


‘Don’t interfere?’ repeated Evan incredulously.


‘And “Let the politicians settle it.” ’


‘The politicians can’t settle it!’


‘Oh, there’s more, Evan. “There’s a certain basis for their anger,” they say. “Not the killing of course, but within the context of certain events,” et cetera, et cetera. I’ve heard that, too.’


‘Context of certain events? What events?’


‘Current history, old friend. “They’re reacting to a very uneven Middle East policy on the part of the United States.”  That’s the catch-phrase, Evan. “The Israelis get everything and they get nothing,” people say. “They are driven from their lands and their homes and forced to live in crowded, filthy refugee camps, while in the West Bank the Jews spit on them.” These are the things I hear.’


‘That’s bullshit!’ exploded Kendrick. ‘Beyond the fact that there’s another, equally painful, side to that bigoted coin, it has nothing to do with those two hundred and thirty-six hostages or the eleven who’ve already been butchered! They don’t make policy, uneven or otherwise. They’re innocent human beings, brutalized and terrified and driven to exhaustion by goddamned animals! How the hell can responsible people say those things? That’s not the President’s cabinet over there, or hawks from the Knesset. They’re civil service employees and tourists and construction families. I repeat. Bullshit!’



The man named Mustapha sat rigidly on the sofa, his eyes still levelled at Evan. ‘I know that and you know that,’ he said quietly. ‘And they know that, my friend.’


‘Then why?’



‘The truth then,’ continued the Arab, his voice no louder than before. ‘Two incidents that forged a dreadful consensus, if I may use the word somewhat differently from before ... The reason these things are said is that none of us cares to create targets of our own flesh.’


‘Targets? Your ... flesh?’


‘Two men, one I shall call Mahmoud, the other Abdul - not their real names, of course, for it’s better that you not know them. Mahmoud’s daughter - raped, her face slashed. Abdul’s son, his throat slit in an alley below his father’s office on the piers. “Criminals, rapists, murderers!” the authorities say. But we all know better. It was Abdul and Mahmoud who tried to rally an opposition. “Guns!” they cried. “Storm the embassy ourselves,” they insisted. ‘Do not let Masqat become another Tehran!” ... But it was not they who suffered. It was those close to them, their most precious possessions ... These are the warnings, Evan. Forgive me, but if you had a wife and children would you subject them to  such risks? I think not. The most precious jewels are not made of stone, but of flesh. Our families. A true hero will overcome his fear and risk his life for what he believes, but he will balk when the price is the lives of his loved ones. Is it not so, old friend?’


‘My God,’ whispered Evan. ‘You won’t help - you can’t.’



‘There is someone, however, who will see you and hear what you have to say. But the meeting must take place with extraordinary caution, miles away in the desert before the mountains of Jabal Sham.’


‘Who is it?’


‘The sultan.’


Kendrick was silent. He looked at his glass. After a prolonged moment he raised his eyes to Mustapha. ‘I’m not to have any official linkage,’ he said, ‘and the sultan’s pretty official. I don’t speak for my government, that’s got to be clear.’


‘You mean you don’t want to meet with him?’


‘On the contrary, I want to very much. I just need to make my position clear. I have nothing to do with the intelligence community, the State Department or the White House - God knows not the White House.’


‘I think that’s patently clear; your robes and the colour of your skin confirm it. And the sultan wants no connection with you, as emphatically as Washington wants no connection.’


‘I’m rusty,’ said Evan, drinking. ‘The old man died a year or so after I left, didn’t he? I’m afraid I didn’t keep up with things over here - a natural aversion, I think.’


‘Certainly understandable. Our current sultan is his son; he’s nearer your age than mine, even younger than you. After school in England, he completed his studies in your country. Dartmouth and Harvard, to be exact.’


‘His name’s Ahmat,’ broke in Kendrick, remembering. ‘I met him a couple of times.’ Evan frowned. ‘Economics and international relations,’ he added.


‘What?’


‘Those were the degrees he was after. Graduate and postgraduate.’


‘He’s educated and bright, but he’s young. Very young for the tasks facing him.’


‘When can I see him?’


‘Tonight. Before others become aware of your presence here.’ Mustapha looked at his watch. ‘In thirty minutes leave the hotel and walk four blocks north. A military vehicle will be at the corner. Get in and it will take you to the sands of Jabal Sham.’


 




The slender Arab in the soiled aba ducked into the shadows of the darkened shopfront opposite the hotel. He stood silently next to the woman called Khalehla, now dressed in a tailored black suit, the kind favoured by women executives and indistinct in the dim light. She was awkwardly securing a lens into the mount of her small camera. Suddenly, two sharp, high-pitched beeps sounded out.


‘Hurry,’ said the Arab. ‘He’s on his way. He’s reached the lobby.’


‘As fast as I can,’ replied the woman, swearing under her breath as she manipulated the lens. ‘I ask little of my superiors but decent, functioning equipment is one of them ... There. It’s on.’


‘Here he comes!’


Khalehla raised her camera with the telescopic, infra-red lens for night photographs. She rapidly snapped three pictures of the robed Evan Kendrick. ‘I wonder how long they’ll let him live,’ she said. ‘I have to reach a telephone.’
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The journal was continued.



Reports from Masqat are astonishing. The subject has transformed himself into an Omani complete  with Arab dress and darkened skin. He moues about the city like a natiue apparently contacting old friends and acquaintances from his previous life. The reports, howeuer, are also sketchy as the subject’s shadow routes euerything through Langley and as yet I hauen’t been able to inuade the CIA access codes from the Gulf nations. Who knows what Langley conceals? I’ve instructed my appliances to work harder! The State Department, naturally, is duck soup. And why not?










CHAPTER FOUR


The vast, arid desert appeared endless in the night, the sporadic moonlight outlining the mountains of Jabal Sham in the distance - an unreachable, menacing border towering on the dark horizon. Everywhere the flat surface seemed to be a dry mixture of earth and sand, the windless plain devoid of those swelling, impermanent hills of windblown dunes one conjures up with images of the great Sahara. The hard, winding road beneath was barely passable; the brown military vehicle lurched and skidded around the sandy curves on its way to the royal meeting ground. Kendrick, as instructed, sat beside the armed, uniformed driver; in the back was a second man, an officer and also armed. Security started at the pickup; a perceived wrong move on Evan’s part and he was flanked. Apart from polite greetings neither soldier spoke.


‘This is desert country,’ said Kendrick in Arabic. ‘Why are there so many turns?’


‘There are many off-shoot roads, sir,’ answered the officer from the back seat. ‘A straight lane in these sands would mark them too clearly.’


Royal security, thought Evan without comment.


They took an ‘off-shoot road’ after twenty-five minutes of speeding due west. Several miles beyond, a campfire glowed on the right. As they drew near, Kendrick saw a platoon of uniformed guards circling the fire, facing out, all points of the compass covered; the dark silhouettes of two military trucks loomed in the distance. The car stopped; the officer leaped out and opened the door for the American.


‘Precede me, sir,’ he said in English.


‘Certainly,’ replied Evan, trying to spot the young sultan in the light of the fire. There was no sign of him, nor of anyone not in uniform. Evan tried to recall the face of the boy-man he had met over four years ago, the student who had come home to Oman during a Christmas or a spring break, he could not remember which, only that the son of the sultan was an amiable young man, as knowledgeable as he was enthusiastic about American sports. But that was all Evan could recall; no face came to him, only the name, Ahmat, which Mustapha had confirmed. Three soldiers in front of him gave way; they walked through the protective ring.


‘You will permit me, sir?’ said a second officer, suddenly standing in front of Kendrick.


‘Permit you what?’


‘It is customary under these circumstances to search all visitors.’


‘Go ahead.’


The soldier swiftly and efficiently probed the robes of the  aba, raising the right sleeve above the area where Evan had spread the skin-darkening gel. Seeing the white flesh, the officer held the cloth in place and stared at Kendrick. ‘You have papers with you, ya Shaikh?’



‘No papers. No identification.’


‘I see.’ The soldier dropped the sleeve. ‘You have no weapons, either.’


‘Of course not.’


‘That is for you to claim and for us to determine, sir.’ The officer snapped out a thin, black device from his belt, no larger than a pack of cigarettes. He pressed what looked like a red or orange button. ‘You will wait here, please.’


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Evan, glancing at the guards, their rifles poised.


‘No, you are not, ya Shaikh,’ agreed the soldier, striding back towards the fire.


Kendrick looked at the English-speaking officer who had accompanied him in the back seat from Masqat. ‘They take no chances, do they?’ he said aimlessly.


‘The will of almighty Allah, sir,’ replied the soldier. ‘The sultan is our light, our sun. You are Aurobbi, a white man. Would you not protect your lineage to the heavens?’


‘If I thought he could guarantee my admittance, I certainly would.’


‘He is a good man, ya Shaikh. Young, perhaps, but wise in many ways. We have come to learn that.’


‘He is coming here, then?’


‘He has arrived, sir.’


The bass-toned roar of a big powerful car broke the crackling intrusion of the campfire. The vehicle with tinted windows swerved in front of the ring of guards and came to an abrupt stop. Before the driver could emerge, the rear door opened and the sultan stepped out. He was in the robes of his royal office, but with the door still open he proceeded to remove them, throwing his aba into the car, the ghotra  headdress remaining on his head. He walked through the circle of his Royal Guard, a slender, muscular man of medium height and broad shoulders. Except for the ghotra,  his clothes were Western. His slacks were a tan gabardine, and over his chest was a T-shirt with a cartoon figure wearing a three-cornered American revolutionary hat bursting out of an American football. Underneath, the legend read: New England Patriots.



‘It’s been a long time, Evan Kendrick, ya Shaikh,’ said the young man in a slightly British accent, smiling and extending his hand. ‘I like your costume, but it’s not exactly Brooks Brothers, is it?’


‘Neither is yours unless the Brothers Brooks are into T-shirts.’ They shook hands. Kendrick could feel the sultan’s strength. ‘Thank you for seeing me, Ahmat ... Forgive me—I should say Your Royal Highness. My apologies.’


‘You knew me as Ahmat, and I knew you as Shaikh, sir.  Must I still call you “sir”?’


‘That’d be inappropriate, I think.’


‘Good. We understand each other.’


‘You look different from what I remember,’ said Evan.


‘I was forced to grow up swiftly—not by choice. From  student to teacher, without the proper qualifications, I’m afraid.’


‘You’re respected, I’ve heard that.’


‘The office does it, not the man. I must learn to fill the office. Come on, let’s talk - away from here.’ The sultan, Ahmat, took Kendrick’s arm and started through his circle of guards only to be stopped by the officer who had searched Evan.


‘Your Highness!’ cried the soldier. ‘Your safety is our lives! Please remain within the cordon.’


‘And be a target by the light of the fire?’


‘We surround you, sir, and the men will continuously sidestep around the circle. The ground is flat.’


‘Instead, point your weapons beyond the shadows, sahbee,’  said Ahmat, calling the soldier his friend. ‘We’ll only be a few metres away.’


‘With pain in our hearts, Your Highness.’


‘It will pass.’ Ahmat ushered Kendrick through the cordon. ‘My countrymen are given to trivial melodramatics.’


‘It’s not so trivial if they’re willing to make a moving ring and take a bullet meant for you.’


‘It’s nothing special, Evan, and, frankly, I don’t know all the men in those bodies. What we may have to say to each other could be for our ears only.’


‘I didn’t realize ...’ Kendrick looked at the young sultan of Oman as they walked into the darkness. ‘Your own  guards?’



‘Anything’s possible during this madness. You can study the eyes of a professional soldier but you can’t see the resentments or the temptations behind them. Here, this is far enough.’ Both men stopped in the sand.


‘The madness,’ said Evan flatly in the dim light of the fire and the intermittent moonlight. ‘Let’s talk about it.’


‘That’s why you’re here, of course.’


‘That’s why I’m here,’ Kendrick said.


‘What the hell do you want me to do?’ cried Ahmat in a harsh whisper. ‘Whatever move I make, another hostage could get shot and one more bullet-riddled body thrown out  of a window!’ The young sultan shook his head. ‘Now, I know you and my father worked well together - you and I discussed a few projects at a couple of dinner parties, but I don’t expect you to remember.’


‘I remember,’ broke in Kendrick. ‘You were home from Harvard, your second year in graduate school, I think. You were always on your father’s left, the position of inheritance.’


‘Thanks a bunch, Evan. I could have had a terrific job at E. F. Hutton.’


‘You have a terrific job here.’


‘I know that,’ said Ahmat, his whispered voice again rising. ‘And that’s why I have to make sure I do it right. Certainly I can call back the army from the Yemen border and take the embassy by blowing it apart - and in doing so I guarantee the deaths of two hundred and thirty-six Americans. I can see your headlines now: Arab sultan kills, et cetera, et cetera.  Arab. The Knesset in Jerusalem has a field day! No way, pal. I’m no hair-trigger cowboy who risks innocent lives and somehow in the confusion gets labelled anti-Semitic in your press. God in Heaven! Washington and Israel seem to have forgotten that we’re all Semites, and not all Arabs are Palestinians and not all Palestinians are terrorists! And I won’t give those pontificating, arrogant Israeli bastards another reason to send their American F-14s to kill more  Arabs just as innocent as your hostages! Do you read me, Evan Shaikh?’



‘I read you,’ said Kendrick. ‘Now will you cool off and listen to me?’


The agitated young sultan exhaled audibly, nodding his head. ‘Of course I’ll listen to you, but listening isn’t agreeing to a damn thing.’


‘All right.’ Evan paused, his eyes intense, wanting to be understood despite the strange, obscure information he was about to impart. ‘You’ve heard of the Mahdi?’


‘Khartoum, the 1880s.’


‘No. Bahrain, the 1980s.’


‘What?’


Kendrick repeated the story he had told Frank Swann at the State Department. The story of an unknown, obsessed financier who called himself the Mahdi, and whose purpose was to drive out the Westerner from the Middle East and Southwest Asia, keeping the immense wealth of industrial expansion in Arab hands - specifically his hands. How this same man who had spread his gospel of Islamic purity throughout the fanatic fringes had formed a network, a silent cartel of scores, perhaps hundreds, of hidden companies and corporations all linked together under the umbrella of his own concealed organization. Evan then described how his old Israeli architect, Emmanuel Weingrass, had perceived the outlines of this extraordinary economic conspiracy, initially by way of threats levelled against the Kendrick Group - threats he had countered with his own outrageous warnings of retribution - and how the more Manny learned, the more he was convinced that the conspiracy was real and growing and had to be exposed.


‘Looking lack, I’m not proud of what I did,’ continued Evan in the dim light of the campfire and the flitting desert moon. ‘But I rationalized it because of what had happened. I just had to get out of this part of the world, and so I walked away from the business, walked away from the fight Manny said we must confront. I told him his imagination was working overtime, that he was giving credence to irresponsible - and often drunken - goons. I remember so clearly what he said to me. “Could my wildest imaginings,” he said, “or even less conceivably theirs, come up with a Mahdi?  Those killers did it to us - he did it!” Manny was right then and he’s right now. The embassy is stormed, homicidal lunatics kill innocent people, and the ultimate statement is made. “Stay away, Western Boy. You come over here, you’ll be another corpse thrown out of a window.” Can’t you see,  Ahmat? There is a Mahdi and he’s systematically squeezing everyone else out through sheer, manipulative terror.’


‘I can see that you’re convinced,’ replied the young sultan sceptically.


‘So are others here in Masqat. They just don’t understand.  They can’t find a pattern, or an explanation, but they’re so frightened they refused to meet with me. Me, an old friend of many years, a man they worked with and trusted.’


‘Terror breeds anxiety. What would you expect? Also, there’s something else. You’re an American disguised as an Arab. That in itself must frighten them.’


‘They didn’t know what I was wearing or what I looked like. I was a voice over the telephone.’


‘An American voice. Even more frightening.’


‘A Western boy?’


‘There are many Westerners here. But the United States government, understandably, has ordered all Americans out, and prohibited all incoming American commercial flights. Your friends ask themselves how you got here. And why. With lunatics roaming the streets, perhaps they, also understandably, don’t care to involve themselves in the embassy crisis.’


‘They don’t. Because children have been killed - the children of men who did want to involve themselves.’


Ahmat stood rigidly in place, his dark eyes bewildered, angry again. ‘There’s been crime, yes, and the police do what they can, but I’ve heard nothing about this - about children being killed.’


‘It’s true. A daughter was raped, her face disfigured; a son was murdered, his throat slit.’



‘Goddamn you, if you’re lying! I may be helpless where the embassy is concerned but not outside! Who were they? Give me names!’


‘None were given to me, not the real ones. I wasn’t to be told.’


‘But Mustapha had to do the telling. There was no one else.’


‘Yes.’


‘He’ll tell me, you can bet your ass on that!’


‘Then you see now, don’t you?’ Kendrick was close to pleading. ‘The pattern, I mean. It’s there, Ahmat. An underground network is being formed. This Mahdi and his people are using terrorists to drive out all current and  potential competition. They want total control; they want all the money funnelled to them.’



The young sultan delayed his reply, then shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Evan, I can’t accept that because they wouldn’t dare try it.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because the computers would pick up a pattern of payments to a central hub of the network, that’s why. How do you think Cornfeld and Vesco got caught? Somewhere there has to be linkage, a convergence.’


‘You’re way ahead of me.’


‘Because you’re way behind in computer analyses,’ retorted Ahmat. ‘You can have a hundred thousand dispersals for twenty thousand separate projects, and whereas before it would have taken months, even years, to find the hidden linkages between, say, five hundred corporations, dummy and otherwise, those disks can do it in a couple of hours.’


‘Very enlightening,’ said Kendrick, ‘but you’re forgetting something.’


‘What?’


‘Finding those linkages would take place after the fact, after all those “dispersals” were made. By then the network’s in place, and the fox has got one hell of a lot of chickens. If you’ll excuse a couple of mixed metaphors, not too many people will be interested in setting traps or sending out hounds under the circumstances. Who could care? The trains are running on time and no one’s blowing them up. Of course, there’s also a new kind of government around now that has its own set of rules, and if you and your ministers don’t happen to like them, you might just be replaced. But again, who cares? The sun comes up every morning and people have jobs to go to.’


‘You make it sound almost attractive.’


‘Oh, it always is in the beginning. Mussolini did get those damned trains on schedule, and the Third Reich certainly revitalized industry.’


‘I see your point, except you’re saying that it’s the reverse  here. An industrial monopoly could move into a void and take over my government because it represents stability and growth.’


‘Two points for the sultan,’ agreed Evan. ‘He gets another jewel for his harem.’


‘Tell my wife about it. She’s a presbyterian from New Bedford, Massachusetts.’


‘How did you get away with that?’


‘My father died and she’s got a hell of a sense of humour.’


‘Again, I can’t follow you.’


‘Some other time. Let’s suppose you’re right, and this is a shakedown cruise to see if their tactics can take the weather. Washington wants us to keep talking while you people come up with a plan that obviously combines some kind of penetration followed by a Delta Force. But let’s face it, America and its allies are hoping for a diplomatic breakthrough because any strategy that depends on force could be disastrous. They’ve called in every nut leader in the Middle East and short of making Arafat mayor of New York City, they’ll deal with anyone, holier-than-thou statements notwithstanding. What’s your idea?’


‘The same as what you say those computers of yours could do in a couple of years from now when it’d be too late. Trace the source of what’s being sent into the embassy. Not food or medical supplies, but ammunition and weapons ... and somewhere among those items the instructions that someone’s sending inside. In other words, find this manipulator who calls himself the Mahdi and rip him out.’


The T-shirted sultan looked at Evan in the flickering light. ‘You’re aware that much of the Western press have speculated that I, myself, might be behind this. That I somehow resent the Western influence spreading throughout the country. Otherwise, they say, “Why doesn’t he do something?” ’


‘I’m aware of it, but like the State Department, I think it’s nonsense. No one with half a brain gives any credence to those speculations.’


‘Your State Department,’ said Ahmat reflectively, his eyes  still on Kendrick. ‘You know, they came to me in 1979 when Tehran blew up. I was a student then, and I don’t know what those two guys expected to find, but whatever it was, it wasn’t me. Probably some Bedouin in a long flowing aba,  sitting cross-legged and smoking a hashish water pipe. Maybe if I’d dressed the part, they would have taken me seriously.’


‘You’ve lost me again.’


‘Oh, sorry. You see, once they realized that neither my father nor the family could do anything, that we had no real connection with the fundamentalist movements, they were exasperated. One of them almost begged me, saying that I appeared to be a reasonable Arab— meaning that my English was fluent, if tainted by early British schooling - and what would I do if I were running things in Washington? What they meant here was what advice would I offer, if my advice were sought ...? Goddamn it, I was right!’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘I remember exactly. I said ... “What you should have done in the beginning. It could be too late now, but you might still pull it off.” I told them to put together the most efficient insurgency force they could mount and send it - not  to Tehran but to Qum— Khomeini’s backwoods headquarters in the north. Send ex-SAVAK agents in first; those bastards would figure out a way to do it if the firepower and compensation were guaranteed. “Take Khomeini in Qum,” I told them. “Take the illiterate mullahs around him and get them all out alive, then parade them on world television.” He’d be the ultimate bargaining chip, and those hairy fanatics that are his court would serve to point up how ridiculous they all are. A deal could have been made.’


Evan studied the angry young man. ‘It might have worked,’ he said softly, ‘but what if Khomeini had decided to stand-to and fast as a martyr?’


‘He wouldn’t have, believe me. He would have settled; there would have been a compromise, offered by others, of course, but designed by him. He has no desire to go so quickly to that heaven he extols, or to opt for that  martyrdom he uses to send twelve-year-old kids into minefields.’


‘Why are you so sure?’ asked Kendrick, himself unsure.


‘I met that half-wit in Paris - that’s not to justify Pahlevi or his SAVAK or his plundering relatives, I couldn’t do that - but Khomeini’s a senile zealot who wants to believe in his own immortality and will do anything to further it. I heard him tell a group of fawning imbeciles that instead of two or three, he had twenty, perhaps thirty, even forty sons. “I have spread my seed and I will continue to spread it,” he claimed. “It is Allah’s will that my seed reach far and wide.” Bullshit!  He’s a dribbling, dirty old man and a classic case for a funnyfarm. Can you imagine? Populating this sick world with little Ayatollahs? I told your people that once they had him, to catch him on video tape with his guard down, sermonizing to his hick high-priests - one-way mirror stuff, that kind of thing. His holy persona would have collapsed in a global wave of laughter.’


‘You’re drawing some kind of parallel between Khomeini and this Mahdi I’ve described, aren’t you?’


‘I don’t know, I suppose so, if your Mahdi exists, which I doubt. But if you’re right and he does exist, he’s coming from the opposite pole, a very practical, non-religious pole. Still, anybody who feels he has to spread the spectre of the Mahdi in these times has a few dangerous screws loose ... I’m still not convinced, Evan, but you’re persuasive, and I’ll do everything I can to help you, help all of us. But it’s got to be from a distance, an untraceable distance. I’ll give you a telephone number to call; it’s buried - non-existent, in fact - and only two other people have it. You’ll be able to reach me, but only me. You see, Shaikh Kendrick, I can’t afford to know you.’


‘I’m very popular. Washington doesn’t want to know me, either.’


‘Of course not. Neither of us wants the blood of American hostages on our hands.’


‘I’ll need papers for myself and probably lists of air and sea shippers from areas I’ll pinpoint.’


‘Spoken, nothing written down, except for the papers. A name and an address will be delivered to you; pick up the papers from that man.’


‘Thank you. Incidentally, the State Department said the same thing. Nothing they gave me could be written down.’


‘For the same reasons.’


‘Don’t worry about it. Everything coincides with what I’ve got in mind. You see, Ahmat, I don’t want to know you either.’


‘Really?’


‘That’s the deal I’ve cut with State. I’m a non person in their books and I want to be the same in yours.’


The young sultan frowned pensively, his eyes locked with Evan’s. ‘I accept what you say but I can’t pretend to understand. You lose your life, that’s one thing, but if you have any measure of success, that’s another. Why? I’m told you’re a politician now. A congressman.’


‘Because I’m getting out of politics and coming back here, Ahmat. I’m picking up the pieces and going back to work where I worked best, but I don’t want any excess baggage with me that might make me a target. Or anyone with me.’


‘All right, I’ll accept that, gratefully on both counts. My father claimed that you and your people were the best. I remember, he once said to me, “Those retarded camels never over-run on cost.” He meant it kindly, of course.’


‘And, of course, we usually got the next project, so we weren’t so retarded, were we? Our idea was to work on reasonable margins, and we were pretty good at controlling costs ... Ahmat, we have only four days left before the executions start again. I had to know that if I needed help I could go to you, and now I do know it. I accept your conditions and you accept mine. Now, please, I haven’t an hour to waste. What’s the number where I can reach you?’


‘It can’t be written down.’


‘Understood.’


The sultan gave Kendrick the number. Instead of the usual Masqat prefix of 745, it was 555, followed by three zeros and a fourth five. ‘Can you remember that?’


‘It’s not difficult,’ answered Kendrick. ‘Is it routed through a palace switchboard?’


‘No. It’s a direct line to two telephones, both locked in steel drawers, one in my office, the other in the bedroom. Instead of ringing, small red lights flash on; in the office the light is built into the right rear leg of my desk, and in the bedroom it’s recessed in the bedside table. Both phones become answering machines after the tenth ring.’


‘The tenth?’


‘To give me the time to get rid of people and talk privately. When I travel outside the palace, I carry a beeper that tells me when that phone has been called. At an appropriate time, I use the remote control and hear the message - over a scrambler, of course.’


‘You mentioned that only two other people had the number. Should I know who they are or isn’t it any of my business?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ replied Ahmat, his dark brown eyes riveted on the American. ‘One is my minister of security, and the other is my wife.’


‘Thanks for that kind of trust.’


His gaze still rigid on Kendrick, the young sultan continued. ‘A terrible thing happened to you here in our part of the world, Evan. So many dead, so many close friends, a horrible senseless tragedy, far more so for the greed that was behind it. I must ask you. Has this madness in Masqet dredged up such painful memories that you delude yourself, reaching for implausible theories if only to strike out at phantoms?’


‘No phantoms, Ahmat. I hope to prove that to you.’


‘Perhaps you will - if you live.’


‘I’ll tell you what I told the State Department. I have no intention of mounting a one-man assault on the embassy.’


‘If you did something like that you could be considered enough of a lunatic to be spared. Lunacy recognizes its own.’


‘Now you’re the one being implausible.’


‘Undoubtedly,’ agreed the sultan of Oman, his eyes still levelled at the congressman from Colorado. ‘Have you  considered what might happen - not if you’re discovered and taken by the terrorists; you wouldn’t live long enough to speculate - but if the very people you say you wanted to meet with actually confronted you and demanded to know your purpose here? What would you tell them?’


‘Essentially the truth - as close to it as possible. I’m acting on my own, as a private citizen, with no connection to my government, which can be substantiated. I made a great deal of money over here and I’m coming back. If I can help in any way, it’s in my own best interests.’


‘So the bottom line is self-serving. You intend to return here and if this insane killing can be stopped, it will be infinitely more profitable for you. Also, if it isn’t stopped, you have no business to return to.’


‘That’s about it.’


‘Be careful, Evan. Few people will believe you, and if the fear you spoke of is as pervasive among your friends as you say, it may not be the enemy who tries to kill you.’


‘I’ve already been warned,’ said Kendrick.


‘What?’


‘A man in a truck, a sahbee who helped me.’


 




Kendrick lay on the bed, his eyes wide, his thoughts churning, turning from one possibility to another, one vaguely remembered name to another, a face, another face, an office, a street ... the harbour, the waterfront. He kept going back to the waterfront, to the docks - from Masqat south to Al Qurayyat and Ra’s al Hadd. Why?



Then his memory was jogged and he knew why. How many times had he and Manny Weingrass made arrangements for equipment to be brought in by purchasable surplus space on freighters from Bahrain and the Emirates in the north? So many they were uncountable. That hundred-mile stretch of coastline south of Masqat and its sister port of Matrah was open territory, even more so beyond Ra’s al Hadd. But from there until one reached the short Strait of Masirah, the roads were worse than primitive, and travellers heading into the interior risked being attacked by haraamiya  on horseback - mounted thieves looking for prey ... usually other thieves transporting contraband. Still, considering the numbers and depth of the combined intelligence efforts of at least six Western nations concentrating on Masqat, the southern coastline of Oman was a logical area to examine intensively. This was not to say that the Americans, British, French, Italians, West Germans and whoever else were co-operating in the effort to analyse and resolve the hostage crisis in Masqat had overlooked that stretch of Oman’s coast, but the reality was that few American patrol boats, those swift, penetrating bullets on the water, were in the Gulf. Those which were there would not shirk their duties, but they did not possess that certain fury that grips men in the heat of the search when they know their own are being slaughtered. There might even be a degree of reluctance to engage terrorists for fear of being held responsible for additional executions. The southern coast of Oman could bear some scrutiny.


The sound erupted as harshly as if a siren had split the hot, dry air of the hotel room. The telephone screamed; he picked it up. ‘Yes?’


‘Get out of your hotel,’ said the quiet, strained voice on the line.



‘Ahmat?’ Evan swung his legs on to the floor.


‘Yes! We’re on a direct scrambler. If you’re bugged, all they’ll hear me say is gibberish.’


‘I just said your name.’


‘There are thousands like it.’


‘What’s happened?’


‘Mustapha. Because of the children you spoke of, I called him and ordered him to come immediately to the palace. Unfortunately in my anger I mentioned my concern. He must have phoned someone, said something to someone else.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘On his way here he was gunned down in his car.’


‘My God!’



‘If I’m wrong, the only other reason for killing him was his meeting with you.’


‘Oh, Christ—’


‘Leave the hotel right away and don’t leave any identification behind. It could be dangerous to you. You’ll see two policemen; they’ll follow you, protect you, and somewhere in the street one of them will give you the name of the man who will provide you with papers.’


‘I’m on my way,’ said Kendrick, getting to his feet, focusing his mind on removing such items as his passport, money belt, airline tickets and whatever articles of clothing might be traced to an American on a plane from Riyadh.


‘Evan Shaikh,’ Ahmat’s voice over the line was low, firm. ‘I’m convinced now. Your Mahdi exists. His people exist. Go after them. Go after him.’








CHAPTER FIVE



‘Hasib!’ The warning came from behind, telling him to watch out! He spun around only to be pressed into the wall of a building in the crowded narrow street by one of the two policemen following him. His face against the stone, the  ghotra protecting his flesh, he turned his head to see two bearded, dishevelled youths in paramilitary fatigues striding through the bazaarlike thoroughfare, waving heavy, ugly, black repeating weapons in their hands, kicking out at merchants’ stalls and rubbing their heavy boots on the surfaces of the squatting streetsellers’ woven rugs.


‘Look, sir!’ whispered the policeman in English, his voice harsh, angry yet somehow elated. ‘They do not see us!’


‘I don’t understand.’


The arrogant young terrorists approached.


‘Stay against the wall!’ commanded the Arab, now hammering Kendrick back into the shadows, shielding the American’s body with his own.


‘Why—’ The armed hoodlums passed, thrusting the barrels of their guns menacingly into the robed figures in front of them.


‘Be still, sir! They are drunk either with the forbidden spirits or on the blood they have shed. But thanks be to Allah, they are outside the embassy.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Those of us in uniform are not permitted within sight of the embassy, but if they come outside, it is another matter. Our hands are untied.’


‘What happens?’


Up ahead, one of the terrorists smashed the butt of his  weapon into the head of an offending Omani; his companion swung his rifle around at the crowd, warning it.


‘They face either the wrath of the Allah they spit on,’ replied the policeman, whispering, his eyes filled with rage at the scene, ‘or they join the other reckless, filthy pigs! Stay here, ya Shaikh, sir! Stay in this small bazaar. I will be back, I have a name to give you.’


‘The other—What other filthy pigs?’ Evan’s words were lost; the sultan’s police officer sprang away from the wall, joining his partner, now surging through the shadowed, turbulent, frightened sea of abas. Kendrick pulled the ghotra  around his face and ran after them.


What followed was as baffling and as swift to the untrained eye as a surgeon’s scalpel plunging into a haemorrhaging organ. The second policeman glanced back at his companion. They nodded to each other; both sprang forward, closing in on the two swaggering terrorists. Ahead, on the right, was an intersecting alleyway, and as if an unheard signal had pierced the narrow bazaar, the crowds of sellers and buyers dispersed in various directions. Almost instantly the alleyway was empty, a dark, deserted tunnel.


The policemen’s two knives were suddenly plunged into the upper right arms of the two arrogant killers. Screams, covered by the intense, growing babble of the moving crowds, followed the involuntary release of weapons as blood spewed out of torn flesh and arrogance turned into infuriated weakness, death perhaps preferable to disgrace, eyes bulging in disbelief.


The terrorists were rushed into the dark alley by Ahmat’s two trusted police; unseen hands threw the huge, lethal weapons after them. Kendrick parted the bodies in front of him and raced into the deserted tunnel. Twenty feet inside, the youthful, wild-eyed killers were supine on the stone pavement, the policemen’s knives above their throats.



‘La!’ shouted Evan’s protector, telling him No! ‘Turn away!’ he continued in English, for fear Kendrick might misunderstand. ‘Hide your face and say nothing!’


‘I must ask you!’ cried Kendrick, turning but disobeying  the second command. ‘They probably don’t speak English, anyway—’


‘They probably do, ya Shaikh, sir,’ broke in the other policeman. ‘Whatever you have to say, say later! As spokesman, my instructions are to be obeyed without question. Is that understood, sir?’



‘Understood.’ Evan nodded quickly and walked back towards the arched entrance to the bazaar.


‘I will come back, ya Shaikh,’ said Kendrick’s protector, hovering over his prisoner. ‘We will take these pigs out the other end and I will be back for you—’


The man’s words were interrupted by a violent, shattering scream of defiance. Without thinking, Evan whipped his head around, suddenly wishing he hadn’t, wondering instantly if the image would ever leave him. The terrorist on the left had grabbed the policeman’s long-bladed knife above and yanked it down, slicing it into his own throat. The sight turned Kendrick’s stomach; he thought he would vomit.



‘Fool!’ roared the second policeman, not so much in rage as in anguish. ‘Child! Pig! Why do you do this to yourself? Why to me?’ The protest was in vain; the terrorist was dead, blood covering his bearded young face. Somehow, thought Evan, he had witnessed a microcosm of the violence, the pain and the futility that was the world of the Middle East and Southwest Asia.


‘All is changed,’ said the first officer, his knife held up, rising above his open-mouthed, incredulous prisoner and touching his comrade’s shoulder. The latter shook his head as if trying to rid his eyes and his mind of the youthful, bloody corpse beneath him, then nodded rapidly, telling his companion he understood. The first officer approached Kendrick. ‘There will be a delay now. This incident must not reach the other streets so we must move quickly. The man you seek, the man who is waiting for you, is known as El-Baz. You will find him in the market beyond the old south fortress in the harbour. There is a bakery selling orange baklava. Ask inside.’


‘The south fortress ... in the harbour?’


‘There are two stone fortresses built by the Portuguese many centuries ago. The Mirani and the Jalili—’


‘I remember, of course,’ interrupted Evan, rambling, finding part of his sanity, his eyes avoiding the death-wound of the mutilated body on the floor of the dark alleyway. ‘Two forts built to protect the harbour from raiding pirates. They’re ruins now - a bakery selling orange baklava.’


‘There is no time, sir. Go! Run out the other side. You cannot be seen here any longer. Quickly!’



‘First answer my question,’ shot back Kendrick, angering the police officer by not moving. ‘Or I stay here and you can answer to your sultan.’


‘What question? Leave!’


‘You said these two might join “other reckless ... pigs” - those were your words. What other pigs? Where?’


‘There is no time!’



‘Answer me!’


The policeman inhaled deeply through his nostrils, trembling with frustration. ‘Very well. Incidents like tonight have happened before. We have taken a number of prisoners who are questioned by many people. Nothing must be said—’


‘How many?’


‘Thirty, forty, perhaps fifty by now. They disappear from the embassy, and others, always others, take their places!’


‘Where?’


The officer stared at Evan and shook his head. ‘No, ya Shaikh, sir, that I will not tell you. Go!’



‘I understand. Thanks.’ The congressman from Colorado gripped the cloth of his aba and raced down the alley towards the exit, turning his face away as he ran past the dead terrorist whose streaming blood now filled the crevices between the cobblestones.


He emerged on the street, looked up at the sky and determined his direction. To the sea, to the ruins of the ancient fortress on the south shore of the harbour. He would find the man named El-Baz and arrange for the proper  papers, but his mind was not on that negotiation. Instead, he was consumed by information he had heard only moments ago: thirty, forty, perhaps fifty by now. Between thirty and fifty terrorists were being held in some isolated compound in or outside the city, being interrogated with varying degrees of force by combined intelligence units. Yet if his theory was correct, that these child-butchers were the maniacal dregs of Islam, manipulated by an overlord of financial crime in Bahrain, all the interrogation techniques from the pharaohs to the Inquisition to the camps in Hoa Binh would be useless.


Unless—unless— a name that conjured up a zealot’s most fanatical passions was delivered to one of the prisoners, persuading him to divulge what he would normally take his own life before revealing. It would mean finding a very special fanatic, of course, but it was possible. Evan had said to Frank Swann that perhaps one in twenty of the terrorists might be intelligent enough to fit this description - one out of twenty, roughly ten or twelve in the entire contingent of killers at the embassy—if he was right. Could one of them be among the thirty to fifty prisoners in that isolated, secret compound? The odds were slim but a few hours inside, at most a night, would tell him. The time was worth spending if he could be allowed to spend it. To begin his hunt he needed a few words; a name, a place - a location on the coastline, an access code that led back to Bahrain. Something!  He had to get inside that compound tonight. The executions were to be resumed three days from tomorrow at ten o’clock in the morning.


First the papers from a man called El-Baz.


The ruins of the old Portuguese fortress rose eerily into the dark sky, a jagged silhouette that bespoke the strength and resolve of sea-going adventurers of centuries past. Evan walked rapidly through the area of the city known as Harat Waljat towards the market of Sabat Aynub, the name translated freely as the basket of grapes, a marketplace far more structured than a bazaar, with well-kept shops lining the square, the architecture bewildering for it was an  amalgam of early Arabic, Persian, Indian and the most modern of Western influences. All these, thought Kendrick, would fade one day; an Omani presence to be restored, once again confirming the impermanence of conquerors - military, political or terrorist. It was the last that concerned him now. The Mahdi.



He entered the large square. A Roman fountain was sending sprays of water above a dark, circular pool in whose centre stood a statue of some Italian sculptor’s concept of a desert sheik striding forward, robes flowing, going nowhere. But it was the crowds that stole Evan’s attention. Most were male Arabs, merchants catering for the rich and foolhardy Europeans, tourists indifferent to the chaos at the embassy, marked by their Western clothes and profusion of gold bracelets and chains, glistening symbols of defiance in a city gone mad. The Omanis, however, were like animated robots, forcing themselves to concentrate on the inconsequential, their ears blocking out the constant gunfire from the American Embassy less than a half-mile away. Everywhere, their eyes blinked and squinted incessantly, brows frowning in disbelief and disassociation. What was happening in their peaceful Masqat was beyond their understanding; they were no part of the madness, no part at all, so they did their best to shut it out.


He saw it. Balawa bohrtooan. ‘Orange baklava’, the speciality of the bakery. The Turkish-style small brown shop with a succession of minarets painted above the glass of the shopfront was sandwiched between a large, brightly lit jewellery store and an equally fashionable boutique devoted to leather goods, the name Paris scattered in black and gold signs beyond the glass in front of ascending blocks of luggage and accessories. Kendrick walked diagonally across the square, past the fountain, and approached the door of the bakery.


 




‘Your people were right,’ said the dark-haired woman in the tailored black suit walking out of the shadows of the Harat Waljat, the miniature camera in her hand. She raised it and  pressed the shutter-release; the automatic advance took successive photographs as Evan Kendrick entered the bakery shop in the market of Sabat Aynub. ‘Was he noticed in the bazaar?’ she asked, replacing the camera in her bag, addressing the short, robed, middle-aged Arab who cautiously stood behind her.


‘There was talk about a man running into the alley after the police,’ said the informant, his eyes on the bakery. ‘It was contradicted, convincingly, I believe.’


‘How? He was seen.’


‘But in the excitement he was not seen rushing out, clasping his wallet, which was presumably taken by the pigs. That was the information emphatically exclaimed by our man to the onlookers. Naturally, others emphatically agreed, for hysterical people will always leap on new information unknown to a crowd of strangers. It elevates them.’


‘You’re very good,’ said the woman, laughing softly. ‘So are your people.’


‘We had better be, ya anisa Khalehla,’ responded the Arab, using the Omani title of respect. ‘If we are less than that, we face alternatives we’d rather not consider.’


‘Why the bakery?’ asked Khalehla. ‘Any ideas?’


‘None whatsoever. I detest baklava. The honey doesn’t drip, it pours. The Jews like it, you know.’


‘So do I.’


‘Then you both forget what the Turks did to you - both.’


‘I don’t think our subject went into that bakery for either baklava or an historical treatise on the Turks versus the tribes of Egypt and Israel.’


‘A daughter of Cleopatra speaks?’ The informant smiled.


‘This daughter of Cleopatra doesn’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I’m just trying to learn things.’


‘Then start with the military car that picked up your subject several blocks north of his hotel after the prayers of el Maghreb. It has considerable significance.’


‘He must have friends in the army.’


‘There is only the sultan’s garrison in Masqat.’


‘So?’


‘The officers are rotated bi-monthly between the city and the posts at Jiddah and Marmul, as well as a dozen or so garrisons along the borders of South Yemen.’


‘What’s your point?’


‘I present you with two points, Khalehla. The first is that I find it unbelievably coincidental that the subject, after four or five years, would so conveniently know a certain friend in the relatively small rotating officer corps stationed this specific fortnight in Masqat in an officer corps that changes with the years—’


‘Unusually coincidental, I agree, but certainly possible. What’s your second point?’


‘Actually, it negates my mentioning the first. These days no vehicle from the Masqat garrison would pick up a foreigner in the manner he was picked up, in the guise he was picked up, without supreme authority.’


‘The sultan?’



‘Who else?’


‘He wouldn’t dare! He’s boxed. A wrong move and he’d be held responsible for whatever executions take place. If that happens, the Americans would level Masqat to the ground. He knows that!’


‘Perhaps he also knows that he is held responsible both for what he does do as well as for what he does not. In such a situation it’s better to know what others are doing, if only to offer guidance - or to abort some unproductive activity with one more execution.’


Khalehla looked hard at the informant in the dim light of the square’s periphery. ‘If that military car took the subject to a meeting with the sultan, it also brought him back.’


‘Yes, it did,’ agreed the middle-aged man, his voice flat, as if he understood the implication.


‘Which means that whatever the subject proposed was not rejected out of hand.’


‘It would appear so, ya anisa Khalehla.’


‘And we have to know what was proposed, don’t we?’


‘It would be dangerous in the extreme for all of us not to  know,’ said the Arab, nodding. ‘We are dealing with more than the deaths of two hundred and thirty-six Americans. We are dealing with the destiny of a nation. My nation, I should add, and I shall do my best to see that it remains ours. Do you understand me, my dear Khalehla?’


‘I do, ya sahib el Aumer.’



‘Better a dead cipher than a catastrophic shock.’


‘I understand.’


‘Do you really? You had far more advantages in your Mediterranean than we ever had in our obscure Gulf. It is our time now. We won’t let anyone stop us.’


‘I want you to have your time, dear friend. We want you to have it.’


‘Then do what you must do, ya sahbtee Khalehla.’


‘I will.’ The well-tailored woman reached into her shoulder bag and took out a short-barrelled automatic. Holding it in her left hand, she again searched her bag and removed a clip of bullets; with a pronounced click she jammed it into the base of the handle and snapped back the loading chamber. The weapon was ready to fire. ‘Go now,  adeem sahbee,’ she said, securing the strap of her bag over her shoulder, her hand inside, gripping the automatic. ‘We understand each other and you must be somewhere else, some place where others can see you, not here.’



‘Salaam aleikum, Khalehla. Go with Allah.’


‘I’ll send him to Allah to plead his case ... Quickly. He’s coming out of the bakery! I’ll follow him and do what has to be done. You have perhaps ten to fifteen minutes to be with others away from here.’


‘At the last, you protect us, don’t you? You are a treasure. Be careful, dear Khalehla.’


‘Tell him to be careful. He intrudes.’


‘I’ll go to the Zwadi mosque and talk with the elder mullahs and muezzins. Holy eyes are not questioned. It is a short distance, five minutes at most.’



‘Aleikum es-salaam,’ said the woman, starting across the square to her left, her gaze riveted on the American in Arabian robes who had passed beyond the fountain and was  walking rapidly towards the dark, narrow streets to the east, beyond the market of Sabat Aynub. What is that damn fool doing? she thought as she removed her hat, crushing it with her left hand and shoving it into her bag next to the weapon which she gripped feverishly in her right. He’s heading into the mish kwayis ish-shari, she concluded, mixing her thoughts in Arabic and English, referring to what is called in the West the roughest section of the town, an area outsiders avoid. They were right. He’s an amateur and I can’t go in there dressed like this! But I have to. My God, he’ll get us both killed!



 




Evan Kendrick hurried down the uneven layers of stone that was the narrow street, past low, run-down, congested buildings and half-buildings—crumbling structures with canvas and animal skins covering blown-out windows; those that remained intact were protected by slatted shutters, more broken than not. Bare wires sagged everywhere, municipal junction boxes having been spliced, electricity stolen, dangerous. The pungent smells of Arabic cooking intermingled with stronger odours, unmistakable odours - hashish, burning coca leaves smuggled into unpatrolled coves in the Gulf, and pockets of human waste. The inhabitants of this stretch of ghetto moved slowly, cautiously, suspiciously through the dimly lit caverns of their world, at home with its degradation, comfortable with its insulated dangers, at ease with their collective status as outcasts - the ease confirmed by sudden bursts of laughter behind shuttered windows. The dress code of this mish kwayis ish-shari was anything but consistent. Abas and ghotras  coexisted with torn blue jeans, forbidden miniskirts, and the uniforms of sailors and soldiers from a dozen different nations - soiled uniforms exclusively from the ranks of enlisted personnel, although it was said that many an officer borrowed a subordinate’s clothes to venture inside and taste the prohibited pleasures of the neighbourhood.


Men huddled in doorways to Evan’s annoyance, for they obscured the barely legible numbers on the sandstone walls. He was further annoyed by the filthy intersecting alleys that  unaccountably caused the numbers to skip from one section of the street to the next. El-Baz. Number 77 Shari el Balah—the street of dates. Where was it?


There it was. A deeply recessed heavy door with thick iron bars across a closed slot that was built into the upper panel at eye level. However, a man in dishevelled robes squatting diagonally against the stone blocked the door on the right side of the tunnel-like entrance.



‘Esmahlee?’ said Kendrick, excusing himself and stepping forward.



‘Lay?’ replied the hunched figure, asking why.


‘I have an appointment,’ continued Evan in Arabic. ‘I’m expected.’


‘Who sends you?’ said the man without moving.


‘That’s not your concern.’


‘I am not here to receive such an answer.’ The Arab raised his back, angling it against the door; the robes of his aba  parted slightly, revealing the handle of a pistol tucked into an undersash. ‘Again, who sends you?’


Evan wondered whether the sultan’s police officer had forgotten to give him a name or a code or a password that would gain him entrance. He had so little time! He did not need this obstruction; he reached for an answer. ‘I visited a bakery in the Sabat Aynub,’ he said rapidly. ‘I spoke—’


‘A bakery?’ broke in the squatting man, his brows arched beneath his headdress. ‘There are at least three bakeries in the Sabat Aynub.’


‘Goddamn it, baklava!’ spat out Kendrick, his frustration mounting, his eyes on the handle of the gun. ‘Some asinine orange—’


‘Enough,’ said the guard, abruptly rising to his feet and pulling his robes together. ‘It was a simple reply to a simple question, sir. A baker sent you, you see?’


‘All right. Fine! May I go inside, please?’


‘First we must determine whom you visit. Whom do you visit, sir?’


‘For God’s sake, the man who lives here ... works here.’


‘He is a man without a name?’


‘Are you entitled to know it?’ Evan’s intense whisper carried over the street noises beyond.


‘A fair question, sir,’ said the Arab, nodding pensively. ‘However, since I was aware of a baker in the Sabat Aynub—’


‘Christ on a raft!’ exploded Kendrick. ‘All right. His name is El-Baz! Now will you let me in? I’m in a hurry!’


‘It will be my pleasure to alert the resident, sir. He will let you in if it is his pleasure. Certainly you can understand the necessity for—’


It was as far as the ponderous guard got before snapping his head towards the pavement outside. The undercurrent of noises from the dark street had suddenly erupted. A man screamed; others roared, their strident voices echoing off the surrounding stone.


‘Elhahoonai!’


‘Udam!’


And then piercing the chorus of outrage was a woman’s voice. “Siboorni fihalee!’ she cried frantically, demanding to be left alone. Then came in perfect English, ‘You bastards!’


Evan and the guard rushed to the edge of the stone as two gunshots shattered the human cacophony, escalating it into frenzy, the ominous rings of ricocheting bullets receding in the cavernous distance. The Arab guard spun around, hurling himself to the hard stone floor of the entranceway. Kendric crouched; he had to know! Three robed figures accompanied by a young man and woman dressed in slovenly Western clothes raced past, the male in torn khaki trousers clutching his bleeding arm. Evan stood up and cautiously peered around the edge of the stone corner. What he saw astonished him.


In the shadows of the confining street stood a bareheaded woman, a short-bladed knife in her left hand, her right gripping an automatic. Slowly, Kendrick stepped out on the uneven layers of stone. Their eyes met and locked. The woman raised her gun; Evan froze, trying desperately to decide what to do and when to do it, knowing that if he moved quickly she would fire. Instead, to his further astonishment, she began stepping backward into the deeper  shadows, her weapon still levelled at him. Suddenly, with the approach of excited voices punctuated by the repeated penetrating sounds of a shrill whistle, the woman turned and raced away down the dark narrow street. In seconds, she had disappeared. She had followed him! To kill him? Why? Who  was she?



‘Here!’ In a panicked whisper the guard was calling him. Evan whipped his head around; the Arab was gesturing wildly for him to come to the heavy, forbidding door in the recessed entranceway. ‘Quickly, sir! You have gained admittance. Hurry! You must not be observed here!’


The door swung open and Evan ran inside, instantly pulled to his left by the strong hand of a very small man who shouted to the guard in the entranceway. ‘Get away from here!’ he cried. ‘Quickly!’ he added. The diminutive Arab slammed the door shut, slapping in place two iron bolts as Kendrick squinted his eyes in the dim light. They were in some kind of foyer, a wide, run-down hallway with several closed doors set progressively down both sides of the corridor. Numerous small Persian rugs covered the rough wood of the floor - rugs, Kendrick mused, which would bring very decent prices at any Western auction - and on the walls were more rugs, larger rugs that Evan knew would bring small fortunes. The man called El-Baz put his profits into intricately woven treasures. Those who knew about such things would be instantly impressed that they were dealing with an important man. The others, which included most of the police and other regulating authorities, would undoubtedly think that this secretive man covered his floors and his walls with tourist-cloth so as not to repair flaws in his residence. The artist called El-Baz knew his marketing procedures.


‘I am El-Baz,’ said the small, slightly bent Arab in English, extending a veined, large hand. ‘You are whoever you say you are and I am delighted to meet you, preferably not with the name your revered parents gave you. Please come this way, the second door on the right, please. It is our  first and most vital procedure. In truth, the rest has been accomplished.’


‘Accomplished? What’s been accomplished?’ asked Evan.


‘The essentials,’ answered El-Baz. ‘The papers are prepared according to the information delivered to me.’


‘What infomation?’


‘Who you may be, what you may be, where you might come from. That is all I needed.’
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