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Baghdad – August 16, 2002

THE CONVOY CROSSED the Tigris River and pierced al-Jadriyah from the west.  To an outsider, it would have looked like any other collection of upscale cars strung out on a well-maintained boulevard.  But residents instantly took heed.  Stalwart Ba’athists and friends of the Boss smiled grimly at the notion of another no-good getting his due.  Others were more circumspect.  Strollers on tree-lined Masbah Street froze as if they had seen the Medusa.  Refugee Palestinian groundskeepers offered up silent prayers and sidled away from the road.  Others, less religious (al-Masbah was fashionable, after all) cursed lowly and carried their tilting hearts indoors.  On Muasker al-Rashid Street, regardless of class or distinction, BMWs and servant-owned rattletraps swerved out of the way without really knowing why.

Could it be the style of driving?  But Baghdad was full of brash, assertive drivers.

Could it be the way the men in the convoy dressed?  But they weren’t in uniform.  They looked, in fact, as if they had just gone shopping at some of the district’s more tony clothing boutiques.  Glancing into their rearview mirrors, nervous drivers would have seen the lone man in the lead car dressed in a Turkish suit from the Lord Fashion store in Arasat al-Hindiyah.  But while local fashion esthetic was well-attuned to current trends, they would have been puzzled (had they been able to see them) by the sporty camel leather ECCO's.

Could it have been the worn look in the men’s faces, unvarying in its grimness?  But everyone looked dour these days, what with America beating the war drums again and the whole world obsessing about Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction.  There was little evidence of the embargo here, but just a little bit up the road, not far at all, children were starving.  The West had told Saddam: ‘You’re an overwrought blowhard, and to punish your behavior we’re going to starve all of your children.  That’ll show you!’  It made a certain kind of sense, in some circles.  A half million had died, and while Oil for Food had been in place for some time, to say it was too little, too late was a belittling cliché.  Even the fat and fanciful could not escape a little tightness around the lips, a glint of death in the eye.  That the men in the convoy wore that same look was only to be expected.

No, it was instinct, pure and simple, that caused so many residents to take alarm.  They could not prove anything; they could not point at the strangers with approval or vilification.  Yet they somehow knew that within this convoy were some of the most dangerous men in Iraq.  But no...they did not want to know.  So that, in the end, even the Boss’s friends turned away.  It was not always true that safety lay in ignorance, but in this case knowing would certainly mean dying.

At Aqba Bin Nafi Square the first car made a right while the others pulled to the side and waited.  The black Audi looked for all the world like an inconsequential beetle to the reconnaissance satellites American IMINT experts were using in their frantic search for WMDs.

Well-appointed flats gave way to a secluded neighborhood of western style houses.  Here and there policemen on patrol nodded in the Audi’s direction.  Though they looked official (and natty) in their dark blue pants, powder blue blouses and brassards, they were tacitly admitting that, whatever was at hand, it was none of their business. 

Approaching a house with a broad picture window, the Audi turned onto the adjoining street and pulled to the curb.  The house’s walls extended to an enclosed garden.  The driver could see the top of a tamarind tree.  The iron wrought gate swung open and a tall, well-dressed man emerged.  The spitting image of the late Gamal Abdel Nasser, dark complexion, pencil moustache and all.  He sauntered with athletic grace to the idling car.  When he saw the driver, he broke out a grin of perfect white teeth.

"Abdul Rahman!"

The driver got out and the men embraced.

"Assalam alaikum."

"Valaikum-salam."

But the man from the house immediately sensed Abdul Rahman’s reserve and pulled back, keeping his hands on the other’s shoulders and looking closely.  The burns on the right side of Abdul Rahman’s face were still vivid, as though he had been mauled by a tiger with a hundred claws.  Abdul Rahman realized the scrutiny was not intended as rudeness, but as the deep concern of a friend.

"It’s healed as much as it ever will, sir," Abdul Rahman said ruefully.

"Let’s drop any mention of rank," said Abu Karim Ghaith Ibrahim as he shifted his eyes comically up and down the street.  "This is supposed to be hush-hush.  Am I right?"

"With all the trimmings," said Abdul Rahman.  "I have thirty men waiting for me up the road."

"From...?"

"Office 8."

Ghaith puffed out his cheeks and whistled lowly.  Office 8 was the assassination unit of the Mukhabarat, Iraq’s secret service.  It was not unknown for them to become involved in internal matters, though their main focus was international.  Still, to send thirty trained killers after a single target in Baghdad was impressive.

"Let me guess," said Ghaith, letting go of the other man and assuming a professorial stance.  "You’re in my neighborhood, with your men at the ready, which leads me to suspect the target is nearby.  One of my charming neighbors, no doubt.  To come in such numbers means the target is well-protected.  Which means we must be discussing the ever-popular Sabri Khalil al-Banna."

"I wish you would take this more seriously, Abu Karim," said Abdul Rahman.  "And Palestine Street really isn't your neighborhood."  Then he winced.  He had been tricked.  And so easily!

"Glibness is an inherited trait," Ghaith shrugged.  "There’s not much I can do about it."

"I don’t recall ever hearing about your father being ‘glib’, sir...uh..."

"Baba was the funniest man I ever knew," said Ghaith, and raised his eyes thoughtfully.  "I guess the SSO wants me to go along to make sure you chaps don’t flatten the whole city.  And this really does involve my district, where my wife and children live..."  He glanced back at the house.  "Abu Nidal is less than mile from here."

The Al-Amn al-Khas, or SSO, was the most powerful security organization in the country.  Up to a year ago it had been led by Saddam Hussein’s second son, the relatively sane one.  The agency had since been reassigned to the Governor of Basra, Walid Hamid Tawfiq.  It was not unusual for the Mukhabarat and SSO to share the same breathing space.  More than once Ghaith had been seconded to one or another of the Mukhabarat’s bureaus because of his talent for languages—among other things.  But nor was it unusual for the two organizations to play their cards close.  Up to the moment he received this morning’s call, Ghaith had had no inkling that this major operation, practically on his doorstep, was in the making.

Abdul Rahman roughed out a wad of phlegm at the back of his throat as he attempted to become officious, while remaining deferential.  "The target is Sabri Khalil al-Banna..."

"But his nom de guerre—"

"Abu Nidal is an international terrorist and the Boss says we do not harbor terrorists."

Ghaith hesitated, smiled and nodded.  To Abdul Rahman’s surprise, that smile broadened, and Ghaith’s eyes began to radiate...was that joy?

"You seem very happy about this."

"And why not?" Ghaith said cheerily.  "Think of all the things we do for the ‘sacred security of the nation’."

"Abu Karim—"

"And finally we get a job that’s decent.  This piece of shit should have been dealt with long ago."

How in God’s name had Ghaith risen so high in the ranks? Abdul Rahman wondered.  He was certainly not a part of the Tikriti clan.  True, the few times he had seen him since that day on the highway from Kuwait his talk had been more guarded.  But it was not that long ago that a hidden microphone had picked up a general’s mild remarks about Saddam Hussein’s ancestry.  He had been at home in bed with his wife when he spoke.  No matter.  Special Security had picked him up, as well as his wife and children and a host of relatives.  They had been taken to the infamous Palace of Dreams, where they were all tortured and executed.  Had Ghaith been involved in the arrests?  He certainly would know about them.  He of all men should understand the risks posed by loose talk.  Of course, he could present a theoretical defense, saying he meant ‘decent’ as opposed to swabbing toilets, or ‘decent’ as meaning a job worthy of his talents.  But no one would believe him, least of all the torturers of Abu Ghraib.

Does he really trust me? Abdul Rahman thought.  He can’t be playing the fool.  Could he be testing me?  Or does he really think what happened on that road makes me worthy of trust?  That he can place his life in my hands?  You are weak, my friend.  But...so am I.

Ghaith suddenly looked wary.  He glanced at the house across the street.  "We’d better get going."

"But you aren’t armed!"

"I should be?  I got the call from the director himself.  I’m only going to observe.  Your chaps can handle a few guards and an old man.  He’s sixty-five now, isn’t he?"

"You heard that?  Only a ‘few guards’?"

"How many are there, then?" Ghaith asked, alerted to something awry.  "Isn't the house under surveillance?"

To Ghaith's surprise, Abdul Rahman did not answer.

"Ah...looks like your organization is singularly ill-informed..."  Yet the twinkle in Ghaith’s eyes did not fade.  He was still looking forward to the encounter with the founder of the Revolutionary Council of Fatah, once ranked as the most dangerous man in the world, responsible for at least 900 murders.  He had been replaced on the ‘Most Wanted’ lists by that Saudi character, Osama bin Laden.

"We’re going after a man who starts wars."

Ghaith nodded somberly, fully aware that Abdul Rahman was referring to the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, triggered by the ANO’s assassination of the Israeli ambassador to the U.K.  But Shlomo Argov had gotten off easily.  He had only been shot in the head.  Others had gotten off just as easily.  The victims at Leonardo da Vinci International Airport and Vienna Airport had, in most cases, not even known what hit them.  It was Abu Nidal’s own people—and Arafat’s—who truly suffered, although the passengers of Pan Am Flight 73 had endured their share of horror.  The ANO was purged regularly, with 600 killed in one year alone.  Many had been tortured.  Ghaith knew the details...and grinned.  "That doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun."

"You’re insane!" Abdul Rahman exclaimed angrily.

"God wills it," Ghaith chuckled.  "I’ll enjoy watching the show, so long as you don’t get your head blown off...again."

Abdul Rahman knew Ghaith was no mere translator, although his multilingualism had proved most useful during the Kuwait invasion, when he had been one of the intermediaries between Iraq’s occupying forces and the foreign noncombatants stranded behind the lines—Saddam Hussein’s notorious hostages.

But for Abdul Rahman, it was on the road from Kuwait City that Ghaith had proved himself, when the young lieutenant freed him from the burning wreck of a BTR armored transporter.  The men who had been riding in the back of the open-roof vehicle were scattered like soggy rags when they were hit.  Lieutenant Ibrahim got blood and gore on his boots as he ran to assist, while continuing to shout orders at panicked soldiers.

"Get back to your gun!" he bellowed at two terrified conscripts running for the illusory safety of the adjoining field.  Frightened soldiers, especially miserable draftees, are famously immune to authority.  Yet even as the fire grew closer, Abdul Rahman took note of the way this pair stopped, stared wide-eyed but not blindly at Ghaith, and then returned to their abandoned weapon.  It was something of a minor miracle.

When the missile struck the BTR the center console had split.  The gear tunnel flamed open and the gear stick and metal flanging around it had weirdly wrapped around Abdul Rahman's leg, for all the world like a vise created specifically for the purpose of trapping hapless corporals.

"No!  No!" Abdul Rahman screamed when the lieutenant abruptly disappeared.  Weeping, his agony growing, he did not register the Apache firing rockets not fifty meters ahead, whipping thousands of jagged shards into a chaotic froth.  The column was already practically destroyed.  Enemy aircraft on the horizon were lined up in a holding pattern as if at a busy airport, waiting in turn to unload their ordnance upon the soldiers and civilians on the road.  It was raw murder.

"Oh!"

The lieutenant was back, this time bearing a crowbar he had retrieved from the roadside.  He jammed it past Abdul Rahman’s leg into a gap in the twisted metal and began worrying it open.  Suddenly, a Lion of Babylon behind them blew.  The lieutenant was thrown forward by the pressure wave, then turned to look.  The tank's commander had seen the HEAT round being fired and ordered his crew out.  They were halfway through the hatches when it hit.  Their screams were cut short when the unprotected propellant magazine exploded and they were caught in a 2000 degree flame jet that turned them like gory swivel sticks until they were perfectly roasted.

When the lieutenant turned back to him, Abdul Rahman noted a surprised look on his face.  He was not accustomed to terror.

"There is none worthy of worship but Allah!  There is none worthy of worship but Allah!  There is none worthy of worship but Allah!"

This was the prayer Abdul Rahman tried to stitch into comprehensible words.  But for the most part he could only scream "Ahhh!  Ahhh!  Ahhh!" as the flames scoured his face.

There was a metallic crack as Ghaith finally managed to pry open the gear box and grabbed the burning NCO by the arm.  Out he came, screaming to God as the lieutenant beat at the flames, though whether it was a blessing or a curse it was impossible to say.

Ghaith fell on top of him as the dirt was churned by a Gatling burst of 30mm from a plane overhead.  Both of them laughed madly, knowing full well that any depleted uranium shell that struck the lieutenant would zip through them both and bury itself in the ground.

Then Ghaith was up, dragging the screaming corporal a few yards, then hefting him into his strong arms and racing away from the column.  Falling into a shell hole, he dropped Abdul Rahman hard, ignoring his howls of agony as he fought to catch his own breath.  Before the injured soldier could piece the frenzied images around him into a recognizable pattern, the lieutenant was up again, racing towards a Chinese-made armored personnel carrier and the two men he had ordered back to their weapon, shouting something that Abdul Rahman could not understand.  Above them, an A-10 had appeared magically out of the smoke.  Abdul Rahman could hear the 12.7mm bullets from the APC’s machine gun peppering the bottom of the Warthog—and peppering was the right word, for all the effect the bullets were having.  Suddenly the sky opened up and the men below the plane were shredded by armor-piercing shells like beef haunches pulled for a barbecue.  The lieutenant gave a brief shout of anger, the only sympathy for the soldiers he had condemned to death that he would be allowed before the Warthog drifted his way and he flung himself to the ground.

It was at that moment (though neither man knew this until Ghaith visited Abdul Rahman in the hospital a week later) that both men had a brief image of an American movie they had seen as children, George Pal’s vision of a Martian invasion.  The aliens were every bit as invulnerable under their protective forcefields as the Warthogs were in their titanium armor....

"War of the Worlds?"

Abdul Rahman jumped at these words from Ghaith, which shocked him back to the present, outside Ghaith’s house in al-Masbah.

"You shouldn’t allow your hands to shake," Ghaith continued.  "It doesn’t look good in front of the men.  Calm yourself.  Only Americans suffer from post traumatic stress syndrome."

Abdul Rahman gave a small lurch, suddenly aware of the uncharacteristically broad windows of the houses on this block, of the potential to draw the attention of prying eyes.

"I’m glad you didn’t bring your men along with you to my house," Ghaith said.

"Yes," Abdul Rahman answered, pulling himself up.

"Listen...not a hundred Highway 80’s, not a hundred Causeways can keep us down."

Abdul Rahman wondered if the colonel was pulling his leg.  The Highway of Death and the Battle of Rumaila at the Lake Hammar Causeway had virtually eliminated the men and armor of the Hammurabi Division in a sordid swelter of human and mechanistic gore.  If this was supposed to be a pep talk, the examples were grossly inappropriate.

Ghaith patted him on the shoulder.  "I don’t want my neighbors to become anxious about my very...existence."

"Yes.  Let’s go."

"I’m surprised you don’t have a driver," Ghaith commented as they got into the Audi.

"I wanted to talk to you...alone."

The colonel gave him another long look as he pulled away from the curb.  "I can see you have something pressing on your mind.  Besides sending a mass murderer to Jahannam, I mean."

Despair leaked from Abdul Rahman like a toxic cloud as he drove towards Aqba Bin Nafi Square.

"What have you heard?" Ghaith asked solicitously, as though Abdul Rahman was a student driver taking his first spin around the neighborhood.

"I can’t let this happen."  Abdul Rahman was breathing hard.  His hands seemed to stumble on the wheel.  "I owe you my life."

"What is it you can’t allow to happen?" Ghaith asked calmly.

Abdul Rahman didn’t answer.

"Let me guess," said Ghaith.  "I’ve angered someone."

"It seems so," Abdul Rahman admitted, knuckles white.

"Do you know who it is?"

"No."

"Then let me offer another guess.  I think I have angered the illustrious, lunatic elder son of our illustrious Boss."

Abdul Rahman cried out and pulled off to the side of the road, almost whimpering.

"Want to know why Uday is pissed off with me?" Ghaith asked.

"No!"

"Then I’ll tell you.  It’s just as well that you enter this with open eyes.  Uday took a fancy to the daughter of an engineer who was working on the Sa'd Project.  Those Germans know their poison gas."

"Stop!"

"Information is everything, Abdul Rahman.  Listen to me.  Some day, information will save your life and the lives of your wife and children."

Abdul Rahman lowered his head to the steering wheel.  "La elaha ella allah—"

"Stop puling.  'Beware the levelheaded when they are angry'."

Raising his head, Abdul Rahman saw Ghaith's eyes darkening and cut short his prayer.

"We’re both in a mess and the only way out is to think straight...or not think at all, which I don’t think is possible."

"This German girl..." Abdul Rahman ventured timorously.

"Someone came into my office last month and told me straight up that Uday wanted this girl for his...entertainment.  That could only mean he wanted her for his Palace of Dreams."

"But that’s impossible!  If he kidnapped her and the Germans traced her—"

"Exactly.  As if the country wasn’t in enough of a fix.  Obviously, no one wanted the job, which is why it trickled down to my desk."

"What did you do?"

"I obliged."

Abdul Rahman hissed a protest.  "Do you know what they do in that place?"

"I’ve had hints, which is why I feel sorry for that German shepherd I gave him, even though she was one mean bitch."

It should have been funny.  Ghaith, at least, laughed, though at the price of seeming gauche for laughing at his own joke.  But Abdul Rahman’s face dropped with horror.  Uday Hussein was not one to take practical jokes in stride.  At a party being held for the wife of the President of Egypt, Hosni Mubarak, Uday had murdered his father’s personal valet with an electric carving knife in front of the horrified guests.  That was his idea of funny.  He proudly referred to himself as Abu Sarhan...’the wolf’.

"Colonel...Abu Karim..."  Abdul Rahman despaired, feeling his treachery branching into his conscience.  "Your family..."

"My wife has so many connections in the Babylonian Palace that I bow to her every night.  No one will bother her or my boys."

"And you?"

Ghaith drew a cigarette from a pack of Winstons.  There was a kind of rivalry in the military concerning American tobacco—as opposed to the cheap local DJ’s.  Abdul Rahman forced a small smile and took out a pack of Marlboros.  Ghaith nodded, not in defeat, but in acknowledgement of a worthy adversary.

"What is the plan for me?" asked Ghaith, blowing smoke.

"The operation that you’re supposed to observe?"

"Mmm-hmm."

"You’re going to lead it."

"Ah."

"After Abu Nidal and his men kill you..."

"INTERNATIONAL TERRORIST HIDING IN BAGHDAD SLAIN AFTER MURDERING IRAQI ARMY COLONEL," said Ghaith, quoting an imaginary headline.

"Something like that," Abdul Rahman admitted tightly.  He began driving again.  As he turned right at Aqba Bin Nafi Square the waiting convoy fell in behind him.  Ghaith caught a glimpse of a face through one of the driver windows.

"Omar Pachachi.  Good man.  But wait, wasn’t he involved in that attempt to assassinate Bush the Elder?  Can he shoot straight?"

"Please don‘t joke," said Abdul Rahman.  "It’s difficult..."

"It would be an inconvenient world if victims knew in advance that they were going to be victimized."  Ghaith pondered his own words for a moment.  "I might be wrong, though.  It might be the rule."  Approaching Mohamed al-Qasim Expressway he noted a man watching the convoy with open dismay before scurrying out of sight.  "No one needs to know, because it wouldn’t matter if they did."  He turned back to Abdul Rahman.  "I could always refuse to go in.  What then?  Are you supposed to shoot me and plant my body in the on the premises after you’re done with that ANO cretin?"

Abdul Rahman tapped his horn to convince a driver ahead of the urgent need to get out of the way.  And that was all it took: a tap.  The car swerved and nearly ran over several pedestrians.

"Colonel...you saved my life."

"I like how you keep reminding me.  It reassures me that you haven’t forgotten."  He sighed.  "But it’s beginning to look as if all I rescued from the war of the worlds was the empty shell of a man."

"I’m deeply grateful," Abdul Rahman said stiffly.  "But you’ve offended Uday Hussein."

"True," Ghaith nodded.  "You shouldn’t fuck with a man who has survived eight bullet wounds."  The assassination attempt on Uday had been made in 1996.  One of the bullets could not be removed because it was too close to the spine.

"There’s no way to save yourself...or your family...if we don’t go through with this."

"Nor your family, I would imagine," said Ghaith with horrifying complacency.  "At least one of the chaps in your convoy will be a plant from who knows what bureau.  Thirty men, right?  I’d say one spy in thirty is average for a mission of this size.  But with this group, you never know.  I dare say one of them has been ordered to shoot the first one of us who balks.  Maybe both of us.  And even if he doesn’t shoot us, he’ll report back—"  He stopped when he noted tears on Abdul Rahman’s cheek.  "You’re a soldier!  Command yourself to stop, if you don‘t want me to."

Abdul Rahman got a grip on himself and nodded.

"If anyone will shed tears, it will be the SSO, once it finds out its toes have been stepped on."

"But if it’s Uday behind this, as you say, no one at internal security will protest."

"Do any of us know where our orders originate?  No, not really."  Ghaith stared out the window as they passed one of the dilapidated housing projects Saddam Hussein had let fall into disrepair once he decided there were more urgent matters to attend to than poor Shia.  "I wonder what the Boss will say once he finds out about this.  Don’t forget, Uday spent three months in prison after killing that man at the grand fête.  I like to think I have more status than a valet."

Abu Rahman, distracted by what he was hearing, found it difficult to negotiate the left at Maysaloon Square, onto Palestine Street.  "You know him?"

"Actually, not very well.  Uh...better stop here.  We don’t want Sabri Khalil’s men to see an army coming for them, do we?  Just up this way.  House Number 22."

"How do you—"  Abu Rahman bit his lip.  Ghaith was toying with him.  He pulled into a side road and the other cars fell in behind.  He spoke into his radio and the drivers scattered to whatever parking space they could find.  "I won’t let it happen, Colonel," Abdul Rahmal said earnestly.  "I’ll post snipers.  I’ll have men covering—"

Ghaith said, "Look..."

The white gate at House Number 22 had opened and a plump man carrying a basket in each hand sauntered out.  He sat the baskets down.  Immediately a group of children raced up to greet him.  He began distributing apples, figs, grapes, mangoes.

"Quite a gardener, and he gives most of his produce away to his neighbors."  Abdul Rahmal watched the man throw back his head, joining in with the laughter of the children.  "Hard to believe this is the guy who buried men alive with pipes down to their mouths so they could breathe and be given water.  Once the Revolutionary Council passed the death sentence, he’d stick a gun in the open end and pull the trigger.  And since he ran the Council, it was perfectly—"  His throat constricted at ’legal’. 

"He’s put on weight since I last saw him," Ghaith observed.  "Lost some off the top, too."

"When did you last see him?" asked a startled Abdul Rahman.

"At the border when he came back to Iraq," Ghaith answered blandly.  "I gave him his Yemeni passport.  Fake, of course."

A man wearing a thawb approached the gate and greeted Abu Nidal, who called out to someone beyond the wall.  A moment later a servant emerged with another basket and held it up before the newcomer.

"Fresh falafel," said Ghaith, a little dreamily.

"And he makes a first-rate rice pudding, too," said Abdul Rahmal.  "Since he left his wife and family behind in Jordan, he’s become an excellent chef.  That man over there is Muyassar al-Katheli, his landlord."

"Does he know...?"

"You mean you don’t know?" Abdul Rahmal teased harshly.  "No, he doesn’t have a clue.  None of them around here do.  They think he’s ‘Abu Ali’.  Back on September 11, 2001, the Boss sent the police here.  He was trying to find out if Abu Nidal had anything to do with the hijackings in America.  As soon as he figured out it was bin Laden, the house arrest ended.  Abu Nidal went around giving cakes to his neighbors and telling them he had requested police protection from a merchant who wanted to kill him for some reason or another."

The baskets were emptied.  The servant brought out more.

"They say he’s sick," Abdul Rahmal continued.  "Skin cancer.  Even leukemia.  I don’t see why we can’t just wait and let him drop dead."

"That leukemia story came out years ago," Ghaith chuckled.  "If it had been true, he would have been dead ten times over by now.  So..."

"Why does the Boss want him dead, now?"  Abdul Rahmal shrugged.  "Any number of reasons.  They say he’s been working for the Saudis, the Jordanians, even the Americans."

"Mossad?"

"Like I said, the Americans."

"I think the Boss is making a mistake if he’s doing this to get the Americans off his back," Ghaith said conversationally.  "Those bastards are coming, no matter what.  And they don’t want Abu Nidal dead.  They want to find out how many ANO men are running around half-cocked in the States.  Oliver North put an alarm system in his house to protect his family from this guy.  He testified before Congress about it."

"I don’t speculate about international diplomacy," said Abdul Rahman glumly.

"No, the Mukhabarat just kills internationally."

"You should know," Abul Rahman shot back.  "You’ve worked for us enough times."

Ghaith shrugged.  "There he goes..."

All of the baskets were now empty.  The landlord and children departed and Abu Nidal turned back through the gate.  Ghaith stepped out of the car.

"You’re in a rush?" Abdul Rahmah asked, surprised.

"We might as well get this over with."

To Abdul Rahmah’s astonishment, the colonel had resumed his grin.

"But my men aren’t in position!"

"Hurry them along, then."  He paused a moment, looking through the passenger window at Abdul Rahmah.  The Mukhabarat agent wondered if he was going to ask for the loan of a gun.  This would open his betrayal to the light of day.  But Ghaith seemed to need no more evidence.  With a twist of his lips, he stood and walked down the narrow street.  As Ghaith passed through the line of parked cars, Abdul Rahman signaled to the Office 8 car nearest him.  Omar Pachachi got out and ran over to the Audi, sliding into Ghaith’s vacated seat.

"You want me to get the men ready?" he asked tentatively, leaving the door open.  "You said you might..."

"That was until I learned who was behind this," Abdul Rahman answered bitterly.  "He’s been a fool.  He offended—"

Both men jumped when Ghaith suddenly reappeared next to the car.

"Here," he said, tossing a wallet carelessly onto Omar‘s lap.  The wallet bounced off Omar’s knee onto the floor of the car.  "Ah!  Samehni..."  Omar tensed when Ghaith brushed against him as he reached down and retrieved the wallet.  "Please take this to my wife, in case I meet the well-deserved fate of a foolish man." 

"Colonel," Abdul Rahman began.

"I might trip over my own feet and break my neck, so please see that she gets this little memento.  And give her my love."

This surprised Abdul Rahman, as it would have surprised most other men with his background.  In the land of Bait-al-taa (House of Obedience) men said little about love for their wives, especially after almost twenty years of marriage.  If they mentioned love at all, which was not likely, they would send it to their fathers and sons, with perhaps a rhetorical peck to beloved members of their tribe, most particularly their tribal leader.  This decadent farewell set Abdul Rahman aback.  He could only conclude that it was an artifact of misplaced sentiment left over from some American movie Ghaith had seen as a child.

"Don’t forget, Uday wants a corpse, not a hero.  If I live, you're in the shit."

"Colonel, I swear I will help—"

"I see," smiled Ghaith, looking at the Office 8 men sitting immovable in their cars.

"The price of failure is steep," said Abdul Rahman almost angrily.

"And success is just as dangerous," said Ghaith.

Both men fell silent and looked at Omar, as though sharing a ‘what-a-world’ moment.  Then Ghaith made a farewell gesture that was vaguely insulting, almost as if he had held up his palm in front of Abdul Rahman’s face.  Abdul Rahman felt like shooting him in the back as he walked away with so much confidence the trees lining the street seemed to genuflect.  It was hard to mourn for the very man over whose fate he was weeping just minutes ago.  And then it struck Abdul Rahman that the colonel was putting on a show to mask his terror.  Certainly, it was an odd show, very unlike the usual boastful avowals of men striking out for the front, chastising dread and thanking Allah for the privilege of dying in His cause.  But it was a show, nonetheless.  Abdul Rahman sighed and withdrew his mental reservations.  He had no choice in the matter, in any event.

"Mmmm, fancy," said Omar, flitting through Ghaith‘s Moroccan leather wallet.  "It's our job," he added in response to a dark glance from Abdul Rahman, though with a smirk that added: and isn't that a kick?  He gave a sudden shout and pulled out an American Express card.  "What the hell is he doing with this?"

Abdul Rahmal’s grin vanished quickly when Omar sensed something amiss and grasped his side.  His Tariq 9mm was gone.

"He stole my gun!  But that‘s impossible!  I can‘t—it‘s impossible!"

Abdul Rahmal gripped the steering wheel and leaned forward to look through the windshield.  It was too late.  The colonel had already gone through the gate.  His head floated upwards behind the broad leaves of a fig tree as he ascended the steps to House Number 22.

Ghaith assumed he had been under observation from the upper story ever since he passed through the line of parked cars.  He would have been hidden temporarily by the wall surrounding the house, but once he opened the white gate he would be in clear view of all the front windows.  There was no real point in trying to sneak up on the place.  Nor was there time, not with two and a half dozen Office 8 assassins less than a block away, impatiently cooling their heels.

So he did what any self-respecting citizen with nothing to hide would do: he knocked.

The door began to inch open.  This was good.  He could use it as a weapon.

He kicked it in.  The guard tried to jump back but he was one step short of safety when Ghaith’s stiffened fingers buckled his windpipe.  Ghaith grabbed him as he staggered and gathered him in as he pulled Omar’s gun from his waistband.  It was up and pointed at the middle of three men as he twisted the injured guard like a top and locked him in his forearm.  The man began to sag.  Ghaith braced him up.

"Hold it!" he shouted as the others raised their guns.  One had a pistol, a Tariq just like the one in Ghaith’s hand.  The other two had Kalashnikovs.  They could have riddled him on the spot, but they were obviously concerned for the welfare of their compatriot.

These were not the men Ghaith had been hoping to confront.  Before coming to Iraq, Abu Nidal had spent some time in Libya and Egypt.  It would have been normal for him to hire a few poor street thugs from the streets of Benghazi or Cairo as personal bodyguards.  Young dimwits who would have been susceptible to a bribe.  But these men were in IPS uniforms.  Ordinary cops, but with better character.

Perhaps.

"There are thirty agents from Office 8 outside right now.  I could probably kill all of you—that’s what I’ve been trained to do.  But I’d rather talk.  New!  Inventive!  But that’s the way I am."

One of the men raised his rifle a little higher.

"And even if I lose...I might, I’ll grant that...they’ll be coming for you."

"Why should we worry about them?" the man with the pistol said.  "Let go of Karim.  Then we can talk."

Karim.  Ghaith’s son’s name.  What an ironic world.

Karim, in fact, was beginning to choke.  Ghaith did not think he had dealt him a killing blow, but there was always room for error.  He eased his forearm and the young man seemed to breathe more easily.

"They’ve come for that Palestinian bug-eater," said Ghaith.  "But why would they send an assassination team—and a large one, at that—if all they had to do is ask you boys to step aside and let them do their job?  One or two would be enough to do finish off Abu Nidal, with or without your help.  Thirty?  That’s a big production."

The three men ranked against him began to look doubtful.

"Right," Ghaith continued.  "You’re targets, too.  And I bet I can guess why.  You’re a bunch of fuck-ups, aren’t you?  You pissed off your commander, and he punished you by giving you this shit assignment, guarding an old man.  Did your gun accidentally discharge into someone’s foot?  Did you fart in front of the Boss when his cavalcade went by?  I wouldn’t be surprised if every one of you is Shia.  They’d want to get rid of you for that, alone."

Their furtive, exchanged glances told Ghaith he was on the right track.  They had griped to each other about their missteps and unfair punishment.  They knew they were flawed.  And now they realized their flaws might be fatal.

"The Boss wants to get rid of Abu Nidal because he’s a dangerous embarrassment.  He wants to make a big show of it: gunfire, screaming, blood on the walls.  The ANO won’t like it, but the West will ejaculate with glee.  And if there are four dead cops on the scene, that will just prove how serious the Boss is about eliminating terrorism from this lovely country."

Even the busily-inventive Ghaith thought this made sense, because it was probably true.  He was tempted to let go of his prisoner, who seemed to have more or less recovered from the blow to his throat.  But two of the young policemen were massaging their triggers, like lovers unsure of love.  He decided to keep his shield, for the time being.

"How do we know there are Office 8 men out there?" one of the more jittery cops asked.

"Go upstairs and look out the front window.  Look for the turds in black suits marking time in their cars.  But you’d better hurry up.  I don’t think they’ve surrounded the block, yet.  Is there a door out back?  You’d better use it while you can."

"But where can we go?  They know where we live.  They could shoot us for abandoning our post!"

"And I could have killed all four of you by now.  Or you can squeeze off a lucky shot, kill me, and buy yourselves maybe ten more minutes of life."  The man Ghaith held shifted.  He pressed the barrel of the Tariq into his spine.  It would take one only of them to move against him and the rest would follow.  "Where’s the asshole?"

The eyes of the man on the right tilted ever so slightly towards a door near the front of the house.

"What’s that, a bedroom?"

They wouldn’t answer him.  Ghaith sensed that they were slipping away, that their fear of him was not nearly so strong as fear for their families if they were declared traitors.  The impasse could not last much longer.

Beyond the chance of getting killed, there was another good reason why Ghaith was reluctant to shoot it out with these boys.  Telling Abdul Rahman about Uday had been a drastic mistake.  If Ghaith survived his encounter with the guards, Abdul Rahman was now unlikely to let him walk away from Palestine Street.  But even if his former corporal was wavering, was able to subdue his fears, Ghaith still felt the need for some kind of leverage.  And that leverage was standing right in front of him.

Decoys.

Quickly, he pushed away his prisoner and lay Omar’s pistol on the chair next to him.  He spread out his arms.

"All right, shoot.  Then you can die an honorable death trying to defend the Palestinian shithole.  And if—"

The man Ghaith had nearly killed swung around and drove a fist at his head.  He was still unsteady and Ghaith easily ducked aside.

"Nice try, Karim," Ghaith smiled.

"Wait!" the middle cop shouted as Karim wound himself up for another blow.  He turned to one of the men holding a Kalashnikov.  "Go upstairs and take a look outside."

The cop nodded and bounded up the stairs.

"If you’re lying, we’ll kill you right here," said the cop who had taken charge.

"I’ll kill you, anyway," said Karim, retrieving the pistol he had dropped when Ghaith punched him.  "Right here."

Once again, Ghaith smiled.  At the moment, it was the only weapon at his disposal.  That, and rude logic:

"Now, when you chaps take off, scatter like the wind.  I’ll be frank, I didn’t see any of those Office 8 boys go around back, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there now, especially since we’ve been wasting so much time chit-chatting.  When you get home, gather your families together and head for the Jordanian Embassy in the Al Andalus District.  Tell them you have news about Abu Nidal and they’ll let you straight in.  King Hussein didn’t think much of him and his son sentenced him to death for murdering a Jordanian diplomat, so they’ll be pleased to hear that the sentence has finally been carried out."

"He’s not dead, yet," Karim said, glancing at the bedroom door.

"It’s only a matter of minutes," said Ghaith.

There was a tumbling of footsteps and the guard who had gone for a look appeared at the bottom of the stairs, his face stretched by horror.  He nodded.

"There," said Ghaith.  "Go now!  And may God be with you."

Three of them shot out the back.  Karim remained, his gun raised.

All Ghaith could do was wait.

Outside, Abdul Rahman was growing increasingly nervous.  The colonel had walked into the house nearly ten minutes ago.  He had stolen Omar's gun.  Abdul Raham had expected gunfire to break out immediately.  But there had been only silence.  He got on his radio and belatedly ordered his men to begin circling behind the house.  Several minutes later he got a report.

"I talked with one of the neighbors," said an Office 8 agent over the radio.

"You idiot!  You're not supposed to—"

"He said three cops ran out the back about five minutes ago.  Then a fourth one ran out just before we got here."

This was totally unexpected.  Had Colonel Ibrahim's reputation preceded him, terrifying the young policemen into thinking only of escape?  But that wasn't possible.  Ghaith had no reputation.  He was an unknown operator, one of Saddam Hussein's true secret weapons.

"All right, I want Team One to pursue..."  Abdul Rahaman stopped and lowered the radio.  For once, he thought he had insight into Ghaith's mind.  He had somehow convinced the policemen to take off.  The purpose was obvious.  To scatter his agents.  He lifted the radio.  "That's all?  Four men?"

"Four cops," said the Office 8 agent behind the house.

So Abu Nidal was still inside, too.  "Don't move.  Tell everyone to hold their position."

The agent acknowledged his orders.  Getting out of the Audi, Abdul Rahman walked towards House Number 22.  Omar Pachachi trotted up next to him.  This was annoying, but there was nothing Abdul Rahman could do about it.  He was sure Omar was a spy sent out by the man responsible for this entire setup.  He couldn't say why his conviction was so firm.  He only knew the same way the residents of al-Masbah had known that the convoy entering their neighborhood was packed with dangerous men not to be trifled with.

"What is he up to?" said Omar.  "You think Abu Nidal got the drop on him?  I don't care what they say about his cancer and hemorrhoids.  He's still a dangerous fucker."

"The colonel's got your gun," Abdul Rahman said.

"Well, he's not going anywhere," Omar sniffed.

As they drew closer to the house, Abdul Rahman flicked his fingers left and right, guiding agents on the sidewalk, closing the ring around the Palestinian and the man who had saved his life on the Highway of Death.  The burn scars on his face came alive, as though he was trapped all over again, this time never to escape.  He tried not to think that he would have been a better man...in a better world.

He lifted his radio to his mouth.  "Do you see anything out back?"

"Nothing."  And then, a moment later, the voice said, "Wait..."

"What is it?  What do you see?"

"I don't see anything.  Can't you hear...?"

Abdul Rahman lifted his hand, ordering Omar to stop.  In fact, the way he did it, it was more like a courteous suggestion.

"Listen..."

And then they heard.  A low moan.

"What the hell—" Omar began.

A scream from the house cut him short.  Abdul Rahman had avoided looking directly at Omar ever since the meeting at headquarters, but now he turned to face him.  Omar was wide-eyed.

"Who was that?" Omar asked, turning his eyes back to the house.  "Which room did it come from?"

Abdul Rahman shook his head.  He had no idea.

There was another scream, and Abdul Rahmal envisioned Ghaith, bound to a chair by the now-departed policemen who were washing their hands of the business, being subjected to the kind of tortures for which Abu Nidal was famous.  He could not allow this to continue.  The colonel had to die, of that there was no doubt.  But not in this vile way, at the hands of a Palestinian thug.  There was still such a thing as honor, no matter how weakened by circumstances.  He rushed forward.

And stopped when a scream that blistered his ears shocked him into stillness.  

"He has to go, one way or another," said Omar, but his hard breathing discredited his indifference.

Abdul Rahman nodded angrily at the agents on the sidewalk, who had also been frozen in position by the scream.  They edged ahead, trained killers experiencing uncertainty.

Everyone dropped to the ground when a shot rang out.  After a half minute, they raised their heads, only to duck once again when a second shot shocked the quiet neighborhood.

"Is he shooting at us?" Omar asked, his chin scraped by the pavement.

"Is everyone all right?" Abdul Rahmal called out.

Shouts of affirmation reassured him.

Abruptly, there were two more shots.

Another full minute passed before Abdul Rahmal lifted himself off the road and ran to a parked car for cover.  Omar quickly followed.

"What's happening out back?" Abdul Rahmal spoke into his radio.

"We're all right," came the metallic answer.  "We haven't seen anyone."

Abdul Rahmal was about to signal his men to move forward once more when the front door of House Number 22 swung open.  A moment later Ghaith came out onto the stoup, covered with blood.  An intense prayer pursed Abdul Rahmal's lips as he sprang ahead.  A prayer for the man he had been ordered to kill, if he survived to this point.

Ghaith had already descended the steps by the time Abdul Rahmal burst through the white gate.

"Abu Karim!" he cried out, then hesitated.  Ghaith wore an expression he had never seen on any man.  A look of satisfaction such as someone might wear after talking to God.  He turned to Omar.  "We have to get him to the hospital!"

Omar, staring at the gore covering Ghaith, began to agree.  The man was almost dead already.  Why not condone a trip to the hospital, if only for appearance sake?

Ghaith snapped out of a trance and lowered a piercing gaze on his former corporal.  "You don't think this is my blood, do you?"

Abdul Rahmal and Omar stared at him, astonished by Ghaith's venomous sauciness.  The colonel was not injured in the least.

"You don't expect me to interrogate a man in these primitive conditions, with no proper equipment, without getting a little blood on me, do you?"

Omar glanced over at Abdul Rahmal, trying to recoup his wits.

"What's wrong with the pair of you?" Ghaith demanded.  "You've seen blood before.  Now get inside so you can start preparing your report.  No, not you, Abdul Rahmal.  I want you to drive me back to my office.  I have spare clothes there.  I can't very well go home like this."

Abdul Rahmal's burnt face emphasized his stupefaction.  "But what—?"

"Abu Nidal, killer of men and women and children, torturer of men and women and children, the scourge of Islam who killed far more Muslims than Jews or Westerners, has seen the error of his ways and shot himself."  Ghaith's devil-face abruptly softened into a grin.  "In fact, he was so filled with self-loathing that he shot himself four times."

He waited for them to respond.  "Well?"

Abdul Rahmal looked nervously at Omar, whose eyes remained wide.  Finally, the spy gave a slight nod.  "Yes.  Drive him back."

"Good," said Ghaith.  "Oh, Omar, here's your gun.  Thanks for the loan.  I used it to scare off the guards.  I wouldn't execute them, if I were you.  They're young and inexperienced.  Just give them a good beating.  And if the mess inside bothers you, rest assured...Abu Nidal did not suffer long enough."

On the way to SSO headquarters, Abu Rahmal tried to ignore the stench of blood and the awful stains Ghaith was leaving on the seat of his Audi.

"They won’t let you get away with this," he said tensely.

"Mmmm?  What, the ANO?"

"Them.  And others.  The Boss’s son will—"

"Choke on his own shit," Ghaith said blithely.

And, in a way, that was exactly what happened.  Ghaith survived the next eight months.  In the interval between August and March, he even performed more vital services to the government.  But his death sentence was firmly, if secretly, confirmed.

And then the invasion came and Ghaith was saved by the American Army...the same army that destroyed his family.
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Richmond – January 2007

HOW COULD IT STINK so badly?

Ari Ciminon had once been known as Abu Karim Ghaith Ibrahim to his family and comrades, Haji by American troops who employed him as a translator, Malak Ta'us among the Kurds (borrowing from their Yazidi minority, though the Yazidis themselves, great devil worshipers, thought 'The Peacock Angel' had redeemed himself with seven jars of tears), 'Alejandro Perez – Alias' in Interpol Red Notices, 'Jules Maboule – Alias' at the Direction Régionale de Police Judiciaire de Paris....

But he had never been known as a cook.  True, collard greens were not particularly aromatic, but he never thought they could smell this badly.

The gentle knock on his front door could not have been more inopportune.  A genteel visitor would be repulsed by the smell and conclude Ari was a pig.  A less than genteel visitor might try to kill him.

The tameness of the knocking lent credence to gentility.  It might even be his handler, Deputy Karen Sylvester (aka ‘Deputy Sandra’) of the U.S. Marshals Service, although such nicety was probably not listed among her keynote abilities.  It might also, of course, be an 800 pound gorilla pretending to be a child.

He lowered the burner to simmer and leaned down to remove the bottom access panel of the stove.  It was in the air duct tubing under the Jenn-Air that he had discovered a cache of cocaine that had helped him unravel the mystery of who had murdered the previous owner of the house and his family.  The actual discoverer of the hiding place was a tabby cat who was now upstairs sleeping on Ari’s mattress—or so he had been when Ari last saw him.

Putting the Glock in the tubing would have been impractical, since the fragile aluminum would tear from the weight.  And yet, in spite of its slight dampness, he found the niche an ideal hiding place. The pistol’s ferritic nitrocarburizing protected the metal parts from corrosion, and leaving the screws out of the panel gave him reasonably quick access to the weapon.  There was the risk, of course, that Deputy Sylvester would take it into her head to search the house for weapons and find the handgun.  If she did the job properly, she would also uncover the assorted weapons in the gazebo facing the James River.  But because CENTCOM found him to be such a valuable boy (and something of a hero, having saved American lives while acting as a translator in Iraq), he would, hopefully, be punished with nothing more than a slap on the wrist.  Unless they traced the guns to something worse than possession of unlicensed firearms.

Knock-knock-knock.

The traditional three-knock pattern hinted at legitimacy.  Naturally, this could be playacting, although the various authorities who had shown up on his doorstep had shown little variation from interminable banging and would see no need for discretion.

He took out the gun, closed the panel, and approached the door.

Here he was presented with one of the drawbacks of having no furniture: there was no temporary hiding place for a weapon near the door.  Slipping the gun into his waistband, he peeked out through the sidelight.  Unless the person was very short, there was no one on the stoup.  It dawned on him that he should remove the large urn on the porch and the decorative mahonia bush that partly blocked his view.

Hoping the visitor had gone away, he began to move silently back to the kitchen.

Tap-tap-tap.

The visitor was losing resolution, the tap being a resignedly weak postscript to the knock.  Ari would have left it at that, except he now had a good idea who it was and why she was here.  Also, if she did not get an answer now, she would return later.  He hurried into the kitchen, placed the gun on top of the refrigerator, and returned to the foyer.

"Diane," he greeted when he opened the door and saw the girl on his porch craning her head up to him.  She was startled and a little dismayed.  Her eyes widened, as if she had stumbled upon an oversized ogre.

"How do you know my name?" she asked warily.

"Mr. Nottoway told me.  We saw you on the street one day while I was visiting him.  You saw us, remember?"

"I was looking for Marmaduke."

Ari feigned ignorance by raising his eyebrows.

"My cat."

"Ah."

She risked lowering her eyes to see if the body attached to that menacing face looked just as ominous.  She gave a little cough.

"Do you really live here?"

"Why, don’t I look like I live here?"

"You look like a homeless person who broke in.  Are you a burglar?"

Offended, Ari’s scowl deepened.  The girl’s amiable courtesy (‘homeless person’) was freighted with rudeness that would have been unthinkable in his homeland.  The most flea-bitten Sadr City street urchin might filch your wallet, but he would never accuse you of looking like a vagrant.  Diane, her rumba dress peeking out from under a wool coat, looked like someone from a good family, or at least a family with financial resources.

Suddenly, Diane’s hand went to her mouth and she laughed, "Mr. Snail, Mr. Snail!"

Hmmm...?  Ari glanced down.  To his intense mortification, he saw that his fly was undone.  He had not felt well lately and his appearance had suffered.  Also, it seemed, his sense of propriety.  Growling, he turned away to zip up.

"Eeew, what’s that smell?"  The girl pinched her nose theatrically.
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