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THE RAID

	


CHAPTER I

	Flight-lieutenant Guy Baring hated the dry, dusty road between the Royal Air Force Station at Hinaidi and Baghdad, yet certain minor duties in connection with this self-imposed office of Station Sports Officer demanded his presence in the much-overrated City of the Caliphs, where the romance is not so immediately apparent as the aroma. So he had traversed it, requisitioning Service transport for the purpose.

	Having done so it was quite a natural thing for him to look in at the Hotel Maude. There were two reasons for this, each in itself sufficient. The first, and by far the most important, was an earnest desire to hear the tinkle of a piece of ice against the side of a glass of lager; the second was curiosity as to the identity of the visitors who had arrived that evening by air, for the Maude is an Imperial Airways Rest House on the Far East Route. Strictly speaking, this semi-official inspection did not come within his sphere of duties as an Air Staff Intelligence officer, but he liked to think it did; anyway, it provided a not unreasonable excuse for the visit, which, moreover, might enable him to get his mail rather earlier than if he had waited for it to be delivered.

	It was curious to reflect afterwards that, if he had not gone to the Maude, just how far-reaching would have been—but he did go to the Maude, so conjecture was really futile.

	Fate—or call it what you like—played its first card when he met Sheila Forbes just inside the door. He behaved precisely as any ordinary man would have behaved in the circumstances, although his words were not well chosen. To be specific, he pulled up dead, stared, and ejaculated:

	“My God! What on earth are you doing here?”

	Sheila, on the other hand, betrayed no such obvious symptoms of astonishment. She said, quite simply, “Hello, Guy, how are you?” and held out her hand. But then it must be understood that she knew Guy was in Baghdad, or thereabouts, whereas he thought she was in London.

	“I’m all right, thanks,” he replied slowly, “but I think you might have let me know you were coming back.” There was genuine reproach in his voice.

	“Yes, I suppose I should have written, but—well, what was the use? Frankly, Guy, I thought about it, and I decided that it might be better if—if we didn’t meet; it was by no means inevitable that we should.”

	“Let’s sit down,” he suggested, “it’s too hot to stand. Tell me, why have you come back? I mean, I can imagine why you have come back, but I thought your Uncle was—well, you know—finding archæological research in Iraq a bit expensive. In fact, I believe he told me at the time that it was the sole reason why he packed up last year.”

	“Yes, that’s quite right,” she admitted frankly. “Uncle Henry nearly ruined himself by that last expedition; he found it was costing him a good deal more than he expected it would, although your help no doubt saved us a lot of expense. But things are different now; to make a long story short, someone has provided the necessary financial support for the work at Prensis to be completed.”

	“That’s lucky. Who is it?”

	“Professor Wiseman. He comes from Sweden, but has lived a good deal in England; he knows this part of the world quite well, too.”

	“So he backed the show for you; that was sporting of him.”

	“Well, you see, he wanted to come and finish the excavations, but on a point of etiquette he didn’t like to take on the work which Uncle had already started, without his consent; that was the real reason.”

	“What! You mean he’s here now?”

	“Of course. That he should be one of the party was a foregone condition of the arrangement—not that Uncle Henry minds. On the contrary he is very pleased about it. What with a kindred spirit and all the money he needs, within reason, he is looking forward to a very congenial task. You must see him before you go; he is really very grateful for all you did last year. And you must meet the Professor—he is a dear, you’ll like him.”

	“I like the sound of the word ‘Professor,’ I must admit. It sounds senile, hoary-headed and bewhiskered——”

	“Oh, he’s not a bit like that,” interrupted Sheila, laughing; “he’s really very good-looking.”

	Guy frowned suddenly. “How old is this chap?” he asked abruptly.

	“Oh, Guy, you don’t think——”

	“I might!”

	“There’s nothing like that about him.”

	“Sure? All right, I’m sorry.” Guy passed his hand wearily over his face. “The fact is, my dear, I’m afraid I’m getting a bit—what do they call it—woman-starved in this God-forsaken dustbin. You know I did two years at Aden before I came here. But this is my last hot season, thank God; I’m going home next trooping.”

	“Don’t let Uncle hear you calling Iraq a dustbin,” she warned him laughingly; “he thinks it’s the most wonderful country in the world.”

	Guy looked at her longingly. How fresh she looked in her plain white frock and large shady hat, which just showed a smooth wave of corn-coloured hair under its fashionable tilt. Her eyes, grey-blue, reminded him of the sea that lapped the cool shores of England; her skin looked but recently drenched with its dews and soft rain, despite the torrid heat and garish colours of their present surroundings.

	“Don’t joke, Sheila,” he said, soberly. “I’m serious. Can’t we——”

	“Now, Guy, really, we’ve settled all this, you know.”

	“I’m damned if we have. That is, you may have, but I haven’t, not by a long shot. I don’t think you gave me quite a fair deal.”

	She snatched a quick glance at his good-looking masterful face, a little tired-looking after four hot seasons in a land where the thermometer runs to 120 in the shade, and there is no shade. His keen grey eyes were watching her closely. He looked precisely what he was, she reflected, well equipped for the task of fighting the unruly elements in the air, and guarding the frontiers of one of the most difficult countries in the world. She noticed that he had turned a little pale under his tan.

	“But I gave you an answer, Guy,” she protested.

	“It wasn’t an answer: it was an ultimatum.”

	“Call it that if you like, but I think you use a hard word. After all, I can’t help feeling as I do about things. I told you why that was before I left, last year. I told you that my father was killed flying in France during the War and my mother was killed in an air-raid. I was only a child at the time, but I’ve never quite got over the shock and horror of it. Can you wonder that I hate aeroplanes and everything to do with them. I loathed every minute of the journey here, and had to force myself to it for the sake of the others who were anxious to get here as quickly as possible. I was petrified with fright the whole way, and I’m not ashamed to admit it; the very sound of the engines makes me go cold all over. I’m sorry, but there it is. I am very fond of you, Guy, as I once admitted, but I couldn’t marry an airman. I should never have a minute’s peace of mind. Knowing this, do you think it is quite fair—but why go on. We’ve been over it all before.”

	“But I can’t give up the Service; do be reasonable, my dear. It isn’t so much that I love flying, or that my Guv’nor would be bitterly disappointed if I packed up. I am willing to put those things on one side. But what should I do? I can fly an aeroplane, and that’s about all. I should be useless at business or anything else, and I know it. Don’t you see that if I resigned, then I couldn’t ask you to marry me, for financial reasons, that’s quite certain.”

	“Don’t let’s talk about it, Guy, please,” she protested. “Something may turn up; anything can happen, you know.”

	“It’s hard to see what. One of us will have to change.”

	“I’m afraid I shan’t.”

	“And I can’t.”

	“So there we are, back to where we started from. It’s much too hot to argue. Come up and see the Professor and I’ll tell Uncle you’re here.”

	“All right,” he agreed wearily.

	They made their way slowly up the stairs and along the corridor. Sheila stopped before a door and tapped lightly. There was no reply, so she turned the handle. The door opened and she looked inside. “He’s not here,” she observed. “Never mind, wait a minute and I’ll see if I can find him. He may be in Uncle’s room. They said they wanted to rest, but I suppose they are busy over their plans again.”

	Guy took a couple of paces into the room and lighted a cigarette. The fact that he lighted a cigarette may seem a trivial event hardly worth recording, yet that is not so. It may sound absurd to say that British domination in the Middle East once depended upon a dead match-stalk, but that may not be exaggeration.

	Guy blew out the match after he had lighted his cigarette, and in order to dispose of the stalk, walked across the room to a small writing-table upon which he could see a brass ash-tray. As he flicked the match into the receptacle, his eyes, without really looking, fell on three words that appeared at the head of a piece of paper that had been placed under the blotting paper on the pad. He was not inquisitive, hardly curious, but he could not help reading the words. They would have meant little to most people but to him they held a professional significance, for they formed the name of a sheikh whose anti-British activities had once been notorious from Mosul to Khartoum. That state of affairs had been changed by a curious incident in which Guy had played a small part.

	With a puzzled expression on his face he deliberately reached out his hand and lifted the edge of the blotting paper, exposing the document that lay below it. On a sheet of paper had been written, quite carelessly, in lead pencil, three lists of names, all of native sheikhs or headmen, and a single glance was sufficient to show that they had been arranged in a certain order. Those in the left-hand column, the top one of which was the name he had first seen, he would have described as definitely friendly; those in the middle were of doubtful loyalty, and those on the right were hostile, more or less actively, to British interests.

	Now had the owners of all those names resided within striking distance of the excavations at Prensis, it is doubtful if he would have given the matter another moment’s thought, except perhaps to congratulate the Professor mentally on his foresight in learning the inclinations of the people of the country, with whom he might come in contact during the course of the present expedition. But they did not. With one or two exceptions they were domiciled far from the ruins. In fact, the regions of their influence stretched from Kurdistan in the north, through Syria, Iraq, Palestine, Transjordania, right down to Aden in the south. It was perhaps the interest in this last-named area, so far away from the scene of operations, that first struck Guy as odd, although to say that at this stage he was already suspicious would be an exaggeration. He was not, but it was with a sense of expectant curiosity that might not otherwise have existed, that he turned to face the man whom he could hear approaching down the corridor in conversation with Sheila. Up to this time his interest in him had entirely been centred round his association with Sheila, but it was now tinctured with professional attention. For the Professor was unquestionably a very well-informed man. The document was so complete and accurate that it might have been compiled in Guy’s own office; in fact he would have been quite pleased to possess a copy of it.

	Wondering vaguely how the Professor had gathered the information, or if he had not, then who had, he turned to meet him, and the first dim suspicion that he was not entirely what he pretended to be took form in his mind. For the Professor’s eyes did not seek his visitor as he entered the room. They sought the desk, and Guy thought he knew the reason; he was not quite certain where he had left the document. His movements confirmed it, for not until he had placed himself between his desk and his visitor did he extend his hand. Thus described, the action would appear to be so unusual as to be conspicuous, but it was done in such an inconsequential manner that if Guy had not been half-prepared for something of the sort it would have passed unnoticed.

	He took the proffered hand and, as convention demanded, expressed himself delighted to meet his friend’s friend. But he was wondering where he had seen the Professor before; that he had seen him he felt almost sure, but he could not place him. He was a tall, powerfully-built man of about forty years of age with flaxen hair that tallied well with his professed nationality, but his skin had not been tanned to its red-brown tint by the anæmic sun of Europe. Then Guy remembered that Sheila had said he knew the Middle East well.

	“You’ve been in this part of the world before, Professor?” he suggested.

	“Yes, but many years ago, when the Turks were here. I have worked in Egypt chiefly. Miss Forbes tells me you were very kind to her and her uncle when they were here last year.”

	The adroit change of subject did not escape Guy. “Oh, I did what I could, you know,” he replied lightly. “There have been several expeditions working out here, and naturally we do our best to see that everything runs smoothly; no trouble with the natives, and all that sort of thing.”

	“Quite,” nodded the Professor. “You still have a little trouble, though, occasionally, do you not?”

	“Nothing but what we can handle, I think,” answered Guy. Then, as an afterthought, he added, “We know all the local bandits who are likely to kick over the traces if they get a chance, but they are finding aeroplanes and armoured-cars difficult propositions to compete with. If you like, I’ll give you the names of those near Prensis that it wouldn’t be wise to trust too far.” The words came easily and smoothly, and he looked the Professor squarely in the eyes as he spoke, knowing he had given him an invitation to declare his inside knowledge of the subject.

	But the Professor did not accept it. “A most useful precaution,” he said slowly. “I should be very grateful for such information. I seem to remember reading the names of some of the recalcitrant tribes in the newspapers, such as——” he puckered his forehead as if trying to recall the names.

	“I’ll make a list and send it along to you,” went on Guy casually, “but I don’t think you have any cause to worry; no one is likely to trouble you. You are only going as far as Prensis, I understand?”

	“Yes, to Prensis.”

	“About a couple of hundred miles as the crow flies, or a trifle more, which brings it within two hours of our machines. But, as I say, you’ll find things quiet. We’ve had a rough house once or twice with the lads who hang out in the hills to the north, but we cut them up pretty badly last time they made a raid, and collared most of their camels and horses, so they are not likely to try anything again for some time.”

	“You bombed them, I suppose?”

	“Well, we didn’t bomb them exactly. You see, this raiding business has been brought to a fine art over a period of time, but the Wogs[1] now have to adjust things to a new time schedule. Things are even changing in the changeless East. In the old days a raid was merely a matter of travelling fast enough to catch the objective village or tribe—usually Christians, by the way—unprepared. After that the raiders could go home in their own time. The position is now reversed, and the success of the raid depends upon the speed with which they can get back to cover, before we catch them. They can move like lightning on the way down, but it takes some time to get back on account of the plunder, which consists chiefly of livestock; that’s what they come for, horses in particular. They know now that if our machines catch them in the open it’s a grim business for them. The machines disorganise the column with bombs and machine-gun fire, and hold it up until the armoured-cars arrive to arrest the ring-leaders, and restore the stolen property to its rightful owners. When we catch them like that it’s fairly plain sailing; it’s when they get back to their villages that the matter becomes a little more difficult. Even then we don’t bomb them.”

	 

	[1] R.A.F. word for natives of Iraq.

	 

	“No?”

	“Once upon a time we used to bomb their villages, but we found they didn’t mind that very much. The lads of the village used to sit on the hills and watch their mud and camel-hair dwellings being scattered to the four winds by high explosive, and quite enjoy the show. As soon as we had gone they came back and built them up again in a couple of days; a simple matter since they do not go in for reinforced concrete. They left the old women at home, so that in point of fact we may have done them a good turn. Women count very little with them, and old women less than nothing; in fact, the old folks are only an encumbrance.”

	“What do you do about it now?”

	“Well, we really discovered the trump card in the game by a fluke. One day a fellow missed the village with his bomb and hit the cattle. My word! That caused a fine old row; talk about weeping and gnashing of teeth. Remember, some of their horses and dogs have taken a few thousand years to breed; their pedigrees were old when Moses was wandering about looking for the footpath to milk and honey-land. Incidentally, when you’ve been out here for a bit, you’ll realize why he had a job to find it. But you can well understand that when some of these four-legged aristocrats are in danger the matter gets beyond a joke. Even the toughest of the toughs had tears in their eyes when they came in, and that gave us the key to the situation. Nowadays we don’t go for the lads themselves; they can hide up in the caves, anyway. We go for the stock, and they have no means of protecting them. When a village gets on its toes a squadron of machines has only to make a demonstration and our dark-skinned brothers get worried, very worried. They aren’t afraid for themselves, or the women, who can be replaced in the next raid. It’s the thought of their prize pieces of furniture grazing on the hillsides being hurt that brings them in, all agitato, with the pipe of peace in one hand, and a hatchet to bury in the other.”

	“Very interesting,” admitted the Professor, “but don’t you think it’s rather a barbaric thing to do, to bomb animals?”

	“I can’t see that it’s any more barbaric than leading them into a slaughter-house to have their throats cut, which is the way many dumb animals end their days in Europe—those that aren’t shot, or hunted to death by hounds. A hundred and twelve pounds of high explosive on the cranium of a calf is at least likely to produce sudden death, which is often more than the poor beast gets at home. I’ll bet that the first people in England who would bleat about bombing animals are the very ones who walk about in the skins of dead animals that were flayed alive. Do you, when you eat lobster mayonnaise, imagine the feelings of the wretched crustacean as it is lifted over a pot of boiling water? Did you think about the death agonies of its rightful owner when you had that bit of astrakhan tacked on to the collar of that coat over there? No, when civilisation stops wearing furs and feathers for its adornment, then it can talk about cruelty to animals. But let’s get back to more serious topics. When are you thinking of starting for Prensis?”

	“Within the next two or three days, I hope,” replied the Professor. “Our arrangements are well forward. A former servant of mine came up from Cairo a month ago to get the labourers and transport ready.”

	Guy opened his eyes in real astonishment. “Really!” he exclaimed. “Then all I can say is, he hasn’t advertised himself much; this is the first I’ve heard about it.”

	“Would you expect to hear about it?”

	“Certainly, either directly or indirectly through one of the Political Officers. We don’t get many visitors, you know.”

	“No! Well, my agent is of the country, so perhaps that is why he evaded the limelight. I do not suppose that he would think of reporting the matter officially.”

	“Then he should have done.”

	“You seem to have turned very official suddenly, Guy,” observed Sheila, joining in the conversation for the first time. “I think we had better change the subject. Are you going to stay to dinner? Uncle says he is particularly anxious to see you again, but he is just resting at present; he always finds the heat very trying at first.”

	“I’m sorry, old thing, but I’m afraid I can’t do that, much as I should like to, but it happens to be guest night and I haven’t warned out. I should be on the mat if I didn’t turn up; dinner is a parade, you know.”

	“Ridiculous! When you are not on duty you should be allowed to dine where you like.”

	“But we are always on duty,” he reminded her gently.

	“Good gracious! You have gone all military,” she taunted. “By the time you’re a Wing Commander—or whatever it is—you’ll be as grumpy and officious as the rest of them.”

	“Shall I? It won’t matter very much if I am, will it?” he challenged.

	“Not very much,” she parried.

	“That’s what I thought,” he observed evenly. “But I must be getting along. Ring me up at the aerodrome if I can help you in any way, won’t you?”

	“Of course, but you’ll come and see us again before we start?”

	“I will. I’ll try and run in to-morrow evening.”

	“That would be splendid.”

	Guy held out his hand. “Good-bye for the present, then,” he said. “Good-bye, Professor—take care of Miss Forbes, won’t you?”

	There was a glint in the Professor’s eye, and something in his tone of voice when he replied, that warned Guy for the first time that he was in the presence of a rival. “I think I shall be able to do that,” he said coolly.

	“I shall be about, anyway,” said Guy casually, picking up his hat. “Always remember——” he hesitated.

	“Well?”

	“That the one above sees all,” he concluded enigmatically.

	“I’ll come with you as far as the door,” announced Sheila, but Guy hardly heard her. The Professor’s lips had parted in something that may have been intended for a smile; whatever it was he showed his teeth, and Guy bent quickly to adjust a shoelace, quite unnecessarily, in case the other saw the recognition in his eyes. The next moment, with Sheila at his elbow, he was walking quickly down the corridor toward the door and the street.

	“Why, how pale you look, Guy,” she said suddenly, glancing up.

	“Pale! Am I? Touch of sun, I suppose. I’m rather lucky that way; one or two fellows usually shoot themselves during the hot season.”

	“How cheerful you are to-day,” she observed sarcastically.

	“There isn’t very much here, outside a bottle, to make you cheerful,” he replied bitterly. “Well, here we are. Good-bye again. My compliments to your Uncle. Tell him I’m looking forward to seeing him to-morrow,” he added as he climbed into the waiting car.

	


CHAPTER II

	His final departure had been almost abrupt, but he was unaware of it. He was hardly conscious of Sheila’s presence, so deeply was he thinking about the Professor, for the recognition, if recognition it could be called, was so grotesque that he was already doubting it himself. Yet that fleeting glimpse of a perfect set of white teeth, perfect except for one that was a quarter covered with a gold crown, had brought back vividly a half-forgotten incident, which, by an amazing chance, was the same as that recalled by the name of the sheikh at the head of the Professor’s list.

	It had happened when he was at Aden. The Sheikh, Eyad-Ibn-Matuk, who in the past had given the authorities a good deal of trouble, had created a considerable sensation by arriving unexpectedly at the aerodrome. His son, who counted more with him than the rest of his people together, was sick unto death; would the white doctor do something about it? The white doctor did. He was flown out to the Sheikh’s village, where he found the boy suffering from acute appendicitis. He was faced with a poser, for only an operation could save him; yet if he operated and the boy died, the fact would neither be forgotten nor forgiven. He would die anyway, so the authorities decided to take a chance. The patient was taken by air a matter of two hundred and fifty miles to Aden, and operated on forthwith. The operation was successful and the boy had been sent home fit and well. Guy had flown him back in the back seat of a Fairey “Gordon.” He had, as a matter of detail, been selected as the pilot chiefly in order to reconnoitre the layout of the Sheikh’s headquarters at a distance seldom permitted. Just as he was about to take off on the return journey, a horseman had ridden in from the desert, dressed in the clothes of a better-class Arab. He had joined the semi-circle of interested watchers, and as Guy looked at him, he had smiled.

	Now Arabs in that part of the world are not given to smiling, chiefly because there is little in the desert to smile at; life is a strenuous and precarious affair in which humour plays no part. Then he had seen the sunlight flash on the gilded tooth, and the picture remained in his mind. At the time it had simply struck him as odd that an Arab should have received expert and expensive dental treatment at some time or other, but in thinking the matter over he realized that such a thing was by no means impossible. After all, he had reasoned, there were many European and European-trained dentists in Egypt, and many Arabs were wealthy, even by Western reckoning. So the matter had passed from his mind until he had seen the name, Eyad-Ibn-Matuk, in the Professor’s room, which recalled a picture which the Professor’s dental formation had intensified.

	He threw his cap on to the seat beside him and tried to reconcile the Western Professor with an Arab sheikh. His common sense told him that the thing was absurd. Yet it was queer, to say the least of it, he reflected, that there had been that sensation of having seen the Professor before, even before he smiled. Could it be possible that the Arab and the Professor were one and the same? No, of course it couldn’t, he told himself angrily, the thing was fantastic. Then he remembered the complete lists of names, which for the moment he had forgotten.

	After all, Lawrence did it, he mused. Lawrence played the Arab to such perfection that even the Arabs took him for one of themselves; and he wasn’t the first, either. But what’s his idea? I’m afraid the sun is getting me down.
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