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For days a thick fog lingered over Casablanca, unusual even in the wet season along the Atlantic coast. In addition, the carcass of a gutted sheep was found at the Grand Mosque in the old medina. Then, on Christmas Day, the body of a European was discovered in the city’s Park of the Arab League, his mangled limbs wrapped around the base of a tall palm tree. There was also the wild and profane dance of a local official’s wife—a whirling dervish in a trance—on the steps of the Art Deco-styled Cathedral of the Sacred Heart. This public display of unbridled sensuality shocked even the most sophisticated city-dwellers. 

In Morocco, some speculated that the arrest two decades ago of former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s witch, a beautiful Moroccan, had opened the doors to the unseen world. They also spoke of djinn in the Central Market and, in particular, about the inexplicable appearance of a genie in the form of a two-headed jackal that, reportedly, chased shopkeepers and customers around the crowded open-air stalls before suddenly vanishing.

But the more rational, French-educated citizens dismissed the sightings as evidence of mass hysteria, not unusual in some Muslim countries. Still, most Moroccans could not explain the untimely arrival of the cherqui—a hot, dry wind off the Sahara desert—on Christmas morning, dispelling the pervasive fog for precisely three hours until the conclusion of Sunday church services for the small number of Christians in the country, when cold marine air moved back onshore.

That event sent a steady stream of pilgrims to the marabout of Sidi Abderrahman. Located on a barren rock in the Atlantic south of Casablanca, the tomb of the revered holy man became an unlikely meeting ground for skeptical but curious Moroccans, as well as those devout Muslims afflicted with incurable disorders or in bondage to evil spirits. Then too, many sought fortunetellers and fakirs for reassurance and faith healing, while local Berber artisans, far from their ancestral homes in the Atlas Mountains, engaged in a brisk trade, selling hand-crafted silver charms for protection against the spells of Islamic magicians.

These stories from a local newspaper filled my head as my father, Frank Hayden, downshifted a BMW R1200GS motorcycle and parked at a curb by the New Medina in the Quartier Habbous, a thriving and chaotic shopping district in the city of four million. As I flipped up the visor on my helmet and climbed off the passenger seat, I took in the amazing variety of people; many were dressed in colorful robes, some were wearing European-style clothing. My ears picked up the sounds of spoken French, along with those conversing in Arabic, a language I’d heard during two tours as a Marine in the Middle East, though most of my combat duty had been in Afghanistan, a country where Pashtun was usually spoken.

I had arrived in Casablanca two days earlier to spend Christmas break with my dad who, based in Morocco, now made a living as a freelance photographer. 

“Okay, Jamie,” Frank Hayden said, after unfastening his white full-face helmet. “We’re at the copper and brass souk. Metalwork products are made and sold here. Let’s have a look around.” He held up his helmet. “Carry it with you or it’ll be stolen.”

I’d expected Morocco to be hot and sunny, as it had been on my previous visits. For years I’d watched old videos of the Paris-Dakar off-road motorcycle races as fast riders crashed and persevered in the rocky plains and sand dunes of the Sahara until terrorism in North Africa had sent the endurance series to South America. In fact, the weather here this time wasn’t so different from Seattle in autumn—cool and rainy, with occasional fog.

Dad wore khaki chinos, a maroon wool sweater and a waist-length leather jacket. I was dressed in my favorite jeans, a black, hooded sweatshirt and a lined, navy blue windbreaker. Although I still felt cold, after months patrolling in the high, snow-covered mountains of Afghanistan, I’d never admit it here. At 5’11” and 175 pounds, the most obvious difference with my father was his extra 20 pounds and his hair, which was salt and pepper and cut short. Mine was blond and “longish,” as dad tactfully put it. No more “jarhead” hair cuts for me, not five years removed from my days in the Corps. Even at 27 and thirty years younger, people were struck by the physical resemblance we shared. Strangers pointed out that we could be body doubles—at different ages—for a famous American actor, an observation that may have been true but wasn’t much fun to hear anymore.

As we entered an arched arcade by the metalworker’s noisy bazaar, we passed into the carpet souk where what must’ve been hundreds of knotted and woven carpets hanging in the walkways, creating a riot of colors and patterns. I had a talent for observation, so much so that I’d served as spotter for a Marine sniper. I now paid attention to things that interested me more than human targets. And I was plenty interested in learning about my dad’s world. 

“I wish Mom was here,” I said. “She’d like it a lot.”

His father swallowed hard. “Yeah son, it’s rough, our first Christmas without her.” 

Around the corner was a mosque and, nearby, a coffee shop, adding the strong aroma of Turkish blend to the exotic smells of the market, especially the sweet scent given off by the mint tea Casablancans favored. Then we were into the Souk el-Attarine, the spice and perfume market, where baskets of cooking spices filled the heavy air with rich and distinctive aromas.

Mom would have loved this, I thought. She was—had been, he reminded himself—a very talented cook.  Cloves, red peppers, ginger, cinnamon, saffron, cumin and coriander were offered for sale. While I couldn’t read the signs in Arabic, fortunately, most were also in French. Because my mother was French-Canadian—born in Montreal—I had absorbed her language before starting school.

Then a small man in a beige suit entered an apothecary shop and I noticed my father’s eyes following him.  “What is it, Dad? You know him?”

Frank Hayden said, “Wait here.”

I shook my head. “I can take care of myself.”

“I know that,” he countered, and cracked a smile. “Once a Marine, always a Marine. Just stay back a few paces, okay?”

The inside of the store smelled musty. Glass jars containing herbs and animal parts were stacked up to the ceiling on dust-covered shelves. At a long wooden counter, a bearded man in a dark robe was bent over a chart of astrological signs and numbers. He reached behind and brought down a pair of jars with what appeared to be a dried chameleon and pickled reptiles. In a blend of French and Arabic he explained to a customer that the bits of animals, together with the recitation of verses from the Koran, would counter a sorcerer’s spells—sufficient to ward off the evil eye at work, to render a cold-hearted wife loving again, or to remove the curse of a donkey-tailed female spirit from the nights of a tormented man.

As I looked around, drawing on my training in surveillance, I squeezed through a narrow aisle of cages containing crows, hedgehogs and turtles, all condemned to spend their final days at the herbalist’s. If I’d had enough money, I would’ve bought their freedom. But my internet influencer role on motorcycles, sporting goods—in particular, snowboards, skateboards, mountain bikes and wilderness camping and survival—wasn’t yet bringing in more than enough to cover rent,food and gas and oil for my two-stroke dirtbike. Additional income, still insufficient to afford a girlfriend, came from work on the side for a private detective agency in Seattle that specialized in crimes involving the supernatural. 

Helping Toby Israel and Josh Savage, a fellow Afghan vet, chase down reports of ghosts and vampires was challenging, but did not provide a regular paycheck or the kind of money that allowed for living in high-cost Seattle. In fact, the lease on my small apartment was almost up and the rent had increased, so I was probably going to have to move out of the city and find a place in a small town. Josh was living with his wife in a trailer court; that alone  should tip people off to the financial problems faced by private eyes. So, regretfully, I had to walk past the unlucky animals.

“Sorry guys,” I said, and went out the back door.
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“Bonjour, Frank Hayden. Comment allez-vous?”

The speaker stood by a rickety table where an old woman in a woolen shawl was laying out cards with twisted and gnarled hands, her wrinkled palms painted in dark patterns.

“The cards see everything.” She smiled a toothless grin. “Your fortune for a few coins?” 

“I don’t believe in luck,” Frank told her, setting a five dirham coin on the table, and turned to the man who had called his name. “Ben Barka, what brings you here?”

“Business, what else?”  The speaker was stocky, built like a wrestler. A couple inches shorter than me, he had a large head, dark hair and mustache, with heavy eyebrows. He appeared ready to shake my hand or break my arm, depending on his mood. Right now, he was the picture of hospitality. 

“I’m busy today,” Frank said. “What do you want?”

Barka winced, held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I know you are trying to find a guy and I know where he is, Mr. Hayden. Do we understand each other now?”

Frank Hayden stepped close, lowered his voice. “Don’t jerk me around. You screwed me over last time.”

“You got your money back,” Barka protested.

“Minus a fat commission. All for nothing.”

Barka shrugged his shoulders, straining the seams of his tan wool sport coat. Although his neck was mostly covered by a heavy black turtleneck, a scar was visible, running up to his chin. “I’m a businessman. There were unavoidable expenses.”  He shifted his gaze.  “This must be your son! Welcome to Morocco! Like his father, a dead ringer for one of my favorite film stars. That fishing movie in Montana—cowboy country—was a cinematic masterpiece. And his role in the ‘Ocean’s’ movies...”

Frank sighed. “This is Mr. Ben Barka.”

The Moroccan squeezed my hand hard but I didn’t flinch. Never show weakness, the Corps had taught.  “So, Mr. Barka, what kind of business are you in?”

“Curiosity, that’s good.” The Moroccan scratched his nose. “You could say I specialize in arranging things.”  

“He’s a fixer, son.”

“Exactly,” Barka agreed. “You will find the short man examining items at Juba’s stall. There is no charge for this information. I hope that makes us even.”

The alley led to the rue Taroudant, Casablanca’s black magic emporium. A dust-filled fog crept through the stone archways, obscuring much of the medina. Still, it was obvious by the appearance of their clothes that the shoppers were poor. The colorful jellabas of the goldsmith souk gave way to the rural burnous, a long hooded cloak woven of heavier-weight wool that held off the cold in the snow-capped Atlas Mountains.

The air smelled of charcoal fires, human sweat and the dung left by donkeys, the usual beasts of burden in this workingman’s quarter. There was also the fragrant, spiced aroma of cooked sausages, called merguez. I’d eaten only croissants and juice for breakfast; so much for the benefits of Morocco’s decades as a French Protectorate.

“I’m hungry,” I said.

“Still a lousy father. Some things never change.”

“Don’t ever say that,” I corrected him.

“You inherited a spirit of kindness from your mother.”  He shifted his helmet to his left hand.  “Trust me, being a tough guy is a phony way to live.”

“Do you trust Mr.Barka?”

“Only if I’m paying more than the competition.”

“What exactly is a fixer in this country?”

“If you need to talk to someone in Morocco, he’ll set up a meeting. If you need to lose someone, he’ll make it happen. If you need to find something or someone, he’ll help you. For a price.”  Frank Hayden lit an unfiltered  Gauloise. “He’s not a friend, Jamie. Stay away from him.”

Near a bridge, snake charmers lifted cobras out of baskets, while fakirs solicited alms, relying on the Islamic obligation to give. On the opposite side of the narrow dirt road, a tattered canvas tarp had been strung over tall wooden poles, sheltering a long table covered with silver objects. A bearded man in a light brown burnous beckoned us over to inspect his wares.

There were bangles and necklaces and brooches—for securing women’s veils—and a pair of curved Koumiya daggers. The hours spent reading a travel guide on Morocco during the long cross country and transatlantic flights was paying off.  I understood that the rings on the sheaths were for attaching knives to leather belts. There were also several silver Hands of Fatima, a charm popular in Islamic countries.

The stallkeeper picked up one of the charms. “Just the thing to keep you safe,” he said in French, revealing bad teeth.

“You’re Juba?”

“Allah is great. Yes, I am Juba.”

“Everyone smokes in Morocco.” Dad offered the light blue pack of Gauloises to the stallkeeper, who immediately tapped one out and lit it. “A question for you, Juba. What would someone be doing in a Muslim cemetery at night?”

The Berber, one of an ancient people in Morocco, scratched his gray beard. “Truly, it is a mystery. Nothing good can come from it.” He pushed forward a Hand of Fatima, named after the Prophet Mohammed’s daughter. “You should buy this charm for yourself. I will give you a very good price.”

“A cemetery in the dark?”  Dad repeated.

“My cousin, Ismail, is groundskeeper at the Chellah Necropolis. It grieves him that visitors pluck the white trumpets of the datura trees.”

“For the belladonna, an alkaloid favored by sorcerers and psychedelic drug users,” Frank Hayden explained.

Juba flicked ash off his cigarette. “We have no grave robbers in this bountiful country. Besides, the hours of daylight...they are sufficient for the living to visit.”

“Have you seen this man?” The senior Hayden pulled a small photograph from his jacket.

Juba studied the picture. “An Arab, with fine features...feminine even.”

“With a false eye. Does that help?”

“A person with money. No need for magic.”

“Lots of people are superstitious.” A twenty dirham note appeared on the table.

The Berber scooped up the bill. “I cannot lie. Maybe such an individual passed by today.”

I spotted a black patch attached to an elastic band on the ground under the table. “The one you’re looking for has a glass eye?” I held out the patch.  

“Aziz,” Frank said quietly, and pocketed the cloth patch. “I want you to stand across the road. If anyone touches you, hit him with your helmet.”

“But dad—’’

“Do as I say!” 

Slowly I backed away, and that’s when I saw a man with a pock-marked face lunge forward with a shiny blade appearing from a fold in the man’s dark cloak, a wavy-bladed dagger which he slid under my father’s jacket.

Instinctively, I stepped forward and swung my motorcycle helmet down on the assailant’s head, knocking the man off his feet. Then I felt sharp metal graze my right side and, pivoting, lashed out with the helmet again. But a second attacker, wearing a blue robe, ducked underneath, and stabbed my father in the back before disappearing into the rapidly-growing crowd. I  looked at where the first knife-wielder had fallen, but he was gone.

“No ambulances, no police. We’ve got to leave the area,” my dad gasped and, dropping his helmet, took hold of my arm and, leaning on me, limped away from the stall. “At the road, wave down a taxi.”

“We’re going to a hospital?”

“Tell him to take us to Delon’s.”  Frank Hayden stumbled at the bridge, caught himself on the stone railing. “He’ll know what that means.”
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Delon’s clinic was something of an institution amongst old North Africa hands—Foreign Legionnaires, intelligence service operatives, guns-for-hire, smugglers, con artists and mercenaries—anyone who preferred anonymity over the latest medical technology in Casablanca’s finest hospitals.  Within that circle of outsiders the ex-pat Belgian physician was well-regarded for his remarkable skill at extracting bullets and patching up holes. Then too, his customary neglect at reporting such wounds was appreciated. In short, Dr. Delon’s ability to successfully treat traumatic injuries made his clinic on a side street off Boulevard Mohammed V the place to go when keeping a low profile was essential.

It should also be noted that his files were shockingly incomplete and archaic, consisting mostly of hand-written notes kept in dog-eared manila folders, while his Gallic scrawl was virtually indecipherable. Nevertheless, all who received treatment agreed that he looked the part of the trusted physician. In his early sixties, of medium height and build, he retained a full head of hair—now silver—and in spite of his age and heavy workload, bore himself with an erect posture. 

As for personal vices, he was a chain-smoker. The poison of choice were French cigarettes—in total, three packs a day of harsh, unfiltered Gauloises. Despite the smokes no longer being produced in France, Delon accepted that a Gauloises made in Poland was better than any alternative; although, Gitanes wasn’t too bad in a pinch.

As a kind of footnote, it should be added that some Moroccan officials in the Ministry of Health were aware of irregularities in Delon’s practice but found it useful to look the other way. On occasion, the doctor carried out emergency procedures for members of their families when admission to a public or private hospital might have resulted in embarrassing publicity. Additionally, his willingness to diagnose and, as needed, dispense antibiotics to the city’s women of the night earned him special affection from that group of workers; notably, his failure to contact the public health authorities.

“Dr. Delon,” I cried out, and half-carried my father from the taxi.

The fog was thicker now and the side street near the port of Casablanca was deserted. The clinic’s door opened and a white-coated gentleman emerged, followed by a young woman in a long black skirt, also wearing a lab coat. As the taxi sped off they helped my father into the ground floor waiting room.

“Tell me what happened,” the doctor said in heavily-accented English.

“We were in the New Medina. Two men attacked us with knives.”

“Soraya, prepare the exam room for Monsieur Hayden.” The doctor cast a glance me. “You are Frank Hayden’s son?”

“Yes, sir. He’s going to be all right, isn’t he?”

The examination room smelled of antiseptic, cleaning solution and cigarette smoke. The girl wheeled in a portable x-ray unit, her long dark hair tied in a ponytail. Slumping down onto a hard wooden chair, I put my head in my hands, my mind racing with images of the last half hour. Less than three days in Morocco and my only parent had been stabbed. For months I’d looked forward to the reunion, all the more since losing my mother to a pipe bomb at a bus stop in Jerusalem.

A few minutes later the doctor passed through a beaded curtain, holding up an x-ray. “Good news. Just soft tissue damage near the iliac crest. Some torn muscles, a nicked tendon, no major blood vessels punctured.”  He reached behind and brought out a black plastic, articulated back protector, nylon straps dangling free. “Lucky he was wearing this under his motorcycle jacket—useful for more than reducing the severity of injuries in a crash. His back was barely scratched.”

“How is he?”

“He needs rest. When Soraya finishes cleaning the hip wound, I’ll send him home with medication and instructions. You will stay with him?”

I nodded.

“How old are you, son?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“You could pass for twenty-one. An athlete?”

I got up and drew a paper cupful of water from a porcelain water fountain. “In winter, snowboarding and snowshoeing. Other seasons, I hike in the mountains near Seattle or ride my motorcycle. Sometimes I skateboard down hilly city streets.”

“No team sports? Football...as you say in America, soccer? No baseball or basketball?” Delon lit a cigarette and sucked hard on it.

“Coaches say I’m not a team player. Maybe they’re right.”

“What do they know?”

“In the Marines, we looked out for each other. In civilian life, I don’t see the percentages in it. It’s hard to trust people who are looking out for themselves.”

Delon gave a Gallic shrug. “Come, let’s check on your father.”

The girl was prepping a hypodermic. “For tetanus,” she explained in good English, “a booster shot.”

“Normally, I would suture the wound now, but this is different,” the doctor said. “The blade was jagged and, I suspect, allowed to rust on purpose. I believe his assailants meant to disable your father, not kill him.”

“He wasn’t bothering anyone.”

“What do you know of his line of work?”

“He’s a photographer.”

“And before that?”

“A government agency. All very confidential.”

“Overseas, no? Always away on a foreign assignment?” Delon gestured with his cigarette. “Have the police contacted you yet?”

“I can speak for myself, Doc,” Frank Hayden said weakly. “No cops on this one.”

“As you wish.” Delon sighed and picked up a folder. “Since you are becoming alert, my friend, allow me to add up the damage to your once healthy body. Another stab wound today makes eight altogether. One broken ankle, four cracked ribs, three bullet wounds, including that gaping tear in your left shoulder in Iraq, ’03.”

Frank said, “Time to step outside, son.”

“He needs to hear this, too” Delon insisted. “If he is old enough to help, he is old enough to know the truth.”

“Dad, what is he talking about?”

Frank Hayden sat up on the table while Soraya applied sterile bandages to the ragged cut and taped them. “You were a child when I was on a mission in Baghdad, a long time ago. I wanted to protect you from the ugliness.” His eyes went to Delon’s assistant.

“Don’t worry about her. I trust her with my life,” the doctor said.

Frank hesitated. “The Company I worked for never lets anyone go.”

“That’s why Mom left you?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“I think you two have much to discuss,” Delon said, and clasped his hands. “Frank, I want you to stay in your apartment and do nothing. Doctor’s orders. Can you do that?”

“Probably not,” he admitted, “but I’ll try.”

“Jamie, any signs of infection, call me at once. When the wound has drained and appears clear, I will stitch it up. For the next three days, he must take my pills. They are strong antibiotics. Okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“There is one more thing, Frank,” Delon said. “I did not mention your numerous bruises, lacerations and concussions. At this rate, you are destined to live someday as a cripple, confined to a wheelchair. The cumulative trauma you have endured takes a toll and that bill will be paid. Perhaps now is the time to give up the game.”

“I wasn’t looking for trouble today.”

“Of course not. One never does. It was simply an unprovoked assault.”

Frank Hayden glared at the physician.

“In your field, trouble will find you.”  The doctor crushed his cigarette in a Cinzano ashtray. “Go home, Monsieur Hayden. Take your son and go back to America.”

“That’s your medical advice?” Frank said.

“For you, nothing but the best.”
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Two hours later, I pushed open the clinic’s front door and stepped inside. “Where’s Dr. Delon?” 

A Moroccan woman stood by the receptionist’s desk, smoothing out her ankle-length, collarless red velvet kaftan.  “You have an appointment?” she said in French.

“Ma’am, I need to talk to the doctor right away.”

Soraya stepped from the exam room. “It’s all right, Mrs. Bennoun. I will take care of this.” She turned to Jamie. “Your father has developed a fever?”

I led her behind the curtain. “He’s gone. Disappeared. He sent me downstairs to lock up his motorcycle. When I got back to the apartment, the door was open, furniture turned over, books and papers scattered everywhere.”

She frowned. “I’m afraid Dr. Delon was called away on an emergency. He’s gone to Marrakesh and won’t be back until this evening.” She folded her arms and leaned against the counter. “You’re sure he didn’t just step out to get something and forgot to tell you?”

“After trashing his own apartment?”  

“So your father was abducted,” she whispered.

“I believe he was taken by the same bunch that went after him in the medina. They must’ve followed us.” He sighed. “I don’t know what to do now.”

“Call the police.”

I shook my head. “My dad doesn’t want the authorities involved.”

Soraya reached out, lifted my torn windbreaker and sweatshirt. “You’re bleeding. Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“It’s not so bad.”

“Any wound is bad...the risk of infection.”  She took a cotton swab and daubed some antiseptic on the two-inch long cut on the left side of my ribs. “It isn’t deep, so there’s no need for stitches. I’ll wrap a bandage around your chest and give you a shot.”

I didn’t offer any resistance, nor could I explain the feelings that the touch of her fingers, the aroma of her hair gave as she treated me. She seemed so confident in her abilities, and that, somehow, reassured me.

Suddenly she said, “What do you recall seeing out on the street?”

I shrugged and felt pain in my side. “Come to think of it, after securing the bike’s chain to a lamppost I saw an ambulance across the road from the building.”

“What color was it?” She went to the sink and rinsed her hands.

“What difference does it make?”

“Tell me the color.”

I tried to take a deep breath, but it was no good.  Shallow breathing, that’s the key, I told myself. Finally I said, “Red. The van was red.”

“Red Crescent, used by the fire brigades. Your father must’ve called for assistance. The mystery is solved.”  She took a phone from the pocket of her lab coat.  “I’ll find out which hospital he was taken to.” 

“Wait a minute. The attendant closing the van’s back doors...before climbing in, he stared directly at me.”

“So?”

“His face was pock-marked, just like the man who attacked my dad.”

“Did you get the plate number?”

“No.”

She punched a few numbers on her phone. “My uncle is a senior officer in the police.”

“I told you—“

Turning away, she spoke rapidly in Arabic, then listened for a couple of minutes before dropping the phone back in her pocket. “Uncle Driss said the fire brigades did not respond to any calls from the Asayag apartment building today, but,’’ she smiled triumphantly, “a Red Crescent van was stolen from a repair shop in Fez yesterday.”

“How far away is Fez?”

“About one hundred fifty miles by motorway.”

“That’s where I’m going,” I announced.

“Why? The police will find the van and your father.”

“They’ll switch vehicles. The van’ll be discovered, abandoned on the highway. That’s how it’s done.”  I dangled a set of keys. “On a motorcycle I’ll get there in two hours.” 

“You don’t know the country.” Soraya took off her lab coat. “I’m coming with you.”

“Suit yourself. You’ve got ten minutes to get ready while I get the bike.”
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Set on a series of low hills west of the Middle Atlas Mountains, the old city of Fez retains its character as a medieval city. The green-tiled roofs of the Kairouyine Mosque’s sixteen naves and minaret are the city’s most prominent buildings. Monumental gates or babs permit entry through the outer walls which, with their strong battlements, successfully repelled invaders for centuries. Arriving from the west, I followed Soraya’s gestures and stopped at a service station near the Bab el-Ftouh.

I steadied the tall adventure-touring bike while she climbed off. She wore father’s helmet and leather jacket. Sized too big, the riding gear still offered some protection in the event of a crash. She removed the white helmet and looped the chin strap through the handle of the aluminum pannier fixed on the right side of the bike, over the rear wheel.

“I told you to slow down near Rabat, Jamie Hayden. How fast were you going?”

I took off my helmet. “What did you say?”

“You were speeding. You’re lucky we weren’t pulled over. It’s a big fine, hundreds of dirhams.” She shook out her long hair. “I told you to keep it to 75 mph.”

“I can spot a cop, even in your country. Besides,” I got down and set the sidestand, “I never went over a hundred. That’s safe on this motorcycle.”

“A hundred miles an hour, Jamie Hayden!” she exclaimed.

“Just call me Jamie.” As I surveyed the city’s skyline, the place more and more resembled a labyrinth. “The main thing is, we got here by mid-afternoon.” 

Shivering, she said, “I need a cup of hot coffee.”

“Lead the way.”

We strolled up the rue Sidi Bou Ghaleb toward the Andalusian Quarter and found a small bistro. As she sipped steaming Turkish coffee, I noticed dark patterns on the palms of her hands, much like that on the old fortuneteller in Casablanca.

“Why are your hands marked?”

“My people are Berbers, formerly nomads in the Sahara desert. We paint with a dye from the leaves of the henna plant...to keep away evil spirits.”

I drank a glass of mint tea. “Aren’t you trained in Western medicine?”

“I completed my medical studies last year in France. For many years, Dr. Delon sponsored my education. So now I help in his clinic.”

“Since you’re so smart, where do you suggest we start looking?”

She took a scarf, covered her head. “Even if the man you recognized is in Fez, our chances of finding him are not good. Let’s go for a walk.”

“Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll spot me first and make a move.”

She grimaced. “That sounds like a very bad plan.”

The narrow street was crowded with shoppers, drifting in and out of small stores that lined the stone walkways. The winter sky was pale blue, the air cold.  Around them was the sound of hammers banging on metal, as skilled coppersmiths fashioned cooking kettles, pots and pans. Now and then, herders led donkeys laden with animal skins through the Place el-Seffarine while, increasingly, the foul odor of tanning solution filled the air.

The adrenaline of the past two hours was rapidly wearing off and my side ached again. It was definitely a long shot coming here, I thought. On the other hand, my father taught me to never give up—that if one way didn’t work, try another way. 

Soraya nudged me and I saw that her green eyes were focused on a cloaked figure in front of the library of the Kairouyine Mosque. The man moved behind a fountain and some fig trees, then ducked his head within a hooded cloak and dashed up a stone staircase.

“It is him?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’s Mr. Pockmark.”

“We should get the police now.”

“And let him get away?” I said, and followed the suspect. 

At the top of the steps I gazed on a honeycomb of vats, easily a hundred, in an area bordered by old, flat-roofed houses with hides drying on the roofs. I recalled from the travel guide’s section on the Tanner’s Quarter that urine and pigeon dung as well as other less offensive ingredients like chalk, salt, pomegranate, and the bark of the mimosa tree were used to tan hides into workable leather. In some of the stone vats, workers stood knee-deep in the dark liquid, soaking cowhides, camel and goatskins before rinsing and drying them.

Pockmark had ditched his cloak and was stepping gingerly from one egg box-like set of vats to the next, almost slipping into the stinking solution. I went after him, relying on the sense of balance I’d perfected snowboarding in Washington’s Cascade mountains. Just then Pockmark risked a quick look back and fell off a narrow ledge into a vat, bumping his head on the way down. 

I caught up with him and, kneeling down, pressed a hand on top of the man’s head and pushed him under the surface. After counting to ten, I relaxed my hold on the floundering man. “Where is my father?” 

Pockmark gasped for air, and when he started retching   I shoved his head down again, this time waiting twenty seconds before releasing him. “Tell me where you’re keeping him,” I said as the kidnapper went into a spasm of coughing.

“You don’t know who you are dealing with,” the man spluttered.  “We are legion.”

“What does that mean?”

Suddenly Pockmark reached out and tried to pull me into the vat, but I avoided the grasping hands and shoved him under again. When he finally let go, Pockmark’s face floated up, eyes staring vacantly.

Soraya’s jacket brushed against my arm. “I hope you did not kill him,” she said, and placed two fingers on the man’s neck.

“It was an accident. I only wanted information.” 

The tanners were watching them silently. None of the workers moved.

“We have to get out of here,” I told her. “Don’t look back. Don’t look anyone in the eye.”

“Wait, I can feel a pulse. It is very weak. Help me get him out.”

“No, we have to leave Fez now,” I said, and pulled her away.
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Chapter 6
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“Drop me off at the train station,” Soraya said. “It’s too cold to ride back with you.”

“Better to split up anyway. Witnesses will recall a guy and a lady at the scene.” I handed her the white helmet. “Nobody stole them after all.”

“Pardon?”

“Something my dad said.”  I mounted the bike first and steadied it while she climbed on. “Pockmark was my best lead. Now I don’t know where to look.”

“Why not contact the American embassy?”

“For some reason, I don’t think dad would want me to.” 

“Does he expect you to rescue him all by yourself?”

“No, probably not.”

“Was a ransom note left in your apartment?”

“If there was, I didn’t see it.”

“Look again. If not, the kidnappers will call.”

“I don’t have a phone.” 

“Everyone has a cell phone in Morocco.”

I turned on the seat, ignoring the pain in my side. “I left it on a counter at the airport in Boston.”

“Don’t worry,” she patted him on the shoulder, “we’ll find your father.”

Dark clouds had moved west from the Middle Atlas Range and snow was falling on the nearby forests of cedar and cork-oak trees. I fired up the boxer-twin engine and engaged first gear as Soraya wrapped her arms around my waist and leaned into me. Shifting up, I rode south of Fez where I’d seen the train depot.

*   *   *
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ALTHOUGH TOP SPEED was higher on the motorway, I decided to slow down on the return trip and, to be less conspicuous, kept to the old main road which ran parallel to the modern highway. I was disappointed, but hadn’t panicked at the strange and unexpected turn of events and, instead, found myself forming the words, “What would my father do in a situation like this?”

I had no answers, but it was the absolute need of a resolution that motivated me in this foreign land where I was alone. Well, not completely alone, I reminded myself, since Soraya was helping. As for the incident in the Tanner’s Quarter, I tried to block out the memory, as my Gunnery Sergeant in Afghanistan had advised after I’d shot an insurgent. No, Pockmark’s near-drowning didn’t bother me much—as Gunny had said when we responded to an ambush by calling in an air strike on the Taliban, “they dealt the play”—now I needed to keep a clear head. There was no room for distractions.

For the most part, I exercised discipline with my throttle hand and maintained a steady 60 mph. In the twilight, I cast occasional glances at the olive groves and vineyards in this wine-growing region—vines planted originally by the French. Low hills in the distance bore a white dusting from flurries of snow.

Then my eyes picked up stacked headlights in the left mirror—a fast-approaching motorcycle. It had the unmistakable profile of a sportbike. Instinctively taking up the challenge, I downshifted to fourth gear and twisted the throttle, accelerating up to 80 mph. But the sportbike drew relentlessly nearer, the rider hunched over the gas tank in a racer’s crouch, a glossy black helmet with tinted faceshield concealing his features.

I opened it up and watched the speedometer hit100 mph in fifth before braking sharply for a bumpy corner. After scrubbing off speed I leaned the bike into the turn and, tucking in over the tank, heard the roar of the engine through the exhaust canister as the BMW surged forward again. Still, the sportbike’s rider grew larger in my mirrors, apparently also playing a game on the road.

As a series of wide sweeping turns opened up into a long straightaway, the chaser’s horsepower advantage became obvious as what I recognized as a Suzuki GSX-R1000 revealed its diabolically powerful motor, closing the distance in mere seconds. Suddenly the BMW’s left mirror shattered and I looked back and saw a muzzle flash at the rider’s left hand. Another flash and the left front indicator light broke apart.  So it was no game.
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