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When the sky is torn


When the stars are shattered


When the seas are poured forth


When the tombs are bust open


Then a soul will know what it has given


And what it has held back


The Holy Qu’ran, Sura 82: 1–5
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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.


A 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 examining 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.


Clay 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 banknotes 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, he’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.


From 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 air 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.’


Clay 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.


Clay 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.
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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 light 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.


The 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, he 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 between 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.’


Clay 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 if 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.


Clay 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 of 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, swimming 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.


Clay 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.


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


Soon, the heat would come, crushing everything.
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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.’


Clay 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.


Al 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.


Clay 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.’


Al 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 do 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.


Clay 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.


He 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 of 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 mashayikh’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 the 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.


‘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 whispered 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.



















[image: ]





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 both 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 to 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 the 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 the 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, frogs 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.


‘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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