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            No Way Back from Here

            
        20th April 1994. Lat 14° 53’N; Long 48° 27’E, Masila Plateau, Southern Yemen
      

         

         The Kalashnikov’s barrel was surprisingly hot. He imagined the brand the flash suppressor would leave in the middle of his forehead, the desert sun heating the metal to burn skin, a neat round scar marking him forever as godless, or, if it were a hole, dead. It had been a long time since someone had pointed a gun at him.

         Claymore Straker sat motionless in the passenger seat of the Land Cruiser, staring down the barrel at the dark, bloodshot eyes of the man whose finger was a mere twitch away from redistributing his brains, and waited for the panic to rise in his chest. Facing the end of his time, calculating a life’s worth, weighing his heart against a feather – surely these things should be cause for terror, or at least reflection. But he felt neither fear, nor panic, nor the urge to run. What came was more a sense of a long journey gone wrong, the feeling of arriving at what should have been the destination, only to find the sunburned skeleton of a home, the wood long since scorched the colour of bone, the parched hills beyond showing through open windows and fallen walls, the cloudless sky piercing the gaping holes in the roof. Thirteen years ago he’d taken a wrong turn. And somehow he’d ended up here, looking back along the length of a gun barrel at a kid not much older than he’d been, back then, when he’d killed for the first time.

         4A bead of sweat tracked down his temple and dripped from the hinge of his jaw to spatter on his shirt. The sound it made was that of an insect hitting a windscreen. Another followed, the same rupture. It had been only a few minutes since they had been forced to the roadside, and already the inside of the vehicle was like an incinerator. What had led this kid here? Clay wondered. Had he had a choice? Was he, as Clay had been back then, desperate to prove himself, terrified of screwing up, preferring death over the humiliation of failure? And now that he was here, in the temple, what would he learn about himself?

         The kid was speaking to him now, yammering in high-pitched Arabic. He wore a charity drive jacket over a faded thaub that probably hadn’t been washed since it was made. The cloth wrapped around his head – the traditional Yemeni headscarf, the keffiyeh – looked like a roadside mechanic’s shop rag, torn and stained. Clay figured the kid for eighteen, no more, despite the weather in his face – much younger than the other gunman who now stood at the driver’s side with weapon levelled at Abdulkader’s neck.

         The kid pushed the barrel harder into Clay’s forehead, forcing his neck back into the headrest. Again, the same words, louder this time, more insistent. He seemed to be looking at the steering column, the keys.

         ‘Look, I don’t understand you,’ Clay said. His voice was calm and even, someone else’s. ‘La’a atakalim arabee.’ I don’t speak Arabic.

         ‘He wants you to get down from the car,’ said Abdulkader. ‘Slow. Keep your hands where he can see.’

         Clay heard the grating sound of the driver’s side door swinging open. The other gunman barked out something in Arabic and the kid snapped his rifle back from Clay’s head and stepped away from the open window, the weapon now set to drive rounds through the thin metal of the door, straight into his torso. Clay stepped out onto the pulverised dust of the road. By now Abdulkader was beside him at the roadside. They stood with their backs to the vehicle, hands clasped behind their heads. The two tribesmen stood facing them, the car keys dangling in the older man’s hand. They seemed to be 5examining Abdulkader: he was clearly one of them, a Hadrami, perhaps not from this part of the Masila, but not an outsider. He spoke the same guttural dialect, carried his grandfather’s curved, rhino-horn-handled dagger, the jambiya; he, too, could trace his lineage back to the Prophet.

         The older man was speaking now, spitting out rusty-iron words, jerking the hoe of his beard towards the ground as if he were trying to cut a furrow in the sand. Abdulkader answered. A conversation ensued, the man questioning, Abdulkader’s gravel-road voice rumbling in response. This continued for some time, the tone modulating between near fury and friendly chat. And then the older man laughed. The few teeth he had were stained a deep shade of brown, like weathered tar. He reached over and put his hand to the barrel of his kinsman’s rifle and lowered the muzzle until it pointed to the ground at Clay’s feet.

         ‘We will go with them,’ said Abdulkader. ‘Sit in the back seat.’

         Clay did not move. As long as they were still out here, on the road, talking, they had a chance. The moment they got back into the car, they would be prisoners.

         ‘Tell them to go home, Abdulkader. This doesn’t have to end badly for anyone.’

         Abdulkader looked at him a moment, turned to the older man, translated. The older man listened, paused a moment as if reflecting on what he had heard, then fixed his gaze on Clay.

         ‘La,’ he said, jerking the barrel of his rifle towards the car. No. ‘Emshee.’ Move.

         ‘Please, Mister Clay, do as he says,’ said Abdulkader, turning and climbing into the front passenger seat.

         Clay planted his feet, stood facing the two gunmen, the older man frail, wizened, his beard tinted with henna, the kid taller, with deeply veined arms and a long sinewed neck that sprouted from narrow, slumped shoulders. He stood with the muzzle of his AK pointed down. Like him, it looked battered, poorly cared for. Fear swirled in his eyes.

         6Clay opened his palms, showed them to the gunmen, the universal sign of greeting, of supplication: I hold nothing that can hurt you.

         ‘La’awh samaht,’ he said. Please. ‘Let us on our way, before someone gets hurt.’ He looked back along the road towards the Kamar-1 well. ‘Jeyesh’a,’ he said. Army. ‘The Army is close by. Tell them, Abdulkader. If they go now they’ll be safe.’ They had no escort, but it was worth a try.

         The kid blinked twice, a question forming on his face. The elder tribesman, clearly the leader, barked out something in Arabic. The boy levelled his weapon and jabbed it into Clay’s ribs. The safety was off.

         Abdulkader started translating, pointing back along the road, but the old tribesman cut him off, silenced him with a single word.

         Clay could feel the AK’s muzzle trembling, see the kid’s hand shaking on the pistol grip. He looked into the young man’s dark brown, almost featureless irises, the black retina, and locked them.

         ‘No way back from here, broer,’ he said in English, knowing the kid would not understand.

         ‘Please, Mister Clay,’ called Abdulkader from the car. ‘Get in. He will shoot you if you do not.’

         The kid flicked a glance towards his kinsman, gave his AK a jerk, digging the muzzle hard into Clay’s chest.

         Clay stepped back, put a half-step between them, hands still clasped behind his neck. He was a head taller than the kid, had a good twenty kilos on him, more. Clay reached slowly into the breast pocket of his shirt. ‘I have money,’ he said, pulling out a thick fold of Yemeni rials and holding it out towards the gunmen. ‘Faddar,’ he said. ‘Please, take it and go.’

         The kid’s eyes widened. The older man frowned, extended his stance, made to swipe Clay’s fist away with the barrel of his weapon.

         It was the mistake Clay had been waiting for. He opened his hand, caught the barrel in his palm, and tightened his fingers around the wooden forestock. The AK’s muzzle pointed skyward. Yemeni 7banknotes fluttered to the ground. Time slowed. Clay started to rotate the ball of his right foot, the pivot that would swing him away from the kid’s line of fire and bring his weight around into the old man taking shape – his knees starting to bend, centre of gravity lowering, left elbow drawing back for the strike. The calculations were already done in his head: twenty-five hundred Newtons of force delivered with an angular momentum of twenty-six joule-seconds. Enough to crack bone, shatter cartilage. In a heart-skip it would be done. The old man would be down, the AK would be pointing at the kid. Clay could feel rage fire its waking reactions – that fission improperly buried in his core, suspect and unstable. Soon it would start to cascade and then it would be too late. There could be only two outcomes, and in each the kid would die.

         Clay opened his palm and let the rifle go. He raised his hands slowly back to his head. He’d held the barrel for a quarter of a second only, long enough that the old man would know what could have happened. The last banknotes settled to the ground like winter leaves.

         The old man jerked his weapon away, stepped back. He glanced quickly at the kid as if embarrassed at being caught out, then glared at Clay. The kid still hadn’t reacted, just stood there slack-mouthed, the killing end of his weapon still inches from Clay’s chest, the fear in him palpable now, a stench that thickened the air around them.

         Abdulkader said nothing, just sat in the Land Cruiser’s passenger seat as if resigned to this fate, this direction that events were taking. Soon, its trajectory would harden and grow strong and send them all tumbling into a place he had spent the last decade trying to forget.

         The older tribesman raised his weapon, aimed it at Abdulkader’s chest. The safety was off. He spoke. The anger rose in his voice. The message was clear.

         Clay took a deep breath, looked into his driver’s eyes. Abdulkader had joined the company as a driver two years ago, just after first oil. The money he earned helped him to support his two wives and seven children. Although Clay hadn’t known him long, a year perhaps, 8he’d grown fond of this man, his hundred-kilometre silences, his deep, considered logic, the gentle way he had with his children – balancing the littlest ones on his knee, laughing as he watched his sons kicking an old under-inflated football around the dusty paddock, the way he cared for his goats, pulling a stone from a kid’s cloven hoof, feeding a sick doe with his calloused palm.

         Clay raised his hands. ‘Tammam,’ he said, turning slowly and opening the car door. OK. ‘Ma’afi mushkilla.’ No problem. Easy. He stepped slowly to the car, climbed into the back seat.

         The older tribesman lowered his weapon, walked around to the driver’s side, got in behind the wheel, started the engine. The kid signalled Clay to move across the seat, got in, closed the door. After ten minutes on the trunk road, the older tribesman slowed the vehicle and turned it onto a narrow stone track that skirted the edge of a broad scarp. Clay could just make out the headworks of the new Kamar-3 well in the distance. Looking down from the scarp, the land fell away into a broad graben dissected by the root ends of dozens of smaller wadis. Eventually some of these coalesced to form one of the main tributaries of Wadi Idim, a deep canyon that ran down to the escarpment and burst out onto the coastal plain.

         The vehicle lurched along the rocky track for what could have been half an hour, maybe more, the terrain a monotony of serried gullies and swales cut into the twisting contour of the scarp’s edge. From the air, this landscape had the appearance of a slab of dried flesh, hooked and hung, the deep wadi dendrites like dark arteries in negative relief. But here, tethered to the ground, straight-line distances were meaningless, one mile of map progress won only with two miles of relentless contouring around mesa and wadi, a journey of seemingly endless wanderings.

         At the apex of one of the gullies, indistinguishable from any of the others, the old tribesman stopped the car. He opened his door, stepped to the ground and crouched to lock the hubs. Then he got back behind the steering wheel, put the Land Cruiser into four-wheel drive, and started the vehicle lurching down the slope.

         9From the back seat, Clay could make out only the faintest indication of some sort of track, a few stones piled here and there, a shelf of wheel-crushed slate, occasional tyre marks in softer sand. Through the heat haze, away in the distance, the dark clefts of a series of steep-sided wadis cut deep into the limestone bedrock. The cliffs of each facing wall shone white in the distance like the teeth of some Triassic carnivore reborn from the rock of its deathbed. The satellite imagery had shown no settlements anywhere near here. From memory, that whole series of wadis, still perhaps ten or more kilometres away, petered out somewhere west of Idim, and had appeared to be inaccessible by vehicle. Not a bad place to be if you were trying to hide, or if you didn’t want witnesses.

         Clay reached across the seat back and touched Abdulkader’s shoulder. ‘What do they want?’ It wasn’t money, and it wasn’t Abdulkader’s battered old Land Cruiser. Were they to be hostages, pawns in the increasingly bitter feud between the tribes, the government, and the oil companies, or just examples, their bullet-holed bodies a warning to those who might think the tribes irresolute and fractious?

         The old man turned and glowered at him. Abdulkader said nothing.

         Clay assessed options. He had pushed as hard as he dared back at the roadside. By the way the old guy was driving, it was clear he was determined to get away from the road and out of sight as quickly as possible. The kid was nervous, twitchy, obviously inexperienced. His finger was on the AK’s trigger, not on the guard, and the safety was off. The muzzle was pointed at Clay’s ribs. Side on, Clay had little chance of disarming him before he got off a shot. And with Abdulkader in the passenger seat directly in front, the risk of trying was too great. He would have to wait.

         Clay sat back and watched the dry benchland rattle past, limestone rubble and shale plates strewn over the flat ground with not a living thing to grace any of it.

         Soon they were descending a narrow defile in the rock, in places barely wide enough for the vehicle. As they cut down-wadi, the 10air became cooler and they fell into shadow. Battlements of rock towered above them, vertical blocks of massive dolomite the colour of scored hide, sheer and featureless. Ahead, the canyon narrowed to nothing more than a crevasse, the width of a man’s shoulders. The elder tribesman stopped the vehicle in the lee of a huge limestone boulder, turned off the engine, and motioned with his head to get out. If they were going to do it, this was as good a place as any.

         The gunmen herded Clay and Abdulkader towards the rock face, weapons levelled. Abdulkader was talking to them, pleading, but the men stood impassive, checking their magazines. Clay felt his stomach go cold. The elder tribesman shouted a command, levelled his weapon, flicked the AK to auto, and widened his stance. The kid, to his right and a few paces back, raised his weapon to his shoulder, sighted down the barrel at Abdulkader.

         ‘No,’ Clay shouted. ‘Stop.’ He stepped forward, put himself between Abdulkader and the gunmen.

         The old guy narrowed his eyes, yelled out something.

         Clay raised the palm of his right hand to his chest. ‘Ana,’ he said in Arabic. Me. ‘Leave him. It’s me you want.’

         It wasn’t so bad, dying.
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            The Sun

         

         The old tribesman was about ten paces away. He looked at Clay for a moment, then past him to Abdulkader. The kid stood staring down the sight of his weapon. Clay met his gaze, stared back. At this range, he knew his body would provide only minimal shielding for Abdulkader. He tensed, ready to charge. If he was going to be killed, he would die fighting, perhaps giving Abdulkader a chance. That’s how he’d been trained. Even though it was long ago, it was all there, so close to the surface, so readily exhumed and brought back to haunt.

         The old man barked out a command. The kid blinked, stood unmoving, seemed not to understand. The old man shouted again, louder this time, and turned to his understudy. The kid lowered his weapon, stood staring at the old man, a look of confusion spreading over his face.

         Clay coiled his muscles tight. This was the opportunity. ‘He can’t get us both,’ Clay whispered. ‘As soon as I move, go.’ He judged the distance, readied himself. The old guy was a second and a half away, maybe less, the kid just beyond him, close. Clay burst forward, a sprinter from the blocks.

         But Abdulkader was already moving, cutting obliquely to position himself between Clay and the old man. He stopped and turned, faced Clay, opened his arms wide as if to catch him.

         Clay pulled up, stood staring at his friend. ‘Get out of the way,’ he said.

         Abdulkader did not move. ‘Do not fight them.’

         12Clay glared. ‘I know what you’re trying to do. Don’t.’ Clay moved right, then left, but Abdulkader followed, keeping himself between Clay and the gunmen.

         ‘There is no need, Mister Clay.’

         ‘Yallah,’ the old tribesman shouted, jerking his AK in the direction of the crevasse.

         The kid started to move, backing away, weapon raised. His sandalled feet shuffled through the dust. He reached the canyon wall, pushed his back against the wall of rock, and stood there looking back at Clay and Abdulkader, that same perplexed look on his face. The old tribesman shouted at him again. He peered into the crevasse for a long moment, looked back at his kinsman, and disappeared into the wall of rock.

         ‘Now’s the time, Abdulkader,’ said Clay, grabbing his friend by the arm. ‘He’s alone.’

         Abdulkader gripped Clay’s forearms, holding him fast. His eyes were wide, sky clear, insistent. ‘Please, Mister Clay. You must trust Allah.’

         Clay looked down, back up at his friend. ‘Only about two people in this world I trust, Abdulkader. Allah isn’t one of them.’

         Abdulkader frowned.

         ‘Ah’ituts beyah’lahu,’ shouted the old tribesman, now distinctly agitated. He had moved back, put more distance between them, and now stood poised with AK on hip, motioning towards the crevasse.

         ‘He wants us to follow the boy.’ Abdulkader pointed to the narrow opening in the rock, a black fault in the featureless grey dolomite. ‘In there. Inshallah, we must go in there.’

         Inshallah. God willing. Of course. It could only be thus. Here, Allah endured, clung still to an ancient and fearsome power in the minds of men. Clay bowed his head. ‘And what, my brother, if God wills it, will we find?’

         Abdulkader dropped his hands to his sides, stood staring into Clay’s eyes for a long time. Then he turned and started towards the gap in the rock and followed the kid into the fault.

         13Clay looked over at the old gunman, at the AK47 aimed at his chest. ‘Nothing to it, is there?’ he said to the old guy.

         The tribesman’s eyes flickered, hardened.

         ‘Trust.’

         The old guy raised his weapon, wedged the stock into his shoulder. Clay knew that look. Last chance.

         Clay shrugged, smiled at him and followed Abdulkader into the Earth.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After twenty minutes of walking they reached an impasse. The canyon had widened slightly, but the way was blocked by an ancient rockslide. Boulders the size of freight cars tilted on end formed a wall of rock thirty or more metres high. There was no way over. They moved closer and hugged the north wall of the canyon. The kid turned to face them, slung his weapon, and crouched facing a small opening at the base of the slide. Then he lay flat on his stomach and, with a quick flick of his legs, disappeared into the hole. The older tribesman stood a few paces back, weapon ready.

         ‘Go,’ said Abdulkader.

         Clay crouched down and peered into the hole. A twisting labyrinth illuminated by a thousand dusty beams led away into the geometric chaos of the slide. He looked back over his shoulder at his friend.

         ‘Allah akhbar,’ said Clay.

         It took the better part of half an hour to navigate the rock maze. He was much bigger than the Yemenis, and by the time he emerged down-wadi his clothes were torn and he was bleeding from cuts to his shoulders, forearms and knees. It was like arriving late and underdressed in paradise.

         The softer layers of rock at the base of the cliffs had been cut away, leaving a series of broad overhangs. Beneath, gnarled acacias, ancient ironwood and camelthorn reached their branches out towards the 14light in every shade of green. The sound of running water echoed from the canyon walls. The air swirled with the smells of charcoal, fresh dung, cardamom, chlorophyll. A thin column of wood smoke spun up towards the overhang and dispersed in the cool current of air that flowed towards the lowlands.

         Clay looked up at the narrow rail of blue high above. The opening in the plateau was a few metres across at most. No wonder the satellite images had not revealed vegetation.

         ‘It is a good place, no?’

         Clay snapped his head down in the direction of the voice. A small man dressed in a tan thaub and clean black-and-white keffiyeh stood before them. The left side of his face was over-sized and misshapen, almost pre-human, with a dark, heavily lidded eye buried in a deep well of bone, black as a moonless night in the Empty Quarter. He was unarmed. The two gunmen had disappeared.

         Abdulkader bowed and greeted the man in Arabic, touching the tips of his fingers to his forehead and chest. The man responded in the same way.

         ‘Come,’ said the man. He led them through the trees and up a rock ledge into a small open cave cut into the side of the canyon wall. The oasis spread still and green beneath them. He crouched beside a hearth of stone and bid them sit. ‘You are with the oil company?’ he said in English.

         Clay nodded. ‘My name is Clay Straker.’

         ‘Clay,’ said the man. ‘This is an unusual name. It is not from your Bible.’

         ‘It’s short for Claymore.’

         The man narrowed his good eye. The other floated there, unresponsive. ‘You are named for a weapon. A sword.’

         When he was young, he’d liked his name, liked its meaning. Now he hated it.

         ‘Not my choice.’

         ‘It is an honourable name.’

         Clay said nothing.

         15The man shifted back on his heels, brought his knees up close to his chest, narrowed his good eye. ‘Do you know why you are here, Mister Claymore?’

         Clay looked over at Abdulkader and back at the man. ‘Not for a brai and a beer, I’m guessing.’

         A hint of a smile twitched in the Arab’s mouth, disappeared. ‘No.’

         ‘We have done you no harm, nor you us,’ said Clay. Not yet. ‘Please. Let us go. This can still be retrieved.’

         ‘Retrieved, Mister Claymore?’

         ‘Sent in another direction.’

         The right side of the man’s face twisted into a smile. He picked up a stick and poked the embers. Without looking up he began to speak. His voice was soft, like the sound of the water bubbling from the spring below, his Arabic an ancient chanting melody. After some minutes he fell silent and sat staring into the coals.

         Clay had followed as best he could, gathering an occasional word, the fragment of a phrase. The language dripped violence; the mutant face was serene. He looked to Abdulkader.

         ‘This man is from an old and important Hadrami family,’ said Abdulkader. ‘Three years ago he went to Sana’a with his father to ask the President for a share of the oil that was discovered here. Promises were made, he says. We have all heard these stories. Instead, President Saleh sent his secret police, the PSO. They killed his father. Now they want him.’

         Abdulkader looked at the man a moment, paused, then turned to face Clay. ‘He is called Al Shams. The Sun.’

         Clay felt a cold spine of ice shiver through him, the coldest desert night. He knew that name. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he whispered under his breath. Clay stared into the deep well of the man’s dead eye. And in that darkness he could see it all so clearly. It was a Friday, he remembered. He had decided to take the afternoon off to look around old Aden. Thierry Champard, one of the engineers who ran the oil-processing facility, had offered him a ride into town, had been on his way home after an eight-week stint. He was off to the airport, happy, 16he told Clay, because he missed his two young daughters, happy because his wife would be waiting for him at the airport in Paris. He was planning on spending Christmas at the family’s country cottage in Brittany. He’d shown Clay photos: a beautiful blonde in a bikini posing holiday-style in a summer rose garden, one hand behind her head, the other on an out-thrust hip, her mouth partially open, as if caught in mid-sentence, mid-sigh, at the start of a whispered kiss; two smiling children on the beach, their doll-like faces peering out from under nests of thick sun-bleached curls, the sky-blue eyes, the pouty red-plum lips, the dimpled high-boned cheeks, girlish copies of the woman in the roses. Champard dropped Clay in the centre of town, near the qat market. The streets were packed after morning prayers. They shook hands, agreed to meet up for a beer the next time they were both in country. Clay closed the car door, walked about twenty steps, turned, made eye contact, and smiled. Thierry waved. Clay was halfway through mouthing the words thanks and good luck when the silver Land Rover disappeared in a nova of orange flame.

         That was six months ago.

         The day after Thierry’s death, Clay had been ordered home, as had many other contractors and non-essential personnel. The rest was a story he had heard only in fragments, mostly as rumour, third and fourth hand, since he’d returned to Yemen. The Yemen government had quickly blamed the murder on a group of suspected militants led by a shadowy figure calling himself ‘The Sun’. A manhunt was launched by the Army and the PSO, but Al Shams and his men had vanished. Not hard, in this part of the world. As time went by, things calmed down, and soon Clay was back in the country helping Petro-Tex with environmental permitting for the new Kamar oilfield, one of the biggest discoveries ever made in Southern Yemen.

         The Arab continued speaking, the tone harder now. Again he paused, allowing Abdulkader to translate. ‘He says this oil is a curse. The people of Hadramawt see nothing. There is no money, no jobs, only soldiers, deep wounds in the land, and death.’ Abdulkader scooped up a handful of sand from the ground and let it fall away 17between his fingers. ‘Did you hear of the ambush at Katima last year? That was this man. They killed six government soldiers and took many weapons.’

         He remembered reading about it. They had caught the soldiers in a pass in the mountains. They wouldn’t have had a chance. Thierry Champard hadn’t either. It was only luck – whatever luck was, the random collision of events, the probabilities of place and time and a thousand other variables – that had spared Clay that day.

         ‘He says they will kill more, until the government gives them what they want, or they close the oilfields.’

         ‘Retrieved, Mister Claymore?’ said Al Shams in English. ‘That time has long since passed. Too many have died. Still more, I am afraid, are destined to perish.’

         Clay looked down into the cold pitch of Al Shams’ dead eye. He could feel the turbulence close by, that incipient buffeting at the margin of chaos, a fall coming. He stood, tried to push away from the edge. ‘I cannot answer for the government,’ he said. ‘I am a hydrologist, an engineer. My job is to talk to the people and to listen to them. I study the land and the water. I report my findings to the company so that it can protect the people and the environment. The company wants to help the people, even if the government does not.’

         Before Abdulkader could start to translate, the man spoke in rapid terse English, looking straight at Clay. ‘If this is so,’ he said, ‘why does the company need the protection of soldiers?’

         Clay opened his hands and held them palms up. ‘We have no protection,’ he said, ‘as you can see.’

         ‘Ah, but you are an oddity, my friend,’ Al Shams replied. ‘The Army is everywhere. Your Petro-Tex has been here for almost three years, and things only become worse.’

         ‘I can assure you that the company is committed to complying fully with all appropriate regulations …’ said Clay, reciting from the company’s public engagement handbook. It was what he was paid to do.

         ‘Do not patronise me, Mister Claymore. You know as well as I do that the regulations in Yemen are weak, ineffective and readily by-passed.’

         18Clay continued: ‘… and to comply with best industry practice wherever possible. Petro-Tex is committed to minimising the environmental and social impacts of its operations on the people of the Hadramawt.’

         Al Shams blinked. The good eye flashed. The other disappeared behind a veil of wrinkled skin, its opaque depth reappearing only slowly as the mangled tissue drew back. Then he smiled. ‘You do not believe what you say, Mister Claymore. I can see this.’

         Clay said nothing, sat listening to the empty echo of his own words.

         ‘The company,’ spat Al Shams. ‘Petro-Tex. You speak as if this thing were human, one of Allah’s creations. It is not. It is inanimate, soulless, not of this world. It exists for one purpose only, as we both know.’ He stamped the ground with his foot. ‘To get the oil that lies beneath this land. Our land. It will do anything to get it. It will pay people like you whatever it must to placate the villagers, to assuage the regulators. It will bribe, and kill. It exists only to enrich its shareholders. Such a thing as this is incapable of caring.’

         ‘I can assure you …’ Clay began, ‘… that the company …’

         Al Shams raised his hand. Clay fell silent.

         The Arab was quiet for a long time. Then he looked up and brought his good eye to bear on Clay. ‘My people are dying. Your oil is killing them. What you must ask yourself, Mister Claymore, is if you care.’

         And in those few moments, as he looked around at the riot of trees shot from naked rock, he asked himself just this question, and determined that yes, he should care – and even vaguely remembered doing so once – but that, in fact, right now, and for a long time now, he felt nothing at all.

         Clay shivered and closed his eyes. Then he pulled himself back and looked into the Arab’s eyes and said: ‘I don’t make the decisions.’

         ‘Ah yes, only following orders. So much of your history is like this, is it not? Your people have lost their way, my friend. They worship things other than God.’ Al Shams looked away for a moment as 19if contemplating some deeper meaning. ‘But my question was not about power, Mister Claymore. I asked if you cared.’

         Clay looked up. ‘What I think doesn’t matter,’ he said. That illusion had been dead a long time, buried somewhere in the Angolan bush.

         Al Shams narrowed his good eye. The other remained fixed, staring out at some distant point beyond the canyon wall. ‘That is where you are wrong, Mister Claymore,’ he said. ‘And you are too young to be so wrong.’

         Clay Straker took a deep breath. He didn’t feel young. ‘Look, Al Shams,’ he began, his voice tight. He cleared his throat, sought a deeper octave. ‘I may well be wrong. I’ve been wrong about a lot of things. But I can’t help you. You’ve got the wrong people.’

         Al Shams pointed the stick at Clay’s chest, moved its charred tip slowly towards him, pushed it into the place where his heart was. ‘No, Mister Claymore, we have exactly the right people. And with you, both of you, we are going to send a message to Petro-Tex. One they cannot ignore.’ By now the gunmen had reappeared at the end of the ledge. Al Shams waved and they moved closer, levelling their weapons.

         Clay pushed the stick away with his hand. ‘Whatever your issue with Petro-Tex, it’s got nothing to do with my driver. He has a family, sons. Let him go.’

         Al Shams looked up at the thin blade of sky. He seemed to be searching the length of the precipice. ‘War is coming,’ he said. ‘Much will change, inshallah. The sky will tear, the tombs will bust open. Then you will know yourself. These are the words of God.’

         Clay considered this for a moment. ‘I’ve seen those tombs, broer.’ He glanced up at ramparts of broken rock, back at the deformed face. ‘It’s not knowledge you find.’

         Al Shams rose, wiped his hands one upon the other. ‘Without Allah’s wisdom, Mister Claymore, there is no knowledge. Now you will excuse me. Do not attempt to leave.’ Then he turned and strode towards the path that led down to the wadi floor.

         The two gunmen moved aside to let Al Shams pass.

         20Clay scrambled to his feet. ‘You asked me if I cared,’ he called out. ‘Do you?’

         Al Shams stopped.

         ‘Do you?’ Clay repeated, louder this time.

         Al Shams turned and faced him.

         ‘What do you think, Mister Claymore?’

         ‘I think you speak well.’

         The muscles on one side of Al Shams’ face contracted, forcing up one corner of his mouth, narrowing the good eye, brightening the skin of one cheek. But the mirror was flawed. Whether by birth or some horrible accident, the flesh of the other side remained slack and grey, unaffected by the brief spasm. The effect was hideous, destabilising. Al Shams looked down, up again. ‘I speak, Mister Claymore, for the innocent.’

         ‘Words.’

         ‘More than words, Mister Claymore. Truth.’

         ‘Truth, then: Abdulkader is innocent. Free him.’

         Al Shams looked up to the sky. ‘It is in the hands of Allah,’ he said. And then he turned and disappeared into the green depths of the chasm.
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            You Should Pray

         

         Night fell hard in the Empty Quarter. Clay shivered in his T-shirt and moved closer to the fire, trying not to think about the fleece jacket rolled up in his pack in the back of the Land Cruiser, and the bottle of whisky stashed under the front seat. It wasn’t that far away, beyond the rockslide, perhaps a kilometre up the canyon. He peered into the darkness. There was no sign of Al Shams’ men, just the first stars flickering in the deep blue trench of sky above.

         Clay leaned in close to his friend, kept his voice to a whisper. ‘This is the man who killed Thierry Champard.’

         Abdulkader shifted in his crouch, poked the fire, said nothing.

         Clay knew better than to rush the Arab to words. He waited. The stars turned. After a while Clay said: ‘He’s not going to let us go.’

         ‘Inshallah, he will.’

         ‘God willing? No, Abdulkader. If we’re going to get out of here alive, we’ve got to do it ourselves.’

         Abdulkader threw another log on the fire. It flared and caught. ‘Only Allah gives life. Only He takes it. Allah akhbar.’

         ‘Allah akhbar,’ Clay repeated, a habit now after so many days in the desert with this man. God is great, the words engraved on the silver ring Abdulkader wore on his right index finger, his only adornment, his father’s prized possession.

         Yes, perhaps God is. But Clay doubted it. He glanced over at Abdulkader, but his driver’s expression remained as immutable as the rock of the plateau, the dark andesite skin fissured by sun and thirst, head and jaw hidden behind the green-and-black keffiyeh 22of the Hadramawt, his eyes shielded beneath shocks of wiry grey hair.

         ‘The Land Cruiser isn’t far,’ he whispered.

         Abdulkader rocked back on his heels, squat on his haunches, and poked the fire.

         The rockslide was no more than twenty or thirty metres away, a few seconds at a sprint. Once inside its labyrinth they would be undetectable. They could pick the right moment, get to the car, and be gone before anyone had time to react. It was dark. There was no moon. He had seen only the two gunmen, the two who had hijacked them. There could be more farther down-wadi, but the darkness would give them a chance.

         ‘Al Shams has the key,’ said Abdulkader.

         ‘I can start it. I’d rather take my chances than wait here for Allah to decide.’ A violent surge of adrenaline shot through him, jerking him to his feet. ‘Let’s go.’

         Abdulkader stretched out by the fire and cradled his head in his arm. ‘No. If we run, they will kill us. Sleep. Trust Allah.’

         The old ghosts were here now. He drew out the plan in his head, assigned roles. ‘Get up, Abdulkader. It’s time to ontrek.’

         But Abdulkader did not move. He stayed as he was, curled up by the fire; he looked up at Clay through narrowed eyes and did not look away for a long time. ‘You should pray,’ he said.

         ‘You’ve told me before.’ They had all done it back then, good Christian boys, in their holes with SWAPO raining down kak, believed with every part of themselves that they would be heard, spared. And the emptiness of it had been revealed in each shattered corpse he had pulled from the ground. Prayer was for the weak, the unscientific, the deluded. You had to believe in something. But not that.

         He stood there for a long time watching the firelight dance on the overhanging rock. Like Africa, the rocks here, the sky, the rolling expanses, these green intrusions forced up through cracks in the Earth’s concrete. Thirteen years wound back and Eben was there, 23swimming in the river, smiling and waving from the deepest part where the water was dark and cold, his limbs pale, moving ghostly in the tannin-brown Cunene water, Clay on the bankside watching for crocodiles, R4 assault rifle at the ready. So long ago now, only days before that last mission into Angola, Operation Protea the generals had called it, after which everything changed and nothing was ever the same again.

         Clay forced a laugh, coughed, looked across the fire at Abdulkader. The man’s stoic fatalism – that granitic belief in a higher power – was something he had never understood. Empirically, it made no sense. Observation denied it. And yet envy flooded through him now, raw, thirsty, an insatiable dark negative that seemed to pull in everything around him, leaving him standing alone and naked, the last torn strips of his logic hanging like rags from his frame.

         ‘The accident,’ said Clay, throwing his voice out into the void. ‘Who pulled me out?’

         Abdulkader looked up at him a moment, his face painted orange by the firelight, then lowered his eyes.

         ‘You did, Abdulkader.’

         The Arab looked up again, said nothing.

         ‘It wasn’t God.’

         ‘It was his hand.’

         ‘No, Abdulkader. It was you. You decided. You saved my life. This is exactly the same.’

         ‘No man decides, Mister Clay. Only Allah. You must give yourself.’

         Clay turned and walked towards the ledge. Away from the fire the cold came quickly. He looked over the precipice, down to the darkness of the wadi floor. The rockslide was there, its patchwork of jumbled surfaces just visible in the starlight. The gunmen were gone. There didn’t appear to be anyone between them and the slide. He turned and faced Abdulkader, ready to try one more time. But his friend’s body rose and fell in untroubled sleep – he had prayed with the sunset, and now he was ready for whatever would come.

         24Clay moved closer to the dying fire, sat. Loneliness came. He tried to recall the vestiges of the Lord’s Prayer, dredging deep harbours of memory, but the words that came made him shudder, a hypocrite calling to the heavens. It was Allah, apparently, and not JC, who would decide.

         He closed his eyes.

         Soon, the dreams came. Thirst always made them worse.

         Later, how much later he did not know, he woke with a start. The fire had died. His shirt was soaked. His heart hammered in his chest. Axe blades of pain slammed into his head. He pushed himself up, shivered in the cold. Abdulkader was there, cocooned in sleep, his breathing lapping the rockface like water. Clay looked at his watch, up to the sky, dawn still a few hours off. He opened his eyes wide, breathed the cold air, felt it flow deep into his lungs. He held it there as the doctor had shown him, exhaled, breathed in again, tried to fight back the remnant shards of his sleeping hallucinations. But this was their time, and they were determined. Faces came, hovered there in the darkness before him, sounds, the burnt edges of landscapes, gaping wounds pulsing, though his eyes were open, voices and smiles of those long dead breaking the banks of his consciousness, flooding his senses. He opened his eyes wide, focussed on his breathing, reached for the woodpile. His hand closed around a gnarled bone of camelthorn. He raked the stick through the ash, uncovered a few remaining coals, beacons in the darkness. He got to his knees, bent his head to the ash as if in prayer, blowing up a lonely flame. It flickered and died, was reborn in a rush of oxygen. He cupped his hands around it, felt its far-off warmth, urged it to life. He peeled a strip of bark from the twig, touched it to the flame. It flared and caught. Another. Soon the fire was going and the dreams were gone.

         Clay sat close, tried to warm himself. He gazed into the flames, watched the chain reaction build, gases mixing and igniting, impurities bleeding in colour. He fed the fire and watched the sky lighten.

         Stars vanished.

         25A hint of colour refracted along the dark edge of the canyon wall, day finally coming.

         Soon, the heat would come, crushing everything.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Clay rose to his feet, joints stiff, ran his tongue over the dry skull of his mouth.

         Abdulkader looked up at him. ‘Again, you did not sleep,’ he said.

         ‘I was praying,’ Clay said.

         Abdulkader frowned.

         ‘Sabah al khaeer,’ came a voice from the darkness. Al Shams stood in the gloom at the far end of the cave, hands clasped before him. ‘Good morning,’ he said. He was alone.

         Abdulkader rose and inclined his head.

         Al Shams moved closer, emerged from the shadows. ‘I sense you are an intelligent and honourable man, Mister Claymore. So I ask for your help.’

         Clay stepped forward. He was within four paces of Al Shams now, towered over him. He could take him down in one surge, push him over the ledge. You’ve got it wrong, he thought. I’m neither. That was what war had taught him, made of him. He said nothing.

         ‘This you will do for us, Mister Claymore. Go to Um’alat, speak with the mashayikh, the sheikh there. Go also to Al Urush and Al Bawazir. There is evil being done in these places. Desecrations I do not comprehend, corruptions of nature. Perhaps you can understand them, with your science. See for yourself what your oil company is doing. And then deliver this message to your infidel masters: all that is within this land is a gift from God to those that have lived here since before the Prophet. It is twice blasphemy: to deny them a share in this wealth, and to harm them in its taking. When you have done this and learned the truth, find me. Without this knowledge, our people cannot protect themselves. Now go in peace, Mister Claymore.’

         26Clay reached out for the cavern wall, steadied himself. The sandstone was cool and damp, like sandpaper, the silica studs hard, reassuring.

         Al Shams stepped forward and put his hand on Clay’s forearm. ‘I am giving you an opportunity, my friend, to find what you have lost.’

         His gaze cut into Clay’s eyes. The asymmetry was painful. He had lost a lot of things, was pissed that it was so obvious to this man.

         ‘Remember always that God is great.’

         Clay looked away, down at the dust of centuries. Evidence for this would be good. Again, he said nothing.

         Al Shams removed his hand. ‘And no, we are not responsible for the unfortunate death of your Monsieur Champard.’

         Clay took a step back, glanced over at Abdulkader.

         ‘Be serene, Mister Claymore, in the knowledge that there will be a yawm’idin, a day of reckoning, for us all.’ Al Shams raised his hand and the two gunmen appeared from the far end of the ledge – the same two gunmen from the day before. The older man, the one with the hennaed beard, placed something in Al Shams’ hand. ‘You may go,’ said Al Shams, dropping the Toyota’s keys into Clay’s outstretched palm. ‘But your friend will remain as our guest.’
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            Who You Might Have Been

         

         Clay dropped his hand to his side, flicked the ignition key with his thumb so that the blade protruded between the index and middle fingers of his right hand, closed his fist around the bow. Al Shams was close, within striking distance. The kid was a couple of paces behind and to Al Shams’ right; he was left-handed, which meant he would have to swing the AK through almost ninety degrees to get a shot at Clay, and, even then, would risk hitting Al Shams. The older gunman was to Al Shams’ left, but right-handed. Same problem. OK for escorting someone when the danger was external, but no good when the threat was close in, front on. They had it backwards. Neither had slung their weapons. The closer Clay got to Al Shams, the harder it would be for them. Abdulkader was the only problem. He hadn’t moved, stood back by the fire, five paces away from the elder gunman, a clear straight-line shot.

         Clay looked Al Shams in the good eye. ‘I’ll do what you ask. I’ll go to Al Urush. I’ll talk to the villagers, see what I can find. But I need Abdulkader. He knows the country, the people, the roads. We’re a team. I can’t do it without him.’

         ‘Do not be disingenuous, Mister Claymore. You can, and you will. And if you do not, your friend will die.’

         ‘Please, Mister Clay,’ rumbled Abdulkader’s voice from behind. ‘Do as he says.’

         ‘I’m not leaving without him.’

         ‘Then neither of you will leave.’

         Clay was silent, stood his ground.

         28Al Shams spread his arms slightly, opened out his palms. ‘Please, Mister Claymore. Be reasonable. Go now. Do this great service for my people. If you do, your friend will be freed. You have my word.’

         Clay took a step forward, tightened the angles. ‘He’s no good to you as a hostage. Petro-Tex is not going to bargain for a driver, a local. If you want leverage, you need me.’

         ‘No, Mister Claymore. The leverage I want is not with the company. It is with you.’

         A cold tumour of realisation lumped in Clay’s chest. He had always hated irony.

         The older gunman chambered a round.

         ‘Please believe me,’ said Al Shams. ‘I do not wish to kill you, or your friend. But I will if I must.’

         Clay hesitated. ‘You think I’m lying. You think that if you let us go, I won’t help you.’

         The edge of a smile formed at the corner of Al Shams’ mouth and was gone. ‘I know you will not help us, Mister Claymore. You do not want to be involved. I can see this in you very plainly. Well, now you are involved.’

         Clay looked back at Abdulkader, but his friend stood mute, expressionless. And in that fragment of time compressed between his last utterance and the attack he was about to initiate, Clay wondered again at the power of events to obliterate the dim recollection of ‘who you might have been’, at how completely he’d been bludgeoned into the man he now was.

         Clay bowed his head, opened his arms as if resigning himself to his fate. He could sense the men facing him relax as they anticipated his capitulation. He took a slow step towards Al Shams, paused a moment.

         Half a second, no more.

         Enough to hear the morning breeze hush across the lip of the canyon.

         Enough to feel the new sun on his neck, watch it cast shadows across the ruins of Al Shams’ tortured face.

         29Clay burst to his right, pivoting towards the old man and putting Al Shams between himself and the kid. Before the old man could react, Clay brought his left knee up hard, smashing the old guy’s pelvis. The Arab’s mouth opened, the first note of a groan hanging in space, truncated an instant later as Clay’s right fist smashed into his face. Clay felt the key go in, the give as a membrane flexed, heard the slight pop as it broke, then the sucking sound as he pulled back his fist, the key with it. The old man fell back screaming, reaching instinctively for his face. Clay grabbed the AK as the old man let go, jerking the stock back hard. There was a crack as the rifle’s butt plate caught the old man in the jaw. He crashed to the ground, blood pouring from his mouth and left eye. As before, out on the road, the kid was slow to react. He stood blinking in the morning sun, a look of puzzlement spreading across his young-old face. But Al Shams was quick. He’d already shifted left, clearing the kid for a shot, and was moving towards the cave entrance. Clay found the AK’s pistol grip with his right hand, flicked the safety, already down and off, bringing the rifle up for a shot. The kid had recovered now, was swinging his weapon around. As he did, he fumbled momentarily, looked down. He’d forgotten to disengage the safety. The AK’s safety switch was on the weapon’s right side, forward of the trigger guard. Left-handed, the kid had to reach over the top of the gas block with his right hand to get at the lever. It was a clumsy manoeuvre and it took time. By the time the kid looked up, Clay had closed the distance. Side on, he let go a kick that caught the kid in the chest, just below the neck. The kid grunted with the impact, toppled backwards, and disappeared over the ledge, the AK clattering down over the rock after him.

         Clay swung around and took aim at Al Shams. The kid’s body thudded into the wadi floor. The sound echoed from the canyon wall.

         ‘Stop,’ Clay said.

         Al Shams froze.

         ‘Turn around.’

         30Al Shams turned, reached out his hands, palms upraised, a preacher appealing to his congregation. He looked disappointed. ‘This changes nothing, Mister Claymore.’

         ‘Like I said before, this can still be retrieved.’

         Al Shams glanced at the old man.

         ‘I think not.’

         The old guy was on his knees now, his hand covering his left eye. Blood flowed out between his fingers, dripped to the ground.

         ‘I can get him to a doctor, if you help me.’

         ‘Inshallah,’ said Al Shams.

         Clay called back over his shoulder. ‘Let’s go, my friend. Help the old guy. Our host is going to walk the three of us out of here.’

         ‘You do not understand, Mister Claymore. This is not for me to decide.’

         Anger, at bay until now, rose inside him. ‘Just like Aden? Was that Allah’s will, too? Thierry Champard blown to pieces?’

         ‘As I told you, this was not our doing.’

         ‘You claimed responsibility.’

         ‘We did not.’

         ‘It was in the papers.’

         ‘And you believe this propaganda? Do not be so naïve.’

         Clay took a breath, pulled back the AK’s bolt, checked the 7.62 millimetre round in the breech. This was death, this projectile nestled in its chamber, the firing pin millimetres away, ready. At 715 metres per second, the 7.9 gram bullet would cover the four metres and reach Al Shams in 0.0056 seconds, entering and exiting his body before he had a chance to blink. And it was men who decided this, not God. ‘Here we go,’ said Clay, wiping the unwanted calculation from his head. ‘You are going to lead us down to the rock slide. Go slow.’

         Al Shams stood unmoving. His expression was serene, beatific, his one good eye piercing, alive, the other a black stone plucked from the sun-baked plateau. He looked up for a moment and then smoothed his robe with his hands. ‘No, Mister Claymore. You will 31do as I have asked. It is God’s will. This you cannot deny. You cannot see it now, but you will. I pity you your emptiness, Mister Claymore.’

         Clay heard a rush of air, like the sound of a bird swooping close, and then the crack as the back of his skull ruptured in a blinding flash. He was unconscious before he hit the ground.
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            Not Yet a Commodity

         

         He awoke face down in the sand where they had left him. A river of heat shimmered on an empty vertical horizon, land and sky indistinguishable. It was as if he were looking through one of those thick, almost-liquid Cairo smogs that would descend in the hottest days of summer, locking the city in a coffin of car exhaust and smoke from the burning landfills and airborne lead from the smelters along the Nile. Sand crusted the corners of his mouth, frosted his eyelashes. He spat and turned his head. A dark shape loomed close. He raised his head and propped himself on one elbow. His skull felt as if it were about to implode. He lifted his hand to the back of his head, ran his fingers along the swollen matting of hair and blood. A thick warm liquid trickled over his top lip and into his mouth and out over his chin and neck. The taste was vaguely metallic, aluminium or stainless steel, like licking a knife.

         He struggled to his knees, rubbed his eyes, looked around. Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser was there, a few metres away, ticking in the heat. Clay pushed himself to his feet, swayed on unsteady legs, took a few steps, slumped against the car’s side, and looked inside. He knew that it was empty, that his friend was back there, a prisoner, a hostage. He shuffled around to the driver’s side door, opened it, climbed out of the sun. The key was in the ignition, dried blood set into its grooves. The dashboard’s digital thermometer read fifty-one degrees. Clay looked out across the sameness of the plateau, the limitless empty blue of the sky. There were no landmarks, no roads. Overhead, the sun was near its zenith. He had no idea where he was.

         33Clay took stock. He had plenty of fuel, half a tank and two extra jerry cans in the back. They’d left him half a litre of water, his compass and notebook. They hadn’t touched the whisky. But Abdulkader’s Kalashnikov was gone, as was the handgun he kept in the glove box. It was nearly midday. That put him a maximum of 250 kilometres cross-country from the Kamar-1 well and the pipeline trunk road. By the look of the land, he guessed they’d taken him north, further towards Wadi Hadramawt, probably east, too. There was a second set of tyre tracks nearby that disappeared to the south-east. If he struck south, eventually he’d hit the trunk road that paralleled the escarpment and the coast. There was no question now of trying to go back for Abdulkader. Unarmed, alone, he had little chance of finding him, let alone getting him safely away. Destiny crystallised around him, inescapable, just as Al Shams had said it would.

         Clay found the medical kit under the seat, took three painkillers, swilled them down with whisky, and cleaned out the wound on the back of his head as best he could. He pushed a compress bandage down hard onto it to stop the bleeding, secured it with his headcloth, and set out overland.

         An hour later he was still heading south, not a road or track in sight. He leaned forward in the seat, let the superheated air whipping through the open window vaporise the sweat from his shirt back, and looked out across the dead-flat loneliness to the shimmering heat of the horizon. This was the hottest place on Earth, and soon it would be summer. Even the Bedouin rued these months. It should have been a good place for forgetting. That’s why he’d come.

         Now he knew that for him there would only ever be remembering.

         He reached the Kamar-2 pipeline road just over three hours later. It took what remained of the day to reach Wadi Idim and the pass down the escarpment. As if rebelling against the loss of its owner, the old Land Cruiser blew out its right front tyre shortly after. Only one spare remained and the whisky was gone by the time he emerged onto the coastal plain. Al Shams’ men had taken what little food he had stashed in the vehicle, and the last of the water was long since gone.

         34He stopped by the roadside and unrolled his blanket under shuddering stars, but despite the codeine and the whisky, he could not sleep. The last moments at the canyon played themselves out again in his mind. He’d screwed up. The kid must have survived the fall – it wasn’t far, four metres at most – climbed back up to the ledge, got behind him. He’d been distracted by Al Shams, had allowed himself to be drawn in, to lose focus. Had Abdulkader tried to warn him? He hadn’t heard a thing.

         After four restless hours he continued on his way, dread marshalling within. Al Shams had made it clear: go to the villages, deliver the message to Petro-Tex, or Abdulkader would die. Bring the Army, and Abdulkader would die. That Al Shams could track his movements, verify his actions, Clay had no doubt.

         By mid-morning he was approaching the village of Um’alat along the broad flat wadi of the same name. Goats scattered as he passed, dust rising in puffs from their hooves. A lone camel, its front legs hobbled, foraged among the stunted acacia that snaked along the grey cobbles of the main channel. Here the wadi narrowed and turned north toward the escarpment. The village, a tight cluster of tall, mud-brick buildings set on the wadi bank, rose through the dust and heat like some pre-Islamic apparition. He rolled Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser to a stop just outside the main gate, turned off the engine and stepped to the ground.

         Within seconds he was surrounded by children – miniatures of the men who’d taken his friend, dark-haired, dressed in rags. They laughed and smiled, followed him as he walked toward the main gate, tugged at his sleeves. An older boy approached, dressed like a man in a thaub and a tweed jacket, sandals fashioned from car-tyres and goat leather, a Kalashnikov slung over his right shoulder. The boy raised his hand to his forehead and said in English: ‘Follow.’

         They were expecting him.

         The boy led Clay to a low, whitewashed building on high ground overlooking the village. Inside, the single room was packed with tribesmen, all standing, all talking – the Bani Matar, Sunni Muslims 35of the Shafa’i sect. This ancient clan had dominated this part of the Masila since the time of Persian rule and the dawn of Islam. They had endured the Caliphate, seen off the Ottoman occupation, fought the British, survived Egyptian chemical weapon attacks in the 1960s, and outlasted the Soviets. Tough didn’t even begin to describe them.

         The boy led him through the maze of bodies to a small stool at the far end of the room. Opposite, waiting, sat the mashayikh, the sheikh. The room went quiet. Clay sat, opened his notebook to a blank page, glanced up at the tribesmen packed like judge, jury and mob into every corner of the mud-brick room, and listened.

         The mashayikh reached for the Kalashnikov leaning against the wall, swung it level and balanced it across his knees. The trigger pointed out like an accusing finger, the whole of it beautiful, hateful, a work of calculated, merciless perfection. Clay stared at it, entranced, unable to break away.

         ‘Mister Straker,’ the mashayikh’s voice broke through, heavily accented, frayed.

         Clay looked up, breathing hard.

         The mashayikh fixed him with a long stare. ‘My people are worried,’ he said after a time. ‘The children are ill.’ Grumbled translations rippled out across the room. ‘It has begun in Al Urush, six months ago. A sickness. The children bring up food, their skin breaks open. Now it is worse.’

         Of course it could have been anything, despite Al Shams’ assertions: gastrointestinal infection, an outbreak of measles, flu, who knew. There were always complaints manufactured to claw money from the operators: goats run down by pipe trucks, camels poisoned by fictitious gas clouds, crops ruined by oil-tainted water that sprung mysteriously from the ground. He had heard it all before, in villages and settlements just like this all over the region, with no claim too spurious.

         And so, as the Arab spoke of the inadequate compensation, of the lack of jobs for the young men, of the corrupting influence of the oil workers, Clay Straker’s thoughts were elsewhere. He watched the 36mashayikh’s mouth move behind the short-cropped grey beard, heard the words arch out over the dozens of armed tribesmen, registered the murmurs of translation and the spreading echoes of agreement. He could even pick out the occasional word or phrase: khawga, foreigner; molhed, godless one; even once a hissed shatan – hard to miss, the origin of the English word of the same enunciation. Would this Al Shams, who seemed to believe so fervently in the power of God, actually murder Abdulkader, one of his own, one of the very people he purported to be fighting for? The events of the last day began to dissolve away and lose substance as fatigue and pain and hunger took hold, and he knew that no matter what he said back at the office in Aden, all that would remain would be another paragraph in a report, another message for the bosses to ignore. Naafi, as they used to say in the Battalion. No ambition and fuck-all interest. Enough for Al Shams? He doubted it.

         ‘Mister Straker?’ The mashayikh was leaning close, looking into his eyes. ‘You bleed.’

         Clay ran his hand across the back of his neck, closed his eyes a moment. His hand came away wet with blood. He looked up, wiped his hand on his trouser leg. ‘It’s nothing.’ He took a sip of tea and put the glass on the small wooden table between them. ‘Please continue, Excellency.’

         The mashayikh closed his eyes a moment, opened them. ‘We see many trucks, many men coming. What is the plan of your company, Mister Straker?’

         ‘I am a contractor, Excellency. Petro-Tex is not my company.’

         ‘But you are here. You speak for them.’ More murmurs from the crowd.

         ‘I am doing community consultation and environmental impact studies only. I listen and report back.’

         The mashayikh motioned with his head towards the notebook spread open on Clay’s knee. ‘Now you can report.’

         ‘The illness. Yes.’ He started to scribble in his notebook, but the pencil lead gritted over the silt that dusted the empty page, fracturing 37the words. He wiped the paper with the side of his hand and started again.

         ‘It is said that Petro-Tex is making the oil factory on the jol bigger. They do this to take more oil from our land. Is this true, Mister Straker?’

         The room erupted again, everyone speaking at once. Some were shouting now, spitting out their accusations in the harsh Arabic dialect that he was only just beginning to understand. The mashayikh raised his hand to restore a degree of calm.

         Clay wiped the sweat from his eyes. The back of his hand came away streaked with mud. ‘The oil-processing facility on the plateau is being expanded. As part of the expansion programme, the company will build a school for your children, and they will drill a new water well for you.’ The standard line. By now he could recite it without thinking.

         The mashayikh wrapped both hands around the barrel of his rifle. ‘We have no need of your well. The ghayls – our springs – have provided for our people for all time, thanks God.’ Another chorus of murmured agreement: Al hamdillulah – thanks be to Allah.

         The mashayikh smoothed out the folds of his crisply laundered thaub, pulled a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped the dust from his polished leather brogues. ‘Your company will take no more oil until the sickness is stopped, Mister Straker.’

         ‘Respectfully, Excellency, it is not possible that our operations could cause the type of illness you have described.’

         Again the plaintive murmurs, accompanied by the sounds of feet shuffling on sand and the metallic clink of sling-strap buckles on curved magazines and folding stocks. Above the din, a voice rose from the back of the room. Heads twisted to listen; the men quietened. A young man dressed Saudi-style in a flowing white robe stood against the back wall, one hand resting on a young boy’s shoulder. He was tall, clean-shaven, light-skinned, almost European-looking. He was Clay’s age, maybe younger. He spoke slowly, his voice like wind sculpting rock, deep and resonant.

         38‘The poison that afflicts our children comes from the facility. It comes in the air, down the wadi, when the cool winds blow from the plateau. We can smell it, foul like the vapours of hell. This is done by the government and the company to push us from our land. It is intentional.’

         When the young man had finished speaking, the mashayikh inclined his head and turned towards Clay. ‘This is my son, the chief of Al-Bawazir. Are his words true, Mister Straker?’

         Clay shifted his weight on the handmade wood and woven reed stool. The thing was unsteady, too close to the ground, and he had to rest one knee on the packed earth floor just to stay upright. He wanted to stand. He wanted to straighten his aching legs and walk across the room to the door and out to the waiting vehicle. But here, he knew, convention must be honoured. He was expected to answer.

         He looked around the room at the tribesmen, their sun-worn faces as open and uncompromising as the rocky ground of their birth. They seemed to be studying him, his curious flaxen hair, his pale eyes. No one spoke. He looked down at the ground, at the clay and silt covering his boots. Something trickled down his back, along the gutter of his spine, sweat or blood or both. Someone coughed. He glanced at his watch. Time had a different meaning here. Not yet a commodity, it was reckoned still by the rhythm of the seasons, the comings of the winds and rains, the movement of planets and stars. In this place there was no fear of silence, no need to fill time and space with meaningless words.

         Moments passed. A minute? Maybe more.

         Finally Clay said: ‘This is a European company, operating to the best international standards.’ Again, what the script demanded.

         The mashayikh narrowed his eyes. ‘You insult us, Mister Straker. We know this is a lie.’ He looked down at the weapon lying across his knee, caressed the smooth walnut handguard with sinewed fingers, and then locked his gaze onto Clay’s eyes. ‘We can make things very difficult, Mister Straker, if we choose.’ Then he leaned close and 39whispered in Clay’s ear. ‘Also, we can cooperate. It is your choice.’ His breath reeked of qat and alcohol.

         Then the mashayikh stood and swung the Kalashnikov over his shoulder. The audience was over. Clay got to his feet and clasped the man’s right hand in his own, making sure to keep his left hand, the unclean one, behind his back. He felt the grit in the mashayikh’s skin, saw the stains of years cracked and stretched over the bones, and looked into the murky tannin eyes. ‘Shukran, Excellency. I will take the message back to my superiors in Aden.’

         ‘I will expect you soon, then,’ said the mashayikh with a flourish of his hand as he turned towards the door, the room emptying around him.

         Soon Clay was alone. He slumped onto the stool and drained the last of the sweet dark tea. Was that what this was all about? Money? Al Urush was less than an hour away. He would see for himself.
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            A Melody of Spokes

         

         Fifteen minutes out on the deserted main road, Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser continued its rebellion. Clay pulled over onto the rough gravel shoulder, and for the second time in less than a day set about changing a tyre. He had just mounted the last spare and was tightening the lug nuts when a vehicle appeared in the distance. It was travelling at high speed, heading towards him, floating on the heat. A hundred metres away, the car slowed, a Land Rover, white, new. As it approached, Clay could make out a single occupant, thick black hair streaming from the driver’s side window. Clay stood, tyre iron in one hand, and was about to wave when the driver gunned the engine. As the Land Rover flashed past in a hurl of dust and flying pebbles, the driver turned for an instant and looked at Clay through a tornado of whirling hair. For a fraction of a second their eyes met. Then she was gone. Clay stood gaping as the vehicle’s wake disappeared in the shimmering heat haze. A woman driving alone out here was unusual enough. Even more startling was that she had been unveiled, and uncommonly beautiful.

         Clay arrived in the village at the height of day, when the sun had reached its zenith and the ground baked in the heat. At a distance, Al Urush looked like any other hamlet on the coastal plain, a cluster of earthen-brick huts nestled within a shock of green palms at the base of the cliffs. The mouth of a steep canyon yawned above the settlement as if ready to swallow it complete.

         He stared up at the escarpment, a massive wall of Palaeocene limestone that ran parallel to the coast for hundreds of kilometres in 41both directions and rose up to the barren tablelands of the Masila. The rock here was riven with long deep faults, veins carrying life to the ancient spring that wept from the base of the canyon walls. Aflaj, ancient hand-laid stone canals the width and depth of a man’s hand, carried the water to the fields, houses and palm groves of the village below. And somewhere up there, high on the plateau, five kilometres up-wadi, the Petro-Tex central processing facility, the CPF, gathered in the oil produced from two major fields and dozens of wells.

         The dirt track ended in a small clearing at the base of a massive dolomite boulder calved from the cliff face. Clay stopped the vehicle at the edge of the clearing. Nearby, two veiled women in black burqas and conical reed hats toiled in a stone field. Bent double at the waist, they worked the ground with medieval hands, pulling up sheaves of a meagre crop.

         He sniffed the hot dry air – burnished stone and ripening dates, a trace of wood smoke. Nothing unusual or even vaguely industrial. At the far side of the clearing a small boy sat in the shade of a trio of date palms, cradling an old bicycle wheel between his knees as if it were a harp. Head bent to the instrument, the boy flicked a short stick down across the spokes, one after the other, click, click, click, with slow deliberation until the lower clunk of the rim sent him back to the hub to begin again. The boy looked up as Clay approached but did not stop playing, only watched and clicked out the one-note melody in time with Clay’s footsteps through the dust.

         Clay greeted the boy in Arabic. He could not have been more than five or six, the same age as Abdulkader’s youngest son. The boy’s face was sullen and grey, but his eyes were bright. There were open sores on his neck and arms. His name was Mohamed. Clay asked the boy to show him the ghayl, the spring.

         The boy looked at him for a moment and then frowned. ‘Why you are angry?’ he asked in high-pitched Arabic.

         Clay stood for a moment looking out across the plain, this part of the country so different from the veldt of his childhood and yet so reminiscent in its heat and unforgiving dry. He crouched down 42to the boy’s level and tried to smile. ‘I am not angry with you.’ It was always easier speaking with children. His Arabic was almost at a six-year-old’s level.

         The boy’s eyes widened and he smiled. His gums were red and inflamed. The boy pushed himself to his feet and stood clutching the bicycle wheel in both hands, turning it right and left, leaning into the turns, chattering in a shrill cracked boy voice.

         Clay could not make out all the words.

         ‘Toyota,’ the boy said, pointing at Abdulkader’s dust-covered vehicle.

         ‘You want a ride?’ he replied in English. The boy was making engine noises now from deep in his throat, changing gears, accelerating. Clay reached into his pocket and offered the boy a sweet. The boy took it and smiled again.

         ‘Ya’llah,’ said Clay, reaching down and swinging the boy up onto his shoulders. The boy squealed in delight, still holding his wheel. ‘Let’s take a look at the ghayl,’ said Clay. ‘Maybe we’ll find something further up.’

         Clay buckled Mohamed into the passenger’s seat and jumped behind the wheel. The boy was chattering excitedly, pulling at his sleeve.

         ‘Aysh?’ asked Clay. What?

         The boy put aside his bicycle wheel and pointed at the steering column.

         Clay ruffled the boy’s thin black hair. ‘Cheeky monkey,’ he said, something his father used to say.

         Soon they were trundling down the narrow track away from the hamlet, Mohamed perched on Clay’s lap, bony hands clutching the Land Cruiser’s steering wheel. The boy steered with him, matching his movements. After a while, the boy directed him onto a rough stone track. The vehicle creaked and lurched past terraced flats of stubble wedged between rocky outcrops towards the cleft in the cliffs. The pitch of the track steepened. After a while Clay stopped, jumped out to lock the hubs, kept going. He thought again about 43the woman in the Land Rover, the surprise he’d felt seeing her, the perfect symmetry of her features, her big dark eyes.

         Soon they had penetrated the opening in the cliffs where the wadi met the line of the escarpment. So blinding was the light reflected from the sheer wall of limestone that he had to look away, over to the darkness of the facing formations sheltered from the full fury of the sun. They descended into the bleached cauldron of the wadi bed and then climbed again towards the afternoon shade of the far cliffs. The track became rougher and less distinct. Clay felt his way up the hill, the tyres slipping on the loose stone.

         ‘Stop,’ said the boy. ‘Now walk.’

         They started up the slope towards the patch of green that marked the spring. After a few moments Clay stopped and looked back. Mohamed was already far behind. The boy struggled and stumbled on the loose scree, breathing heavily, his face covered in sweat. He stopped and looked up at Clay, swaying on bony legs. He opened his mouth as if he were about to call out, but then his face twisted in pain and he doubled over, his back and shoulders shaking as he spewed vomit to the ground in a series of wrenching contractions.

         Clay ran down the slope, skidding along the loose scree to where the boy stood. He put his hand on Mohamed’s back, feeling the last spasm shudder through his thin frame. The boy looked up and smiled. Vomit covered his chin and the front of his shirt. Clay crouched down and unwrapped his keffiyeh and wiped the boy’s face and his shirt and ran his hand through the boy’s dark hair.

         ‘Tammam?’ Clay asked, giving the thumbs up. ‘OK?’

         The boy nodded, managing a weak smile.

         Then Clay hoisted him onto his shoulders and carried him up the hill, skin and bones, of no weight at all. At the top of the scree slope they came to a sharp vertical bluff as high as a camel’s back. The bluff’s frayed, fractured lip ran some hundred metres or more across the wadi to meet the cliff face, as if it had been tossed carelessly from the plateau to fall draped over the edge. A footpath ran along its base in both directions. Clay turned away from the cliff and started down 44the path towards the wadi bed, the bluff on his right, Mohamed’s wet hands clasped across his forehead. He could feel the boy’s pulse against his own skull, rapid, tripping, excited.

         After a few steps the boy shook his legs and tugged at Clay’s ears. ‘La,’ said the little voice from above.

         ‘What is it?’

         The boy pointed back to the cliffs. ‘I show you,’ he said in English. ‘Faddar.’ Please.

         ‘OK, little brother.’ Clay spun on his feet and started back along the bluff footpath towards the cliff, the little hamlet spread below them on the right. Soon he was threading his way through a maze of boulders, the path narrowing so that in places he had to turn side on – Mohamed still on his shoulders, urging him forward with little kicks, as though Clay was some mountain donkey and he a travelling Mullah. The rock dwarfed them on all sides, and it was as if they had been swallowed up by the lifeless, uncaring age of the place.

         Mohammed squeezed Clay’s head. ‘Stop,’ he said in English, pointing to the bluff. At first Clay did not see what the boy was showing him, such was its unity with the surrounding rock. It seemed impossible, but there it was – a scale of steps hewn into the limestone, a passageway disappearing into the rock. ‘Aiwa, aiwa,’ said Mohamed. Yes.

         The stairway, ancient surely, twisted up into the core of the bluff, the sides handtool-etched so that he could almost hear the men chipping away at the rock through the centuries. He climbed steadily, heart working harder now, cooler here in the bowels of the earth, his shoulders scraping the sides in places, until they emerged into sunlight so bright he had to shut his eyes.

         The oasis was a series of five spring-fed rock pools set in the barren footings of the canyon’s towering rock face, shaded by palms and acacia. The spring pulsed from the ground as if pumped from a heart, the clear water cascading over the grooved limestone from one pool to the next and the one after that. The place teemed with life: small green fish with silver bellies darted in the deep cool water, 45frogs croaked in the fringing reed banks, insects buzzed in dense shifting clouds of colour. It was one of the most beautiful places he had ever seen.

         A group of children splashed in the deepest of the pools. They smiled as he approached. Their gums, too, were red and inflamed, their skin dappled with sores. At the water’s edge, two women, clearly blessed by Allah, heavy with child, laid out their washing on the smooth rocks to dry in the sun. They whispered to each other as he approached. Clay looked towards them. One of the women raised her hands to her face and looked away. But the other met his gaze, and for a short moment she stared at him with dark, brazen eyes. Then she smiled and her teenage face vanished behind a drawn veil.

         Clay swung the boy down to the ground and crouched before him. He took the boy’s face in his hands and turned it to one side and the other. ‘Tammam? OK?’

         ‘I am tired,’ the boy replied in a thin, high-pitched voice.

         Clay pulled a sweet from his pocket, offered it to the boy.

         Mohamed held out his hand. It was covered in blood from Clay’s head. ‘You are hurt,’ he said.

         Clay reached for the boy’s other hand, dropped the sweet into his palm, patted him on the head. ‘I am fine, al hamdillulah.’

         The boy muttered the same words, thanks be to God, closed his fingers around the candy, held it a moment, pulled off the wrapper, then popped it in his mouth.

         Clay knelt and put his lips to the water. The first touch was cool, the water sweet. The boy crouched beside him and did the same.

         Clay stood and sniffed the air. Iodine, salt, empty miles of hazy blue. The wind was from the sea. He reached into his pack and fished out an empty plastic water bottle, opened the cap. He was not prepared, but this would have to do. He crouched by the edge and dipped the bottle in the pool until the mouth was half submerged and held it there as it filled. Clay stood, stashed the bottle in his pack, and looked up at the women busy with their laundry. ‘Stay here, Mohamed,’ he said.

         46‘I want to come.’

         ‘I will come back. I have work.’

         The boy bent the twig of an arm around Clay’s leg. ‘You are my friend,’ he said.

         Clay smiled. He crouched and put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. ‘You are my friend, too,’ he said in Arabic. He reached into his pocket and poured a handful of sweets into the boy’s outstretched hands.

         He left Mohamed at the pools and set off along the gradually constricting wadi bed. After half an hour of hard walking he came to a place where the canyon narrowed into a steep defile. Vertical dolomite cliffs embraced a sheer fault line that blocked the way. He stopped and looked up. There was not a whisper of air, nor any angle in the sun to throw shadows. He turned and wiped the back of his hand across his brow and down his temple and looked back towards the green of the oasis no more than a kilometre below, little Mohamed just a speck now, still waiting by the water. Whatever Al Shams thought was happening here, there was no sign of it. Was the truth being spoken?

         Is a woman beautiful or ugly? A glance is not enough. To know, you must marry her. That’s what Abdulkader would have said.
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            Getting the Tone Just Right

         

         He made the long journey back to Aden on autopilot, hundreds of kilometres of dusty, potholed road vanishing without a trace, mountains and bluffs, the black cinder cones of the Aden plain no more than a blur in the side window, the changeless sky as empty as a non-believer’s soul, as blank.

         It was early evening when Clay arrived in the waiting room of Petro-Tex’s main Yemen operations office. He smiled at the busty blonde secretary. It came out more like a scowl. ‘Howzit, Greta?’

         She looked up at him, eyes narrowing. ‘OK, Clay?’ she said in a distinct Scandinavian accent. ‘What happened to your face?’

         Clay raised his hand to his jaw, the scrapes from when he’d hit the ground after being knocked unconscious. ‘I was run over by a beautiful woman in a Land Rover.’

         She smiled, waved this away. She had lovely blue-green eyes. ‘I never thanked you for the Kahlua.’ Clay brought her a duty-free bottle every time he came into Yemen. You couldn’t get it locally. ‘Go right in,’ she said.

         Nils Karila sat behind a large desk strewn with papers, a shard of Indian Ocean blue just visible through the wood-framed window behind him. Production charts, reservoir maps, petro-physical logs and impenetrable seismic tracings covered the dingy walls. A rectangular picture frame hung on the bookcase, Karila and three blond children in red and blue winter jackets peering out from a polar snowscape. Slumped in his chair, he tapped with two fingers on a yellowing keyboard, the computer monitor looming above him like 48a stern and remote superior. His thin white hair was combed back over his scalp, barely covering the pink, sunburned skin.

         ‘What do you want, Mister Straker?’ Karila said without looking up from the keyboard.

         ‘I …’ Clay stumbled, stopped, stared out the window. On the long drive back he’d rehearsed the message over and again, a hundred variants, playing out Karila’s response in his head. And each time he had reached the same conclusion: there was no way to deliver Al Shams’ message without endangering Abdulkader.

         ‘Your report, Straker?’

         ‘You’ll have it in two weeks.’

         ‘One week. You know the situation.’

         If he told Nils now, they’d send in the Army. ‘My invoice for the Kamar project hasn’t been paid yet,’ he said. ‘It’s been three months, Nils. I’m swak. Dead broke.’

         Karila stopped typing and looked up from the keyboard. Albino eyes blinked behind a pair of wire-framed glasses; a burning Gitane hung from his mouth. He looked like he had worked through the night. ‘Accounts assure me it will be paid this week.’

         If he didn’t tell Karila, he’d have no reply for Al Shams. ‘That’s what you said last month.’

         ‘We are all very busy here, Mister Straker.’

         Clay looked around the room. Would Petro-Tex try to get Abdulkader back? They’d never had a hostage situation before. ‘Someone’s getting paid, then.’

         Karila glanced up at him, disapproval etched into every crease of his pursed pink lips. ‘I’ll speak to Dunkley today.’ Dunkley was the operation’s chief accountant.

         Clay nodded, shuffled his feet. ‘Ever think it’s a curse, Nils?’

         Karila hit the enter key, flicked his gaze across the screen for a moment, then looked up again. ‘Curse? What are you talking about, Straker?’

         ‘Oil.’ Clay pointed to the wintertime photo. ‘The cost.’

         Karila glanced down at the picture frame, seemed to ponder this 49a moment, directed a stream of blue smoke at the ceiling with a long sigh. ‘I’ve got a lot to do, Straker. Do you have something to report or not?’

         Clay stood looking down at Karila, unsure where to start. ‘Are you hearing anything unusual from the Oil Ministry?’

         Karila waved at the air with his burning cigarette. ‘I was in Sana’a the day before yesterday. The Minister mentioned nothing out of the ordinary. Why?’

         He edged towards it. He had to try. ‘It’s getting tense out there, Nils. Rumours, threats.’

         ‘If you are concerned you should take an Army escort, as I have repeatedly advised. That’s what we pay them for. I don’t understand why you insist on going out there for weeks at a time, alone.’

         ‘I have Abdulkader.’ Had.

         Karila scoffed. ‘One day you are going to get yourself into real trouble, Straker.’

         He’d heard the same advice a decade ago, hadn’t taken it then. ‘Do you know who makes up that Army, Nils? Northerners, Zaydis: highlanders from tribes loyal to President Saleh. They’re Shi’a, Nils. The people here hate them. They’ve been blood enemies for centuries.’

         That same pucker of distaste. ‘I have no interest in the local politics. My job is to get oil out of the ground. And you have been hired to assist in that goal, Mister Straker.’

         ‘And to do it, I need the people’s confidence. That is not going to happen with the Army shadowing me. Do you want your approvals, or have you decided to skip that technicality?’

         Karila peered at him over smudged glasses. ‘Not funny, Straker. Getting those permits as quickly as possible is a serious matter.’

         ‘Then let me do my job.’

         ‘As you like, Straker. I take no responsibility.’

         ‘No, you don’t.’

         Karila frowned and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on his desk. ‘Now is there anything else, Straker?’ He turned his wrist, 50exposed the white veinless skin of his forearm, glanced at his watch. ‘If I don’t have this production report on Parnell’s desk within the hour, he is going to crucify me.’

         Clay planted his feet. ‘The villagers are concerned.’

         Karila dismissed this with a swipe of his Gitane.

         ‘I’m serious, Nils.’

         Karila looked up. ‘The usual complaints about jobs and money?’

         ‘Always. But something’s changed. They’re talking about a sickness. They say it’s coming from the CPF. We should check it out.’

         ‘We are not in the social services business, Straker.’

         ‘They’re angry, Nils. They could make things difficult for us.’

         ‘We cannot afford needless distractions. I need not remind you that we have a drop-dead date that is rapidly approaching. Focus on that.’

         Clay thrust his hand deep into his trouser pocket, jangled worthless Yemeni coins through his fingers. ‘OK, Nils. Understood.’ He said it out of habit. He said it so that his client would know that he was part of the team, dependable. If you wanted to survive as a contractor, you had to espouse the common objective. He was pretty good now at getting the tone just right.

         ‘Pay who you need to pay, Straker. We need the approvals in place within the next four weeks or we start cutting into the schedule. Every day we delay costs money. Did you tell them about the school we are going to build them?’

         ‘Ja, the school,’ Clay said under his breath.

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘That you would build them a school.’

         ‘Good, Straker. Good.’

         The warmth of client praise flowed through him. It felt a lot like the dull burn of cheap vodka.

         A determinedly overweight man in a pink golf shirt and pleated khaki trousers staggered wheezing into the office and collapsed into one of the leather armchairs across from Karila’s desk. He was breathing heavily. Sweat glistened on his forehead, tracked across the cratered folds and overhangs of his strangely pallid, humid face. He 51looked like a burn victim stripped of his face bandages for the first time, pale, hairless, scarred, oiled and balmed. The man fumbled with his pockets, withdrew a plastic inhaler, put it to his mouth and thumbed the trigger. He sat a moment, chest heaving, eyes closed. After a while his breathing eased and he opened his eyes, blinked twice, glared at Clay.

         ‘Fuck me, I do so hate this place,’ he said in a constricted wheeze. He spoke exceedingly slowly, hovering on each word, drawling it into the next like a Baptist preacher gone rogue. ‘Nothin’ but dust here. Goddamn place is from dust made.’

         ‘Hello Vance,’ said Karila, brightening. ‘You know Clay Straker, our environmental and community contractor.’

         Clay nodded. They’d met once, in Parnell’s office a year ago when Clay had first been contracted. Since then, he’d heard the rumours, of course. It was hard not to. But he’d ignored them, gone about his work, kept quiet. Time in the Battalion had taught him the percentage of bullshit that rumour usually contained.

         Parnell stuffed his inhaler back into his trouser pocket and stared at Karila, dark-marble eyes twitching in shallow sockets. For a moment he looked as if he was going to speak, but then he just closed his eyes and slowly shook his head, left to right, back again, muttering something that Clay could not make out. Then he opened his eyes and ran his glare over Clay. ‘My friend Karila, on the other hand, he loves it here,’ Parnell said in his thick Southern accent. ‘Ain’t that right, Nils?’

         Karila started to mumble a reply but Parnell cut him off, stared at Clay. ‘What the hell happened to you?’

         Clay glanced at Karila, back at Parnell. ‘I’ve been halfway converted, if that’s what you mean. Still an infidel though.’

         Disdain flashed in Parnell’s eyes. ‘No, that ain’t what I mean, Straker. I don’t give a goddamn about your journey spiritual.’ He shook his head, jowls swaying. ‘Stone-age religion for fucking Neanderthals, in my opinion.’ He pointed at Clay’s neck. ‘You’re bleeding. That’s what I mean.’

         52Clay reached up and touched his neck. His fingers came away wet with blood. He looked at Parnell. ‘Cut my head.’

         ‘I can see that.’

         ‘With a flint hand tool.’

         Parnell glanced at Karila and raised his eyebrows. Or rather he raised the hairless flesh on the ridge above his eye sockets, where two arched brows, pencil thin, had been clumsily drawn in with some kind of makeup, like something a young girl might do using her mother’s compact. ‘I don’t really give a shit how you did it, Straker,’ he said. ‘I don’t want it showing up on our health and safety figures. You got me?’

         Clay said nothing, just stood staring at Parnell, thinking about Abdulkader.

         ‘Mister Straker has been visiting the villages in the expansion area,’ said Karila, quickly interjecting, the peacemaker.

         Parnell ran his index finger along the edge of Karila’s desk, streaked a line in the thin layer of brown silt that covered the wood, examined his fingertip, sniffed at it like a cur. ‘Well? Whatcha gotta report, Straker?’

         Clay swallowed and looked out at the ocean. ‘The villagers in Al Urush are complaining that their kids are getting sick.’

         ‘That’s all we goddamn need,’ Parnell said to Karila. He turned to Clay. ‘Well?’

         ‘There’s nothing obvious. But I did see a young boy …’ Clay trailed off, realising his error.

         ‘Go on,’ said Karila.

         ‘He looked bad. Ill, I mean. Ulcerous mouth, pallid face. He threw up.’

         The American laughed out loud, a deep, belly-shaking chortle that seemed to go on and on. He laughed until tears were streaming over his cheeks, finally erupting in a coughing wheeze that had to be doused with a shot from his inhaler. Parnell straightened in his chair, wiped his face on his sleeve, and took a deep breath. ‘Now that’s good, Straker,’ he said. ‘Fucking hilarious. Have you ever seen a Yemeni who wasn’t sick? Good one.’

         53Clay ignored the American and reached into his backpack. ‘I took a water sample. It may tell us something.’ He put the bottle on Karila’s desk, imagining Parnell with a broken nose and a couple of missing teeth, then realising it might actually improve his appearance. ‘I’m going to have the lab run an ICP metals scan, PAH’s, total organic carbon, volatiles and main ions. It won’t cost you more than two hundred dollars.’

         Karila looked over at his boss and frowned.

         ‘Oh, and I met someone,’ said Clay, trying to keep his voice flat. He had no choice. He had to deliver the message. ‘Calls himself Al Shams, “The Sun”.’

         Both men looked as if they were going to fall out of their chairs.

         Clay continued. ‘He said Allah is going to sweep us away if we don’t give the people a fair share. He said war is coming.’ The hideous face was there now, the good eye raking its gaze over him. Clay blinked hard, tried to push it away, kill the words that had been swirling around inside his skull for the last two days. An opportunity, Al Shams had said. I am giving you an opportunity.

         Karila was staring at him. ‘Are you alright, Mister Straker?’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘I asked you a question.’ Karila looked over at Parnell, back at Clay.

         He hadn’t heard a thing. His tune-outs had become more frequent lately, more vivid, just like the dreams. A split skull wasn’t helping.

         ‘Say again?’

         Karila took in a lungful of smoke, rolled his eyes. ‘I said …’ he paused, smoke pouring from his nostrils, ‘… where did you see him?’

         ‘That son of a bitch,’ barked Parnell. ‘Vandalising wellheads, torching gen sets, siphoning oil from gathering lines.’ Parnell frowned, stared into Clay’s eyes. ‘He’s costing us a lot of money.’

         ‘And people have been hurt,’ said Karila.

         Parnell closed his eyes a moment, caught his breath, looked at Karila. ‘Get that lunatic Todorov in here,’ he said. ‘He needs to hear 54this. Get the Army on to this prick Mohammedan. Fry his Koran for breakfast.’

         Karila spoke into the intercom and then looked up at Clay. ‘Well, where was he?’

         Clay stood, faced Parnell. Clearly he wasn’t the only person in the room with mental-health problems. ‘Don’t you want to know what he had to say?’

         Parnell looked up at him through narrowed eyes, if they could get any narrower. ‘Answer him, Straker. Where was the fucker?’

         A flood tide of pain was inching its way from the back of his head towards his eyes. He blinked, tried to focus on the map spread across Karila’s desk. ‘About two hours out of Idim,’ he said. If he had a satellite image he could probably pinpoint the hidden oasis to within less than a hundred metres.

         A man walked into the room. He was short and powerfully built, his neck a tangle of sinew that spread like rootwork down into a broad substrate of muscle rippling beneath a tight black T-shirt. A shoulder holster was strapped across his chest. Clay had seen him around the office a couple of times, once back before Christmas on his first stint in the country.

         ‘This is Mister Todorov, our head of security,’ said Karila.

         ‘People calling me Zdravko,’ he replied in a heavy Slavic accent. He had strong, even white teeth, pale eyes, fair brush-cut hair, and what looked like a still-healing scar showing just above the neckline of his T-shirt.

         ‘Mister Straker has some information that may be of interest,’ said Karila. ‘About Al Shams.’

         Zdravko arched his eyebrows, creasing deep furrows in his forehead. He closed the door and stood with feet planted shoulder-width apart, arms folded across his chest, one hand on the butt of the automatic pistol at his ribs.

         Clay fixed his gaze on Parnell. ‘He said to tell you that you are a blasphemer.’

         Parnell glanced at Karila, smirked.

         55‘You are stealing from them, and poisoning them. They want their fair share, or they will make trouble. That’s what he said.’

         ‘Where you see him?’ said Zdravko.

         ‘Up on the jol.’

         ‘Speak English for fuck’s sake, Straker,’ said Parnell.

         Clay held a breath, let it go, the pain worse now. ‘On the plateau.’

         Zdravko’s face opened up in a smile as expansive as his biceps. ‘Plateau is big like my girlfriend’s back end, Straker. Al Shams just one small asshole.’

         Parnell smirked.

         Clay turned to face Karila. ‘They stopped us near the Kamar-1 well, commandeered the vehicle. We drove for an hour, maybe more. It’s hard to tell.’

         ‘Where did they take you?’ barked Parnell. ‘Which direction?’ He looked up at the security man and grinned. ‘We’ve got the bastard, goddammit.’

         Clay took a deep breath, remembering that piercing black eye, the intelligence cutting through the veil of fervour. He had a decision to make. ‘Problem is,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure.’

         The room fell quiet. The call to prayer rose in the distance and echoed across the city, drifting in on the breeze.

         Parnell stood and slammed the window shut, muffling the muezzin’s cries. ‘Whaddaya mean, not sure?’

         Clay swallowed. ‘They blindfolded me.’

         The room went quiet. Karila, Parnell and Zdravko stared at him.

         ‘What did you say?’ hissed Parnell.

         Clay looked down at his hands. ‘I didn’t see a thing. I was blindfolded the whole time.’

         Parnell stared at him for a moment and then pushed past towards the door. ‘Cocksucker,’ he muttered.

         ‘This man Islamic terrorist.’ Zdravko’s smile was gone.

         ‘Al Qaeda,’ said Parnell.

         Clay’s stomach felt as if he had just jumped out into the void.

         Parnell nodded.

         56‘The bastard uses religion to camouflage his greed. Same fucking hypocrites tried to blow up the World Trade Center last year.’

         ‘We’re not certain of that, Vance,’ said Karila meekly.

         Parnell turned and glared at his lieutenant, eyes bulging, cheeks reddening. ‘The authorities have confirmed it,’ he spat. ‘This is the prick who blew Thierry Champard to pieces, goddammit.’ Parnell took a couple of steps backwards as if suddenly deflated. He reached back for the arm of the chair, and sank into the worn leather. He stared at the floor for a long time. Then he crossed himself, pinned the points of his elbows onto his knees and cradled his head in his hands. ‘Hardest thing I had to do ever, call Thierry’s wife and tell her he was dead,’ he said without looking up.

         Karila looked down at his keyboard, tapped desultorily. Zdravko smirked, hid it with a cough.

         ‘Why did he kill Champard?’ asked Clay.

         Parnell jerked his head up from his hands. His eyes looked like they were about to burst from their sockets. ‘What kind of a bullshit question is that?’

         ‘Why Thierry? Why there, in the middle of Aden?’

         ‘How the hell should I know, Straker? Maybe you should have asked him yourself. You’re the one who’s been having tea with him.’

         ‘Soft target,’ said Zdravko. ‘In Aden no protection.’

         ‘What the hell is wrong with you, Straker?’ said Parnell. ‘We’ve got a chance to nail this guy. Whose side are you on, for Chrissakes?’

         ‘I’m on Thierry’s side.’

         Zdravko glanced at Parnell, back at Clay. He spat on the floor. ‘You lucky, Straker,’ he said. ‘Very lucky. Could have been you, very easy.’

         Clay said nothing.

         Parnell coughed, took a shallow breath, looked at Clay. ‘What about your driver? Did he get a glimpse?’

         ‘Abdulkader,’ said Clay. ‘His name is Abdulkader.’

         ‘Did your driver see anything?’

         ‘I don’t think so. Maybe.’

         ‘Well, get him in here so we can talk to him.’

         57Clay shuffled his feet. ‘Can’t do that,’ he said.

         ‘The hell you can’t,’ said Parnell, face reddening. ‘Get him in here, most pronto.’

         ‘I’m sure he’d be happy to,’ said Clay, boring a hole through the American’s forehead. ‘But he’s still there. They let me go, kept him.’

         Parnell took a sharp breath.

         Zdravko stretched an asylum grin. ‘This good. Very good.’

         Karila stood and looked at the map spread across his desk. ‘Think about it, Vance. A hostage. This is a serious escalation, kidnapping Petro-Tex staff. We can push the government to act.’ He smiled at his boss and jabbed the map with his index finger. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Kamar-1. It’s a start.’

         ‘Get the Army on it,’ said Parnell, turning to Zdravko. ‘Tell ’em everything we know. They want this fucker as much as we do.’

         Clay’s stomach lurched, sank.

         ‘More,’ said Zdravko. ‘Much more.’

         ‘What about Abdulkader?’ said Clay. ‘We need to get him back.’

         Parnell twisted partially in his chair to face Karila. ‘What’s our policy on local casual labour, Nils?’

         ‘Cash only. No contract. No obligation.’

         Parnell crossed his arms across his chest and glared at Clay.

         ‘I have an obligation,’ said Clay, struggling to contain his voice.

         Karila glanced over at Parnell. ‘The car wreck in Lawdar, last month. Clay’s driver pulled him clear.’

         Parnell lowered his voice: ‘This has nothing to do with what happened month last.’

         ‘So you’re just going to leave him there?’ said Clay.

         ‘No, we ain’t,’ said Parnell. ‘We’re going to get the Army and the PSO to go and take this fucker out, like I already said. Your driver can fend for himself, Straker. He’s one of them, after all.’

         ‘Then I’m going back out there to get him myself.’

         Parnell jerked to his feet, sucked in his breath with a rasp. He looked like he was going to go into cardiac arrest.

         ‘You stay put, Straker, goddammit.’

         58‘Please, Straker,’ said Karila. ‘Go and see the doctor. He’s in the building now.’

         ‘Yeah,’ smirked Parnell, ‘go and get your head examined, Straker.’ He grinned at Karila.

         ‘Then I want you back here in an hour,’ said Karila. ‘We have an important visitor.’

         ‘And don’t leave Aden, Straker,’ said Parnell, lumbering towards the door. ‘The PSO is gonna want to talk to you.’ He stopped short of the doorway, turned to face Zdravko and jabbed his index finger into Zdravko’s chest. ‘And you, Todorov, you make damn sure he talks to them.’
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            Bulgarian Gangbang

         

         An hour later, Clay stood in the office courtyard with the other employees, about forty in all, under a sky writ in drought. They had already been waiting half an hour and people were getting restless, shuffling about, shielding their eyes against the low-angled sun, chatting in half a dozen languages. Parnell had arranged the group with expats at the front – Parnell, Karila, Clay and a few of the engineers – the overseas nationals, Egyptians mostly, behind, and the Yemenis at the back near the compound’s west wall: teaboys, cleaners, drivers, guards – all men. Now he paced nervously, wiping sweat from his forehead and neck with a greying handkerchief, checking his watch. Zdravko was standing at the main gate speaking into a radio handset. He clipped the handset to his belt, looked up at Parnell and nodded, barked a command at one of the Yemeni guards.

         ‘Ready everyone,’ shouted Parnell, clapping his hands twice, taking his place beside Karila and Clay. ‘He’s here.’

         The steel gates rolled open. A black Mercedes sedan with tinted glass pulled to a stop in the courtyard. The gates closed with a clang. An expectant hush fell over the group.

         Parnell pushed his hair back across his head. ‘Let me do the talking, Nils. And keep your mouth shut, Straker.’

         Clay speared out a ragged salute.

         Parnell’s jaw twitched.

         A tall man in a perfectly tailored cappuccino wool suit and open-collared white shirt emerged from the Mercedes, looked briefly around the compound, nodded to Zdravko, and strode toward the 60waiting crowd. Clay recognised him from the photos in the newspapers. Rex Medved, President and major shareholder of Petro-Tex, made directly for Parnell, hugged him as if he were his best friend, and pumped his hand.

         ‘Wonderful to be here,’ said Medved, flashing an American dental-work smile. He was very good-looking, in a magazine kind of way: square-jawed, mid-forties, Clay guessed, salon-perfect skin, Caribbean tan. A diamond solitaire stud winked in his left earlobe.

         ‘Thanks for coming,’ said Parnell, a smile plastered over his face.

         ‘On our way to Zimbabwe for a meeting,’ said Medved, waving his hand as if to say it was nothing. ‘Thought we would divert and see how you lot were doing.’ His accent was upper-crust English, public-school intonation laced with arrogance. ‘What’s the point in having a jet if one can’t take a little side trip now and again, eh?’ He flashed teeth. ‘I only have an hour.’

         Parnell introduced Karila, then Clay.

         Medved shook Clay’s hand. They stood eye to eye, the same six foot three. ‘Ah yes, Claymore Straker. I understand you have done good work for us.’ Medved looked across at Karila. ‘I want to do the right thing here in Yemen, Straker, look after the people and the environment. Keep it up.’

         ‘Do the right thing. Look after the people. You can count on us,’ said Clay. It was almost like being back in the Battalion. Parnell glared at him over Medved’s shoulder. Clay shot back a plastic smile and, still clasping Medved’s hand, leaned forward and spoke into his ear.

         ‘My driver, one of your employees, has been taken hostage, Mister Medved, by locals who say we are poisoning their kids. We need to get him back, and we need to look into their grievance.’

         Medved released Clay’s hand, took a step back, stared him in the eyes. For a moment it looked as if he was going to say something. Then he looked away, smoothed his lapels, faced the crowd, and opened his arms wide. Behind him, Zdravko stood impassive, eyes shielded by reflective Raybans, watching, coiled.

         61‘Thank you so much, Mister Parnell, everyone, for such a warm welcome, and for your great efforts over the past year.’ Medved lowered his arms, smiled and nodded at Karila. ‘Our operations are bringing badly needed revenue, jobs and prosperity to Yemen. We are doing good things here. The next few months will be exciting for all of us, and I need not remind any of you of how important our new expansion plans are. Get it done, and we will all share in the benefits.’

         The crowd broke into applause. Medved took a step forward, bowed his head quickly, and stood clapping with the staff. Then he raised his hands. ‘Thank you all. Now, please return to your good work.’

         The crowd began to disperse.

         Medved moved forward, grabbed Parnell’s upper arm. His smile was gone. ‘And now, gentlemen, if I could have a word with the General Manager, please, alone.’ The two men disappeared through the front entrance, a schoolmaster hurrying a naughty pupil to the detention room.

         Karila tapped Clay on the shoulder. ‘What on earth were you doing, Straker? You were supposed to keep quiet. What did you say to him?’

         ‘I told him I wasn’t getting paid.’

         Karila frowned. ‘I’m starting not to like you very much, Straker,’ he said, and strode away after his bosses.
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         Clay returned to the company guesthouse late, fresh stitches throbbing in his scalp, his already shortened attention span fractioned by thoughts of Abdulkader. He showered, ate, and went down to the common lounge.

         An F14 Tomcat shot across the television screen, twisting in a dogfight. Missiles fired, jerking heat-seekers trailing white spume. Clay sank into the couch as an enemy plane disintegrated in an orange ball of fire.

         62‘Top Gun,’ said an American contractor Clay had seen around in the guesthouse from time to time: Jim, one of the facility engineers. Tall man, lanky, strong Southern accent, a lost-and-found Florida Gators baseball cap permanently grafted to his head, tobacco chewer, pretty much kept to himself.

         Clay nodded to him and put his feet up on the coffee table. Tom Cruise as a fighter pilot. Questionable. Something to help kill the hours, dull the frustration of having to stay put in Aden, deaden the guilt he was feeling. The man who had pulled him unconscious and bleeding from the burning car wreck on the road down from Lawdar only six weeks ago was a prisoner of terrorists, and now he had triggered the one thing Al Shams had warned him against: bringing in the Army. Perhaps Medved would push Parnell to take action. If it was really about money, as Clay was beginning to suspect, they could ransom Abdulkader back.

         A third enemy aircraft plummeted ground-ward in flames.

         Clay tore a tin of Budweiser from the plastic noose and handed it to the American.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Jim.

         Clay pulled the tab on a beer and took a long draught. ‘You heading up to the CPF soon?’

         ‘Tomorrow.’

         ‘What’s with the lockdown out there?’

         ‘They’re worried about terrorists.’

         ‘You mean the locals.’

         ‘I guess.’ Jim took another gulp of beer.

         Clay put down his beer and leaned forward, forearms across his knees. ‘Did you know Thierry Champard?’

         Jim turned away from the screen and fixed his gaze on Clay. ‘Yeah, I knew him. He was my back-to-back.’

         ‘What was he like?’

         ‘French.’

         ‘I heard.’

         ‘Great guy. The best.’

         63Clay looked over his shoulder. There was no one else in the room, the corridor was quiet. ‘Do you know why Al Qaeda would have wanted him dead?’

         ‘What’s it to you?’

         ‘The same guys have my driver, Abdulkader.’

         Jim drained his beer, set the tin on the floor, tugged at the worn peak of his cap. ‘He’d been in country for a while before I started here. Who knows what people get up to?’

         ‘He never said anything to you?’

         ‘Nope.’

         ‘Nothing to suggest conflict with the locals?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘A woman perhaps?’

         ‘Ever meet his wife?’

         Clay recalled the pang that had lodged in his throat that day on the way to the airport, looking at the photos of Champard’s family. A family of his own. Funny how something you’d always taken for granted would just happen, could turn to an irrelevancy, an impossibility, so quickly. Without ever really thinking about it. Just there one day, and not there after. There had been a girl, once. They’d dated in high school but lost touch when he went into the Army. He’d come back on leave, a few months into his second tour, and she’d been waiting for him in the crowd at the airport. She’d been wearing a sexy, strapless, cotton summer dress and he remembered how her skin had felt when he’d held her, standing there in the arrivals hall with people streaming past them and the smell of shampoo in her hair and the way she was everything that the war wasn’t, clean and soft and safe. He remembered the surprise at seeing her there, the way she’d thrown her arms around him, the way she’d run her fingers through his freshly cut hair. She’d tracked him down through his uncle, she’d said through the tears, after hearing about his parents’ death. The next day he’d borrowed a mate’s bakkie and they’d driven south to the ocean and along the coast to Port Shepstone, and taken a hotel room on the beach. She’d been warm and 64sympathetic and they’d made love as if it were their last days on Earth. He thought she might ask him about the war but she hadn’t, and he’d realised he had no way of telling her anyway. A day later he asked her to marry him and she said yes. He was twenty and she was nineteen. They picked out a ring for her – a tiny flawed diamond set in fourteen-carat gold, all he could afford – in a shop in Durban the day he went back to the war. He’d written her for almost a year, whenever he could, until he was wounded again. She’d come to see him in the military hospital in Johannesburg, but by then he was someone else. He’d been distant and hurtful, his anger spilling out uncontrollably. She’d left the ring in an envelope with one of the nurses.

         ‘Money trouble?’ asked Clay.

         ‘I said no, Straker. Drop it, OK?’

         Clay swirled the beer in his tin and eased back into the couch. ‘Dropped.’

         Zdravko Todorov appeared at the common room doorway, a black duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He smiled, sat on the couch next to Clay, stared at the TV. Tomcat fighters catapulted from a carrier deck, afterburners roaring. Clay ignored him.

         After a while Zdravko leaned over from the other end of the couch and said to Clay: ‘American shit weapons.’ He pronounced it sheet, weapons with a v.

         ‘I heard that, asshole,’ said Jim from the lounge chair.

         ‘I am Zdravko,’ said the man, winking at Clay, ‘not asshole.’ Assxole.

         ‘With a name like that, you should be called asshole.’

         ‘Does not change anything, my American friend. American weapons shit.’ Zdravko laughed as if this was the funniest thing he had ever heard and clapped Clay on the back. ‘Too complicated, breaking down, needs too much training to use,’ he said to Clay behind a raised hand, sharing a secret. ‘Russian weapons good. Bulgarian weapons good.’ Zdravko palmed a small black pistol, examined it in an open palm. ‘Makarov,’ he said. ‘Shoots good.’

         65‘You and your fuckin’ weapons.’ Jim stood up and stormed out, cursing under his breath.

         Zdravko pocketed the pistol and smiled at Clay. He stood and walked to the TV and ejected the DVD. ‘Now we watch some real action,’ he said, inserting another disc. He smiled, sat down on the couch, and banged a bottle of vodka on the table. Smirnoff Export overproof.

         ‘My new friend,’ said Zdravko. ‘Drink with me.’ The new DVD loaded, Zdravko hit play, thrust out his hand. Clay took it. Zdravko’s handshake was a vice. Hours of gym time. Zdravko unscrewed the cap, held it on end between index finger and thumb as if inspecting for defects, took aim and flicked it out of the window. ‘With friends, no need for this,’ he said, landing a frying-pan hand on Clay’s shoulder.

         Clay stared at Zdravko’s hand, into his eyes. ‘Checking up on me?’ he said.

         ‘You hear Parnell. Go to PSO, everything OK.’ Zdravko took a swig from the bottle, passed it to Clay.

         Clay swallowed a mouthful of vodka, then another, passed the bottle back, and stared at the TV screen. Zdravko’s movie had started out conventionally, pretty young things in risqué PVC, pink and hairless, sucking as if their lives depended on it. Now it was becoming noticeably harder. A lithesome brunette with silicone tits and perfect skin was being fucked by three men. When her mouth wasn’t full, she cried out in dubbed English. The men were built like Zdravko, heavily muscled, with impossibly large penises and no pubic hair. Clay wished Zdravko would turn the sound down.

         Zdravko beamed and passed the bottle, half-empty now. ‘You like? Look, dual completion,’ he laughed, an old oilfield joke. ‘Good Bulgarian girls. You come with me to Bulgaria, I introduce you to girls like this, yes? Good girls. Not American pussy-whippers.’

         It had been a long time since he had been with a woman, but the skin-mag marionettes on the screen weren’t doing anything for him. ‘I’ll look you up next time I’m in Sofia,’ he said, raising the bottle to his lips.

         66‘This place is shit hole, yes? No women, no nothing. Just desert.’ Zdravko refilled his glass. ‘Only good thing is shooting. Everyone here is shooting.’ He reached to the floor and unzipped a small duffel bag at his feet. ‘This good weapon,’ he said, handing Clay a short-barrelled sub-machine gun with a huge curved banana-clip.

         Clay put the bottle on the table, hefted the weapon in his hands. It was surprisingly light, compact. ‘AK74U,’ said Clay.

         Zdravko raised his eyebrows. ‘You know.’

         ‘I’ve …’ Clay stopped, took a deep breath. ‘I’ve been on the receiving end.’

         Another stare, longer this time. ‘We call her Ksyuka, Russian girl name. Small – 5.45 millimetre. She hot. Shoots hot.’ Zdravko looked over his shoulder and took back the weapon.

         Weapons were ubiquitous in Yemen, but it was the first time he had seen a Petro-Tex contractor carrying anything quite so lethal here in Aden. Clay swallowed another mouthful of vodka, feeling it now, that familiar distance, like low cloud settling.

         ‘Close range, cuts man in two pieces.’ Zdravko drew his hand across his belly, left to right. ‘Even idiot Parnell can do.’

         Clay said nothing, stared at the screen, the girl’s face dripping.

         Zdravko tipped the bottle to his mouth, ‘Tonight I go shooting. Come.’

         ‘Sorry,’ Clay said, his insides lurching. ‘I have work tomorrow.’

         ‘Tomorrow Friday, Straker. Day off.’

         ‘Maybe next time.’

         Zdravko shrugged as if to say that it was his loss. ‘Not good, fucking terrorist assholes taking your driver.’

         ‘Not good at all.’ Terrorists. That’s what they had called SWAPO, too, back then: fokken terrs.

         ‘You lucky,’ said Zdravko, pointing the Ksyuka at his own chest, then Clay’s. ‘I find them.’

         Clay pushed the barrel away. He was pretty sure he wanted this guy nowhere near Abdulkader.

         ‘What you do here, my friend?’ said Zdravko.

         67‘I spend most of my time trying to get paid.’

         Zdravko laughed. It was a big laugh, big like him. ‘Getting money from Petro-Tex is like getting blow job from Yemeni woman.’ He roared again, eyes dancing, slugged more vodka and drew the back of his hand across his mouth. He tapped the Ksyuka’s magazine. It sounded full. ‘Don’t worry, my friend. We find assholes who take your driver. I cut them in two.’ Zdravko pushed the bottle into Clay’s hands.

         Clay tightened his jaw, took a gulp, another. ‘How much time have you spent in Yemen?’ Not a lot, he guessed.

         ‘Too much.’ Zdravko slid his business card across the table: Z. Todorov, BRS Supply, Sofia.

         Clay flipped his own card onto the table. Capricorn Consulting, an impressive name for a struggling one-man enterprise. He had set up in Cyprus almost three years ago, as much for the favourable tax regime as for the obscurity, a place to disappear to for a while. But clients had been hard to come by, rates low, his expenses far too high. He’d landed a few small jobs in Egypt and Jordan, but Petro-Tex had been his first big break, on paper at least.

         Clay twisted Zdravko’s card in his fingers, feeling the alcohol swim in his head. ‘What kind of supply?’ he slurred.

         Zdravko grinned and poured out the last of the vodka. ‘Usual stuff. Good business here in Yemen. Very, very good. This trip, I make enough money, I never work again. Go home, get girlfriend like that. Two.’ He pointed at the pulsing screen.

         Clay raised his eyes, finished the vodka. ‘Clearly I’m in the wrong line of work.’

         The Bulgarian smiled. ‘You drink good, Aussie.’

         If Zdravko wanted to think he was an Aussie, that was fine with him. For all he knew this guy could have been on the other side. There had been enough Cubans and Russians crawling around Angola in ’79 and ’80. Why not Bulgarians, too? He looked the right age – swallowed into the vortex with so many others, young, with ideals perhaps, dreams, thrown into the maelstrom and then excreted like 68so much waste, dead and maimed together in one stinking turd. He had that look: the ranging stare, the furtive flicking hyper-awareness, the fuck-you sneer.

         ‘Not like these American pussies,’ said Zdravko.

         ‘With their crap weapons,’ said Clay.

         Zdravko boomed out a laugh, lifted the bottle, guzzled.

         Clay looked at his watch. It was gone midnight and the movie was finished. He stood to leave, unsteady.

         Zdravko grabbed his arm and pulled him back. ‘You fight, Aussie? You like to fight?’

         Clay laughed, but a spike of adrenaline pierced the vodka haze. His fingertips tingled with the surge. His mind cleared. He squared up to the Bulgarian. ‘Depends.’

         Zdravko smiled, put down the vodka bottle, and flicked out a quick left jab. The strike was hard, but aimed low, just under Clay’s collarbone. Clay caught it easily with his left forearm, down and across, sending Zdravko’s fist glancing harmlessly away. He shifted back, ready to counterpunch, stared the Bulgarian in the eyes.

         Zdravko laughed, opened his right hand and clapped Clay on the shoulder. Clay let it land.

         ‘Good,’ said Zdravko.

         ‘No,’ said Clay. ‘Not very good.’

         ‘Shotokan?’

         Johannesburg streets, he thought. Parachute Regiment training school, Bloemfontein. South African border war. But what he said was: ‘Renbukai. Ikkyu. Brown belt.’

         Zdravko laughed. ‘Good enough.’ He reached into his bag, produced another bottle, slammed it down on the table. ‘Now, we start real drinking.’
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            Twisting by the Pool

         

         He opened the fridge, pulled out a near-empty bottle of Smirnoff and a chilled glass tumbler and clunked them down on the papers scattered across his desk. His ears were still ringing from the shooting and the back of his skull felt like it was going to peel open and spill out his brains. Outside the second-floor room, the bank of air conditioners groaned at full power. Friday morning, and the streets were deserted, the faithful thronging the mosques and then off to chew the afternoon away. A holy day, a day of rest. He rolled the cold bottle over his forehead, poured a full glass and downed it in one go. The cold liquid burned his throat. He walked to the window and wound down the shutters against the sun, catching a glimpse of his face in the glass, his father’s nose, his mother’s eyes and teeth.

         He had stayed for the second bottle. Halfway through, Zdravko had led him stumbling downstairs to his car, a big new black Land Rover, and driven him, lights spinning, to the outskirts of the city, talking non-stop, laughing that big laugh, until they reached an open piece of ground abutting the mountains. Zdravko had opened the back, lifted a panel, pulled out a Ksyuka and a couple of bandoliers of magazines and handed them to Clay. There must have been at least a dozen other weapons stashed in the hidden compartment, familiar-looking AK47s, a Russian-made Dragunov sniper rifle with an attached bipod and scope, at least two Uzis. Zdravko hauled out a muslin sack and threw it over his shoulder, grabbed two steel stakes and a sledgehammer, slammed the trunk closed. ‘Could only get goat,’ he muttered. ‘We pretend is small Yemeni fucker, yes?’ In 70a few minutes he had pounded the stakes into the ground about twenty metres from the car and trussed up the goat’s carcass so it hung splayed and racked, white in the Mercedes’ headlights. Then he stepped back and handed Clay the bottle.

         ‘Watch this, Aussie.’ Zdravko stood, checked the Ksyuka’s magazine, chambered a round, and banged off the whole mag in one go. The almost bisected halves of the carcass hung ragged from the ropes. Zdravko boomed and slapped Clay on the back. He was jumping up and down like a kid at Christmas, yelling, ‘You see that Aussie? You see that? Like I say, yes? So fucking hot. You see that?’ He changed mags and then set about ripping off a couple hundred rounds, emptying clip after clip, spraying wildly, the tracers ricocheting like fireworks in the night. Then it was Clay’s turn. He picked a target, a cluster of stones at the limit of the Merc’s lights and squeezed off a short controlled burst, then another, feeling the hideous, wonderful power of the thing. By this time Zdravko was weaving dangerously, the empty vodka bottle still hanging from his hand, talking wildly in Bulgarian, waving at him, yelling, ‘Shoot, motherfucker, shoot’, exploding in laughter each time Clay let off a burst. It was gone four in the morning when they stumbled back to the guesthouse.

         It had been two days since he’d left Abdulkader in the desert. He tried to focus on the computer screen, on the work, this report that he would soon deliver to the hapless Yemeni regulators, another box to be ticked in the meaningless dance that passed for an environmental approvals process. His fingers moved over the keyboard. ‘State of the art environmental controls applied to all stages of the production cycle.’ The pixels glowed in the shuttered gloom. The cursor blinked away the minutes at the full stop.

         He poured another vodka and picked up the letter from Eben’s parents. The usual stuff: widespread damage, coma. Worse now, it sounded, than when he had last seen him, lying in bed, all the muscle gone, pale skin stretched over cheekbones, the eyes staring out at him, damning him. He had stayed half an hour, sitting next to his friend’s bed under fluorescent light, staring at the puke-green 71linoleum floor tiles, watching the occasional passing of an orderly under the drawn dividing curtain, the flowers he had bought from the corner vendor on the street outside the hospital hanging in his hands, wondering why he had even bothered coming. He had taken a last look, pushed himself to his feet, crammed the flowers into the bin by the door, and walked out. That was twelve years ago.

         Please, they wrote, could he send more money. They had moved Eben from the military hospital four years ago, horrified at the level of care, at the way everyone just wanted to forget. They found him a place in a private clinic they couldn’t afford. Twelve years now he’d been like that. It didn’t seem possible. Some days Clay wished they would just pull the plug. He had actually written them a letter a couple of months ago pleading with them to do just that, but had binned it. He should never have brought him out. He should have let him die there, staring up into the blue Ovamboland sky. If he had been stronger, a better friend, he would have.

         Clay pushed back his chair and picked up the phone. ‘Nils, it’s Clay Straker.’ He knew Karila would be there, even on a Friday. ‘I left that tender on your desk yesterday. Did you get a chance to look at it?’

         Clay looked down at his copy of the estimate. The margins were scribbled with red, numbers crossed out and recalculated two, three times. He had even lowered his rate slightly over the current phase.

         The line was open, static only.

         ‘Nils? Are you there?’

         ‘That will not be acceptable, I am afraid,’ came the voice on the line. ‘We would like to extend your contract, Straker – the quality of your work has been good – but we have a lower bidder. I am sure you can understand our position.’

         ‘Look, I can come down to seventy-five thousand. I can’t go any lower, considering all that needs to be done.’

         ‘Is that the best price you can give us, Straker?’

         He was pretty sure that none of his competitors, the larger consulting firms, could go that low. He clenched his jaw. ‘Bargain of the year, Nils.’

         72‘And you guarantee we’ll get our approval from the agency?’

         ‘You’ll have your permit. Just like last time.’

         ‘Please send me a letter confirming your new offer, and we’ll get back to you with our decision.’

         ‘You’ll have it today,’ he said.

         ‘There is one more thing, Straker,’ came Karila’s voice. ‘There has been another attack. Two gathering stations were hit last night, generators destroyed, production off-line for twenty-four hours.’

         ‘Jesus. Was anyone hurt?’

         ‘Only a couple of Yemeni labourers. Cuts and bruises. They are in hospital now. It could have been much worse.’

         ‘You really think this guy is Al Qaeda?’

         ‘It is not my concern, Mister Straker. Vance Parnell is dealing with the government on this matter. Speaking of which, the PSO called this morning.’

         Clay waited, let the line burn.

         ‘They are expecting you this afternoon. They want to “confirm some details”, as they put it.’

         Clay’s stomach contracted. Why hadn’t Al Shams protected his location? His flunkeys, the two gunmen who had stopped them by the side of the road, had screwed up. It was pretty clear. Al Shams had had two choices that day – let him go, or kill him.

         ‘I don’t have time to loiter around in Aden all day, Nils. Not if you want those permits quickly.’ He needed to get back out there, find Al Shams, and get Abdulkader back.

         The line was quiet as Karila mulled it over.

         ‘Today, Straker. PSO. Be at the Interior Ministry building in town, near the docks, at two o’clock, without fail. You can leave for the field tomorrow. Then get out there and get these people under control, Straker. Do what you have to do.’

         ‘Jesus,’ he breathed, palm clasped over the handset’s pickup. ‘OK, Nils. OK. By the way, still no cheque.’ He waited for a reply, but the line had gone dead. He put the phone back in its cradle, and poured himself another vodka.

         73Two hours later he pulled into the palm-lined parking lot of the Mövenpick, the only half-decent modern hotel in Southern Arabia. He locked Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser and walked across sun-softened tarmac to the front entrance, a noon buzz on. The pool was small, but it was filled with water, clean, and surrounded by towering eucalypts – imports, like him.

         He spread his towel on one of a dozen or so vacant reclining chairs, pulled off his T-shirt, and ordered a large vodka and soda on the rocks from a uniformed attendant. A couple of hairy, burly, tattooed oilies were the only other poolside patrons. They wallowed on sunbeds in shorts and baseball caps, drinking imported beer.

         The sun was hot. He laid back, closed his eyes, felt the sweat bead in his pores, track across his skin. He had done what Al Shams had asked. And in a few hours he had to face the PSO, the Political Security Organisation, Saleh’s shadowy personal paramilitary security apparatus, partial, from what he had heard, to extrajudicial detention, harassment of political opponents, infiltration, beatings and torture. Surely Al Shams would have known that his message would have triggered Army and PSO interest. He was not stupid. Just the way he spoke suggested education and intelligence. And those flashes of violence, like a veil drawing back. Jesus Christ.

         His drink came. He cracked open his book and tried to read. He ordered another drink. The two oilies finished beers and had just called for more when they went quiet and turned their heads in unison towards the patio entrance.

         The bikini she was wearing would have turned heads on Bondi beach, but here, it was positively, wonderfully scandalous. She was petite, sculpted, a gymnast, thought Clay, or a runner, but for the considerable swell of chest that the string top struggled to contain as she walked. It was the woman in the Land Rover on the road to Al Urush.

         The oilies were sitting up now and they called out to her to join them, beaming from behind reflective Oakleys. She smiled and moved to the opposite side of the pool, his side, dropping her towel, bag, and a couple of newspapers onto the chair next to his. He 74looked up at her, but she turned away, twitched to the pool’s edge and dove in. The oilies glared at him. He shrugged his shoulders, grinned, raised his glass to them and went back to his novel: at night, when the other nurses were asleep, Catherine came to the wounded soldier and made love to him, straddling his shrapnelled legs. It was summer, the war raged, millions were dead, and the world was changing forever around them. They were in love.

         ‘I have never believed he was a misogynist.’

         Clay looked up from the pages. She was perched at the edge of the pool, looking up at him, elbows hooked on the tiled rim. Water dripped from her dark shoulder-length hair onto her bunched shoulders and beaded on her cheeks and nose.

         He flicked his wrist, looked at the book’s cover. A Farewell to Arms, an old Scribner’s edition, one of his father’s, one of the few of his things he’d kept. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Again.’

         She smiled. ‘It’s only people who have never read him who say that. They get it in their criticism courses and treat it as fact. Hemingway loved women. Achingly. He was awed by them, but he didn’t hate them. He married four times, after all.’ The accent was European, French, Italian perhaps.

         ‘I can relate.’ He tried a smile, was pretty sure it came out stupid-looking.

         ‘Marriages?’

         ‘Awe.’

         She smiled, pulled herself up and sat side-saddle at the pool’s edge, one knee up, foot on the tile, the other leg dangling in the water. It was quite a pretty pose.

         ‘Fancy a drink?’ he managed.

         ‘A fresh lime, please.’ She stood and walked to her sunbed, adjusted the parasol. The oilies gaped. She sat down and ran her hands through her hair. As she did, her bag fell to the tile between them. A few things spilled out: a book, Rimbaud, a hairbrush, a French driver’s licence. Clay reached to help but she scooped everything up before he got a chance.

         75She smiled at him. ‘My name is Rania.’

         ‘Clay.’

         ‘Enchantée.’ They shook hands. She wore no rings.

         ‘You work for Petro-Tex,’ she said. It was a statement.

         ‘Around here that’s a pretty good guess.’

         ‘I suppose it is.’ She smiled, ran her hand through her hair.

         ‘And I suppose you aren’t a petroleum engineer’s bored expatriate wife.’

         She laughed and opened up one of her papers, the International Herald Tribune. ‘Here,’ she said, handing him the paper. She pointed to a short piece on page five: “Islamic Terrorism on Rise in Yemen”. ‘That’s me.’

         He scanned the article. Radical Islamist militants, planned attacks on American military personnel, the failed bombing at this very hotel two years ago, an emerging and as yet little-known group called Ansar Al-Sharia, an Al Qaeda off-shoot with links to Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan. Her name was Rania LaTour, Agence France Presse. He couldn’t help being impressed. He handed back the paper and took a long drink.

         ‘I am doing a story on unrest in the South, the emergence of a new rebellion.’ Her voice was oddly childlike, a boy’s.

         ‘War?’

         ‘It is a distinct possibility.’ She sipped her drink. ‘Have you not heard? Jets from the South knocked out Sana’a’s two power stations yesterday. It is a serious escalation.’

         ‘Jesus, no. I’ve been in the field.’

         ‘Yes, I saw you.’ She smiled.

         ‘And you didn’t even wave,’ he said, signalling the waiter for another round. He remembered seeing other articles by this same Rania LaTour, now that he thought about it. She seemed very young to be doing this job in such a harshly male part of the world. She was very pretty.

         ‘It’s this character Al Shams I’m interested in,’ she continued without a pause. ‘I understand you know him.’

         76He sat back, suddenly feeling exposed. He could see how she had become a reporter. ‘You tell me.’ He was completely sober.

         ‘You met him two days ago in the Empty Quarter,’ she said, all business.

         Clay took a deep breath, alarms going. He looked at his watch, stood and pulled on his T-shirt. He slid his sunnies into position and dropped a ten-thousand-rial note onto the table. ‘I’m not allowed to talk to the press. Strict company policy. But I guess you know that already.’

         She frowned. Even that was pretty.

         ‘So,’ he paused, thought about it, ‘how about dinner tonight?’

         The frown vanished. Her eyes sparkled yes.

         ‘Befok,’ he said without thinking.

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘Sorry. Afrikaans. It means good. Really, really good.’

         She beamed. ‘I’m staying here at the hotel.’

         A shiver spliced his spine. ‘I have an appointment to get to now. How about I pick you up at five?’

         She smiled yes.

         He turned to go, smirked at the oilies. The fat one gave him the finger. He waved to them, grinned, took a couple of steps, stopped, turned around. ‘Oh, and Rania.’

         She looked up.

         ‘Wear walking shoes.’
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            That Stuff Will Kill You

         

         An hour later he walked into the Interior Ministry building and identified himself. The morning vodka was wearing off and he felt like kak. His head ached. He was pretty sure that Al Shams’ men had fractured his skull. Sleep had become increasingly rare. The nightmares were back, worse than ever, a nightly forced march across the same bombed-out landscape that left him drained, exhausted. No amount of booze seemed to dull them. He had been too worried about Abdulkader and the PSO, too nervous about meeting Rania, to eat. Seeing Zdravko tailing him in his big black Land Rover on the way here hadn’t helped.

         He was shown to an airless, windowless concrete room, ushered inside, bid to sit in a chair facing a simple wooden table. The heavy steel door clanged shut behind him. He was alone. He sat, waited.

         Much later, the door opened and two men entered. One walked past him and sat in the empty chair facing him across the table. He was short, with a light wiry build. The other man stood by the door and lit up a cigarette. Its acrid pall filled the room.

         The man opposite looked a lot like Heinrich Himmler. Maybe it was just the little round glasses and rodent-like features, or the way he hunched over the table, scribbling notes in his dossier as if he had modelled himself after the man in the war documentaries. They had kept him waiting for over an hour, and now Himmler sat there flicking through the pages of Clay’s passport, studying each stamp and visa with exaggerated interest. The other man pulled the door closed and leaned against the wall, cigarette burning between thumb and 78forefinger. He was fairer skinned than Himmler, handsome almost, with a black moustache and thick bristles of greying hair. In jeans and a black leather jacket over a Yale T-shirt, he looked very un-Yemeni.

         Finally Himmler looked up and blinked. ‘Claymore Straker from Great Britain,’ he said in a thick Arab accent, crushing his vowels.

         Clay sat and said nothing.

         ‘Why do you not answer?’

         ‘It was not a question.’

         The man’s lips stretched over his teeth in what might have been a smile. He looked down at the passport again, and back up at Clay. ‘Are you Claymore Straker, British subject?’

         ‘My friends call me Clay.’

         ‘Then I will call you Straker.’

         ‘And I’ll call you Heinrich,’ said Clay.

         ‘Pardon me?’

         Clay held his hand out palm up, tried a grin. He was pretty sure it came out like the scowl it was.

         ‘You were born in South Africa.’

         ‘My father was British.’

         ‘You are South African.’

         ‘Was.’ He hadn’t been back since the war, since they stripped him of his passport, sent him into exile.

         Himmler narrowed his eyes. ‘You have seen Al Shams, in Hadramawt, two days ago.’

         ‘No.’

         Himmler placed the passport down on the desk and made a steeple with his fingers – or was it a minaret? ‘We have been told that you have seen Al Shams.’

         ‘You were told wrong.’

         ‘We have interviewed your colleagues, Mister Straker.’

         ‘Then you know what happened.’ He was being a hard arse. It was a dangerous line, he knew. But everything about the place, the man facing him, the situation, the totalitarian attitude, rankled him. He breathed deep, tried to settle himself.

         79Himmler’s mouth distorted and his eyes narrowed. ‘This man is an enemy of the state, Mister Straker. Do you understand?’

         ‘And how, exactly, am I supposed to know that?’

         ‘I have just told you.’

         ‘A trusted source.’

         Himmler slammed his fist down onto Clay’s passport. ‘Enough, Straker. Stop this now. If you do not cooperate, the consequences will be severe.’

         Clay leaned forward and gave Himmler his best fuck-you stare. ‘Don’t threaten me, jou bliksem. I have rights.’

         Himmler gave him that same incipient, stillborn half-smile. He seemed genuinely amused. Obviously he had no knowledge of Afrikaans. Clay smiled back.

         ‘Rights, Mister Straker? You with your Apartheid? A white South African speaking of rights?’

         ‘Haven’t you heard? It’s over.’ Growing up, he hadn’t given it a thought. It was only after he’d been wounded, been shipped home, that he’d started to see, started to fight against it. And now everyone just wanted to forget the whole disgraceful mess.

         Himmler fixed him with a flat gaze. Malice flowed from his eyes. ‘This is a matter of national security, Mister Straker. You have no rights here.’ Himmler placed a pair of needle nose pliers on the desk. ‘Tell me what happened.’

         Clay glanced down at the pliers. ‘Planning some DIY?’

         Himmler smiled and placed what looked like a small white pebble on the desk, spinning it with his thumb. Clay watched the pebble spin to a stop. It was jagged, with a long twinned end and a flat crown. A tooth.

         The other man, the one by the door, lit the second cigarette in his chain, inhaled deeply, and exhaled slowly through his nostrils. His eyes were dark, alive. For a moment their eyes met. Clay looked away, took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, beating back the urge to jump across the table and choke the bastard facing him. There was no point pushing any further. He recited the speech he 80had been practising over the last day: they were stopped by the side of the road, forced from the vehicle at gunpoint, blindfolded and driven away. He spoke briefly with a man who called himself Al Shams. The message was simple: give the people of Hadramawt a fair share of the oil wealth, or the trouble would intensify. He had remained blindfolded the whole time. That was all he could say. ‘He didn’t seem much like a jihadist to me.’

         Himmler took off his spectacles and cleaned them with a tissue. ‘Is that so, Mister Straker? And you have had experience of these people before?’

         ‘He seemed pretty apolitical. Just concerned for his people.’ It hadn’t come out right.

         ‘This man is a terrorist, a murderer.’

         ‘You killed his father,’ Clay blurted out, not thinking. The man near the door coughed, lit another cigarette with the dying tip of the last.

         ‘So you sympathise with this man, do you?’ Himmler scribbled furiously on his notepad.

         ‘He had me at gunpoint. What do you think?’

         Himmler sat stone-faced.

         Clay pushed back his chair and stood gripping the edge of the desk. ‘Now can I go?’

         ‘Sit down, Mister Straker.’

         For the next forty-five minutes, Himmler questioned Clay about every detail: the exact point at which they were stopped, descriptions of the two hijackers, estimated time and distance of travel (an hour, maybe two, no idea), elevation gains or losses, smells (desert, diesel), sounds (did you hear running water? no), Al Shams’ exact words (war is coming).

         ‘You seem not to remember well,’ said Himmler.

         ‘Look,’ Clay said after a long pause. ‘I had a gun to my head. I wasn’t playing detective. I’ve told you all I know.’

         Himmler closed his folder, took off his glasses and stood up. ‘You may go, Mister Straker. But please remember that you are a guest here in Yemen.’

         81Clay stood. ‘Never leaves my mind.’

         Himmler frowned, stacked and levelled out his papers, tapping them on end. ‘Be sure to contact us immediately, Mister Straker, should you see him or hear from him again.’

         Clay tapped his front teeth with his index finger, winked at Himmler, turned away and walked to the door, his insides tumbling.

         The other man, the smoker, rose and held open the door. He was tall for a Yemeni, almost as tall as Clay.

         ‘And Mister Straker,’ Himmler called. ‘I am sure you already know. We will be watching you.’

         As Clay walked past the other man at the doorway he said: ‘You’d better lay off those smokes, broer. That stuff’ll kill you.’ From the corner of his eye he swore he saw the man crack a smile.
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         Out in the street, Clay breathed deep, steadied himself, and looked back over his shoulder. How long would it be until Al Shams learned of his trip to the Interior Ministry building, of this little interview with PSO? He knew he had just pushed Abdulkader closer to the edge. He walked to the Land Cruiser, unlocked the door, and sat holding the key in the ignition, looking out over the harbour, replaying the interrogation in his head. He was being pulled in, he could feel it – a malicious gravity. He had promised himself long ago – no more. No more war, no more killing. This wasn’t his fight. He’d already almost certainly blinded one man. It had already gone too far. The airport wasn’t far away, twenty minutes. He had just enough cash left for a one-way ticket to Cairo. There were daily flights. In less than twelve hours he could be waving goodbye to the whole mess from the jet’s window: goodbye Abdulkader, any possibility of getting to know Rania gone, a farewell to the forty-two grand they owed him. Safe. Clear.

         He sat looking out over the murky green water of the harbour, once the busiest in the world after New York and London, now a forgotten 82backwater, foul and stinking. Heat rose from the pavement, pulsed from the tin roofs clustered around the wharf. Workers trudged past him on their way to the docks, Somalis with coffee-coloured skin and piled turbans, barefoot Sudanese in rags carrying plastic bags, rope-thin Filipinos shading themselves with rubbish-tip umbrellas. Had he really fallen so low? That he could contemplate abandoning a friend, running from a fight? He shivered, shocked, disgusted with himself. The doctor had told him that it would be like this. That it would take time, a long time probably. That he should understand that he might never feel right, like himself again, that in all probability he would simply have to learn to accept who he had become.

         No.

         He started the engine and jammed the Cruiser in gear. In a few minutes he was speeding along the Corniche towards the industrial district, the saltpans shimmering like a patchwork mirage across the bay, the refinery and the buildings of Little Aden bathed in an uncertain afternoon light. He needed answers.

         The laboratory was housed in one of five identical Soviet-built barracks, part of a military base now converted into an industrial estate at the edge of town. He clambered up the crumbling concrete steps to the second-floor veranda. An afternoon sea breeze had come up; the palms lining the parade ground swayed like drunken soldiers, trunks groaning. The beach, brilliant white in the late afternoon sunshine, shimmered against the deep-blue, white-capped ocean and a pure sky. Perhaps the lab results would tell him something about what was going on in Al Urush.

         Clay pushed open the door. The front office was cool and dark, the shutters pulled down against the mid-afternoon glare. A dark-skinned Yemeni slouched behind a steel desk. The man looked up at Clay through narrowed eyes.

         ‘Merhaba,’ said Clay, using the secular greeting more common in this part of the South. ‘I’m here for results on a water sample.’

         The clerk searched through a bound ledger, flipping pages with dark fingers.

         83‘Petro-Tex,’ said Clay, showing his contractor’s badge. ‘It was two days ago. One bottle, a water bottle. Rush. I brought it in myself.’

         ‘Yes, sir. It is here.’ The clerk put his finger to a line on the list, glanced towards the laboratory area and back down at the ledger. ‘Sir, there is a problem with this sample.’

         ‘What kind of problem?’

         The clerk pointed to the far column. ‘Here. Sample insufficient.’

         ‘It was a full one-litre bottle. There should have been plenty.’ The tests he had requested would normally require less than half that amount.

         ‘I am sorry, sir. We do many samples for Petro-Tex. Very good business with Petro-Tex. Very sorry.’

         ‘Is the technician here? The one who did the work?

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘I would like to speak with him.’

         The clerk disappeared through the double doors into the laboratory and reappeared a few minutes later with a short, balding, bespectacled man with a greying moustache and large bulging brown eyes. It looked as if he had a thyroid condition.

         Clay asked the man about the sample, pointing it out in the ledger, describing the big, light-blue plastic drinking-water bottle. Normally he would have used the proper polyethylene, glass and Teflon sample phials that good Western labs provided. ‘It was an emergency,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t prepared.’ The clerk translated his question into Arabic.

         ‘Yes, I remember,’ said the technician in Arabic.

         ‘Insufficient sample,’ said the clerk.

         ‘There was a whole litre.’

         The clerk translated.

         The technician babbled away, fidgeting with his hands, clearly uncomfortable.

         ‘Sorry, sir. It was spilled,’ said the clerk. ‘This man apologises.’

         The technician stood, head bowed.

         Clay walked back down to the waiting Land Cruiser. Bloody crap 84Yemeni lab. Poorly maintained and calibrated equipment, untrained staff, poor record-keeping. Damn it. He would have to take another sample next time out, with or without Karila’s approval.
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            Locked in

         

         He had just enough time to drive back to the guesthouse, shower and change, get the meal packed up, and arrive at the Mövenpick before five. He waited in the lobby, ordered a whisky soda to calm the shattered obsidian of his nerves, and tried not to think about Abdulkader, the PSO or any of it. At a quarter gone he ordered a second, thought about calling up to her room, reconsidered. By half past and the third whisky he was feeling a lot better, but started to worry that she was not going to show.

         He was about to walk to the front desk when a woman in a long black burqa with a shimmering gold-embroidered half veil stepped from the elevator, followed by two oilies dressed in jeans and T-shirts – the idiots from the pool. The woman stopped a moment, looked around the lobby, and started moving towards the main entrance, floating over the tile, the two oilies close behind. Clay stood. One of the oilies, the shorter one, fatter, grabbed her arm and spun her around. Male laughter echoed from the lobby marble. The woman was facing them now, looking up at the two men. Clay could hear the woman’s raised voice, the men’s laughing replies. Clay started to move across the lobby towards the trio, adrenaline surging, pace quickening. The woman was backing away now. The fat one grabbed her wrist, held her. ‘Come on now, darlin’,’ he said in a gruff Southern accent. Louisiana, Clay thought, Oklahoma. ‘Show us what y’all got under that there sack.’ Clay was almost to the tile floor, ten metres from the woman, when he saw her lash out with her right hand. A loud crack split the air. Fat let go of her, put his hand up to his face.

         86Clay pushed his way between the woman and her assailants, stood to his full height, a good head taller than either man.

         Fat’s friend, more muscular, leaner, stepped forward. His breath reeked of booze and cigarettes. ‘You got a problem?’

         Clay guessed this one fancied himself a bit of a fighter. ‘Nothing that can’t be settled outside.’

         Fat blanched, backed away. His friend stood his ground.

         The woman tugged at Clay’s arm. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Do not.’

         Clay spun around. Only the eyes gave her away. She had the most amazing eyes. It was Rania.

         ‘I can look after myself, Clay.’

         ‘You heard the bitch, fuck off.’

         Clay turned in time to see Fat’s friend flick out a switchblade. He held it straight-armed, like a pointer. Clay pushed Rania back, gave himself room. By now Fat had backed away towards the elevator doors.

         ‘Come on, asshole,’ hissed the guy with the switchblade.

         ‘Leave him,’ said Rania. ‘Please, Clay. Let’s go.’

         By now some of the guests had become aware of what was going on, and stood gaping at a distance. Somebody called for security. Clay started to step away, but Switchblade lunged. He was clumsy and slow, came at Clay with arm straight and extended. Clay took a step to his left, turned side on, caught the man’s arm at the wrist, rolled in and pulled the arm back with all his force. He felt the tendons go first, audible pops, then a bone, louder, a crack. The knife clattered to the floor. Switchblade howled in pain, slumped forward. Clay brought his knee up hard into Switchblade’s face. He felt something give way. Blood drooled to the tile. Clay let go of the arm. Switchblade dropped to the floor in a heap.

         Fat stood back against the wall between the two lifts, mouth agape. Clay was only just aware of people screaming, a couple of security guards moving through the crowd towards them. He turned and looked at Rania.

         She stood a moment, lifted the hem of her floor-length burqa to reveal a pair of low-top hiking boots. ‘Good?’

         87‘Very.’ She had nice ankles. The black material of her veil cinched up. She was smiling. ‘Ready?’ he said, offering his arm.

         ‘Allons-y,’ she said, taking it.

         Clay led Rania through the lobby and out of the front doors into the sun, feeling better than he had in months, clear-headed, precise.

         They drove in silence through the flats of Khormasar, past the Inner Harbour and the Ma’alla wharfs, the water of the bay that shallow protected shade of green, and then through Tawahi with its rundown mansions of Empire, the gardens leafy and green still, overgrown. The road narrowed as they reached the point and the last settlements, and soon they were following a gravel track that skirted the coastal bluffs, the Gulf of Aden opening up azure blue and blasted with light, the outer bastions of the crater towering before them now, mafic and barren.

         He slowed the vehicle, rolled to a stop, shut down the engine. They sat gazing at the sea and the mountains. Clay pointed along the coast. ‘You see that point jutting into the sea, where the rock goes green?’

         She nodded yes, veiled still.

         ‘Reservation for two, right there.’

         The trail wound its way along the contours of the bluff, first through craggy fractured boulders, and then, as they rose up over the sea, into columns of barren rhyolite, the rock hot from the day’s sun. They passed a series of sawblade cliffs, the weathered basalt fractured and crumbling. The varnished gravel of the path popped like bubblewrap under their soles and the smells of the sea swirled in the breeze. By now her veil and burqa were gone, rolled up and stashed in his daypack.

         He stopped and pulled a stainless-steel water bottle from his pack. They had gained enough altitude now to see back across the point to the harbour and the old town, its stone buildings the colour of the surrounding rock, the sun low now in the western sky. Beyond, the coast swept away in a long sunburned arc up towards the Red Sea. He offered her the bottle.

         88She took it and drank deeply. Her face glistened with sweat. ‘Magnifique,’ she said, looking out to the sea.

         He looked out over the water. ‘I was questioned today, by the PSO.’

         She turned to him, eyes wide.

         ‘They wanted information about Al Shams.’

         She sat on the benched side of the slope and retied her boot laces. She looked up at him. A strand of hair fell across her face. ‘You must be careful, Clay.’

         ‘That’s what the PSO said.’ He smiled. ‘Sounds a lot better coming from you.’

         She stood and took his hand, looked him in the eyes. ‘Please, Claymore. Promise me. The PSO is a very unpredictable organisation. Stay out of their way.’ She ran her fingers across his jaw and then went up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. Before he could react, she turned and started up the hill again, leaving him standing open-mouthed, as he watched the sway of her hips under very small, very tight shorts.

         They walked on and reached the point just as the sun was setting. They found the spur of green basalt and Clay threw down a blanket, unpacked dinner, lit a small hurricane lamp. A series of pebbly coves and rock promontories spread out before them, with not a road or building in sight. A soft breeze played in her hair. They sat on the lichen-rainbowed rock with their legs dangling over the edge of the sheer drop and watched the sun dissolve into the water. They ate in silence, looking out over that small piece of seemingly untouched world.

         ‘I am impressed,’ she said finally. ‘Such culinary skill.’

         ‘My friend Atef, the cook at the company guesthouse, he made everything.’

         She smiled. The sun was gone below the water now and her face shone in the lamplight. ‘Give him my compliments.’

         He reached for her hand. She looked away, but let him take it. He moved closer, his hip touching hers. The air around her was thick 89with perfume, smouldering lichen, jasmine. He breathed deep. She was trembling. Or maybe it was him.

         ‘I am sorry for what happened,’ she said. ‘Back at the hotel.’

         ‘Don’t be. They were idiots.’ One of them wouldn’t be pretending to be a tough guy for a long time.

         ‘You could have been hurt.’ She dropped her chin to her chest. ‘They saw me at the pool. I tempted them.’

         Clay sat for a moment, analysing this. ‘It wasn’t your fault, Rania. They knew exactly what they were doing.’

         ‘You have no idea what it is to be a woman here,’ she whispered. ‘This is not your world, Clay.’

         ‘It’s not theirs, either.’

         He’d seen so many like them, clueless oil-industry cattle, moving between Western hotel, oilfield camp and business-class flight home, with hardly a look out the window.

         She looked out over the water. ‘The first time I came to Yemen, I checked into a local hotel in Sana’a. I was alone. The desk clerk kept looking past me, as if he was expecting someone else to join me. They were flustered and confused, like they were dealing with a problem they had never confronted before. Finally I was given a room. Later that evening I went down to the restaurant for dinner. When I returned to my room, there was a cot next to my bed. It was all made up with a fresh sheet; there was even a plastic baby rattle hooked to the rail.’ She looked away. ‘I do not expect you to understand.’

         There was a lot he didn’t understand. Too much. Everything. ‘Alfa foxtrot seven six six oh two eight four seven nine one,’ he said.

         She looked at him, a question forming on her face. ‘What is this?’

         ‘All I know about you.’

         She smiled. Her teeth were strong and white. ‘I do not understand.’

         ‘Your driving licence number.’

         The dark planets of her eyes gleamed out at him from perfect orbits.

         ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t been spying on you.’

         Her smile dissolved.

         ‘I saw it when it fell out of your bag at the pool.’

         90She caught a wisp of hair on her tongue, pulled it into her mouth, sucked on it a moment. ‘You were in the South African Border War,’ she said. ‘In Angola.’

         He took a breath, his turn to be surprised. ‘It was a long time ago.’ She had done her homework.

         ‘Tell me.’

         ‘There’s not much to tell.’ He’d never spoken about any of it. No one had ever wanted to know, and he’d never wanted to tell. He looked out over the sea, said nothing.

         After a while she ran her index finger along his cheek, traced the scar there through its camber to his jaw. ‘Please,’ she said.

         He turned to her. She looked up at him, her face open, receptive.

         ‘We were protecting South Africa against the communists – that’s what we were told. I was very young. I had no idea what I was doing. I was scared shitless or bored stiff the whole time.’

         ‘You did three tours, were wounded several times,’ she said, running her finger now along his right forearm, tracing the angry old ridgeline of scar tissue from wrist to elbow. It was as though, in this touching, she believed she could transduce words into flesh, reconstruct events from consequences. ‘You were decorated.’

         Part of him was flattered, but only a small part. Mostly he felt ashamed. He said nothing.

         ‘Then court martialled and dishonourably discharged.’

         ‘It was a long time ago,’ he croaked.

         ‘What happened, Clay?’

         ‘Let’s just say I’d had enough.’ She’d obviously seen his SADF service record. How she’d done that, he had no idea.

         ‘Of the fighting?’

         ‘Of everything.’ He gripped her hand, looked into her eyes, stared hard. ‘Why are you asking me this, Rania?’

         She held his gaze for a moment, lowered her eyes. ‘It’s what I do, Clay,’ she whispered. ‘I research.’

         Clay said nothing.

         After a while she said: ‘Did you …?’ but then stopped, fell silent.

         91She was staring at him, her pupils wide, dark.

         ‘Hope you’d keep our date? Definitely.’

         She smiled, lowered her eyes again, those long dark lashes. ‘And after? The war, I mean.’

         He searched her face but it gave nothing away. ‘I drifted for a while, went to university, tried to get myself together.’

         ‘Science.’

         He looked over at her. ‘Engineering. I liked the math, the physics, the certainty of it. It calmed me. I was good at it. I wanted to do something worthwhile. Hasn’t worked out so flash yet.’

         Her hand was still in his. He could feel the warmth there, the softness of her slender fingers. His own hand felt clumsy and oversized in comparison. His insides were churning. ‘What were you doing out there in the Masila that day, Rania?’

         ‘Interviewing some of the locals.’

         ‘Alone?’

         ‘I am used to it.’

         And she’s telling him to be careful. Jesus.

         She looked away, her face flushed in the hues of night coming. He bent to kiss her, but she turned away, pulled back her hand.

         ‘I …’ he stopped. ‘I’m sorry.’ Stupid.

         She said nothing for a long time, just sat with her hands in her lap, staring out across the water. Finally she stood, rubbed her arms. ‘We should get back.’

         It was dark by the time they reached the car. She had not said much on the walk back down, and he had left her alone with her thoughts. Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser started with a cough and she climbed in next to him. They drove back to town the way they had come, the docks and the ships in the harbour lit up, the cool night air flowing over them. He wished the drive would go on all night, up along the coast all the way to Ta’izz and the mountains.

         But it was only a matter of minutes to her hotel. He pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine. Covered again in the burqa and veil, she was almost invisible in the darkness beside him.

         92‘I’m going to the Hadramawt tomorrow morning,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back in Aden in a week. I’d really like to see you again, Rania, get to know you.’

         She reached over and touched his arm. ‘Please, Clay. I do not want to give you the wrong impression. I cannot get involved with anyone right now.’

         Clay felt the ground fall out beneath him. ‘I thought maybe …’ He shut up.

         She put a card on the seat next to him. ‘If you would like to talk, on a professional level, I am based in Sana’a.’

         ‘A professional level, right.’ He closed his eyes.

         ‘Yes. If you have information for me, about Al Shams and the rebellion.’

         ‘Information, sure,’ he managed. ‘No worries.’

         He expected her to get out, walk away. But she just sat there in the darkness, so close, an arm’s length away, silent and dark.

         ‘Are you seeing someone?’ he said.

         ‘Mon dieu, no,’ she snapped and fell silent. After a while she said: ‘And you?’

         ‘Not now.’

         It hadn’t lasted long. None of them did. He’d met her at an expat house party in Cyprus six months ago. She was English, bored, attractive in that confident mid-thirties way. Her husband travelled for work. Like teenagers they’d skulked off to an upstairs bedroom and he’d taken her on the floor. She told him that her husband knew, that he didn’t mind, encouraged her even. They’d been together four or five times only, usually after he’d returned from overseas, a couple of hours each time, no more. It had been lonely, dispassionate, hotel-room sex that left him feeling hollow and dead inside.

         He could smell Rania’s tears now, sweet almost, enzymes on bare skin. He rocked forward and grabbed the steering wheel, looking straight ahead into the darkness.

         She opened the door, hovered there a moment, half in the vehicle, half out. ‘Do you ever feel as if you needed to go back and choose 93again, Clay?’ she whispered. ‘As if you were locked in, going the wrong direction, but could not get out?’

         But before he had a chance to answer, to say that yes, he knew exactly what she meant, was living it even now, she stood, closed the door, turned and walked across the parking lot towards the hotel.

         He waited, hoping that she would turn and wave but she rounded the corner without looking back and was gone.
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            A Way of Saying Thank You

         

         Early the next morning he left Aden running north through Lawdar, up to the edge of the great sand river of Ramlat as Sab’atayn and then across into Wadi Hadramawt from the west. On the high plateau the miles slipped by like drifting sand. Other than the occasional drill rig lancing a mesa and the new roads and oil pipelines that scored the hardpan, it could have been the Seven Pillars: the quiet of the tablelands, the wadis riven like scars across the earth, the sky a torn blue shroud, the relentless sun above.

         By the time he reached Marib his neck and shoulders ached from constant craning and swivelling. He had seen nothing that would indicate he was being followed, but he could feel the eyes of the PSO everywhere, checking off his progress through each village and hamlet. Karila and Parnell had probably already given them his itinerary.

         And Al Shams’ name was everywhere: whispered in streetside tea houses or around early-morning braziers, invoked in oaths and prayers, God protect him, imagined in small boy’s games, the towering hero slaying all enemies. Anointed by Allah, he would deliver to the people what was rightly theirs. Change was coming, they said.

         After the long descent towards Ash Shihir he turned west again and tracked along the base of the escarpment towards Um’alat. He was still shocked that Rania had delved so deeply into his past, his present, was shaken that his efforts at anonymity had been so easily pierced. Her parting words rattled through his head. The wrong direction, she’d said. Locked in. And in those dazzling eyes, those tears, he’d seen damage.

         95Alone, he waited in the dust under a platinum Arabian sky. The mashayikh was already an hour late. He looked up at the ancient skyscrapers that rose as if by some miracle of mud and clay from the valley floor, their alabaster window frames paned in rainbows of coloured glass, and beyond, the bluffs that towered over the town and dominated the landscape for hundreds of kilometres in every direction. Except for the dilapidated truck parked nearby and the heaps of rubbish lining the street – plastic bags and blue polyethylene water bottles, car tyres, tins, batteries and moulded plastic parts – a century or more might have been wound back.

         A new silver Land Cruiser rolled to a stop in the town square. The mashayikh was alone, dressed in the same tweed jacket and thaub, a Kalashnikov slung over his left shoulder. He greeted Clay in the elaborate way of the region, touching fingertips to chest, lips and forehead, and extended his hand.

         Clay followed the Arab into a tall, whitewashed building and up four flights of worn stone steps. They entered a deep narrow room with big wood-framed windows ranged all along one side, the mardar. From here he could see out across the dry expanse of the coastal plain to the demesne of green farmland and palm groves huddled along the contours of the depression, and beyond to the flat scrubland shrouded in heat and dust.

         They sat on cushions at the far end of the room. An old man brought a bundle of qat branches and two bottles of drinking water. Following the mashayikh, Clay selected a branch, dropped it in his lap, and started to pluck the leaves from their stems between thumb and forefinger, choosing tender new shoots from the red stems as Abdulkader had taught him and wedging them between his lower gum and the wall of his cheek. The mashayikh nodded and chewed in silence, steadily adding to the ball of green mash that bulged inside his left cheek. It looked as if he was trying to swallow a fist.

         After two hours the subtle amphetamine of the leaves was in control of his nervous system. Sweat ran from his temples and trickled down his chest. The room was hot; there was no air. His heart 96rate spiked and dropped and spiked again as the cathinone raced through his veins. The effect was like dexedrine: not as strong, but a definite open-eyed buzz.

         Finally the mashayikh spoke. ‘At your request, Mister Straker, I am listening.’

         ‘Is the illness still with your people, Excellency?’

         ‘The children, Mister Straker, only the children. It has become worse since we spoke. Much worse.’

         He felt his thumb twitch once, then again, and then his index finger started to jump on its tendons, and the thumb again until his left hand was trembling visibly. He pushed the offending thing hard against his thigh, but the mashayikh had seen it.

         ‘I have discussed this with the General Manager,’ Clay said. ‘We have examined the information. The facility cannot possibly be causing the illness you described.’

         ‘Only in Al Urush are our people suffering in this way. It is closest to your processing plant. Does that not seem a strange coincidence?’

         ‘Al Urush is far from the facility,’ he said. ‘I have been there.’

         ‘The sickness travels in the air, as my son said. It can go far.’

         They would deal with it in the usual way. Clay pulled a manila envelope from his breast pocket and placed it on the floor between them. ‘My superiors understand your concern, and although this problem is not the result of our operations, we are committed to working with you and your people to maintain good relations as the project moves ahead.’ It sounded like someone else. Now came the real reckoning, Excellency.

         The mashayikh looked at him and down at the envelope. His eyes were moist; cataracts drifted there like clouds. ‘What is this, khawga?’

         ‘A way of saying thank you for your cooperation.’

         The mashayikh picked up the envelope and peered inside and replaced it where it had been. ‘Our concerns are significant, Mister Straker. I am sure you can understand.’

         ‘Can you assure us also of your son’s cooperation, Excellency?’ Clay remembered the handsome young man dressed in white, the 97way every tribesman in the room had turned to face him that day, gone quiet, nodded as he spoke.

         The mashayikh grunted, took a sip of water. ‘He is young and naïve. But he will do as his father commands.’

         Clay placed a second envelope on top of the first. The mashayikh considered the pile for a moment, stood, smoothed down his robe, and walked to the window to look out over his domain. ‘You may go, Mister Straker,’ he said, still looking out of the window. ‘But be aware, my friend, that I may have need of your thanks again.’

         Clay stood next to the mashayikh and looked out across the plain. ‘Tell Al Shams that I have done what he asked.’

         ‘I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Tell him I want my friend released.’

         ‘What leads you to believe that I have any connection with that man? He is a terrorist.’

         ‘Spare me the bullshit, your Excellency. Tell him.’ Clay strode to the far end of the room, turned to face the mashayikh. ‘And warn him. The PSO are coming for him.’
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         Soon he was speeding along the dirt track that led to the highway. This part of his job was done. That was how it went. One glance inside was enough to conjure up dreams and send hearts racing. It was like looking through the gates of paradise ephemeral. Part of him had wanted the mashayikh to reject the bribe, spit it back in his face. But of course it always worked. It was only a matter of how much. At first it had been exciting, it had made him feel somehow strengthened against the vicissitudes of the world. Learning that everyone was susceptible, that we were all whores, had changed him more than he could have realised, had made him harder, meaner, more resilient somehow. It was not a bad thing. Everyone had a price. You only had to dig down far enough, cut through enough layers to find it.

         98At the turnoff to Al Urush he stopped the car and turned off the engine. The dust settled like a poured Guinness around him. Should he go back for another sample? By taking the money, the mashayikh had revealed the truth. The claims of illness were a hoax, a way of prising money from the company. Petro-Tex had set the precedent a year ago, paying off local leaders rather than dealing with their concerns directly, and now they were stuck with it. And what did that say about Al Shams? Was all this concern for the people just a screen for his political agenda? Was Parnell right? And what did that mean for Abdulkader?

         He turned the ignition, jammed the car into gear and trod on the accelerator. Soon he was on the outskirts of Al Urush. As soon as he arrived, he could sense that something was wrong. The place was deserted. A pall of acrid haze swirled amongst the palms. He walked to a small mud-brick hut no larger than a garden shed, one of a cluster of similar buildings stumped at the base of the escarpment and banged on the door. After a minute a woman pulled the door ajar and peered out from the darkness. She held a fold of her dress across her face and spoke in a girlish voice. He was ushered inside.

         The place smelt of urine, stale sweat and kerosene, and something else he could not place, decay of some sort, sublimates, rot. His eyes adjusted to the gloom: a dirt floor, two wooden chairs, a small table set against the wall near the door, a gas burner propped on a stack of mud bricks.

         The boy lay on a steel frame bed at the far end of the room, a bicycle wheel clutched to his chest. He played a few notes on his instrument and looked up as if searching for encouragement. He was barely recognisable.

         Clay stood in the semi-darkness and stared down at the boy, and suddenly it was the face of the SWAPO soldier who had crawled off into the bush to die. Clay had come upon him just beyond the chana. The soldier had propped himself up against a mopane tree in the sun and sat there staring with that grey gone look in his eyes, hands clasped over his torn abdomen. Clay had given him one in 99the head just to be sure. It had only taken a moment. Raise the R4, the South African version of the famous Israeli Galil assault rifle, accurate and powerful, pull the trigger. Done. And ever since, that fraction of a second had replayed itself a thousand times, a million, looping over and over in his dreams until the very thought of sleep filled him with dread.

         Clay approached the bed, clenched his jaw. He forced himself to smile, but it felt twisted, fake. ‘Mohamed.’ Tears welled up, unbidden, burning. He blinked, pushed them back.

         Mohamed stretched his lips over swollen gums. ‘My friend,’ he whispered in Arabic. Clay put his hand on Mohamed’s head. The boy was burning up. In halting Arabic he asked the woman how long the boy had been like this.

         The woman spoke in shrill tones. She waved her henna-adorned hands above her head and pointed repeatedly to the escarpment, something about the smoke, sickness, other children, babies.

         ‘Only children?’ he asked. He measured a child’s height with a flat palm.

         Again the woman erupted in a flurry of shrieks.

         Clay pulled his camera from the pack, attached the flash and checked the film. He looked at the woman and pointed to the camera. She nodded. He took several photos of Mohamed and slung the camera strap around his neck, feeling like a ghoul, a calamity tourist.

         Clay reached in his pocket and handed the woman a hundred-dollar note. ‘Hospital,’ he said, pointing in the direction of Al Mukalla. ‘Get him to hospital.’

         Of course, she had no way of complying. She looked at the bill, President and Independence Hall, and handed it back.

         Clay pushed her hand away and turned and stumbled out into the midday glare, gagging at the smell. Heat poured in liquid waves from the escarpment and flowed down and across the little hamlet like a plague. Beyond the trees a thread of dark smoke rose into the sky. Dogs barked in the distance.

         100He walked quickly across the clearing to the cistern. He grabbed one of the plastic buckets that the villagers used, threw it in, let it fill, and pulled it dripping to the surface. He scooped some water into his hand and tasted it. It was brackish, estuarine, nothing like the water he had tasted only a few days ago at the pools a few hundred metres up-wadi from here. He pulled the conductivity meter from his pack, dropped the probe into the bucket and switched on the device. The readings oscillated and then stabilised, the glowing red digits burned into his memory. The water was much saltier than it should be. He measured pH, pulled his yellow fieldbook from his pocket, scribbled down the readings, poured some of the water from the bucket into a sample bottle.

         Clay shouldered his pack, clicked off photographs of the cistern and the boy’s house and the escarpment, and set off through the trees towards the smoke. A wail cut the air. It sounded like a pack of dogs howling. He walked on. The noise grew louder. He passed through a series of small fields shaded by palms and crossed a low earthen dyke to descend into a dark hollow. The place was strewn with rubbish, the air electric with the buzz of insects. The odour of decay was overpowering. Clay retched and jammed the tail of his keffiyeh over his nose and mouth. A pack of rib-cage dogs snarled and ripped at a heap of tiny glutinous carcasses, the eyes opaque and filmed over.

         ‘Jesus Christ,’ he choked through his scarf, still moving through the trees towards the smoke. Twenty minutes later he emerged into a rocky clearing at the base of a dolomite cliff. A small crescent of mud huts was built into the slope. A group of women stood in a loose semi-circle, covered head to foot in black, facing a pillar of fire. The flames danced up through the stacked wood, caressing a clutch of doll-sized bundles nestled atop the pyre. Oily smoke poured into the flawless sky. Embers leapt and spun into the void to be extinguished in mid-flight. The women wailed and moaned, hiding their faces in their hands, rocking their heads forward and back in a rhythm of grief. One of the women glanced up at him through a veil of tears. Their eyes met across the smoke. It was the girl he had seen washing 101clothes at the upper pool that day, no more than a week ago. There was no mistaking those eyes, even now. He took a step forward, raised his hand, but she looked away. There was no pity here for any of them, pinned to the stony ground beneath scorched walls of rock.
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            One Man Is Nothing

         

         He set off from the village, still in shock, Mohamed’s mother in the back seat, her son in her arms. Seared fields of stone ripped past the open window, superheated air buffeting the side of his face, tearing at his hair. She was rocking the boy, whispering to him, stroking his matted head, the boy’s face pale beneath her long brown fingers, her thick cracked nails. Mohamed’s head hung limp, jerking with each bump in the road, his mouth open so that Clay could see the top row of little white teeth shivering in the rear-view mirror. Jesus, was he dead? Clay pushed down on the accelerator, urging the speedometer on. The Land Cruiser rattled along the washboard, the diesel whining at full power, road dust billowing through the windows. Clay reached into his pack and pulled out his keffiyeh and passed it back to the woman. ‘For the dust,’ he yelled, turning his hand around his head. She took it and laid it over Mohamed’s face. It looked like a shroud.

         An hour later he strode into the main entrance of the public hospital in Al Mukalla, Mohamed covered in road dust, limp and unconscious in his arms, his frail chest rising and falling. The boy’s mother followed close behind, face covered, the tourniquets of her fingers coiling about themselves, releasing, cinching. He doubted she had ever seen a hospital, let alone been inside one. A soldier in a camouflaged jacket lay slumped in a chair just inside the door, a huge wad of qat pushing out his cheek. He looked up at them with lost, bloodshot eyes and waved them in. Half a dozen people sat stern-faced on a bench set against one wall. At the far end of the 103room, a male attendant in a green smock sat behind what appeared to be an admitting counter.

         Clay made for the counter and stood looking down at the top of the attendant’s head. A newspaper was spread on the desk. ‘Salam,’ said Clay. The attendant did not look up. Clay tried again, more formally. ‘Salam aleikum.’

         ‘Aleikum salam,’ muttered the attendant, still not looking up.

         Clay used his best Arabic. ‘This boy needs a doctor.’

         The attendant reached under the desk and produced a green form and placed it on the desk, still not looking up. It was in Arabic, the script dense, impenetrable. Cradling Mohamed in one arm he pushed the papers over to the woman, took a pen from his shirt pocket and held it out for her. She looked at the pen and up at him. Tears flooded her eyes. He motioned to the paper with his head, pushed the pen towards her again.

         ‘La,’ she cried. No. She trailed off into a back-of-the-mosque lament that he could not follow.

         Clay turned back to the attendant, understanding. ‘Lau samaht,’ he said. ‘Please. She cannot read or write.’

         The attendant looked up from his newspaper. He was a youngish man, gaunt-faced, his skin pockmarked and oily. He glanced at the woman and then at the boy, and pointed to the form, speaking in rapid Arabic. Clay understood enough to get the message. The form was mandatory. He picked up the sheets and stared at the blank spaces, the tick boxes. He could feel the frustration taking bites out of whatever patience still lived within him. With Abdulkader here this would have been easy, but, now, it was impossible. He slammed the form down onto the desk. The attendant jumped back, looked up, wide-eyed.

         ‘Doctor,’ said Clay, tuning his voice for loud and authoritative. ‘Now.’ He jammed his index finger onto the desktop. Universal language.

         ‘No doctor,’ said the attendant, pushing his chair back from the desk.

         104‘Doctor,’ said Clay, more emphatic now. Behind him, he could hear the scrape of a chair. The soldier had awoken from his stupor and was watching them. Clay smiled at him and turned back to the attendant, sliding a fifty-dollar bill onto the counter top. The attendant looked at the bill, hesitated a moment, and snatched it up. Then he stood, took the form and a pen and asked the woman a question. She answered and he began to fill in the first boxes. Clay stood and watched the play of question-and-answer unfold, the woman becoming visibly more disturbed as they crept down the form, right to left. After a quarter of an hour the woman was in tears, the form only half complete.

         ‘Mushkilla?’ asked Clay. What is the problem?

         ‘No papers,’ said the attendant.

         Of course they had nothing. No address, no identity cards. They didn’t even exist as far as the government was concerned. The woman was sobbing now, trying to pull her son from Clay’s arms. She wanted to leave. Clay tried to calm her but every time he spoke, she only shrieked louder. Mohamed was awake now, just, moaning softly for his mother. Everyone was watching. The soldier was standing, moving towards them. Clay could feel the situation unravelling. He hefted the boy up onto his hip and slammed his right fist down hard on the desk. The attendant backed away, glanced past Clay at the approaching soldier, then put the pen on the desk, pushed the papers aside, flopped back into his chair and crossed his arms. The oily face creased open to reveal a mouthful of straight yellow teeth. The bastard was smiling.

         Something deep inside Clay ruptured. He could feel it go, like a ligament tearing from bone. Clay hoisted the boy over his shoulder, grabbed the woman by the forearm and before she or the attendant could react he wheeled left and strode past the desk and led her through the double doors and into the bowels of the hospital.

         The hallway was long and poorly lit, every third overhead light tube dead, half of the rest flickering and buzzing, the tile floor wet in places, as if it had just been randomly mopped. An orderly in 105a sick-green smock looked up as they passed, a burning cigarette dangling from his mouth. They were halfway down the main corridor, past a couple of sidelined gantries, when he heard the shouting. He glanced back over his shoulder. The attendant was standing at the end of the corridor, one hand bracing open the door, pointing. The orderly paid no attention, kept smoking. A moment later the soldier appeared and the pair started down the hallway. Clay quickened his pace, dragging the woman behind. The attendant and the soldier were running now, their footfall echoing along the tile, gaining ground, pushing past green-clad staff emerged from doorways, peering left and right.

         Up ahead another set of double doors and on the right an alcove, a sign, someone’s name. Clay turned into the alcove and flung open the door. It was a consultation room. Small. A window onto the courtyard. An elderly patient in a greying hospital gown was sitting on the edge of an examination table, bony legs and darkly tanned feet dangling free, a man in a white lab coat pushing a tongue depressor into his mouth. Both men looked up as Clay burst in, frozen in the act, open-mouthed.

         Clay pulled the woman into the office, closed and locked the door, laid Mohamed on the examination table next to the old man. Mohamed’s mother went immediately to her son’s side and bent over him, wiping his brow, whispering to him. Neither man said a word, just stood there gaping at him as if he’d just shown up in the Masjid Al-Haram battle bloody and carrying an R4.

         ‘Are you a doctor?’ Clay asked the man in the white coat.

         ‘I am,’ replied the man in English, glancing at the boy. ‘And this is my office. You have intruded on a private examination. You must leave immediately. Make an appointment at admissions.’ He spoke fluently, with an accent that sounded Lebanese, Egyptian perhaps.

         Clay knew he didn’t have long. ‘I’m sorry, doctor, but this is an emergency. This boy is very sick. These people are poor, they have no identification, no way of completing the paperwork. Please, have a look at him. I can …’

         106A sharp rap on the door cut him short, voices from the other side throwing agitated Arabic. The doctor looked at Clay through narrowed eyes. He had a dark moustache and brown heavily lidded eyes underscored by dark circles. He looked weary. ‘There are many poor here, many who do not have papers. There are procedures. You must leave.’

         Clay looked over at Mohamed, his mother weeping silently. The banging on the door was louder now, insistent flat-palmed hammering. He took a deep breath, then took the doctor by the elbow, guided him to the far side of the room, hemmed him into the corner. Clay leaned in close, towering over the man, and still holding his elbow, said into his ear: ‘Look, any minute the Army is going to come in here and take me away. Please, I’m begging you, examine the boy.’

         Clay reached into his trouser pocket and pressed three hundred-dollar bills into the man’s hand, two week’s wages, more. The doctor opened his hand, looked down at the money, up at Clay, blinked twice, then nodded.

         ‘Thank you,’ Clay said, releasing the doctor’s elbow and backing away. ‘His name is Mohamed, from Al Urush. Please make sure they get home safely afterwards.’ Then he turned and walked to the door and unlocked the bolt and pulled it open. The attendant and two soldiers almost fell in on top of him. ‘Hello gents,’ he said.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Two hours later he reached Idim and the pass up to the plateau. Still buzzing from the encounter at the hospital, he drove almost without thinking, without registering the road, the miles slipping away unnoticed, as if they had never existed. All it had taken was money. After a few tense minutes, marched out to the back of the hospital to stand under the sun in the dirt, squadrons of flies swarming around overflowing bins of medical waste, the attendant and the two soldiers had accepted a fifty each.

         107The events of the past days played like a dream before his eyes, a waking nightmare where nothing is resolved, where every fragment of clarity loops back on itself and is lost. It took him most of the rest of the day to reach the turnoff from the trunk road, and another hour to find the track that led off towards the hidden wadi. He stopped the car, turned off the engine, and stepped down onto the pulverised gravel. The engine tapped in the heat. Far to the west, a tendril of purple dust rose oblique into the sky, a vehicle tracking towards Marib. Otherwise the horizon was an empty, shimmering mirage. He waited, scanning the plateau for any sign he was being followed, the flat stone strewn uplands, the hogback mesas, the thermal blur of the edge of the world, but there was nothing, no one.

         He climbed back into the Land Cruiser, kept to the trunk road, watching the odometer click over. Ten kilometres on, he pulled over, climbed up onto the roof rack and scanned the horizon through binoculars. Stone, heat, sand. He jumped down to the ground, turned the vehicle around and sped back towards the track.

         By the time he came to the maw of the canyon, the cliff tops were glowing with the last of the day’s light. He left the Land Cruiser and made his way through the narrowing defile, everything darkening quickly now, familiar. Adrenaline surged into his system. Every sense tingled. He was walking point again. At any moment he would hear the sonic tear of bullets, the crash of gunfire. He found the opening in the rockslide and started to thread his way through the labyrinth, moving by feel and memory in the gloom. Twice he dead-ended and had to backtrack, slithering along the rough sandstone surfaces, twisting around corners, finding the route again.

         When he finally emerged, the first stars were shining in a moonless sky. He stood in the wadi floor, just below the ledge where he and Abdulkader had spent the night, where he had last seen him, and listened to the silence of the whispering cliffs. He was about to move down-wadi when a sound broke the quiet, a tap, a scratch. He froze, listened. There it was again, more like crunching, footfall, 108perhaps. He swivelled his head, tried to triangulate. Again, tap. It was coming from the ledge. Someone was up there.

         Clay moved across the sand of the wadi floor towards the canyon wall, heel to toe, as quietly as he could. The noise had stopped. He waited for a long time at the base of the ledge, straining to hear over the surging blood in his veins. Nothing. Then he crept up to the ledge and peered over the lip.

         The fire ring was gone, the ashes swept away. A desert pigeon pecked at the rock. He could just make out the noise it made, the little taps of its beak against the sandstone. Clay looked up at the concave overhang, the inside of a curling wave. Any sound made here on the ledge was gathered and projected back down into the wadi below. Al Shams had heard every word he and Abdulkader had exchanged that night. He had heard them plotting escape, heard Clay’s accusations, his blaspheming. Clay shivered, so close to oblivion again.

         Clay continued down wadi, knowing now that Al Shams was long gone. Fifty metres on he reached a clutch of ancient stunted trees, a spring welling from a fissure in the base of the cliff, traces of a camp nestled there. Flattened shoals of sand and a partially burnt tree limb stumped into a blackened fire pit were the only testaments to recent occupation.

         It was gone nine when he reached the Land Cruiser. He opened the driver’s side door and reached into the vehicle to retrieve his water bottle. Standing in the glow of the interior light, he took a long drink, wet a corner of his headcloth and dabbed at the scrapes and cuts on his arms and legs. He had just rinsed the cloth when something hard jabbed into his back.

         ‘Do not turn around.’

         Clay froze, heart hammering.

         ‘You were followed.’

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘I was careful.’

         ‘The PSO followed you.’ He knew the voice, the diction. ‘I followed them.’

         Jesus Christ.

         109‘Why did you return?’

         ‘To find my friend, ask for his release. He is a good man. He does not deserve this.’

         The object jammed harder into his back. ‘Only Allah decides what we deserve.’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘You delivered our message.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And now you have seen the evil.’

         ‘At Al Urush, yes.’

         ‘The boy, Mohamed. You are his friend.’

         ‘You know him?’

         ‘Of course. What afflicts him?’

         ‘It’s some kind of disease. An illness.’

         ‘Our people are being poisoned.’

         ‘I think …’ Clay stopped himself, filled his lungs, exhaled long.

         ‘You think it’s from the CPF.’

         ‘That is what you must determine.’

         ‘I have done what you asked. Let Abdulkader go.’

         ‘I must know the truth. You must help us.’

         Clay pivoted on one foot but a firm hand grabbed his shoulder before he could turn and face his assailant. He steadied himself against the car door. Suddenly he felt very tired. ‘We had an agreement.’

         The pressure in his back was gone, the hand removed. He could hear footsteps in the sand moving away.

         ‘Turn around.’ Al Shams was alone, a carved walking stick at his side. ‘You are trained, you are a scientist, so you told me the first time we met. You must find the truth. We cannot protect ourselves if we do not know what is happening.’

         Clay looked up at the night sky and back at the misshapen face. ‘It’s going to take time. Dozens of air and water samples, chemical analysis. And money. Thousands of dollars in lab work alone.’

         Al Shams stood unmoving. ‘Then you must begin now. But do it quickly, Mister Claymore. You have until the moon is new. 110Eight days, no more. When you have the answers we need, go to Al Bawazir, find the young chief there. He is my nephew. He will give you instructions. But I warn you, if you bring the Army or the PSO, it will end very badly for your friend.’

         ‘You’re not listening to me, god damn you. It can’t be done. Not in a week. The company won’t have it.’

         Al Shams sighed and shook his head. ‘We each have our concerns, our priorities. You have yours, I have mine. My duty is to the people of the Masila. You have seen with your own eyes the tragedy that befalls them. Without knowing the cause of this illness, we are powerless to protect ourselves. No one else can help us. I will do what I must, Mister Clay.’

         ‘Like killing Thierry Champard.’

         ‘I have only one eye, Mister Claymore, but you are blind.’

         Clay baulked, stepped back. ‘Abdulkader is one of your own people, for god’s sake.’

         ‘That makes his complicity worse.’ Al Shams sighed and stepped back into star shadow.

         ‘Do you know what I think?’

         ‘Go on, Mister Claymore. Be frank.’

         Clay was shaking now, the words coming on their own. ‘I think you’re a fucking hypocrite. You talk about caring, about justice. All I see is kidnapping, murder, and greed.’

         Al Shams drew a dollar symbol in the sand with his stick. ‘Greed.’

         ‘You want the oil money. That’s what this is about.’

         Al Shams looked down at the ground, erased the symbol with his sandalled foot.

         ‘Do you know Sharia law, Mister Claymore?’

         Clay nodded.

         ‘From those who take, something is taken.’ Al Shams looked up to the sky. Then he reached into the satchel at his side, pulled out a small bundle of rough cloth and tossed it to Clay.

         Clay caught it with both hands. ‘What’s this?’

         Al Shams said nothing, just stood staring at him with that dark 111eye. Clay folded back the sack cloth, damp and tacky in his fingers. A stale odour flooded his nostrils. It was a human hand, withered and dark, crisped into a half-formed fist, severed at the wrist.

         Clay let out a groan and dropped the hand into the sand. He looked down at Abdulkader’s silver ring. For a moment he stood, unable to breathe, leaning against the side of the car, trying to process this information. Rage rose in his chest. He stood to his full height and moved towards Al Shams, fists closing. ‘You bastard,’ he shouted, closing on the Arab, crouching into an attack stance. He was within striking distance when Al Shams levelled a pistol at his abdomen.

         ‘Please, Mister Claymore. You are no good to me, or to your friend, dead.’

         Clay jerked to a stop and stood fists clenched, the straight right kick to the torso now just an imagined echo. ‘You’d do it, wouldn’t you, you heartless bastard. You’d kill him. Maybe you already have.’

         Al Shams moved back further into shadow and lowered the weapon. He stood for a moment, there beneath the cliff tops, a grey shape in the darkness. ‘One man’s life is nothing. Not yours, nor mine. Eight days, Mister Claymore.’ And then he was gone, vanished into the rock itself.
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            The Rest of Your Life

         

         The next day, Clay stood at the edge of a cluster of brown mud huts huddled against the cliffs and looked down into the gaping sinkhole in the limestone caprock, the dark surface of the water ten metres below: the ghayl at Al Bawazir. Above, an empty sky stretched away to the edges of the universe. Looking up, he could almost feel eternity.

         Beside him stood the chief of Al Bawazir, the same man who had spoken from the back of the room during the audience with the mashayikh two days ago, the mashayikh’s son, Al Shams’ nephew. He was dressed in the same flowing white robes as before. Close up he looked much younger than Clay remembered, late twenties perhaps, his face almost girlish, with razor cheekbones, dark eyes and thick black lashes. ‘You have been speaking with my father,’ he said in near-perfect English, his voice deep, almost musical.

         Clay nodded.

         The chief’s eyes flashed. ‘My father is a fool. Do not interpret his weakness as mine.’

         Clay said nothing.

         ‘My allegiance is only to those who fill my hands with silver coins …’

         Clay looked at the chief, a question.

         ‘An old Yemeni verse. My country will never progress so long as it sells itself to the highest bidder. We must stop fighting each other and turn our energies to the true path. Only then can we take back our country.’

         ‘You speak like your uncle.’

         113‘I have many uncles.’

         Clay paused, looked into the man’s eyes. ‘I meant the one who is threatening to kill my friend.’

         The chief looked up at the sky. ‘I agree with his aims, not his methods.’

         ‘Then help me,’ said Clay. ‘Ask him to release my friend.’

         The chief turned and faced him. His dark eyes reflected the water below, ripples of sky. ‘It seems we need each other. My village, my family, are also threatened with this poisoning. Help me to protect them, and I promise to do what I can for your friend.’

         Clay didn’t have many options, and he needed allies. He offered his hand.

         The chief blinked twice, shook Clay’s hand. His grip was strong, sure. ‘Inshallah,’ he said.

         Yes. God willing. It could be no other way. Like so much in this place, even trust was subject to divine approval, and, as so often happened, instant and random repudiation. What else could it be in a country that, until the year Clay was born, was known as the Mutawakkilite Kingdom of Yemen: the Kingdom that depends on God?

         The chief extended a long finger towards the ghayl below. ‘Look. The water in the ghayl has fallen. You can see from the lines on the rock. The old men say never has it been this low. It began falling after the new oil well was drilled.’ He pointed up towards the escarpment and the plateau beyond. ‘There, at the CPF, near to the wadi. We have seen it.’

         Clay rubbed his thumb over the embossed calligraphy of the ring weighing on the baby finger of his right hand. ‘Who has seen it?’

         ‘My son.’

         Clay hadn’t heard about any oil discoveries at the CPF itself. The facility had been positioned midway between the two original fields, Kamar and Haya, over 150 kilometres apart. The new discovery, the one that was driving the expansion, was even further away. He doubted the man’s son could have seen anything. The plant itself was locked down, heavily guarded, ringed by electric fences and barbed 114wire. Locals were strictly forbidden anywhere near. Even he, a contractor, had been allowed access only once, early in the development programme last year. ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘He has seen the drill.’

         ‘It must have been an exploration well.’

         ‘No,’ said the chief. ‘There is a pipeline to the well now, a generator.’

         ‘How did he see this?’

         ‘He is a small boy, but strong. He has found a way through the fence, near the Bedou well in Wadi Urush, close to the facility.’ The chief motioned towards the ghayl. ‘Fa’ddar,’ he said. Please. Clay thought now how much he looked like Al Shams, how Al Shams might have looked if God had been kinder.

         Clay descended the steep, time-worn track down to the water, the steps hewn from the rock, worn concave smooth by the feet of generations. He reached a wide, flat ledge where the trail ended. The porous cave-ridden walls of the sinkhole were stained black from this point down to the water level more than a metre below, like exposed rock at low tide. He tied a length of rope to a bailer and dropped it into the water, retrieved it full.

         Suddenly the air exploded above him. A MiG in desert camouflage flashed low overhead, wings heavy with finned cylinders: rockets and bombs. The black maws of the engine intakes gaped against its sky-grey underbelly. The jet pitched up as it passed over and clawed its way into the sky, afterburners searing the air with orange flame. A strong smell of kerosene blanketed him as the jet climbed off towards the plateau.

         He worked quickly, calibrating the instruments, recording the data in his notebook. The salinity was higher than it should be, according to the long-term records, but nothing like the levels he had just measured at Al Urush. He scooped up a water sample and stashed it in his pack.

         A voice echoed around the rock walls of the sinkhole. He looked up.

         115The chief stood at the lip, waving his arms. ‘You must go.’ His voice was deep and strong. ‘Hurry.’

         Clay stowed his equipment and raced up the track. It took just a few seconds to reach the top. Beyond a low ridge that ran from the escarpment towards the sea, a thick streak of dust cut obliquely into the blue sky. A column of vehicles was approaching at high speed. ‘Soldiers,’ said the chief, pointing towards the escarpment. ‘Go. Hide in the rocks.’

         ‘I’ll stay.’

         ‘No,’ said the chief. ‘It is not good for you to be here. Please, go.’

         Clay stood for a moment watching the dust spiralling closer. The chief reached out and touched his arm. ‘Please, my friend. It is better for us.’

         Clay sprinted to the Land Cruiser and started the engine. The chief pointed to a gap between two buildings. Clay waved and trundled the vehicle between the mud-brick houses and along a raised dyke that ran between two fields of date palms. He looked back. The tyres were raising no dust.

         Clay turned the vehicle in the direction of the escarpment onto a widened footpath. He followed the path into a dense field of towering boulders and stopped the Land Cruiser at the base of two massive blocks of limestone. The car was completely hidden from the village. He left the Land Cruiser and moved on foot along a goat track that ran parallel to the fault line and then up a steep shale slope until he came to a small promontory. He lay prone on the rock and looked out over the hamlet below. The convoy ploughed to a stop at the edge of the ghayl in a swirl of dust.

         There were five vehicles: three Russian-made military transports and two smaller four-wheeled vehicles with mounted heavy machine guns. A group of villagers emerged from the buildings and walked towards the trucks, led by the chief. Green-uniformed troops jumped from the transports and fanned out among the fields and buildings. Half a dozen other men, taller and more heavily armed than the Yemeni soldiers, dismounted the jeeps. They were bearded and 116dressed in a variety of camouflage patterns; some wore sunglasses. A Yemeni Army officer with gold epaulettes, and another man, smaller, dressed in khaki trousers, a black T-shirt and cap, approached the villagers. The locals clustered around the officer, waving and pointing. The bearded fighters stood a few paces away, watching, weapons ready.

         Clay pulled the telephoto lens from his bag and attached it to his camera. Then he flipped the bottom of his vest up and over his head so that it formed a shaded cover for the lens, and focussed on the man in the black shirt. His face was obscured beneath the peak of his cap. Clay focussed back on the villagers. The officer stood among the throng, waving a paper in the air, a document of some sort. The tribesmen were arguing with the officer. Raised voices echoed from the cliffs, intermittent on the breeze, Arabic, clearly, but something else, too, words and tones he had heard before, but not here.

         The chief stepped forward, his white robe rippling in the breeze. He turned to face his comrades and spoke, his voice rising on the wind. There was more jostling and shouting, the officer surrounded now by angry villagers. The man in the black shirt disengaged himself from the throng and faced the chief, pulled off his cap and ran his hands through close-cropped hair. Clay’s heart lurched. He clicked the shutter. It was Zdravko.

         Clay shook his head. What the hell was Zdravko doing here? And the Army, these others, these irregulars? Were they searching for Al Shams? Was that why the chief had ushered him away, bid him hide?

         Clay didn’t get a chance to be surprised. A shout echoed through the rocks. A blade flashed in the sun. The officer slumped to the ground holding his abdomen and disappeared under a mob of shouting villagers.

         Zdravko grabbed the chief by the arm, dragged him back, away from the mob. Behind, the fighters closed ranks, raised weapons. They were screaming at the villagers. Through the lens, Clay could see their jaws moving under the butts of their weapons, magazines full, fingers on triggers. He snapped off another picture.

         117The villagers turned to face the fighters, fists raised, matching them voice for voice. Zdravko and the chief stood in the no-man’s land between the two groups. The chief turned to face his men, palms out, pleading with them. Zdravko drew a pistol, pointed it at the chief’s head. Clay’s heart stopped. Jesus, no.

         Clay was about to jump up, scream at Zdravko to stop when a single shot ruptured the air. The chief’s right knee exploded in a shower of pink mist. He crumpled to the ground, a red stain spreading over his robe. One of the tribesmen broke from the group, sprinted towards his chief. Zdravko raised his weapon and fired three times at point blank range. The tribesman toppled into the dust at Zdravko’s feet. By now the fighters had closed around Zdravko, stood with weapons levelled, a mere ten metres from the villagers. Zdravko stood over the chief, screaming at the villagers in Arabic, waving his pistol in the air, pointing it at the chief, at the mob, at his own head. Clay could see Zdravko’s mouth moving, the spittle flying from his lips, his neck muscles straining, the sweat pouring from his face.

         The chief was shouting back. Another shot pierced the air. The chief screamed in agony, his other knee smashed. The villagers surged forward but the chief turned to them, head craned back, warned them away. Clay could hear his words on the breeze, the voice strong even now, no, go back, don’t. The villagers stopped short, metres now from their chief, from the muzzles of the fighters’ weapons.

         Clay pulled his headscarf up over his face and jumped to his feet. ‘Enough,’ he cried out at the top of his voice, his arms raised over his head, camera still in one hand. His voice echoed through the rocks.

         Though he was a good 200 metres away, every face in the group turned at once in his direction.

         ‘Stop what you are doing and leave now,’ he yelled out.

         Zdravko looked up at him for a moment, dropped his shoulders, lowered his pistol, and then turned away as if he had lost interest. Clay’s heart restarted. He stood where he was, exposed, covered in sweat as if waking from a nightmare. None of the fighters had yet 118trained a weapon on him. He took a deep breath. Enough, he whispered. Enough.

         By now, other uniformed soldiers were hurrying back to the square, attracted by the sounds of conflict. For a moment it seemed as if the fighters, too, would turn away. Zdravko took a step towards the vehicles, another. It was over. Clay exhaled.

         Then Zdravko stopped, turned, stood staring up at Clay. Their eyes met. Clay’s face was covered, his cap pulled down low. Even so, there weren’t many foreigners of Clay’s build wandering around this part of the Yemen. He was sure that Zdravko had recognised him.

         Moments passed, seconds slowed into drugged minutes as they stared at each other. No one moved. The chief was moaning, conscious still despite his shattered knees. Zdravko looked down at the ground, scuffed his boot through the blood-soaked sand, looked back up. He raised his arm and aimed his weapon at Clay.

         At that range even an expert shot with the Makarov would have difficulty hitting a target. Clay knew that as long as he stood his ground, the chief had a chance. Clay aimed his camera at Zdravko, focussed on his face, the handgun big now, pointing right into Clay’s lens, the muzzle an empty black hole in Zdravko’s sunburnt hand. He clicked the shutter, watched Zdravko’s finger squeeze down on the trigger. The bullet would take about a third of a second to reach him, the sound of the gunshot about double that. Clay opened his eyes wide.

         ‘No,’ shouted the chief.

         In one movement, Zdravko swung his weapon down and around, pivoted on both feet, and shot the chief through the middle of the forehead.

         The chief slumped to the ground, motionless.

         The fighters stood, silent, weapons trained on the tribesmen, looking at each other as if unsure what to do next. Moments slipped by. Then Zdravko opened his mouth. Clay saw it before he heard it. The muzzles of six automatic weapons flashed. The tribesmen, a dozen in all, disappeared. At that range, it was not a scything down 119of bodies, but a disintegration, the projectiles tearing flesh and shattering bone, ripping away limbs and faces in a cloud of blood and flying debris. Then the sound, the sickening crack of exploding gunpowder and expanding gases, the metallic clatter of firing mechanisms, the groan of dying men, cried across the rocks and along the cliffs, lingered for a moment in the swirling breeze, and died. Fourteen men lay dead in the sand.

         Clay stood frozen, transfixed, finger shaking on the shutter control, unable to breathe. Thirteen years vanished and he was there again, amidst the screams, the noise, the dirt, the rush. He was a witness. That’s what he would be now, for the rest of his life. He had photographed it all.

         He watched as the fighters took out empty magazines and snapped new ones into place, as if unaware of the carnage they had unleashed. Clay stood with the camera glued to his face, his hands shaking. Zdravko was looking right at him. Clay could see every detail of his face, the golden stubble around his mouth, the creases in his forehead shining with sweat, his mouth moving, the meaty hands changing out the Markarov’s mag.

         Clay caught a flash of movement to Zdravko’s left. One of the irregulars raised his rifle. Clay dropped to the ground just as the first rounds clattered into the rock above him, followed a fraction of a second later by the killing chant of the AK. He lay against the ancient seabed, the air above him filled with flying metal and pulverised rock, his insides tumbling, that familiar hollow sickness he’d always felt under fire, had prayed he’d never have to feel again. He hugged the rock, tried to push himself into its nullity, to become like it was, inanimate, uncaring, whole somehow, without friends or brothers or children who needed you, that you needed. The firing stopped. Target lost. Shouts of command echoed and fragmented among the rocks, across the years. He needed to move. Now.

         Clay stuffed his camera into his pack and backed away towards the cover of a ridge of larger boulders that lined the slope. He set off in a low running crouch, contouring the edge of the splay fan, the 120escarpment cliff to his right, the sounds of shouting falling behind. He looked back across the slope, saw no one. He had covered almost 200 metres, moving away from the Land Cruiser. He ducked behind a cross-banded block of sandstone the size of a bus and sank to the ground, sweat pouring from his temples, his shirt soaked. Somewhere back in the direction of the village, an engine started up, and then another. Vehicle doors slammed.

         And now, in the background, rising like a desert storm, the wailing of women. A long shiver, the tiny feet of a black spider, crawled up his spine. He stood, all clarity now, the old habits kicking in, found a handhold and levered his way to the top of the block. Prone, he edged his way forward over the breakaway until he could see back down the wadi. The Yemeni troops who had fanned out into the village were streaming back to the trucks. Women moved like black ghosts among the bodies of the dead, ignored by the soldiers, crumpled to the ground beside loved ones, screaming their anguish to the sky. Zdravko stood in the open front of one of the vehicles, scanning the slope through binoculars, pointing, shouting.

         Clay took a deep breath. What had he just witnessed? Vengeance dealt? Honour restored? Here, nothing could be judged by the action alone.

         A flash of movement in the rock caught Clay’s eye. Two fighters were making their way up the slope towards the promontory where Clay had stood. They were now between him and the Land Cruiser, but it was clear from the way they were moving directly upslope that they hadn’t seen him. Clay eased his head down, pushed his way back to the edge of the block. Then he jumped to the ground, slung his pack, and set off at a sprint. Carried along on a cross-current of fear and anger, he darted between boulders, working with the terrain, his feet skimming over the stones, ricocheting off oblique slabs, knees bouncing like shocks, moving steadily up-wadi, contouring the slope where the boulders were thick and high. There was no road here. If they were going to follow him it would have to be on foot. They would have to chase him down.

         121But too soon the pain came, the indiscipline of the last years shooting like acid through his muscles, his heart fibrillating as his brain commanded the machine to do something for which it was no longer fit. He stopped, chest heaving, leant against a boulder, looked back. Still no one. He ran on, anger propelling him through the distress, stumbling rubber-legged over the rocks. After a while he fell into a rhythm, the sprint long since over, his body working into it now, breathing smoothing out, heart rate stabilising, muscles and tendons answering autonomous commands, and after a while as the endorphins raced through him and euphoria came he almost forgot the danger behind and even why he was running.
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            Moving the Ball

         

         Clay ran until darkness fell, collapsed to the ground, hungry and exhausted. Convinced that he had not been followed, he crawled into a space between two boulders and curled up like a stray dog, the world incomprehensible, the universe swirling above him, pure chaos.

         He awoke cold, the sky grey, dawn still a few hours off. The wadi here was narrow, the texture of the opposite slope distinct, the caprock frayed into blocks at the escarpment’s edge and toppled down the slope. He set off in the gloom, stiff-legged and thirsty, back towards Al Bawazir.

         He reached Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser by late morning. The vehicle was as he had left it, indistinct, one of thousands in this part of the world, dented panels, scraped paint, smashed light housings, twice re-treaded tyres. Either the soldiers hadn’t found it, or they hadn’t connected it to him. He walked down to the village, to where the men had died. The bodies were gone, the sand swept clean of blood. Even the tyre tracks of the vehicles had been raked away, the spent cartridge cases collected. In his head, he could still hear the screams, the clatter of the machine guns. ‘God is great,’ he said aloud, no one there to hear him. It was always the best ones who died. And the flawed, the undeserving, lived.

         The drive to Al Mukalla was a blur. It was as if the world was collapsing in on him. Never had he felt so utterly alone, so lost. He hammered the steering wheel, screamed into the void.

         A few hours later Clay walked into the front entrance of the hospital at Al Mukalla. The same soldier, one of the men he had bribed 123before, slouched in the chair by the door, too strung out on qat to notice as he hurried past the admitting desk and through the double doors towards the doctor’s office. A diagnosis of Mohamed’s symptoms would answer some questions: were the illnesses he had seen caused by chemical poisoning as Al Shams and the villagers suspected? Or was it bacteriological, viral – a disease of some kind? Something else, perhaps. Was the whole thing really just about money and politics?

         He came to the office, the same door on the left, the same frosted glass above the doorframe, the sign board. He knocked and turned the handle, pushed open the door. A grey-haired man in a white lab coat sat at a little desk piled with papers. He turned to look back over his shoulder at Clay through narrowed eyes. His face was thin, the skin sallow, almost jaundiced under a fallow grey beard.

         ‘May I help you?’ the man said in Arabic.

         ‘I … I am looking for the doctor,’ Clay stuttered. ‘This is his office.’

         ‘This is my office.’

         Clay glanced at the window, the courtyard, the examination table where Mohamed had laid.

         ‘There must be some mistake. I was here just two days ago. I met with a doctor – I don’t know his name. He said this was his office. He examined a friend of mine.’

         The man swivelled his chair, smoothed his coat, slid his pen into his breast pocket. ‘Ah, yes,’ the man said in English. ‘I am his replacement.’

         Clay baulked. Jesus Christ. ‘Where did he go?’

         ‘He was gone by the time I arrived.’

         Clay laced his fingers behind his head, looked to the ceiling. ‘Did he leave any records?’

         The man raised his eyebrows. ‘You must know that I cannot …’

         ‘Look,’ Clay interrupted him. ‘My friend, the one he was examining, a little boy from one of the villages, was very ill. His mother is illiterate. I need to know the results of the examination.’

         124The man pulled the pen from his pocket, rolled it between his fingers, shook his head. ‘Even if I could show you, I assure you that this office was empty when I arrived.’

         Clay stood staring past the doctor out into the parched courtyard. ‘Thank you,’ he said finally, and walked away.

         That night Clay walked up the front steps of the company guesthouse in Aden and went straight to the dining room. Karila and Parnell were seated at the table, hunched over heaped dinner plates. They looked up at him as he entered.

         ‘What are you doing here?’ said Parnell, shucking the exoskeleton from a prawn. The skin of his face looked as if it had just been salon peeled, moist and pale like wet glue.

         ‘This is the dining room. I thought I might eat.’

         Karila raised his eyes to where heaven was supposed to be.

         Clay approached the table. The smell of food sent pangs through him. He hadn’t eaten for more than a day. He pulled out a chair across from Karila, next to Parnell.

         ‘Go get yourself cleaned up, Straker,’ gobbed Parnell, mouth full of prawn meat. ‘This ain’t a sty.’

         Clay looked down at his silt-covered shirt and trousers, his plaster dust hands, and sat. He poured himself a glass of water from the jug on the table, drank it down.

         ‘Did you hear what I said, Straker?’ said Parnell. If anything he looked more bloated than Clay remembered, softer, the eyes darker, smaller.

         ‘I heard you,’ said Clay, and turning to Karila: ‘I need to talk to you, Nils.’

         Karila put down his knife and fork, swallowed his food.

         ‘It’s about Al Urush.’

         ‘What about it?’

         ‘Something bad is happening. Some sort of epidemic. I think the sheikh was telling the truth.’ Why else would Al Shams be pushing so hard for answers, be willing to maim his own countryman? The young chief, who Clay had immediately trusted, had been 125convinced that this was no ordinary bout of sickness. And now he was dead, murdered by Zdravko. Clay swallowed hard, a dry stone in his throat.

         Parnell shifted his bulk and grunted something Clay could not make out.

         ‘We have already spoken about this,’ Karila said in his usual businesslike tone. ‘Al Urush is not our concern. If there is an illness, as you say, then it is something for the authorities, the Health Department.’

         ‘I took one of the kids to the hospital.’

         Karila and Parnell sat open-mouthed.

         ‘But when I went back today, the doctor had been replaced. There was no record of the examination. It was as if it had never happened.’ After another fifty dollars spent bribing the administrative clerk and two fruitless hours poring over hospital records, the clerk translating dates and names, Clay had driven to Al Urush. Mohamed and his mother were back in their house, the little guy even worse, limp on the creaky cot, barely able to open his eyes.

         She knew nothing, or hadn’t understood what the doctor had told her, if indeed he had told her anything at all. He’d spent over an hour trying to convince her to let him take Mohamed to Aden, put him in a real hospital, but she’d resisted every attempt, each of his clumsy arguments. Finally, in tears, screaming, she’d pushed him out of her house, slammed the door behind him, left him standing in the dust, the target of a dozen suspicious gazes shot through cracked shutters and shifted veils.

         Parnell leaned back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head.

         ‘I appreciate your sense of public duty, Mister Straker,’ said Karila. ‘But you represent Petro-Tex out there. I am sure our lawyers would tell you that such actions could be misconstrued by some as an admission of responsibility. Please do not do it again.’

         ‘You have got to be joking.’

         ‘I am quite serious. We have to keep our eyes on the ball here, Mister Straker. And the ball is getting this expansion underway as 126soon as possible.’ Karila looked over at his boss like a child at a doting parent.

         Clay could see the tightrope under his feet, the chasm of his friend’s fate opening up beneath. He took a deep breath, steadied himself. ‘The sheikh said that the illness started about six months ago. Is there anything, anything at all, that has changed up at the CPF? Leaks, spills, gas venting, anything that might trigger a problem?’

         Parnell rocked forward in his chair. ‘There ain’t nothin’ up there but a few oil-water separators and a tank farm, Straker. It’s not like it’s a fucking refinery or something. This is a basic operation.’

         Clay ignored Parnell and addressed Karila directly. ‘The water is a lot saltier,’ said Clay. ‘Nearly 4000 milligrams per litre. Normally it’s less than 500.’

         ‘You know as well as I do that water quality there is highly variable, especially in the wadis,’ said Karila. ‘It is perfectly natural.’

         ‘Whatever it is, they think it’s us. It’s ugly: sick kids, miscarriages. The payments aren’t going to keep them quiet for long.’

         ‘Get real, Straker. Look at the way these people live,’ said Parnell, forking a slice of beef into his mouth. ‘Raw sewage and trash everywhere. Are you surprised that they’re all getting sick? For fuck’s sake, Straker, you’re acting like a rookie. You’ve seen this stuff before. That’s why we pay you.’

         Atef leaned his belly over the table to put a plate of roast beef with all the trimmings in front of Clay.

         ‘Shukran, Atef,’ Clay said, his appetite suddenly gone.

         The cook smiled. ‘How is it, Mister Clay?’

         ‘About as well as Zamalek, to tell you the truth.’ Zamalek was Atef’s beloved Cairo football team.

         Atef smiled. ‘Yes, they lose again this week. No midfield, no attack. But we never give up hope.’

         Clay forced a smile.

         ‘Thank you, Atef,’ said Karila. ‘You can go.’ He waited until the cook had left the room, and then turned to Clay. ‘Did you make the necessary payments, Mister Straker?’

         127Clay took a deep breath. ‘All done,’ he said, holding his tone neutral. ‘But Abdulkader is still out there, still a prisoner. We should offer a payment for his return.’

         ‘We don’t pay ransom to terrorists,’ said Parnell.

         ‘But we’re happy to bribe communities.’

         Parnell’s cheeks flushed. ‘It’s not the same thing, goddammit, Straker, and you know it.’

         ‘They are facilitation payments,’ said Karila. ‘Not bribes.’

         ‘This is not going to go away,’ said Clay.

         ‘Straker, you’re here to keep these people sweet. Not stir ’em up. The expansion is top priority. We expect our contractors to help move the ball down the field.’

         Clay looked at the American and then over at Karila. That was where he should have stopped. That was where he had stopped every other time, his client happy, with a bit of luck the money in his account, his conscience – what little of it he had managed to salvage over the last years – absolved. But the words came anyway. ‘Is that what Todorov is doing? Keeping people sweet?’

         Parnell and Karila looked at him with blank expressions.

         ‘What are you talking about, Straker?’ said Karila.

         They didn’t know.

         ‘Nothing. Look, we need to figure out what is going on. Let me go to the CPF, have a look.’

         The other two men sat chewing their food. Clay picked up his water glass, looked through its distorting meniscus at Parnell.

         ‘I thought you had taken a water sample,’ said Karila.

         Clay tipped his glass and let a drop of water fall to his napkin. ‘Bloody lab screwed up – spilled it.’

         Parnell coughed and fidgeted in his chair.

         ‘I could take some proper air and water samples,’ Clay continued. ‘That would tell us for sure. It won’t take long. I can do it right away.’

         ‘Thank you for the suggestion, Straker. But that is not in the programme or the budget at this time. We do not have time or money to waste.’

         128‘We’re talking about less than five thousand dollars, Nils. No impact on schedule.’ Before coming back to the guesthouse he had lodged the new samples from Al Urush and Bawazir with the laboratory, under his own name this time. If necessary he would pay for the analysis himself. Not that he could afford it. He was rapidly burning through the last of his cash.

         Karila wiped his lips with his napkin, draped it over his unfinished meal, and lit a cigarette. ‘The CPF is locked down. You know that. And even if it wasn’t, it would make no difference. We are not the cause.’

         ‘OK. We’re not the cause. Let’s prove it. To ourselves, to everyone, to Al Shams.’

         Parnell spat. ‘I don’t have to prove nothin’ to a goddamned murderer.’

         ‘Don’t be hysterical, Mister Straker,’ said Karila, smoke pouring from his mouth and nostrils. ‘It is ludicrous even to suggest that air pollution from our facility is causing this.’

         ‘It’s even more ludicrous not to protect yourself against the suggestion.’

         Parnell pushed his chair back with a loud scrape of wood on tile and levered himself to his feet. ‘Goddammit, Straker,’ he barked, eyes bulging. ‘I don’t want to hear any more of your bullshit. You got me? This is over. Now get on side and do your fucking job, or I’ll get someone who will.’

         Parnell and Karila strode from the room leaving Clay alone at the table.

         After dinner Clay showered and locked himself in his room. He pulled a bottle of CC from his bag and opened the big window and looked out over the lights of Little Aden blinking in the distance. A warm breeze blew through the room. The sea air smelt of iodine and faintly of sewage. He unscrewed the bottle and took two big gulps of the whisky. He was still not sure about the illnesses. A sick boy was not unusual. He had seen a lot worse – polio cripples walking bent double with wooden blocks strapped to their palms, diseased 129urchins picking through steaming landfills, their eyes thick with flies. He had not seen or smelt anything in the way of air pollution, and a bit of salt in the water was not going to make anyone sick. These kids were malnourished and open to all kinds of disease and infection. Their little bodies were just too weak to cope.

         But what had Zdravko been doing with the Army at Bawazir? What had sparked the killing? Karila and Parnell hadn’t even twitched an eyelid. Was Zdravko working behind the company’s back? And if so, to what end? More immediately, had he recognized Clay as the man who stood up on the cliffside and tried to stop the killing? If so, he was in real danger. Clay took another swig of whisky. His head was spinning. He closed his eyes. All that blood soaking into the parched ground. The broken bodies twisted like pretzels, the young chief dead on the ground, his white robes splattered with gore, the women wailing as they moved among the corpses, long plumes of dust spiralling away behind the fleeing vehicles into a sky so blue it crushed your eyes. He opened his eyes, shook his head, but all he could see were the sores on little Mohamed’s arms, open and weeping, and Abdulkader’s grizzled hand, hacked off God knew how, withered, dead.

         He reached for the bottle.

         There was a knock at the door. He stood, steadied himself a moment, walked across the marble floor and unbolted the lock.

         Karila held up a bottle of schnapps and two glasses. ‘Do you have a minute?’

         They sat outside on the balcony and looked at the lights flickering around the bay. Karila poured out two glasses and lit up a cigarette. ‘Don’t worry about Vance,’ said the Finn. ‘He’s not as bad as he seems, really.’

         Clay took a sip of the alcohol. It was aspartame sweet, oddly artificial. ‘He’s a pompous son of a bitch and you know it. All that crap about moving the ball, as if this were some kind of game. Abdulkader is a prisoner, if he isn’t dead already. And Parnell won’t do a thing about it.’

         130Karila sipped his drink. ‘Leave it with me, Straker. I’ll talk to him, see if we can do something.’

         Clay looked at the Finn. His pale eyes were haloed red. ‘Let me do the testing at the villages, Nils. If we do it quickly, Al Shams will let Abdulkader go.’

         Karila waved his free hand. ‘You heard Vance. It’s out of the question.’

         Clay filled his lungs, held the air, exhaled slowly. ‘OK then. Five thousand dollars ransom would do it, Nils. It’s the going rate.’

         Karila put down his glass, pondered this for a moment. ‘That’s a lot of money, Clay.’

         ‘22,500 barrels a day,’ said Clay, not trying to disguise the anger in his voice. ‘World price twenty-one dollars a barrel, give or take. Cost of production and royalties, what, seven dollars? That’s a net profit of 315,000 a day, Nils. A day.’

         Karila glanced up and to the right.

         ‘I’d pay it myself if I had the money.’ He glanced at Karila. ‘But I haven’t seen a cent for three months.’

         Karila frowned. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had to wait so long, Straker. We’ll get that sorted out right away.’

         ‘Maybe I should start charging Medved interest,’ he said. Both his offshore accounts in Cyprus were overdrawn, and the banks were screaming. He hadn’t sent anything to Eben’s parents in months. ‘I really need that money, Nils.’

         ‘I will look after it personally.’

         ‘And Abdulkader?’

         ‘I’ll do my best.’

         ‘Inshallah,’ Clay said.

         ‘Things are going well, Straker. Let’s keep it up and get this past the regulators and finished. Finish the report so we can review it and sign off. Work your magic with the authorities. They trust you. There’s a bonus for you if you finish on schedule. And then there is another big piece of work I would like you to do for us – a baseline assessment for a new exploration block further North in the Empty 131Quarter – sole source, no bidding. We’ll extend your contract immediately at 900 a day. How does that sound?’

         Clay emptied the glass and put it back down on the table, calculated the money it would bring in. In a couple of months he might actually have his head above water, ever so slightly. ‘Hundreds.’

         Karila pursed his lips. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

         ‘It means good. Just pay me what you owe me, OK?’

         Karila fiddled with the bottle, twisting it in place on the table, grinding glass on stone. ‘Go to accounts first thing next week and Dunkley will have a cheque for you. And Clay …’ He had never used his given name before. ‘… the PSO called me today, asking about you.’

         Clay’s stomach lurched over the apex.

         Karila cast a sidelong glance and refilled his own glass. ‘They say you’ve been talking to the Press.’ Karila lit another of his French cigarettes and inhaled deeply. ‘That’s a bad idea, Clay, from everyone’s perspective. You know the rules.’

         Clay tried to avoid the plume of blue smoke. ‘Jesus, all I did was have a drink with a girl by the pool.’

         ‘Yes, that LaTour woman. I heard. Stay away from her, Clay.’

         Clay sat a moment, quiet, thought about this. Then he said: ‘Didn’t tell her a thing, Nils.’

         ‘Good. And stay clear of the Mövenpick. That’s an order. The management called me about your little altercation in the lobby. They are very unhappy that our people are engaging in “unruly behaviour”, as they call it.’

         ‘It was nothing, Nils.’

         ‘So you don’t deny it.’

         ‘Why should I? It was after hours. It’s none of the company’s business.’

         ‘Nothing, you say, Straker? The man you assaulted worked for one of our contractors. He was flown to hospital in Europe this morning with a broken arm and a fractured jaw, for God’s sake.’

         Clay said nothing.

         132‘You’re lucky he’s not pressing charges.’

         ‘He’s the lucky one,’ said Clay.

         Karila frowned. ‘Why do you have to be so difficult?’ He sighed. ‘Just remember what I said. We’re counting on you.’

         Clay leaned forward and grabbed Karila’s wrist. ‘And Abdulkader is counting on you.’

         The Finn’s cigarette butt fell to the floor. It glowed there, browning the tile. Karila looked at Clay’s hand on his wrist, then back up at Clay. ‘I said I’d do what I could.’

         Clay let go.

         Karila stood, crushed the cigarette with a twist of his shoe, gathered up the bottle and the glasses, and stood up. ‘Trust me on this, Straker,’ he said. Then he turned and disappeared into the hallway.

         Clay closed the door, walked over to the window, opened the whisky and swigged a mouthful, and then another, trying to wash the cloying taste from his mouth. Trust. He put the bottle down and walked down the hall to the communications room. It was empty. He picked up the sat phone receiver and punched in a number.

         ‘It’s Clay Straker.’ The satellite connection hissed and warbled behind the echo of his voice. ‘What are you doing this weekend?’ he said. ‘I need to talk to you. It’s important.’
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            In Paradise

         

         Clay woke early the next morning, the city still shrouded in sea mist, the streets empty. He dressed, threw a water bottle into his pack, checked his wallet and passport, locked the door to his room, and walked down the guesthouse stairs. He was opening the front door when Atef called his name.

         The big Egyptian was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, his hands covered in flour. ‘Telephone, Mister Clay.’

         Clay looked at his watch. Not yet six o’clock.

         ‘Here, in my kitchen.’

         Clay closed the door and followed Atef into the kitchen. The air was thick with the smell of yeast, dough, rising bread. Atef handed him a flour-patched receiver.

         ‘Clay Straker here.’

         ‘You wanted to know about Champard.’ The line was bad, the voice hollow.

         ‘Who is this?’

         ‘Look, I don’t have long.’

         ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘It wasn’t Al Shams who killed Thierry.’

         Clay said nothing, waited.

         ‘November 30th. That’s the day Thierry was killed.’ As if he could forget. ‘Check the personnel records, Straker, the accounts.’

         He could hear the Southern accent. ‘Jim, is that you?’

         ‘Dig, Straker.’

         ‘Who killed him?’

         134‘I don’t know. But it wasn’t Al Shams. Figure it out, Straker. But do it fast. They’re on to you.’

         ‘Why was he killed?’

         The line hissed. Clay could hear breathing at the other end. ‘Don’t let them do to you what they’ve done to me.’

         ‘Do what? What are they doing?’

         ‘Someone’s coming. I’ve gotta go.’ The line went dead.

         Clay stood for a moment, receiver in hand. Atef was watching him, sleeves rolled up over thick forearms, kneading a big lump of dough. ‘OK, Mister Clay?’

         ‘Tammam,’ he replied, unsteady. He replaced the handset in its cradle on the wall. ‘Did you know Champard, Atef?’

         ‘Oh yes, Mister Clay. A very nice man, a good man. Always polite. When he stayed with us here he always left money for the staff. Very sad what happened to him.’ The cook thrust a freshly baked croissant and a steaming mug of coffee into his hands. ‘Before you go,’ he said.

         By early morning Clay had left the wide sweeping Southern plains behind and came into the fertile uplands of Ta’izz. It was just outside of Ad Dimnah that he first noticed it: a white Pajero, newish, with a dented front quarter-panel, tracking behind. At first, he paid it no attention. But as other vehicles came and went, the Pajero followed like a faithful dog, falling back as the miles clicked by and then surging closer again, always behind. An hour later he was in the mountains, the country here green, terraced from valley to peak, the narrow road twisting through mountain passes with purple rivers and foam-white rapids threading through the dark volcanic rock far below, the Pajero still following.

         A road block just outside Ibb slowed traffic to a walk for miles in both directions. Clay inched along behind a dilapidated Toyota Hi-Lux heaped with fresh vegetables and sacks of grain. The vehicles in front stopped. He waited. After a while he killed the engine and got out to have a look. Ahead, every vehicle was being pulled over and searched. Soldiers swarmed over big eighteen-wheelers, opening 135cargo containers, inspecting documents. Two tanks, an armoured personnel carrier and a dozen heavily armed soldiers watched over the scene, weapons ready.

         He glanced back along the queue and caught sight of the Pajero six cars back. Glare on the windscreen obscured any view of the driver. Zdravko usually drove a new-model black Land Rover, but that meant nothing. He could readily have switched vehicles to disguise himself. If it was him back there, Clay could use the roadblock delay between them – five vehicles to be inspected, five drivers to be questioned – to get a head start and hide in the hinterland off the main road. He considered strolling back along the queue to get a clear view of the driver, but thought better of it, got back into Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser.

         After a while, the queue moved forward. Clay started the engine, moved a few more car-lengths towards the road block. Another halt, longer this time. Again, he shut down the engine, got out, leaned against the Land Cruiser’s passenger door, and looked up along the line of vehicles towards the makeshift roadside village festering around the checkpoint. He glanced over his shoulder. The Pajero was still there, a lone figure behind the wheel, a dark shape through the glare. Clay looked at his watch. An hour wasted here already, an hour he didn’t have.

         He was about to get back in the car when a detonation split the air, loud and close. Clay’s knees gave way autonomously, pure reflex. Before he had time to register the noise, he was on the ground. Adrenaline burst through his heart, pounded into his feet and hands. Up ahead, more gun shots, two quick pops, a shout, the death rattle of an AK, then silence.

         Clay looked up. Soldiers emerged from huts, clambered down from the tank, and gathered around one of the vehicles. Clay stood, brushing the dirt from his clothes. He watched as the soldiers pulled two men from the vehicle. They were limp, their clothes covered in blood. The unfortunates were dragged through the dirt and deposited at the roadside to lie open-mouthed with the rest of the 136detritus, the plastic bags, the animal carcasses, the rotting scraps and peels, the hulks and husks. Another man was marched away at gunpoint by two soldiers. His hands were tied behind his back and he was bareheaded. He slowed, stopped. The soldiers were shouting, pushing him forward. The man stumbled, fell to the ground. Unable to break his fall he rolled side-on to take the impact on his shoulder. One of the soldiers grabbed him by the back of his shirt and hauled him to his feet, pushing him along with the butt of his weapon. Clay watched the man disappear into a sandbagged bunker. Soldiers pushed the bullet-riddled car to the side of the road.

         Finally, almost two hours after joining the queue, he reached the barrier and was directed to the side of the road. He offered his papers to an officer in a camouflaged jumpsuit and black beret.

         The officer leaned in through the open window and scanned the inside of the car with flicking, nervous eyes.

         ‘What is your business here?’ asked the officer in English, staring at Clay’s passport, the smell of booze heavy on his breath.

         ‘Inshallah, I am going to Sana’a to visit a friend.’

         ‘Get out of the car.’

         Clay drew breath, held the air in his lungs, then let it go. It took ten or eleven long seconds. Then he opened the door and stepped down onto the smashed rubble of the shoulder.

         The officer’s head tilted back as Clay stood to his full height. His eyes narrowed and he took two full steps back, his hand reaching for his holstered sidearm. ‘What are you doing in Yemen?’ he said.

         ‘Petro-Tex,’ said Clay. That was usually enough.

         The officer nodded, waving two bare-headed conscripts forward. The youths started going through the Land Cruiser, flinging open doors, peering under seats.

         ‘It is not a good time to travel,’ said the officer. ‘The border may close at any time.’

         ‘Border?’

         ‘Inshallah, not.’ The officer flipped through Clay’s passport, looked at the photo page. ‘However, I suggest you turn back.’

         137‘It is only for a short time.’

         ‘Go back. And consider leaving Yemen soon.’

         ‘Sir, may I ask a favour?’

         The officer put his hands on his hips, mulled this over. It was probably the first time he had heard that one today.

         ‘May I take something from the car?’

         ‘Please,’ said the officer. ‘Slowly.’

         Clay stepped to the car, reached under the seat, pulled out a plastic bag containing two bottles of Jack Daniels and handed it to the officer.

         The officer took the bag, looked inside. He stood a moment examining the contents. Then he closed the bag, looked up along the road and back, put the bag at his feet. ‘I hope the one you will visit in Sana’a is a good friend,’ said the officer. ‘There will be many checkpoints.’

         Clay grinned. ‘Inshallah, she will become a very good friend.’

         The officer looked up, smiled. ‘If you wish to return South, do not stay more than one day in Sana’a.’

         Clay jutted his chin towards the bullet-riddled car at the side of the road. ‘What happened?’

         ‘Southern extremists trying to come North. They killed one of my men.’

         Clay frowned.

         ‘He is in paradise.’

         
      ‘Al hamdillulah.’
    

         The officer flicked up an eyebrow, stood staring at Clay. Then he repeated the invocation, thanking God. ‘Go,’ he barked, handing Clay back his passport, waving to the guards to raise the barrier.

         ‘Shukran.’ Clay started the Land Cruiser, and put it in gear. ‘The white Pajero, six back,’ he called to the officer as the Land Cruiser started to roll forward. ‘You may want to check it.’ Before the officer had a chance to react, Clay was through the barrier and accelerating down the road towards Sana’a.
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            No Shortage of Bastards

         

         It was almost dusk when he reached the hotel. It was one of the last old Yemeni establishments left in the city. Not far from the Bab Al Yemen gate – where only yesterday, according to one of the truck drivers he had met on the road from Ta’izz, a thief’s hand had been amputated and hung from the stone arch – the four-storey whitewashed funduq stood serene within its ten-acre walled garden, an oasis. The gate guard hinged the steel panel door aside and Clay steered Abdulkader’s Land Cruiser into the compound. The tyres crunched and popped along the winding gravel drive. King palms towered overhead, ancient. Birds darted among the woody acacias. He parked in front of the main entrance and turned off the engine.

         The hotel seemed to have been sculpted rather than built, the alabaster mortar smoothed and layered on by hand over soft mud, artisanal. There was not a corner or edge to be seen. Inside, the lobby was cool, the blue tile-work floor like a glacial pond under a carved roof of ice. A spiral stairway, the steps hewn and polished from the same compound, swirled away to the upper parts of the palace. A portrait of Crown Prince Muhammad al-Badr, the last Imam of Yemen, hung from the near wall. Defiance shone from the canvas.

         ‘You’re late.’ She stood at the bottom of the stairway in a floor-length robe, black with embroidered edges, flowers red and yellow. Her hair was swept back under a diaphanous black headscarf. His pulse took a jump.

         ‘Beautiful,’ he said.

         She smiled.

         139‘You live here?’

         ‘I know the owners, a very old Yemen family.’

         He looked down at his dust-covered trousers and boots. ‘Sorry it took me so long,’ he said. ‘You’d think there was a war on.’

         ‘Soon there might be.’ She stepped towards him and offered her hand. It was soft and cool, like a child’s. ‘Come,’ she said, pulling him towards the stairs. ‘I booked you a room. How long can you stay?’

         ‘Just tonight. I can’t risk getting stuck here if war does break out.’

         Rania frowned. ‘I wanted to show you Sana’a.’

         ‘Maybe next time.’

         ‘If there is a next time.’ She smiled. Pale enamel flashed between glossed lips.

         He washed and changed and met her on the third-floor balcony that overlooked the gardens. Beyond the ataxia of Sana’a’s rooftops, barren olivine and iron oxide cliffs hulked in the late afternoon heat. A waiter brought tea and departed. They were alone.

         ‘I was followed,’ he said, unscrewing the cap of his hip flask. ‘I think I lost him at the checkpoint near Ibb.’

         ‘You are a popular man right now, it seems.’

         He fortified his tea, offered her some.

         ‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘I don’t drink.’

         Of course she didn’t. He slipped the flask back into his pocket. ‘Look Rania, I know it was sudden, but I need to talk to you. You said you wanted information. Well, I’ve seen something, witnessed something.’

         She was alert now, her reporter’s antennae fully deployed.

         He tried to describe it, stumbled. He reached into his pocket and placed an exposed roll of 35-millimetre film on the table. ‘It’s all there,’ he whispered. He hadn’t dared have the film developed.

         She looked down at the yellow-and-black film canister but did not touch it. ‘The government has already blamed it on Al Shams.’

         ‘That’s bullshit. Have a look for yourself. The Army was there.’ He paused, considering what he would say next. ‘So was the security 140guy from Petro-Tex. The men who did the shooting weren’t Yemenis, Rania. They looked like Yemenis, but they were speaking another language; it sounded like Turkish, but it wasn’t.’

         ‘Pashtun,’ she said.

         Clay looked at her, a question.

         ‘Afghans.’

         ‘Here in Yemen?’

         ‘Al Qaeda. The government is inviting them in, offering them safe haven. In return, Al Qaeda moonlights doing Saleh’s dirty work.’

         ‘I thought the PSO were the presidential dirt-baggers.’

         ‘The PSO runs Al Qaeda in Yemen; Ansar Al-Sharia they call it.’

         Clay leaned back and took a deep breath. ‘But then why is the PSO questioning me about Al Shams, while accusing him of being Ansar Al-Sharia? It doesn’t make sense.’

         Rania looked over her shoulder and leaned in close. ‘When the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, Al Shams was one of thousands of Yemenis who answered the call of jihad. In the early eighties he became a mujahideen, fighting the godless Marxist infidel. Ten years ago he was badly wounded. After a long convalescence in a Pakistani hospital, he returned to Yemen and became the head of Ansar Al-Sharia. That’s what my sources tell me. But two years ago, he went rogue, and now the PSO wants him dead.’

         Clay took a shallow breath, looked up at the newly risen crescent moon, its point plunged deep into the blackened ridge. He and Al Shams had been fighting the same enemy – the communists – at the same time, on different continents. ‘He’s threatening to kill my friend.’

         ‘Just as he killed another Petro-Tex employee last year.’

         ‘Champard.’ Jim’s warning echoed in his head.

         ‘Yes. A French national.’

         ‘I know. I was there.’

         Rania gasped, breathed out between pursed lips. ‘You.’

         ‘They almost got me, too.’

         ‘I reported the story. It was very big news in France. Yemenis who 141saw the explosion told me that there was another foreigner there, but no one I spoke to in Petro-Tex seemed to know anything about it. About you. You were, are, my missing witness.’

         ‘I was sent home on the next flight out, told to keep quiet.’

         Rania bit down on her lower lip. ‘What happened that day, Clay?’

         He told her.

         ‘Was it a car bomb, an RPG?’

         He’d asked himself that question a thousand times. ‘I didn’t see or hear any kind of projectile. It wasn’t that.’ He knew the sound too well. ‘Thierry never turned the engine off, just kept it idling while I got out. So it couldn’t have been ignition-activated.’

         ‘Remote control detonation.’

         She knew her stuff. ‘That’s my best guess,’ he said. ‘The bomb must have been planted in the vehicle before we left the office that day.’

         ‘And they waited until you were out and safely away.’

         Clay’s heart stopped, restarted. He hadn’t ever considered this.

         ‘Why were you spared, Clay? Do you have any idea?’

         ‘Jesus. No. None.’ Not luck, after all. Determinism.

         Rania sipped her tea, looked out over the city.

         ‘How did they know it was Al Shams?’ he said.

         ‘He claimed responsibility. And, ever since, Petro-Tex has been putting pressure on governments here and abroad to act against the terrorists.’ Rania sipped her tea, replaced the glass on the table, and smoothed down her robe.

         ‘Al Shams told me himself that he didn’t do it.’

         Rania looked at him sidelong, surprise in her eyes. ‘Do you trust him, after what he has done?’

         He didn’t know what to think. There was something about the man. Despite everything, there was honour in him, that was clear – a hopeless, outgunned, surrounded honour that resonated with Clay, defied his anger. He said nothing.

         ‘If I were you I would be very careful, Clay. Don’t mention what you have seen at Bawazir to anyone – not yet anyway – especially 142not to your Petro-Tex colleagues. These are very dangerous people.’ She scooped up the film canister and put it into his hand. ‘And hold on to this.’

         There was a rap on the shutters and the waiter appeared at the veranda doorway. Rania stood and walked over to where he stood. A brief conversation ensued. She closed the louvered door and returned to the divan. ‘I hope you’re hungry. I’ve asked them to bring up some food.’

         He told her about Al Urush, about the boy Mohamed and his harp of spokes, of the lost sample and his suspicion of a link between the oilfield operations and the illnesses. He told her about Al Shams’ warnings, about his confrontation with Karila and Parnell’s threats, Abdulkader’s misfortune.

         ‘If I were you, I would be very wary of Vance Parnell,’ she said. ‘He has, how should I say, a history.’

         Clay looked into her eyes, waited for her to continue.

         ‘Three years ago, he was dismissed from an American multinational’s Thai operations. He had been caught bribing high-level Thai government officials using money from a special corporate account. When the story hit the Thai press, the company made Parnell the scapegoat. A few months later he showed up in Jakarta, this time with one of the European oil and gas majors, divorced and in debt. Within weeks he was the victim of a car bombing, supposedly in retaliation for previous indiscretions. He survived, but was badly burned and spent months in hospital. He went back to work, but within a year was fired for assaulting a local employee. Apparently he took a baseball bat to one of the houseboys, almost killing him. After that, none of the big multinational oil companies would touch him. He arrived in Yemen shortly afterwards as GM for Petro-Tex. There is more, of course. Trouble follows this man like the plague.’

         ‘Or he follows it.’ That’s why we pay you. Clay breathed deep.

         She was quiet for a long time, looking out over the city as the sky atomised.

         After a while she said: ‘How serious is the illness?’

         143‘Serious enough: dozens of children suffering the same symptoms. I’m told there have been miscarriages.’ He thought of the girl in the village, the despair in her eyes as she watched her baby burn.

         ‘What is causing it, Clay?’

         ‘The villagers say it’s something in the air, but the more I think about it the more I figure it’s the water. That would explain the kids getting sick and not the adults. With their lower body mass, and more frequent exposure, ingested toxins would have a greater and more immediate effect. But there is no obvious source, and higher salt content alone wouldn’t cause the symptoms we’re seeing.’

         The increase in salinity could be natural, of course, a consequence of the drought that the region had been experiencing for over a decade. Others could be to blame: farmers over-pumping the shallow coastal aquifers for irrigation. There was no way to know for sure without extensive fieldwork – aquifer testing, sampling, lots more chemical analysis. Most of the time all you had were a few bits of scattered data, a coarse idea of the geology, and a gut feel. And at the moment, his guts were in turmoil. He leaned back into the cushions and combed his fingers through his hair.

         ‘You could ask them to let you test the air and the water,’ she said.

         ‘I tried. They’re not interested. They say they’re too far away to have any effect.’

         ‘In that case, they have no need to worry. The tests would come out negative.’

         ‘They are afraid, Rania. They don’t want to know.’

         She leaned closer. He could smell the perfume in her hair. ‘And Al Shams?’

         ‘He wants me to find out what’s causing the illness.’ Clay looked up at the moon, clear now of the hills, angry Mars strobing retrograde in the twilight. ‘I have five more days to do it. If I don’t, he kills my friend. Does that sound like Al Qaeda to you?’

         ‘Kidnapping and murder? Actually yes, it does.’

         ‘I mean the motive, Rania. He just seems to want a fair shake for his people.’

         144She clenched her jaw and looked away. ‘You sympathise with him?’

         ‘I just want to get my friend out of there.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to the regulators, Rania. I’m going to ask the Environmental Affairs Ministry to look into it, officially.’

         A cold front passed across her face. ‘If you do, you are putting yourself at grave risk. The PSO will know that you are agitating. They will accuse you of working for Al Shams. Besides, the ministries are all controlled by Saleh.’

         He stared out at the darkening city. ‘My contact in the environment ministry is a good man. He’s corrupt, he’s venal, but underneath I know he cares. With the regulators involved, Petro-Tex will at least be forced to acknowledge the issue, and Al Shams will know that I’m trying. It might make the difference for Abdulkader.’

         Rania bit her lip, said nothing.

         ‘Someone’s got to do something, Rania.’

         She was quiet a long while, sat twirling a cord of her hair between slender fingers. ‘What proof do you have?’

         ‘Right now, not much. A few samples, nothing definitive.’

         ‘You know what will happen if Petro-Tex finds out you’re trying to implicate them, don’t you?’

         ‘I’ll never work in the oil industry again.’

         ‘Or worse.’

         ‘I’ve had enough of the bullshit, Rania.’

         ‘You could quit. Leave Yemen.’

         ‘I could. They’d just get some other bastard to take my place. Nothing would change.’

         ‘No shortage of bastards, then.’

         ‘Definitely not.’ Clay looked into her eyes, reached for her hands, took them in his. ‘Look, Rania, I’m not going to walk away from Abulkader. I have to find out what’s going on. The best chance I have is from inside Petro-Tex. I need your help.’

         She looked away, across the rooftops.

         ‘There’s a story here, Rania. A good one.’

         ‘Without proof, there is nothing.’

         145‘What about the massacre? The photos?’

         ‘Ten locals killed in a gun battle in Yemen is hardly news, Clay. You know that. Besides, how does it tie in with the sickness? Publishing those photos alone will just add weight to the government’s stance, that it was Al Shams’ doing. That is not going to change anything, assuming of course that he was not behind it.’
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