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BOOK 1

WASHINGTON D.C. - The Sadir Affair






I would take flight in the morning air, 

With my memories of better days, 

With sighs of hopes in every breath, 

Clearing the ground of desperation, 

I would soar above the grey skies of sadness

Into the arms of the love, I once embraced then lost.








PART 1: Resentment


Chapter 1

Her once vibrant, blonde curls lay flaccid around her head like a scarf of despair. Her once lovely face was now the portrait of the all-consuming pain she had endured for the past several months. Looking at the North Shore Mountains from the terrace of her apartment, Talya Kartz was lost in thought, almost absent. She was revisiting the places of her youth, the places where she had found solace amid the tiresome memories of days filled with anger and regret. She spared some thoughts for the man responsible for her misery, a man she had loved, a man who had become an assassin. He could have killed her, but he didn’t. Why, had been the question that had superseded every other since the shooting. She couldn’t get him out of her mind. She loathed the sight of him now. Yet, she wanted to see him again. She wanted to unreel her vengeful torment upon him. The rage she felt was oddly intertwined with the memory of the times they spent together—the beaches, the sunshine, the warmth of the day...

The winter had dragged on forever and she was happy to be outside without a coat or a blanket wrapped around her legs. Confined to a wheelchair, her main pleasure appeared centred on being alone outside. Unable to get out of bed at night, she would roll herself onto the carpet in the early hours of the morning to drag her body to the terrace door. The nurse would find her on the floor, staring at the ocean or asleep, her head leaning against the windowpane. 

Her apartment had become her cage. She had concentrated mainly on learning to move about without the use of her legs as much as was allowed or possible. Ultimately, she had given up on the idea and got used to her wheelchair, although she still preferred sitting on the ground when she was alone. It was as if the floor or the barren ground gave her a sense of vitality, absorbing her pain and restoring her will to live. 

“I’m home! What’s for dinner?” Aziz erupted jokingly, as he came through the door late that evening. Hearing no response, he rushed to the terrace. There, Talya was again; sitting on the ground, her back against the stone wall, watching the ocean. “What are you doing here? I thought you had gone out. Come on, let’s get you inside. It’s getting cold.” 

Talya looked up at him but didn’t reply. 

“Come on, Milady, I’ve got your favourite pizza for dinner...”

Returning her gaze to the ocean, “Is swimming good for me?” Talya asked.

“I’d say so. It’s a muscle stimulant, but you know that. They’ve put you in the pool at the hospital many times.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the same as really swimming, is it?”

“No, it isn’t. I’m sure by the summer; you’ll be able to go swimming.”

“Can we go now?”

“Now? I don’t think so. You need to get a little stronger before you venture in open waters, matey. Remember your legs won’t help you anymore.”

“I know, I know, but I thought we could go to Second Beach in the Kiddies Pool. I just want the feel of the water around my body. Can you understand what I’m saying, Aziz?” 

Talya extended her left arm, grabbed the cushion of the wheelchair, lugged herself to where she could hold onto the armrest, and heaved her body into the seat. Beads of sweat pearled on her forehead while Aziz turned her hips into the chair. 

“I need to be somewhere where having legs doesn’t matter. Somewhere I could move without having to manoeuvre a stupid wheelchair and somewhere no one needs to help me lie down, get up, or roll around.”

“Okay, let’s plan something for next weekend, okay?” Aziz suggested.

One of her rare smiles appeared on her face. Aziz could have lifted her to the sky for one of those smiles. He waited every hour of every day now to see a smidgen of pleasure light up her face. 

“What kind of pizza did you get?” Talya asked, wheeling herself to the kitchen. 

“Mushroom and cheese, and I bought a tin of anchovies.” 

Talya looked up at him in surprise. She loved anchovies but he hated them. 

“I know, I know, I don’t like them, but I thought I could put some on half of the pizza and I’ll eat the other half...”

“You didn’t have to do that! I love pizza anyway.” She shrugged and turned her chair around. “Whatever...” 

The smile had disappeared. The joy or the promise of better times had dissipated once again. Aziz shook his head and watched her roll her chair back in the direction of the terrace. 

Of course, Talya was an invalid, but it did not mean she was a vegetable either. Aziz was reaching a point where he did not know what to do to please her anymore. Yet nothing displeased her; the neutrality, the idleness, the irresponsiveness, the inertia were the most unnerving to him. 

Strictly speaking, Talya was not Dr. Aziz Hendrix’s patient. She had been his lover, friend and companion for some three years. He had seen her reduced to a mangled and frail invalid, literally shrivelling in size, while her mind focused only on mastering the art of indifference. 

Talya used to be a fighter. She used to argue and debate her points of view. She used to battle her way through life, but this battle she was not fighting it. The surgeons, physiotherapists, nurses, and medication were fighting it for her. If her treating psychologist had asked him if Talya was suicidal, Aziz would have said no. To him, she had no desire to kill herself, but would she eat or drink if no one was there to feed her? He didn’t think so. Now that she was able to go out, drive her ‘racing wheels’—the nickname she had given to her motorized chair—to the shops and stores, or even take a bus, Aziz had yet to see her pass through the front door of her apartment of her own accord. It was as if she had decided to shut the world out. 

After dinner, Aziz went home as usual, once he had put Talya to bed. The nurse would be there in the morning to take care of her for a few hours and leave her after lunch. He would come back at night. That routine had been going on for months, and Aziz was getting tired of it. As much as he loved Talya, he didn’t think he could continue looking after her now that she was well on her way to becoming independent if she wanted to be.


Chapter 2

Captain Khalid Sahab, as friends and acquaintances knew him, was an inveterate pilot. He had lived at the Hotel de Crillon on the Place de la Concorde since his father died many years ago. Although not flaunting his princely background at anyone’s face, Khalid was an Arab fellow who enjoyed the Parisian life and the luxury that came with his blue blood ancestry. Not a pretentious man by any means, Khalid had an acute sense of his fellow human beings, an odd and instant insight into their characters. He was intelligent, well educated—in England—and he displayed a deep-seated wisdom. Tall and handsome by many women’s description, he was not flirtatious or even interested in befriending the opposite sex. Originally raised as a Touareg, his beliefs led him to maintain his distances from women. His greying hair at the temples revealed his age and when people saw him in the company of his daughter, Aisha, they somehow gathered that he was serious about his family ties and beyond the age of chasing the alluring Parisian skirts. 

He had been thrown in the midst of an international, political affair some two years ago now, which had almost ruined him financially and had left him emotionally scarred. He had met Talya at a time she was herself in deep trouble. Together they evaded their enemies and thwarted or even foiled the operations of a drug lord in France while uncovering an arms’ trafficking ring spanning some three continents. 

He deplored Talya’s injuries. He knew that, ultimately, she had blamed him for what happened. She had been shot, and his absence at the time made it all the worst for him and for her. He had left her to her own device in Miami and he knew the move had ignited a pursuit by a Mossad agent that ended up in disaster.

He had not heard from Talya in many months. He phoned James Flaubert, her boss and founder of Carmine Resources on many occasions, only to learn of her progressive recovery but also of her cloistering. James had told him she wanted to see no one and lived a secluded life now.

Khalid was again reminiscing of the happy times he spent with Talya when the phone on his desk rang and startled him back to the present.

“Yes, Marie, what is it?” Khalid answered tersely. 

“A Dr. Hendrix is on the line for you, Capitaine. Shall I put him through?” the woman replied quietly. Marie was the ‘gérante’ of the hotel. She had seen Khalid through the worst and the best moments of his life. More than a manager, Marie was like a mother to Khalid. 

“Yes, Marie, please.”

“Khalid?” Aziz asked as soon as he heard the phone being picked up.

“Yes, Aziz. How can I help you?”

“No, not me, Khalid—you’ll never be able to help me—it’s Talya who needs your help.”

Paying no heed to Aziz’s comments, “How is she?” Khalid asked. 

“Physically, as well as can be expected, but psychologically, she is irresponsive.”

“What do you mean, irresponsive?”

“Do you know what apathy means?”

“Yes, why?”

“I guess you’ve lost your perspicacity while ignoring your friends...”

Khalid was reaching the point of annoyance very quickly. Aziz had put him on the defensive. “All right, and what do you want me to do about it? She wouldn’t even pick-up the phone when I tried calling her. She does not want to see me—you know that!”

“She might not pick-up the phone, but if she knows you’re at her doorsteps, she’ll see you—I’m sure of it.”

“What makes you think so?”

“Khalid, don’t play games with me. I know you’re still in love with her and if anyone can get her out of that bubble of hers, it’s you.”

“Listen to me, Aziz. Let’s say I get her out of her torpor and she finally starts living a normal life again, what would happen if she decides to come back to Paris with me? Because that’s a possibility. Have you thought of it?”

“I would prefer seeing her going to Paris with you for ever—if that’s what she wants—than seeing her the way she is now.”

“All right. Let me make some arrangements and I’ll contact you with an arrival date.”

“Thank you, Khalid.”

“I hope that was as sincere as your plea on her behalf was,” Khalid said.

“Yes, it was. Yet, I would like to hear the story from your lips one day.”

“By all means, Aziz, you should.”

When Khalid hung up, he was thrilled. Not solely because he was going to see Talya again but because he was finally going to be able to open the book that had been closed too soon in his opinion. Mossad was an enemy not to be underestimated and if someone did not turn the page in this book quickly, the dormant monster would awake soon with dire consequences for everyone involved.


Chapter 3

Sabrina, the receptionist told him that Khalid was on the line once again. James was out of excuses.

“Good morning, James,” Khalid replied to James’s quick and frosty greeting.

“Good of you to call again.” The president of Carmine Resources stretched his lanky frame to the back of the chair.

“I am not going to ask you to give me the latest report on Talya’s recovery. I know you’re tired of giving me the same answer.” That was true; James no longer knew how to tell Khalid that Talya didn’t want any visitor or that she seemed to be retreating into a solitary world, and only accepted loneliness for her companion. “The reason for my call is simply to inform you that I should be in Vancouver the day after tomorrow.”

James passed his fingers through his wavy, grey hair. “Should I be concerned...?” That question was perhaps well justified on James’s part. Every time Khalid had come on the scene, troubles had followed him.

“No, not at all. Dr Hendrix is the one who called me and asked for my assistance.”

“To do what?” James asked.

“He thinks I could help Talya in getting her out of her self-imposed seclusion.”

“It’s not only seclusion, Khalid, that’s ailing Talya. You must realize it’s much more than that.”

“Yes, I do realize it, and this is perhaps why I want to see for myself what can be done about it, if anything.”

“Are you a psychiatrist now?” The obvious scoff had its roots in James knowing that Khalid was a good judge of character. He had seen him handle Talya’s difficult traits on many occasions, but this was different; Talya was drowning into some sort of lethargy, from which she didn’t want to come out. 

Khalid chuckled. “No, James, I couldn’t begin to pretend to have such knowledge of the human mind, yet and maybe, I could look into the reason for Talya’s wilful retreat.”

“Okay, if you think your presence will make a difference, I’m all for it, of course. Do you want me to tell her you’re coming?”

“No!” The word resounded over the line loud and clear. The firmness in Khalid’s voice took James aback. “I’m sorry, James, but I don’t want her to know that I come to her aid. She would not react well to the announcement.”

“Very well then, when should I expect you? And where will you be staying?”

“I should be at your office on Wednesday and I have made reservations at the Sands for now.”

“Wouldn’t you prefer staying at the 4 Seasons...?”

“No, not this time. I need to be in walking distance of her apartment.”

“Quite. I understand.”

Replacing the receiver, James thought of the first time Khalid came to Vancouver; it was again when Talya needed someone to help her—out of a depression.


Chapter 4

Samuel Meshullam was a man of means. He lived comfortably, had money to spare although no one had ever heard him talk about his job—if he held one, no one knew. He lived in a house at the edge of the ocean and abutting a ‘reserve’ or park in Manly, a suburb of Sydney, Australia. His dark hair and sharp facial features, partially hidden under a shadowy beard, told of the man’s strength of character. His eyes darted at the smallest noise. He seemed to be on the alert all the time. His neighbours tried to befriend him when he first moved to the area, but he soon distanced himself from everyone. By all accounts, the man didn’t like company. He often walked across the park, crossed the little bridge and made his way to a secluded beach bordering yet another reserve. He was used to walking long distances and preferred travelling on foot to using any mode of transport, even though he owned a sports’ car, which he used mostly to travel to Melbourne or other towns north or south of the city. 

Although no one had ever seen him go to work, Samuel had an occupation, which paid him very well. He was a consultant, a man that you hired when you needed a job done and done well. His kind of consulting was not in high demand, but one contract could see him living in the lap of luxury for years, if that’s what it took until the next job came about. Besides, Samuel had no parents or family to encumber his life with questions or queries as to his means of living or even lifestyle. Perhaps the only characteristic that could distinguish Samuel from many other fellows was that he had been trained and was now in Mossad’s employ, the Israeli equivalent of the American CIA. 

The reason he was currently living in Sydney or in book2 for that matter, apart from the fact that he had been born and raised in Melbourne was that he was now in hiding and would remain so until ‘further orders’.

His last job had seen him shooting a woman in Vancouver. He was already back in Sydney when he learned that his target nearly died from his bullet, which was exactly what had been required of him. He had been assigned to “slow the woman down” but not to kill her. Like him, Talya Kartz was Jewish, and killing a Jewess would not only have weighed heavily on his conscience but would have put him in God’s bad books—if there were such a thing. 

Of course, the police and various intelligence agencies on two continents had been on his tail since the incident, which had occurred seven months ago, to no avail. Not only was Samuel a master of disguise but Mossad had always covered his tracks very well. As a result, he was now free to roam as he pleased in a country he loved. 

The fall months Downunder were now upon the countryside and the trees turning all colours were pleasant to the sight, and the accompanying tranquillity of autumn seemed to appease Samuel’s keenness. 

Sitting on a towel at the water’s edge, he thought of Talya. Truth being told he loved the woman. They had been friends once. She had a head of white-blond, curly hair, deep blue eyes and a smile that had shaken him to the core. Her lightly tanned face was a mask of perfection. Yes, he had really enjoyed looking at her or being with her again when they travelled together for a couple of hours in the States. From the time she lived in Australia, he remembered her spunk, her kindness and her determination. That last trait of character had landed her in a wheelchair now, he was sure, and for that, Samuel was sorry, deeply repentant in fact. He had never allowed the emotions that his job would arose in him to deter him from accomplishing his various assignments or to cloud his judgment. Yet, on this occasion, Talya’s beauty and inner strength had touched him in ways he could not even comprehend. 

He looked at the waves rolling gently onto the beach for a few more minutes before getting up, making his way into the water and diving into the ocean. He swam to a rocky ledge nearby and heaved himself onto it. Knowing her as he did, he recalled Talya loved to swim, and he would have enjoyed having her at his side at that very moment. Would he see her again? He didn’t think that would ever happen.


Chapter 5

Alerted of Khalid’s latest travel plans, Pierre Masson, the pilot, and John Viblickovitzian, the navigator, were waiting for the prince-in-disguise to board his Lear jet. 

“Good morning, gentlemen,” Khalid said, poking his head at the cockpit’s door.

“Good morning, Khalid,” the two men replied in unison. 

Pilot and navigator were a team. They had been in Khalid’s employ since he bought the Lear—correction—since his uncle had bought the aircraft for him. ‘Talk about a rich uncle,’ had been Talya’s first comment when Khalid had told her of Uncle Abdullah Saif Al-Fadir’s gift. Khalid would never forget her reaction that evening. 

He smiled at the two men at the controls and nodded. “Let’s get her off the ground then,” Khalid said, closing the cockpit’s door and going to sit down in one of the six seats that furnished the comfortable cabin. 

He knew this journey would take about six hours’ flying-time before they would land in Ottawa. Khalid had arranged to meet with Fred Gibson at the Canadian Security Intelligence Service before flying to Vancouver. He wanted to get an up-date on Mossad’s movements since Talya’s accident. However, he doubted he would get much information out of the man. As head of the Service, Fred Gibson had probably closed the file on what they had called ‘The Ben Slimane Affair’, and had resumed their normal course of business—if ‘normal’ could ever describe the running of an intelligence agency. The Ben Slimane Affair had seen the CIA’s operation across two continents foiled. The year before, Talya had stumbled onto this hornets’ nest, which consisted in the exchange of drugs for weapons, weapons that had ended in the hands of Israelis in Gaza. The head of this government-sanctioned operation had been none other than a CIA undercover agent, and alleged traitor, by the name of Ben Slimane. Shortly before Talya being shot, Slimane’s death had seen the end of this sordid business. 

The Lear needed to make a refuelling stop somewhere between Paris and Vancouver, and Ottawa seemed to be the best place to do that—less air traffic and quicker service.


Chapter 6

Sitting at the table of the conference room, Fred Gibson and Namlah Badawee, his legal advisor in international law, were waiting for Khalid’s arrival. Fred was a down-to-earth man. Of Afro-American descent, the pleated lines of his face, large, black eyes and burly stature would remind anyone looking at him of Louis Armstrong. He was not the most astute or clever of men, but he surrounded himself with the best agents in the land. His strength of character and inner wilfulness had seen him climb the rungs of the intelligence agency’s ladder at a steady and unrelenting pace. Through his fatherly, yet firm attitude, he had gained the respect of his peers both in Canada and abroad. Although no longer a young man, he could run the best off the race. 

As for Namlah Badawee, a name meaning ‘nomad ant’ in Arabic, he was an unassuming fellow. His value to the agency resided in his knowledge of international law, not to say ‘intrigue’. With an upper lip endowed of a generous, black moustache, this amusing-looking man was a master at unravelling intricate entanglements. He was the one who put Fred on the scent of Ben Slimane’s treason while the latter was working for the CIA.

Escorted by Jimmy, Fred’s aide, Khalid strode into the conference room, and faced the two men who stood up as he entered. 

“Welcome to Canada once again, Your Highness,” Fred said, extending a hand for Khalid to shake. “I would have hoped this meeting to be held under better circumstances; nevertheless, it is still a pleasure to seeing you again.”

Shaking Fred’s hand, Khalid replied, “Thank you, sir,” looking at each man in turn. 

Namlah had not pronounced a word yet. “Sabahol-khayer, (good morning) Mr. Badawee,” Khalid added in Arabic, thus indicating to his interlocutor he recognized his Islamic antecedents. 

“Ahlan wa sahlan (welcome), Prince Khalid,” Namlah uttered visibly preoccupied, which attitude puzzled the prince. 

They sat down. Khalid reclined in the chair and crossed his legs. “As I said on the phone, Mr. Gibson, the reason for my visit is simple; I would like to know if there has been any recent development in Mossad’s activities of which you would be aware, of course.”

Fred stretched his forearms over the table and continued fiddling with his pen. “We have closed the file on this affair, as you know, Your Highness. Officially, Ms Kartz’s shooting tied our hands and the government didn’t see the need to take the case further, since it could have led to an international incident, not only with our neighbour but with Israel, which no one wanted.”

“Yes, I expected such an answer, Mr. Gibson. Yet, I am sure that unofficially you have kept an eye on their movements, am I right?”

Looking slightly uncomfortable, Namlah nodded to Fred before he said, “You are quite right, sir. We have been aware of certain parties resuming their activities in the CIA. Our sources have informed us that the exchange of drugs for armaments in South America, in particular...”

They are skirting the issue, Khalid thought. 

“What about Mossad?” Khalid cut in. “Do you know of anyone picking up where Slimane left off?”

Again, the chief and his lawyer exchanged conspiratorial glances. “No, not exactly,” Fred said. Khalid was getting impatient. He unfolded his legs, slid the chair closer to the table and put his elbows and forearms on it. “We have not been able to trace anyone infiltrating the CIA since last fall, but we have received reports from Australia, that a man corresponding to Isaac Whittlestein’s description is now living in a suburb of Sydney under another name. As you know he’s the only link we could establish between Ben Slimane and Mossad.”

“I am glad to hear that you have followed my suggestion to trace the man Downunder.” Khalid smiled with satisfaction. “And what is the man doing now? If you know...”

“Nothing, Your Highness,” Namlah replied.

“I see. He’s dormant then? But I should think this hibernation will only last for a while longer.”

Fred nodded. “My thoughts exactly, Your Highness.” 

Embarrassed, Namlah lowered his head. He raised it to say, “You see, sir, it is my contention that Mossad is waiting for you to make a move.”

That statement took Khalid by surprise. “Me? Could you explain how you came to that conclusion, Mr. Badawee?”

“By all means. Mossad, as we know, is Israel’s eyes and ears. They are looking for an excuse to spark an incident that would re-ignite ill feelings between Saudi Arabia and its allies. The Middle East has an infected wound at Gaza. Since Hamas took control of the strip, the area is a disaster waiting to happen. In my opinion, should the conflict worsen, Geneva would need to take a firm stand and enforced a cease-fire between Palestinians and Israeli forces.”

“I understand..., but how do I fit into this?”

“Mossad would love nothing more than for you to rekindle your relationship with Ms Kartz, thereby demonstrating your affinity or your ties with Israel. This, in turn, would show that Saudi Arabia is befriending an enemy of Islam and would engender an array of questions on the part of its neighbours.”

Khalid had listened to these warning words with sadness in his heart. The only thing he wanted to do at present was to help the woman he loved. His birthright or his faith, or even the political backdrop that had been part of his existence to date, were only asides, hurdles in his pursuit of happiness. Mossad had indeed an ace up their sleeve. They had been playing with Talya’s life, hoping he, Khalid Saif Al-Fadir, would join her once again. They wanted to use them for political reasons, reasons that could result in international tension, not to say war in the Middle East.

Khalid knew that his staying away from Vancouver had been the right decision initially. However now, Talya needed him. She had not called for him to help her, yet he knew he could get her on her feet, so to speak, and get her back to working and enjoying life again. 

Khalid said, “I appreciate your frankness, gentlemen. My family owes you a great deal for your foresight, Mr. Badawee. Nevertheless, I feel an obligation toward the woman whose deliberate pursuit for justice has resulted in her being chased like an animal and ultimately being shot. At this point, I don’t know what my decision will be. According to your conclusions, if I were to show myself on Ms Kartz’s doorsteps, it would demonstrate to the Middle East Community that my family is entertaining some sort of relations with Israel, thereby re-igniting resentments on the part of my country’s allies.”

“Yes, that sums it up pretty well,” Fred agreed with emphasis. “But this is only a conclusion that we have drawn from keeping an eye on the situation in and around Gaza. Your family has not taken a stand in this conflict. It has stayed impartial and unwilling to take sides, which is totally in character, actually. Yet, we would be remiss in our relations with you and the Saudi royal family if we did not advise you of the possible consequences a visit with Ms Kartz would have, should you choose to go to Vancouver.”

A short time later, the official car took Khalid to his hotel where he had reserved rooms for himself, Pierre and John. They had arranged to meet for dinner at the restaurant, but as Khalid closed the door of his suite, he didn’t feel like dinner or keeping company to his pilot and navigator. They were friends, of course, but Khalid had too much on his mind to be anywhere near civil that evening. He felt oppressed and despondent. In the past, his movements or decisions bore no consequence for anyone other than himself, but this time, the wrong decision, in the eyes of his family, would have an inevitable impact on Saudi Arabia’s political status in the Middle East. Short of disowning him or endangering the life of his daughter, while perhaps using her as a bargaining chip, his distant uncles would see to Khalid abiding the rules imposed on him long ago, whether he remained in exile or not. He would have to steer clear of Talya and have no contact with her in future. On the one hand, Khalid knew only too well how many lives could be lost if there was yet another hint of disagreement in the Middle East. On the other, he wanted to save the one person that had meant so much to him. 

If he didn’t go to her, he would not be able to abide idle her downward spiral to self-destruction, because it was exactly what she was doing. She saw no reason to live. There were no goals to attain, no project to complete, no family to mind, no children to raise. Talya had lost everything once, and now she was losing her very soul. 

Rather than unpacking his bags, Khalid carried them out of the suite, went down the elevators, walked through the lobby and came to stand in front of the clerk at the registration desk. 

“I’ll be checking out now. Would you prepare my bill and have a taxi wait for me out front?”

“Certainly, sir. Any problems with the service?” the young lady asked. She was surprised. It was unusual for a guest to check out before he even used the room.

“Nothing. My schedule has changed, nothing more.”

While the clerk prepared his bill, Khalid walked to a corner of the foyer, took his cell phone out of his pocket and dialled the hotel number. The operator put him through Pierre’s room immediately.

“Pierre?”

“Oh, Khalid? Are you downstairs already...?”

“No. Just listen. I want you and John to take the Lear back to Paris in the morning.”

“What happened? Are you alright?” Pierre sounded worried and somewhat curious. 

“No. Just do as I asked. I’ll contact you tomorrow or when I want you to know where I am.”

“Okay, Khalid, but why?”

“No time for explanation, Pierre. Have a good flight.”

With these words, Khalid hung up, went back to the desk, paid his bill and made his way out of the hotel and into the waiting cab.


Chapter 7

Given that he had not heard a word from Khalid since he called on Monday, on the Wednesday afternoon, James decided to check with the Sands to see if the man had checked in. To his surprise, he was told the guest and his two friends had cancelled their hotel reservations the night before. James put the phone down, sat there looking at it for a minute before picking up the receiver again. This time he dialled Aziz’s clinic. The doctor’s response was short—he was with a patient—but worrisome. He had not heard from Khalid in the past 48 hours either. 

James’s next call was to Fred Gibson.

“Mr. Gibson, how are you, sir?” 

“Fine, Mr. Flaubert. What can I do for you?” Fred was non-committal. He sensed this was not a courtesy call. James Flaubert wouldn’t be on the phone for a casual chit-chat. 

“I won’t interrupt your day with long explanations. I’d just like to know if you’ve seen Khalid lately.”

“Yes. He was in Ottawa for a meeting yesterday. Why?”

“Do you know if he planned to make it to Vancouver afterward?”

Fred didn’t want to or couldn’t elaborate on the answer to that question. He hesitated. “Well..., yes... he was planning to visit Vancouver. Hasn’t he shown up already?” 

“No, he hasn’t. He was due in this morning but it’s now three o’clock and the hotel told me that he cancelled his reservations. Should I be worried? Or have you said something to him that made him change his plans?”

“I may have made a suggestion to that effect..., yes,” Fred admitted, feeling relieved that Khalid had apparently returned to Paris.

“Could you tell me why then, he has not contacted us to let us know what he was doing?”

“I don’t know, but from what you’ve just said, I think I should find out. This sounds unusual and we need to keep tab on the man in any case...”

“Why’s that?”

“Precautions, Mr. Flaubert, nothing more. Let’s not forget he’s royalty and we have a duty to see to the well-being of such visitors. Besides, any surveillance measure on a Muslim fellow is designed to protect him. You never know what could happen to him these days.”

James had to admit that since nine-eleven Muslims in general were not welcomed with open-arms in North America. 

After he hung up, Fred called Jimmy and asked him to get Agent Gilford on the line. He also asked him to start a surveillance detail on Khalid as soon as the Agency would have located him. 

Mark Gilford was relaxing on the terrace of his apartment in Ottawa when he heard his cell phone ring on the table beside him. He looked at the screen and swore under his breath. Fred calling him was never a good sign.

“Yes?” Mark was purposely curt. 

This young man had a talent for divorcing himself from emotions that could interfere with his job, a job he did well. Besides being an intelligence agent, a spy, to put it simply, he was a skilful sniper and an assassin. 

Fred knew Mark very well, very well indeed. He knew that his inquisitive mind and his indifference had served the agency well. Fred didn’t need to give long explanations or reasons for calling on him. “Would you mind getting yourself prepared for a surveillance detail?”

“Who?”

“Khalid.”

Mark moved the phone away from his ear and looked at it for a second. He wasn’t sure he had heard the name correctly. “Did you say Khalid?” He pressed the speaker digit.

“Yes, the very same. He was in town yesterday and after our meeting he checked out of his hotel and... well..., he simply vanished.”

“And what was he doing here? Or should I ask?”

“We’ll talk about that when you get here.”

Hanging up, a puzzled look on his face, Mark went to the kitchen and opened a cupboard. The back of it resealed a safe in which he kept several weapons of choice. He took the smallest one, placed a cartridge of ammo in the grip and inserted it in its ankle-holster, which he tied mid-calf.  He closed the safe, locked it and closed the cupboard. Walking down the hall to his bedroom, he swore aloud this time. “...What the hell is going on? Why doesn’t he stay away?” he grumbled, while he changed into a suit and tie. His wardrobe contained nothing but the best apparels. To look at him—in his late twenties, blond curls and blue eyes—one would never guess, Mark Gilford was a dedicated killer.


Chapter 8

If one were reading a brochure describing Bowen Island off the Vancouver coast, it would tell one this small blob on the map was a mere twenty minutes away from the port of Horseshoe Bay, and its escarped landscape only allowed for a few clustered houses to be built along the shores or in the more accessible meadows. Main Street ran from the ferry’s dock up the hill to a crossroad, where one of the streets would take the tourists to a park descending gently toward the marina. Many beaches skirted the pine-covered hillsides, some easier to get to than others, some strewn with rocks and pebbles while others were covered with coarse, grey sand, but all of them were nestled in delightful coves at the end of the few roads crisscrossing the island. Typical of the chain of isles populating Howe Sound, Bowen Island was one of the favourite hideouts for the rich-and-famous who wanted to escape the hassles of the city.

Aziz knew Talya had spent many a weekend on Bowen Island during the first summer she had returned from a lengthy stay in Australia. She and he had spent their vacations there, before the troubles started and before Talya had become the pawn in a deadly chess game of intrigue. 

He wanted to take her away, not to Second Beach, but to Bowen Island. 

In his mid-thirties, Aziz was an earnest soul. He was devoted to the well-being of his numerous patients and anxious to make their lives easier as much as possible. His father had passed away when he was in high school, leaving him and his mother with enough to live a comfortable life and for Aziz to go to med-school. He was a good-looking man. He had inherited his mother’s dark, wavy hair and his father’s hazel eyes and chiselled face. Standing tall at nearly six-foot, beside Talya, walking down the street, they would turn heads. They always felt comfortable in each other’s company. Like socks and shoes, they fitted well together. 

That night, when he passed the threshold of Talya’s apartment, Aziz felt disappointed, not to say frustrated. Khalid, once again, had not shown up. His resentment toward the man had grown now into utter disgust. He had abandoned her in Miami, which unaccountable move had provoked a series of incidents that saw Talya knife a man and the FBI chase her across the States. As far as Aziz was concerned, Khalid was a typical Arab, in only for money, women and grandstanding appearances when the chips were down. Granted, he had saved Talya’s life on several occasions, but since his unexpected disappearance from Cayenne, where he had evaded yet another of Slimane’s devious schemes, and his admission that he knew of his uncle’s involvement in a drug and arms’ trade in the Middle East, Aziz no longer trusted the man.

Talya was sitting at her desk. She had not neared that corner of the apartment in weeks. 

Aziz couldn’t contain his amazement or joy at seeing her in front of her computer, typing away. “Hello, milady,” Aziz said, kissing the top of her head.

She only acknowledged his presence with a mumbled, “Hi!” which told Aziz to retreat. If Talya was concentrating on her writing, she allowed no one to disturb her. Yet, before making his way to the kitchen to prepare their evening meal, he looked quickly at the screen. What he read sent him down a stream of recollections, which he didn’t want to visit. Talya was recounting the events that ultimately landed her in that wheelchair. 

Maybe she needed the release. Maybe she would find solace in pouring her memories onto the pages of a book. Maybe distancing herself from the experiences, by describing them and reliving them through a fictional character, would get her back to the present and move her out of her lethargic state. And maybe... there wouldn’t be any need for Khalid to intervene, which thought delighted Aziz no end.

Opening the fridge, Aziz’s reaction was one of wonder. He couldn’t believe it. There were fruits, vegetables galore, yoghurt, flax bread, a bottle of orange juice, and other items that he knew the nurse would not buy. She was there every morning only to bathe Talya, administer the daily meds, dress her and take her out for a half-an-hour. They would fetch Talya’s racing wheels from the garage, and take a stroll along the beach promenade, that would be all. The nurse was not to go grocery shopping with or without her charge. She would prepare lunch for Talya and if some things were missing from the cupboard, she’d leave a note for Aziz to purchase them. 

Taking an orange and a banana out of the fridge, Aziz walked back to Talya’s desk and deposited the fruit under her nose. “What’s this?” He grinned, as Talya lifted her gaze to him. 

“I’d say this is an orange and this looks like a banana.” A veil of joy had draped over her face. “I could give you a more accurate or detailed description of each if you like.”

“But where did they come from...? That’s what I’d like to know.”

Giggling and even laughing, Talya shook her head. “From a tree and from a plant...” 

“I don’t believe it!”

“What? I tell you that’s where these two came from...”

“Stop it, Talya! Did you go shopping?”

“Why yes, I did, my dear Aziz, and I must say, it’s much easier now than before. I don’t have to carry the grocery bags anymore.”

Aziz was still incredulous. He couldn’t believe the change that had occurred in the last 24 hours. Talya must have been coaxed into returning to normality. He couldn’t believe that such a drastic, yet most welcomed transformation had taken place without someone’s intervention. 

“Did Khalid call you?” Aziz hazarded to ask. 

“How could he? And why would he? The phone plug is still off the wall.” 

His butt resting against the desk, his arms crossed over his chest, Aziz looked at the opposite wall. “So it is..., but something must have happened between last night and today. You are different. Did someone come for a visit or something?”

“Well, yes, something did happen...”

“What?” Aziz blurted, suddenly worried. For an instant, he thought Khalid had gotten in touch with her somehow and “ordered” her to get ready for his arrival, and told her he wanted to see her the way he remembered her. Such an imposition would have had the desired effect, knowing Talya. In the past, she would have done almost anything to please him.

“Remember, I asked you to turn on the TV in the room before you left last night?” Talya asked.

“Yes..., so?”

“Well, since I couldn’t sleep, I watched a program where a woman in a wheelchair was abusing her husband...”

“Doing what?”

Talya glared at him. She didn’t appreciate the interruption. “He was responsible for putting her in that wheelchair and she was taking revenge on him by abusing of his kindness. She literally transformed him into her servant. I didn’t want that to happen to us, Aziz. You’ve been a model of kindness and generosity since I came out of the hospital and I could not see the two of us living a life of resentment. That’s when I decided to use my racing wheels this afternoon after the nurse left and get some groceries for the fridge.”

Aziz was all smiles now, the smile turning quickly into uncontrollable laughter. He bent down to her and kissed her feverishly. Talya, for the first time since her accident, didn’t push him back. On the contrary, she responded excitedly and had to take a breath when their lips finally parted.

She looked up at him. Tears glazed his eyes. He turned away embarrassed, grabbing the orange and banana from the desk, and walked back to the kitchen. He was overwhelmed. 

She followed him. 

He took some veggies out of the crisper and asked, “How about we go to Bowen Island this weekend?” 

“Yes! Yes, yes... Please!” Talya screamed with delight. 

He dropped the potatoes and carrots in the sink and went to kiss her again. 


Chapter 9

Outwardly relaxed, Mark was sitting opposite Fred in his office. The agency’s chief had briefly explained the reasons for Khalid’s visit and the conclusions they had drawn during the meeting.

“So, you’ve warned him if he paid a visit to Talya, it would create trouble for his family, is that it?” Mark asked.

“Yes... The visit itself would be innocuous,” Fred replied, “but we believe that Mossad would use it to demonstrate to the Palestinians that Israel has a powerful ally, which in turn would create unrest amongst Saudi’s neighbours.”

“And what do I do when I get him between four eyes?” Mark was afraid to hear the answer to that question. He was very much aware of what the agency could do in comparable circumstances. They could order the elimination of the meddling or unwanted party.

Fred looked at Mark with knowing concern. He knew what his agent had in mind. “No, we’re not going there, Mark, and you know what I mean. We need to know what his intentions are and we need to convince him to go back to Paris.”

The word ‘convince’ had a dozen connotations when it came to steer an individual in a particular direction. 

“Okay...,” Mark said, not wanting to dwell on the subject any further. “Have you been able to locate him? He’s got almost 24 hours on us already...”

Fred waved a dismissive hand. “We know where he is not. That should give you a head-start.”

“Oh sure,” Mark chortled, “I’ll get a bicycle from the garage...”

The chief couldn’t help but explode in roaring laughter. He was picturing Mark, in his Armani suit and silk tie, saddling a bike and chasing after his pedalling prey, clad in his princely, Arab garments, down the riverbank. 

A grunt shook the folds of his jaw, and his laughter receding quickly into a low moo, Fred resumed, “Hum..., we know he sent the Lear back to Paris.”

“He did?” Mark was knocked for six. Khalid wouldn’t do that if he intended to leave the country in a hurry.

“Yes..., and we’ve checked with the airlines. No record of any reservations made under either of his names. We’ve also checked with the car rental companies...”

“What about trains?” Mark asked.

Fred’s mouth fell open. He couldn’t picture Khalid taking a train anywhere. “No, we’ve not checked with any of the railways... What makes you think that our prince would take a train? He couldn’t get anywhere fast...”

“And that’s exactly why we should check with Via Rail. Khalid would have time to reach his destination undisturbed, without leaving much trace of his passage anywhere between here and where ever he’s going.”

“But we know where he’s going...”

“No, we don’t,” Mark cut-in. “We only assume that he’s going to Vancouver because that was his original intent. But now, and after what you’ve told him, he could be going anywhere.”

“You mean we’ve got to chase a ghost again?” 

During the investigation geared to finding Ben Slimane, the year before, the agency had been forced to chase the man across three continents until everyone concluded he was a ‘ghost’ and that until he was found dead in Michigan. 

“Not quite, Chief. This time we’ve got a definite departure point and we’ve got a possible destination—Vancouver.”

“But from what you’ve just said, he might not choose to go to Vancouver at all.”

“Yes, but he might choose Vancouver as a stopover...”

“On his way to where?” Fred asked.

“I’ll answer that with another question; where did he intend to go right after Talya was gunned down?”

“You mean Honolulu?”

“And...?”

“Of course!” Fred erupted, “he’s going Downunder.”

“That’s what I think. You’ve mentioned during your meeting that you told him about Isaac, or whatever his name is right now...”

“Samuel Meshullam...”

“Yes, him. And you told him where he was.”

“So, you think Khalid has taken a train to Vancouver and from there he’d be sailing for Australia?” 

“That’s a possibility, yes, because Khalid is an obstinate fellow. He won’t let matter rest until he gets rid of any or all hindrances that would prevent him to reach his goal.”

“And as long as Samuel—or Mossad—is in the picture he won’t rest?” Fred paused. “But taking on Mossad by himself would be suicide. Do you think that’s what he wants—get himself killed?”

“No, I don’t think so, Chief. I think he wants revenge. He wants to do away with the man who destroyed Talya’s life, first.”

“And then what? He’ll be a sitting duck...”

Mark shook his head. “Not quite. Again, from the summary of your discussion with him, killing a Mossad agent would prove to his family that he has no allegiance to Israel and that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill any of them. He’s looking for approval, for support from his uncles, and the only way to do that and to avoid unrest in the Middle East is to demonstrate that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill another Israeli and a Mossad agent at that.”

“Jimmy!” Fred yelled, pressing the intercom button on his phone.

“Yes, sir,” the voice replied immediately.

“Get the departure schedules from Via Rail and Amtrak for trains going south or west from Montreal, will you? I’m waiting!”

“Yes, sir, right away.”

“And make that from Tuesday afternoon...”

“Okay, no problem.”

“Satisfied?” Fred asked, pressing the intercom button off, and locking his eyes on Mark’s face.

“That’s a start..., but I think we should look at flight departures from New York and San Francisco, too.”

“You mean he would bypass Vancouver altogether?”

“I’m not sure. I’d just like to cover all the bases.”

Fred grunted. “Do you want to do this alone, or do you want Benny with you?” 

“Alone, Chief.”


Chapter 10

Having changed his appearance somewhat; dressed in jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket, Khalid had boarded the evening Amtrak train in Montreal, which saw him arrive at his hotel in Washington D.C. in the early hours of the next morning. After breakfast, he made an appointment to have lunch with a friend of his uncle, a man by the name of Muhammad Sadir. Agent Sadir was high up the ladder of the CIA and had been instrumental in closing the dossier on Ben Slimane. During his meeting with Fred, Khalid had deliberately omitted to ask the assassin’s —Samuel Meshullam— precise location, not to alert the chief of his intentions. Vancouver had been his primary destination, but ever since Talya’s so-called accident, Khalid had kept a secret desire to avenge her shooting by meeting the perpetrator face-to-face, from everyone remotely interested in his agenda. However, now that his original plan had been upset and that he couldn’t possibly meet with Talya before he accomplished his goal, he had no alternative but to meet the problem head-on. 

Muhammad Sadir waddled into the restaurant, looked around and finally asked the maitre d’ if he could lead him to Captain Sahab’s table. The man complied without hesitation and took him to a corner of the establishment, away from the brouhaha of the luncheon crowd. 

Khalid stood up, bowed slightly to his guest and thanked the maitre d’, who turned on his heels quickly and was gone. Sadir descended into the chair opposite his host, and before uttering the first word, peered into the eyes of his friend’s nephew with a querying stare. 

Khalid held the gaze for a fraction of a second before he said, “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me in such short notice, Mr. Sadir.”

The CIA man waved a podgy hand in Khalid’s face but smiled. “Not at all, not at all, I’m the one who should thank you for taking the time.” Sadir paused, staring again. “But what brought you to D.C., or isn’t it something you’re ready to tell me?”

The discussion was not off to a good start, Khalid thought. He usually would take the lead in any conversation rather than the other way round. 

“Shall we have lunch first?” Khalid suggested, picking up the menu from the side dish. 

“Of course. I can readily appreciate your predicament, Captain Sahab, and having lunch will take the edginess between us, yes?”

Khalid didn’t reply. The man’s discernment bothered him. 

The server broke the silence between the two patrons by asking if the gentlemen would like something to drink before lunch. A shake of their heads told him to move on to the next topic. “Shall I take your order now or would you like some time...”

Another wave of Sadir’s hand stopped him in mid-stream. “I’ll have a clubhouse—no bacon—and a soda,” he replied, handing him the menu.

“The same for me,” Khalid rejoined, “and a Perrier.”

“I’ll be right back,” the server uttered, taking the menu from Khalid’s extended hand.

Stretching his shoulders against the back of the chair, Sadir placed both hands on the armrests. His rotund girth and heavy frame fitted in the ample chair, only just. “As I said, I can understand your predicament, Captain Sahab, and after talking to your uncle...”

“You talked to Uncle Abdullah...?”

Sadir smiled. “Does it bother you...?”

Khalid shook his head and lowered his eyes. “Not really, no.”

The drinks arrived at that moment, and while the server uncapped the two bottles of water and poured some in the glasses, the two men fell silent; Khalid noticeably exasperated and Mr. Sadir rapping his fingers on the edge of the table. 

When the waiter had gone, Sadir went on, “Well then..., your esteemed uncle told me that he hadn’t heard from you since Ms Kartz’s unfortunate accident and although he has tried to contact you, you have not responded to his repeated calls. I would not want to intercede in your family affairs, Captain, but as your uncle’s long-time friend I am duty bound to ask you, in plain language, what’s going on?”

Khalid felt uncomfortable. This man had seen through him. It was as if he could read his mind. He raised his eyes to him. “That’s what I came here to find out.”

Sadir guffawed. “I see. And you think I have the answers you seek?” He shook his head. “No, Khalid Saif Al-Fadir, I don’t. You are a prince among kings, you are part of the elite of this world and in all humility, Your Highness, you can’t expect me or the CIA to ask you to do our job for us.” 

“But you know where I can find him.”

“If we’re talking about someone who’s recently moved to Sydney, the answer is yes. But”—Sadir brought his forearms to rest on either side of the plate in front of him—“if you expect me to send you Downunder to get yourself killed, the answer is NO!”

“What makes you think I have any intention of going to Australia?” Khalid asked.

“Don’t take me for a fool, Your Highness. Your presence here tells me that you’ve probably been told Mossad is expecting you to make a move. They have been waiting for you to go to Vancouver or make your way to Sydney for seven months now. The minute you set foot on Aussie soil, you will be signing your death warrant. The sniper is waiting for you, Khalid Saif Al-Fadir.”

The waiter’s return to the table interrupted the conversation abruptly. While he deposited a voluminous dish in front of each man, Sadir retreated to the back of the chair again. 

Khalid shot a quick glance in the waiter’s direction. “Thank you,” he said, a thin, hesitant smile crossing his lips.

Looking at the withdrawing server, and exhaling audibly, Sadir continued, “As I said and I repeat; I quite understand your predicament, Your Highness. On the one hand you want to avenge Ms Kartz’s ordeal, and on the other, should you decide to go against our advice, you’ll find yourself face-to-face with a Mossad assassin who’s been waiting for you to appear on his doorsteps for months.” He grabbed one of the sandwiches and bit a mouthful of it.

Khalid sipped on the Perrier water. The CIA man would not divulge anything of any use to him, he decided. This wasn’t a good idea. He should have known that involving a friend of his uncle in his plan would backfire. He had to think of something else that would sway Sadir into telling him what he came to D.C. to find out. 

The two men ate in silence for a while; Sadir devouring his meal as if it was his last, while Khalid only picked at his dish half-heartedly.

Once the coffee was on the table, Sadir laced his fingers over his protruding belly, and decided it was time to let Khalid out of the hole in which he had fallen unwisely. “I’ll tell you what we’ve decided before I came to meet you.” He paused. Khalid hadn’t expected such an about face. He didn’t like snakes slithering under rocks. He could hear the hissing of lies reaching his ears. In turn, he stared at his guest. “My superiors think that we will not be able to prevent you from going anywhere you please and while we will be tracking you, for obvious reasons, we want you to be aware of who your adversary is. This is highly uncharacteristic of the CIA, you understand. However, last year our office made a grave mistake.” Khalid heard the hissing snake getting louder. “Your uncle was publicly humiliated because we decided to ignore the warning signs alerting us of Mr. Slimane’s treason. In essence, we have a debt to pay, and we want to remit the amount in full.” 

“Are you saying you will tell me who he is and where I can find him?”

“Not quite.” The snake was slipping back under his rock. “We will ask for Mr. Gibson’s collaboration. He’ll probably know where you are by the time I’ll call him.”

“And what type of collaboration will you seek from the Canadians?” This, too, was unforeseen. Khalid wanted to accomplish what he had in mind by himself. The prospect of having anyone else involved irked him. 

“At present, and until I have Mr. Gibson’s full assurance that his agency will follow our lead, I will not reveal what has been planned. I suggest, you stay at your hotel and wait for my instruction or that of Mr. Gibson.”

“How long will I have to wait?” Khalid hazarded, already planning to be gone by the time the word came.

“Not long, not long at all, Captain. Yet, I wouldn’t make any plans to travel anywhere for the next two days, if I were you.”

Khalid nodded in reluctant assent. Whatever he would do from that moment on, would be the subject of scrupulous scrutiny. Although he didn’t relish the idea of being watched, being chased by two agencies half-way across the world didn’t agree with him either.


Chapter 11

The weather was cool. The Ides of March had come and gone, yet an ominous cloud of unease hung over Mark’s head. He had taken a cab from the airport to a hotel near Capitol Hill and not too far from where Khalid was staying. CSIS had tracked the prince down to Washington D.C. almost at the same time as the call from Muhammad Sadir had come through. Mark’s instructions were simple, nonetheless very risky, as far as he could see. He was to take the lead and let Khalid follow him to their destination—Sydney, Australia. Once Mark would have made contact with Samuel he would step back and let the prince handle the situation. Mark knew His Highness well enough to foresee what could happen. However, his mission was to prevent the killing of either or both parties in this duel. Eventually, Samuel would be sent back to Israel for Mossad to do as they pleased with their ‘defective’ agent, and Khalid would be free to return to Paris via Vancouver if he so chose. 

Apparently, and to anyone outside their Washington enclave, the CIA counted on Agent Gilford to demonstrate to Mossad that whatever their intentions were toward either Talya or Khalid, they were not to make any further attempts on their lives without facing serious and far-reaching reprisals. “An eye for an eye” no longer applied here. Whether they would succeed in persuading such begrudging organization as Mossad to leave well alone, was another matter altogether. 

The CIA’s ultimate purpose was quite different, however. They wanted Khalid or Agent Gilford to eliminate Samuel. They could not care less whether the prince died in the process or if there were retaliations to follow on the part of Mossad—that would be the Canadians’ problem.

As Khalid came out of the restaurant after breakfast, he bumped into a young man who excused himself and walked quickly out of sight. It was only when he was strolling through the park across from the hotel that he felt something in the side pocket of his jacket. He thought nothing of it for a moment but then stopped and took the item out of its hiding place. A glimpse at the object told him what it was. He resumed his walk nonchalantly while slipping the small booklet in his breast pocket. He returned to the hotel after completing his morning stroll at an easy pace. He knew eyes were on him. 

Once in his room, he sat on the bed and took the document out once again. He looked at it, opened it and allowed a smile to light up his face. The American passport bore the name of Dickson, William; Professor. The photograph was one of a man he almost didn’t recognize at first. The fellow had grey hair and light brown eyes. When he flipped the pages, a small note and a drivers’ license fell out. He picked up both from the floor and read the note. He then tore it to pieces and went to flush it down the toilet.

This sort of game didn’t appeal to Khalid. He had to get out now. He packed his carrying case quickly, went down to the lobby and checked out. Once in the street, he hailed a cab and directed the driver to take him to the international airport, departure level. 

Inside he bought a one-way ticket to Ottawa at the Air Canada counter. If for some reason he decided this was not the time to go to meet the subject of his revenge, he would have a fallback position, whereby he would return to Ottawa and from there either go back to Paris or make his way to Vancouver. He had no confidence in Sadir’s purpose behind the words. The hissing snake came to mind again. After checking his luggage on the night flight to Ottawa, he ambled from store to store, made a couple of purchases and sat down for a coffee in one of the cafeterias. He then took the escalator down to the arrivals’ level and went out. He took another cab and this time told the driver to take him to the Hyatt. He registered and went up to his room. An hour later, he was ready. He walked out, cell phone in hand.

Down in the reception hall, he sat down, flipped his cell phone open and dialled Muhammad Sadir. Their conversation was short and to the point; Khalid told the CIA man he was on his way Downunder and that he could find his ‘other passport’ in the desk drawer of his room at the Hyatt. As soon as he closed the phone, Khalid got up from the chair, walked to the men’s room and smashed it under his heel before throwing the remains into the rubbish container. 

At 4:00PM, a handsomely dressed executive in his 50s climbed out of a cab in front of the American Airlines departure level, paid the driver, and walked to the business-class check-in counter, an overnight bag and laptop case in the one hand and rolling a brown suitcase behind him.

As he stood in line, someone tapped him on the shoulder.

“I thought it was you,” the young man said. Khalid spun on his heels and stared. “How are you, Professor?”

“Oh, fine...,” the gentleman replied, still stunned, but all smiles now. “...I’m sorry..., but I can’t place you... Your name escapes me for the moment, I’m sorry... Age, you see, it plays tricks on me from time to time.”

“It’s Sylvan, Sylvan Esteban. I was in your class last year at the Sorbonne in Paris...”

“Oh, of course, you were quite annoyed with my expose on dissidence... I remember now... yes, of course... How are you?”

The two men shook hands and Sylvan discreetly slipped an envelope into the professor’s hand. 

Then, to the older man’s added surprise, Sylvan bid him a good trip and walked away without another word. 

Not wanting to attract attention by calling him back, Professor William Dickson turned away and looked into the envelope, took out the tickets and wondered when he would see Sylvan again. He didn’t know that they were on the same flights all the way to Sydney but Sylvan was travelling economy while the professor was in business class to San Francisco and in first for the rest of the trip.


Chapter 12

When Samuel closed his laptop, he sat looking into space absentmindedly. He had just learned from his source in Paris that Khalid was on the move. He had been followed from Ottawa to Washington D.C. and then he suddenly disappeared from their radar. That bit of intel unsettled the Mossad agent. Knowing what your adversary looks like is of prime importance when your assignment calls for the elimination of the party concerned. Moreover, he didn’t know when his target would land in Sydney, if that was indeed his destination. 

He wiped his face with his hand, got up and decided to go for a swim at his favourite beach. He grabbed a discarded towel from the back of the chair in front of the fireplace and walked out, slamming the front door behind him. As he crossed the little bridge leading to the path down to the beach, Samuel stopped, turned around and retraced his steps. He couldn’t stay in Manly or in Sydney for that matter. He had to leave town as quickly as possible. The American expression of being a ‘sitting duck’ was appropriate in this instance, and he didn’t want to be one in the middle of this pond. 

The house being let fully furnished, it took no time for him to gather his meagre belongings into a couple of suitcases, clean-up the remains of his lunch, and throw the trash in the bin on his way out. He put the cases in the boot of his car, his laptop and cell phone beside him on the passenger seat, and within an hour, he was on the road. His destination: Melbourne, a city sprawled at the top end of Port Phillip Bay. It didn’t have the charm of Sydney nor was it favoured of the same mild climate. Yet, it was the city of his birth, and as such, Samuel knew it like the back of his hand. He knew where to live, where to pass unnoticed in a crowd of collectors and literary minds or students and patrons of the arts. He would be close to the Botanical Gardens, to the main drag to the city centre, and to most businesses of which he knew a few. He wanted to lose himself until such a time as Mossad would locate his prey once again. He wanted to be the hunter not the hunted.

Samuel kept the top of his convertible down until he reached the busy highway to Newcastle. He stopped at a petrol station, filled up the tank and went into a pub to grab a sandwich before heading down the road. He would arrive at the outskirts of Melbourne the next morning. He did not intend to dilly-dally on this journey. He wanted to get to South Yarra, on the edge of the river by the same name, as soon as he could. He knew a woman who owned a flat at the top end of Caroline Street and nestled at the end of a laneway. It occupied the third and top level of a building, and although a very attractive place, it was not endowed of a view. The balcony faced a bank of tall pine trees that would prevent anyone from spying on him from any given direction. Samuel wondered if the lady was in town still. Used to take herself to Queensland in April, she would remain in her house, which stood facing one of the numerous beaches along the waters of the Great Barrier Reef, until the following spring. Millicent was her name. Samuel knew her well. She had been a friend of his mother for many years and he remembered her most fondly for her poetry. She was a prize-winning author and her work made the bestsellers’ list on more than one occasion. Wanting no one to know that he was back in Australia, Samuel had not contacted her since his return, and it would have to be that way until better days. When would those be, he wondered. A Mossad agent doesn’t retire; he is retired, put out to pasture or eliminated when his usefulness runs out. For some reason, the thought led him to recall the time he spent with Talya. He had retired her. He wished to God, he had never been involved in that case. She was now living the life of a recluse, according to the latest reports, because of him. He hated himself for it. Every time her face appeared in his mind’s eye, Samuel wished he could cry, be at her feet, asking for her forgiveness. More than anything at that moment, he wanted to kill Khalid, the man for whom his enmity would never have a parallel. Hate was a companion Samuel favoured when it came to slay an adversary of Khalid’s calibre and value. Besides being a Muslim, Khalid represented everything Samuel abhorred in a human being. His domineering character, his deceitful conduct, his unending string of excuses when it came to explain or justify any of his actions, everything in the man spelt lies and evil undercurrent. The second man in this triangle, Dr Hendrix, was inconsequential. Samuel bore no animosity toward him. On the contrary, he was grateful for the way he cared for Talya from the minute she had been hospitalized. 

Shaking himself out of these unwanted, roaming thoughts, Samuel drank a bit of the coffee he had purchased an hour ago. Staying alert and awake for the rest of the journey was his prime objective. 


Chapter 13

The stopover in San Francisco was hardly long enough for Prof. Dickson to get himself from one part of the airport to the other, and get onto the Qantas flight in time. Going through security and customs was a bit of a nightmare. Being a first-class passenger made things a little easier, but when it came to the question as to where the professor was intending to stay in Sydney, the professor was at a loss to name a hotel of note downtown. He couldn’t be sure if the hotel chains that you find everywhere in Europe or in North America extended as far as Downunder. He had to make a decision quickly. The custom’s officer was waiting. “The Hyatt,” the professor blurted finally. 

“All right, sir. Enjoy Australia, Professor,” the woman said, motioning for him to move through the passage. 

Professor Dickson walked down the hallway quickly, laptop case in one hand and overnight bag in the other. He felt totally out of his depth, not to say out of the water as a fish caught in a net of deceit. He didn’t like having to follow instructions or being hurled into a situation where he had absolutely no control over the players or the circumstances. He had no idea where he was going. Truly, Australia was as strange to him as the moon. He would remedy his ignorance quickly, he thought. He bought the new laptop for that reason—to stay in touch with the world—and he would be able to learn a lot about the country as soon as he could be on line in his hotel in Sydney. 

Sylvan, for his part, had no such problems. Although he had never been to Australia either, CSIS had briefed him thoroughly about the country, the city where he and the professor were landing in some 15 hours and about the suburb and surrounding areas of Manly. Before he left, Fred had informed him that the agency would only advise the Australians as to the two men’s presence once they were on their soil. He didn’t want to pre-empt any move on their parts, which could be detrimental or interfering with their original plans. As it were, Sylvan and the professor were on their own until the Canadian agent and his charge would decide otherwise. 

Sylvan had not followed Prof. Dickson per se since their boarding of the flight from Washington D.C. He didn’t need to. As an economy class passenger, the herd would follow the business class or first-class passengers anyway, and Sylvan knew the professor was as intent as he was to get to Sydney as soon as possible. The dices had been thrown and there was no going back now.

After a scrumptious, five-course dinner, the steward suggested that the professor could freshen up in the lavatory, before lying down on the sitting-bed for the night. He nodded a “Thank you” to the attendant, took his overnight bag to the lavatory and did as suggested. When he returned, his sitting-bed was ‘turned down’ for the night, complete with pillow, sheets, blankets, and a reading light shining discreetly from the side-panel. He looked at it, shook his head and sat down. Khalid felt as if he had lost touch with an entire era of modernization while he lived in Bamako, at the heart of the Sahel. 

In the hours that followed, Khalid had a sense of navigating in a fog populated of faces, people, and noises that he didn’t recognize. He saw Talya walk toward him. She was dressed in her white gown, veiled, and holding a magnificent bouquet of red roses against her chest. He noticed the blood as each drop fell rhythmically onto her abayah. When she came closer to him, he saw she was crying. Suddenly, her face disappeared, and in an instant, she was gone. Sinister laughter accompanied his waking up. 

He lifted his head from the pillow and for a moment, Khalid didn’t know where he was. The cabin was dark except for the spotlight overhead of someone reading a book two rows ahead of his. Talya had appeared often in his dreams of late, and Khalid could not turn away from these as easily as he did from other things, or ignore them. They were out of reach or his control. He got up, went to stand by the galley’s entrance and asked the attendant for a glass of water. He brought it back to his sitting-bed and drank it slowly. 

He could not grasp what was obviously happening to him. He had fantasized vengeance, and his fantasy was now becoming a reality. He was instructed to follow his friend, an assassin, to a duel he only fathomed could take place. He began to realize the enormity of the situation. He had never met this Isaac fellow. He had only heard his other name mentioned in passing, Samuel, which meant God’s Word in Hebrew. Possibly, he was only an agent with no real agenda against him or Talya; he just executed orders as so many others did. However, here he was, on his way to kill the man. He had told Talya one day, if she wanted to take vengeance as a companion, she would have to take the devil as her assistant. Incredible as it was, Khalid was doing exactly that. With vengeance in his heart, he had concocted a devil’s plan to kill a man. It was crazy! He would not be able to go through with this. He couldn’t. 

If he went to Talya, Mossad would claim that Saudi had forged a secret alliance with Israel, and his uncles would think nothing to have Khalid executed as soon as he would return home—to Paris. It would not be beyond expectation if he were to see reprisals exacted on him for meddling in the Saudi Arabian King’s political affairs, or international relations. What’s more, if he killed the man, Mossad and the Australian authorities would hunt him down like an animal, the same way they did with Talya. He was an outsider. 

These tergiversations convinced him that Sadir (or even Fred) had been wrong; there was no way he was coming out of this alive. If he did pull through, he could only look forward to spending the rest of his days in prison, most certainly, in fact.

Replaying the luncheon conversation he had with Muhammad Sadir in his mind, Khalid asked himself why the man was so intent on baiting him into action. He had used an old trick on Khalid, knowing that he was as stubborn as a mule when it came to obtaining what he wanted in life, nothing on a silver platter mind you, but stubborn enough to get what he was told he could not have. He remembered thinking of the word reversal when Sadir changed tack, and advanced the idea that the CIA should repay a debt to his uncle. What a laugh! The CIA never paid any debt of the sort. They had already forgotten about Uncle Abdullah and his alleged contraband; they had other problems to deal with now, terrorism being one of them.


Chapter 14

“Do you really think he’s going to go through with it?” Thomas asked Sadir as the two of them were drinking their first coffee the morning after Khalid left D.C.

“Frankly, I don’t know. He’s got one-track mind like most of the men in his family, but it’s hard to say.”

“How are you going to ensure he’s carrying this out to the end?”

“Perhaps, Ms Kartz should do the convincing.”

Thomas’s smirk was indicative of his tacit approval. “And how do you propose to do that? She’s not going to jump at the chance to join her prince in a country that really doesn’t remind her of anything too good, you know.”

“Let’s not forget our prince has saved her neck more than once...”

“Yeah, but he’s also left her to deal with a traitor, and I don’t think she’s the forgetting kind.”

Sadir chuckled. “Ottawa would be only too pleased to erase the slate and have us do the erasing, don’t you think?” 

Thomas raised a questioning eyebrow. “What do you mean by that?”

Advancing his head closer to Thomas’s, Sadir looked into his colleague’s eyes. He didn’t want to say aloud what he was in fact dying to hear from Thomas. “Think about it, D., the Florida cops could get her up on charges if we wanted to scrape the bottom of this pile of corpses, couldn’t we?” 

“I see. You want to rack up a series of warrants for her arrest, is that it?”

“Just one would do—for Al Nadir. She killed him, remember? His case hasn’t been closed yet.” 

Thomas brought his mouth closer to Sadir’s ears and lowered his voice to a whisper. “And they would be glad to give us a hand, if we were to inform them what our colleagues at the Bureau discovered at the bottom of the Jackson River, when Ms Kartz left the scene...”

“I think you’re on to something there, Thomas, my friend.” Sadir raised his cup to his lips and grinned before emptying it in one long gulp. “Let’s get back upstairs, shall we?”

Thomas finished off his coffee, too, and followed Sadir out of the cafeteria. However, something bothered him. He knew what Sadir had engineered against Ms Kartz and Agent Slimane earlier that year. He had instant messaging communications to prove it. Sadir’s vengeful Islamic character didn’t seem to have any bounds. Thomas held trump cards, if things were to go wrong, and for that, he was glad.


Chapter 15

Plunging headlong into an operation such as the one they were putting in motion by sending their agent and Khalid into an open confrontation with Samuel, didn’t agree with Fred Gibson at all. Time wasn’t always on his side when he had to make decisions, yes, but to be shoved into a corner and being told “that’s the only way the situation could be resolved,” as Sadir had done, was not agreeing with Fred’s management style or his instincts. There was something wrong with this deal. Moreover, a few minutes ago the call from Sadir served to re-ignite his foreboding. In nothing short than open blackmail, Sadir had suggested sending Talya to Australia in order for the FBI to shred the cold-case file of the murder of Al-Nadir and his companion, Salaman Abib, on the trawler. Mark and Talya had been forced to kill two men on that fishing boat when they were hunting Agent Slimane down in Florida. 

If he agreed to this, Fred could see Talya—an invalid—being killed along with Khalid the moment Samuel would have them in his scope. Mark would have to arrive on the scene before anyone else, and eliminate the Mossad man first. Mark was good, but he didn’t have Mossad’s training. Fred could see three caskets coming back from Australia, instead of Samuel being returned to Israel to his masters. 

He got up, went around his desk and began pacing. “There has to be another way,” he muttered to himself. His fists deep into his trousers’ pockets, he continued rubbing the polish off the hardwood floor before he walked through the door in a rush.

As he entered Badawee’s room, without knocking, he noticed the lawyer was on the phone. Namlah beckoned to the Chief to take a seat and hurried to finish his conversation with the caller. He put the phone down then, and looked fixedly at his boss. 

“What happened?” were Namlah’s opening words.

“They’re blackmailing us,” was Fred’s answer.

“Shall we start from the top, Chief? Tell me, who’s doing the blackmailing and why?”

“The CIA wants...” He stopped as if wanting to revise his train of thoughts. “No, Agent Sadir wants us to send Ms Kartz Downunder to convince Prince Khalid to carry out his plan. They want to close the file on the two murders in Florida and promise to do so, if we succeed in getting her to Sydney.”

Caressing his moustache, Namlah reclined in his chair. He then folded his hands over his stomach. “I see. This is quite complex,” he mused. “There are many issues here, and not all to do with the suggestion.”

“Can you explain what you have in mind?”

Namlah nodded, stood up and made his way to the whiteboard that hung on the far wall. Most people worked out their thoughts on paper, but Namlah preferred to put them on the board facing his desk, which enabled him to stare at the problem while he would be resolving it from his chair. 

Fred swivelled the visitor’s seat around, his eyes following Namlah’s progress across the room. 

The attorney took a marker-pen from the tray and began writing. “First, we have a prince determined to take revenge on the man who maimed his purported fiancée. Then we have Ms. Kartz whose killing of a man is hanging over her head like a Damocles Sword. Next, we have Samuel, who has probably received orders to kill our prince at the first opportunity. Do you see where I am going with this...?”

Staring at the bullet-point list, Fred didn’t see anything else, certainly not an answer. He shook his head.

“Well then, let me continue; next comes in, Prince Abdullah. He’s been instrumental in forcing the CIA’s hand into protecting both his nephew, Khalid, and Ms Kartz.”

Fred nodded and added, “Then, Muhammad Sadir joins in, at Prince Abdullah’s bidding, and begins to stir people into action.”

“Yes, but that’s not all. Sadir wants something else. He tells you that he wants Khalid to eliminate Samuel; to prove Saudi had no allegiance to Israel. Then, he now comes up with a story saying the only way to close the file on the Florida murders, is to send the suspect, Ms Kartz, to Australia to encourage our prince to avenge her being shot. What does that tell you?”

Fred remained silent for a moment, staring at the list of names and jotted circumstances beside each protagonist. 

“I’ve got it!” Fred exclaimed at last. “But what can we do about it?”

Dropping the pen in the tray, Namlah shook his head. “Tell me first what you’ve concluded, so that we can be both on the same page.”

“Well, if we connect the dots, the only name that is common to everyone is Sadir. He was the one who gave up Agent Slimane, he was the one who knew of Prince Abdullah’s alleged involvement with the drug exchange for armaments, he was the one who sent Prince Khalid to kill Samuel, and now..., he’s trying to force our hand in sending Ms Kartz to her death.”

“And what’s your conclusion?”

“Either the CIA is into a cover up of some sort or Sadir is acting on someone else’s orders..., or even on his own!”

“Yes. I would rather opt for the ‘acting on someone else’s orders’,” Namlah agreed. 

“On whose orders then?”

“My favourite and the only agency with enough power or reasons to do away with a Saudi Arabian Prince...”

“You mean Mossad?” Fred frowned. “But if that’s where you’re going, then it means Sadir is a double agent.”

“Yes, Chief, that’s precisely what I mean. Sadir has probably been playing the man-in-the-middle for many years and he has only one man to thank for his rise to power...”

“Who’s that?”

“I thought that was obvious.”

“You mean Prince Abdullah?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I am sure the man was duped, but he assisted Sadir when it came for him to stay in the States, and he helped him get where he is today.”

“Okay, but how do we turn around now? We want Samuel out of the picture, and we want Mossad to cease and desist when it comes to chasing Ms Kartz and our Prince. How do we do that?”

Turning again to the whiteboard, Namlah took the dry-sponge and erased the list, to Fred’s visible dismay. “You have several choices, each of which has risks attached to it.” He traced four columns and at the top of each, wrote the names of the main players: Talya, Khalid, Samuel and Sadir. “If we were to follow Sadir’s plan, here is what would happen...,” Namlah began while writing his evolving thoughts on the board. “Ms Kartz goes to Australia as suggested by Sadir and gets rid of the arrest warrant hanging over her head, but is eliminated in the cross-fire. Khalid confronts Samuel and gets killed in the process. Samuel washes his hands of two more murders, unless Mark intervenes, which could entail heavy consequences for us and the Australian government. Sadir fulfils his Mossad assignment and satisfies the FBI and they close the file on the Florida murders. Ultimately, Uncle Abdullah in his sorrow can look forward never to be blamed again for being involved in arms’ dealing with Israel.”

Fred was getting edgy. He wanted a solution to the problem, not another description of it. Yet, he knew Namlah couldn’t be rushed. His methodical mind had to function in its own good time. “Okay, now that you’ve described what should not happen, could you tell me what we should do about it?”

Without turning his head or answering Fred’s question, Namlah erased the statements within each column. “First, we should advise the Australian authorities of Samuel’s intent...”

“Based on what? We’ve got nothing on him to justify us butting in...”

Namlah turned around and fixed his gaze on the chief, and waited.

“I see, he’s suspected of attempted murder on Ms Kartz... and we should get him back to Canada to face charges.” Fred smiled. 

“Absolutely. We have an extradition treaty with the Aussies, which should allow us to bring him back to Ottawa.”

“But how do we stop Khalid...? Apparently, he’s determined to seek vengeance...”

Namlah put up a hand to stop Fred before he went too far ahead of himself. “In the first place, I don’t think our prince has quite grasped the difficulty surrounding this situation, but when he does, he’s going to back out on his own. He wouldn’t want to spend the rest of his days in a Saudi prison.”

“But we can’t wait until he comes to his senses...”

Again, Namlah raised a hand. “We won’t. As soon as they land, we’re going to tell Mark to explain to him what we’ve concluded. If he hasn’t realized it by then, Khalid will soon envision what could happen to him if he didn’t turn back and return to Paris.”

“Okay, so far so good, but what do we do about Sadir? We can’t just cross the border and accuse the man of treason, now can we?”

“No we can’t, but Mossad will do that for us.”

“How?”

“Believe me; they’re not going to stand for showing their hand at this stage. As soon as we apply for Samuel’s extradition, they’ll order Sadir out of the game. And if he doesn’t move on his own, they’ll soon get rid of him. He would have become a loose end which they don’t want or need.”

The chief got up and went to stand close to the lawyer. “Tell me something, Mr. Badawee, why are you staying here? Your power of deductions and knowledge of the law are both wasted in this agency.”

Namlah smiled, bowed slightly, turned away and went to wipe his hand with the towel that hung beside the whiteboard. “I dreamt to skate on the Rideau Canal since I was a boy. My father was well acquainted with a man from Canada when we lived in Syria, and I swore that, one day, I would not only learn to skate, but own a house near the famous Canal. And now that I do, I will not move.”

Fred nodded, and walked to the door. He spun around. “Thanks for the lesson, Professor,” he said, a grin exposing his glistening, white teeth.


Chapter 16

As Friday night rolled around, Talya was ready, packed, and looking forward to their weekend on Bowen Island. Aziz had made sure the batteries of her racing wheels were fully charged and made a reservation with the taxi company to have one of their wheelchair-vans in front of the building’s door at 8:00AM the next day. 

That night they went to the Boat House—their favourite restaurant—by the beach and not too far from Talya’s place. 

Talya was a changed woman. Still thin and emaciated-looking, her whole demeanour, however, was one of a person who enjoyed life to the fullest. Her long, black dress draped elegantly over her legs, with its long sleeves, hid her scarred arm very nicely and enhanced the white curls surrounding her face. She had put on some make up, although her cheeks had almost returned to their rosy colour already. 

Aziz sat down across from her at a table near the picture windows. He couldn’t stop staring at the woman he loved. The past seven months’ ordeal was fading from his memory very quickly. He didn’t want to think about it. Tonight they were closing the book on the Ben Slimane Affair. Or were they? 

“I got a call from Fred Gibson last night,” Aziz said when their entrees were on the table.

Talya looked up from her plate, wondering if she wanted to hear this. “And what did the man have to say for himself?”

Aziz smiled. “He was very happy to hear that you’re making good progress and he’s invited us to Ottawa whenever you’re fit to travel.”

Talya dropped her fork. “What for?” she blurted, peering into Aziz’s eyes. “I have no intention whatsoever to travel anywhere near that agency. You can tell him so, next time he calls. And what did you say?”

“Nothing.” Aziz picked up a prawn from his dish and bit on it with gusto. “I mean..., I didn’t say yea or nay. I just told him that travelling was not in the cards for you yet. That’s all.”

Talya grabbed hold of the fork again and stabbed a couple of pieces of calamari on her plate in the same manner a snorkeler would stab a fish for his dinner. “Good! And it won’t be in the cards ever again. I’ll be going back to work next week and if there is any travel to be done, it’ll be to Paris...” It was Aziz’s turn to stop eating. Their eyes locked. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to get involved with the prince again, no, I’m going to get him to fly us down to Bamako to go and pay our respects to Hassan’s father. The man deserves that much from Khalid and from me. His son died because of us, and going to see him is long overdue. Besides, I want to see for myself what’s been done with the Kankoon permit and have a nice long visit with Chantal.”

Aziz didn’t know what to say. He had known Talya wouldn’t have forgotten the events of the past year and knew that she would have wanted to return to Africa someday, but he tried to put that thought out of his mind. He couldn’t accept seeing her leaving for a continent that was at the origin of all that happened to her. The only solace he took in the whole idea was that Talya proposed to visit Chantal Gauthier. He had never met the woman, but from what Talya explained after her return, she had always steered her in the right direction and hadn’t taken no for an answer when it came to protecting Talya from making unwise decisions. 

The troubled lines of his face finally receding into a happier expression, Aziz nodded. “But let’s get to Bowen Island first, shall we?” 

Not really knowing what came over her, Talya giggled and began tittering uncontrollably. The contagious laughter soon took hold of Aziz and he started chuckling. The two of them had tacitly decided to leave the past behind, for a while anyway.


Chapter 17

As Khalid cleared the gangway leading to the arrivals’ lounge, two men—one tall and muscular, the other a head shorter than his companion with mousy-looking features—came to stand on either side of him. They were both dressed in the regulation-blues.

“May we see your passport, sir?” the short one of the two demanded.

Khalid didn’t know the procedure in this foreign land and didn’t flinch when asked to show his travel documents to an official-looking fellow. “Sure, by all means.” He put down his laptop case and fetched his passport out of his breast pocket.

The mousy officer opened it and flipped through it. “Welcome to Australia, Professor. Would you follow us, please?” He handed the document back to him.

By then Khalid had realized he was the only person, thus far, that had been stopped upon exiting the aircraft. He turned his head, hoping to spot Sylvan among the economy class passengers who were now coming out of the gangway.

“Don’t worry, Professor, we’ll get your friend to join us in a minute,” Mr. Muscle said, a shrug and a smirk accompanying the words.

Already walking in step with the two men, Khalid stopped abruptly and waited for his escorting officers to do the same. When they did, and turned to face him, Khalid deposited both his bags to the floor and crossed his arms over his chest. “Alright, gentlemen, I realize I am only a guest in your country, but since I seemed to have been singled out from among 300 or so visitors, before we go any further, I’d like to know what this is all about.”

The officers looked at one another before answering.

“Just come with us, sir, we can’t have this conversation right here,” Mousy urged, ready to resume his walking.

Khalid’s obdurate stance stopped him. “Oh yes we can, and we will, unless you want me to make a fuss in the middle of this hall.”

The taller officer took a step toward Khalid, manifestly ready to take him by the one arm. “Come, come now, sir, we don’t want to attract attention, now do we?” Khalid’s glare had him change his mind instantly.

“No we don’t,” Khalid heard someone say from over his shoulder. He spun on his heels to find Sylvan standing at his back. “We’ll be going with you—no question—won’t we, Professor?” He smiled invitingly as he flung his bag over his shoulder.

“Oh..., yes..., of course... Lead the way, by all means,” Khalid said, ostensibly appeased. In reality, he was seething. He picked up his laptop and overnight bag from the floor.

The four men walked down a series of corridors and finally filed into a room that looked to be part of the customs’ offices. A lone table and four chairs were the only pieces of furniture in this rectangular room. They sat down. Khalid and Mark put their bags beside their respective chairs while the two officers took off their chequered-band caps in one movement and deposited them between their forearms, which they extended atop the Formica. The four men looked at one another as if assessing the debating camps on opposite sides of the table.

The short fellow broke the silence. “I’m Constable Strickland, Professor.” Khalid clenched jaw remained closed. His piercing eyes did not leave the man’s face. “And this is my partner, Constable Damien.”

Damien’s mocking eyes focused on Mark. “And you must be Sylvan Esteban, or should I call you Agent Gilford?” He paused. “I prefer you with blond hair,” he snickered, his own head adorned of curly, flaming-red hair.

Strickland turned his head and looked at Damien disapprovingly. Familiarities or scorn toward foreigners, were not in his book of rules of behaviour. He returned his attention to the two people across from him. “We know this intervention must seem strange and certainly unexpected to you both, gentlemen, but we have been ordered to advise you of the change of plans.”

Khalid’s anger was not abating. “What plans?” He didn’t like interference of any sort.

“Prince Khalid, please...” Visibly taken aback, Khalid stared at his interlocutor. He hadn’t expected being called by his official title, although he knew their fake identities had been uncovered as soon as he heard Damien identify Mark. “...don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. We’re simply following orders, you understand.”

“And what orders are those?” Khalid barked at his adversary.

“For you to go back to Paris on the next available flight to France, Your Highness.”

At these words, His Highness got to his feet with such an abrupt and violent jerk that the chair fell behind him. “You can’t do that! I’ve got a passport that has a three-month’s visa...” 

Mark leaned down, straightened up the chair and pulled down on Khalid’s sleeve. “Sit down...,” he told him as firmly as the circumstances allowed, “...please, Your Highness.” Khalid did.

Strickland, evidently armed of great patience, totally ignored Khalid’s outburst and resumed his explanation. “And you, Agent Gilford, you have been assigned to extradite Mr. Samuel Meshullam back to Canada.”

Khalid’s facial expression changed instantly and dramatically from one of annoyance into one of amazement. Had he been arrested already? Was there something he didn’t know? Clearly there was. But what? “What happened?” His tone of voice betrayed his bewilderment.

“Yes, Your Highness, something has happened and you do not want to be party to this investigation. That’s the reason we’re sending you home.”

Mark opened his mouth quickly—if he didn’t, Khalid would. “Do you mean the fellow is not behind bars yet?”

Showing some embarrassment perhaps, Strickland surrounded his cap on the table with both hands. “We’ve got a warrant for his arrest, but we haven’t caught up with him yet.” He moved his head from side to side as if wanting to relieve the tension in his neck.

“And I’m supposed to wait until you do?” 

“That’s the plan, Agent Gilford, and those are our orders,” Damien confirmed. “We’ve reserved rooms for the both of you at the Airport Hotel for the night...”

Khalid had calmed down considerably but his curiosity aroused now, he had to ask, “Would you at least tell us the reason for the warrant?” 

Strickland turned to his partner before answering. The latter nodded almost imperceptibly. “Charges of attempted murder on the person of Ms Talya Kartz.” 

Khalid let a heavy sigh escape from his mouth, his upper body sagging against the back of the chair. At last, someone was going to do the right thing. He felt relieved as if the burden of the last two years of turmoil had suddenly been lifted from his shoulders. “Thank you, gentlemen...” He left the words hanging in the air, and then added, “Shouldn’t we see to our luggage...?” turning to Mark.

“No need. We’ve taken care of it,” Strickland said, shaking his head. “And..., here is your return ticket to France.” He pulled out an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to Khalid. “Your flight is departing tomorrow night.” 

The prince took the envelope. “Thank you again.” He got to his feet hesitantly. “Oh..., but I almost forgot, my passport..., my other passport is in Washington...”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ve contacted D.C. already, and your passport will be at the Hotel de Crillon when you get home in Paris.”

“I see. Well then, I’ll make my way to the hotel...” He grabbed his two bags with the one hand and walked to the door.

Mark, who had listened to the last of this exchange in puzzlement, got up, picked up his shoulder bag, and was about to follow Khalid out of the room when Damien called him back. “I think you might want to remain with us for a few more minutes, Agent Gilford...”

Mark turned around, put down the bag beside the chair again. “...I... I... guess, I should.” He then shot a quick glance in Khalid’s direction. “I’m sorry... I’ll see you tonight then?” 

Khalid nodded, and as he was about to place his free hand on the doorknob, Damien called to him. “One of our colleagues is waiting for you outside, Your Highness. He’ll see you through customs and security...”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Still somewhat in shock, Khalid walked through the door and was gone, leaving Mark to sit down again opposite the satisfied-looking constables.


Chapter 18

Talya’s weakened condition showed when she and Aziz arrived on the island. Although her racing wheels were doing most of the work, she felt her strength leaving her as every minute passed. Aziz had seen this before. Following months of inactivity, she had made demands on her body to which it was not prepared to respond. In less than 72 hours, Talya had resumed a great deal of activities and her muscles were screaming for help—and food. 

“Can we stop?” Talya asked, as they were half way up the hill leading to their B&B. 

“Sure. Why don’t we have a bite to eat? The restaurant is open. Maybe a large brunch...? What do you say?”

Talya looked up at him and smiled. He always knew what she felt and what she wanted. “Good idea! Let’s go.” She put her chair in motion again and they turned into the terrace fronting a little house. She skirted the patio and rolled down to the entrance at the side of the establishment. Aziz opened the door for her, walked in and dropped his shoulder bag near a table. Talya manoeuvred the chair in front of it and took off her jacket. 

The waitress was already at her side, helping her out of it. “Would you like some coffee?” She smiled at the two people in turn. 

Talya looked up at her, thanked her and handed her jacket to Aziz. “Yes,” she added, “and some eggs Benedict for me...” She looked at Aziz. “Oh and some fruit, and maybe...” 

He took her hand. “Let’s see how you’re doing with that for now..., okay?” Talya nodded.

“And for you, sir?” the young woman asked, pen poised on her order pad. 

He let go of Talya’s hand, grabbed the menu quickly and ran his eyes down it. “I’ll have bacon and eggs, pancakes and strawberries.”

“Toasts with that?” 

“No, thanks.”

As the waitress retreated, Aziz noticed that Talya’s hands were trembling. She had them folded in her lap and was looking down at them. “Do you want to go home?” 

She shook her head. “No, no. I’m just cold..., maybe...”

“Okay, let’s wait until you get some food in you.”


Chapter 19

As soon as Khalid reached his room; he unpacked his laptop, plugged it in and waited until he could get on the Internet. For the past several weeks, he had learned and had grown to enjoy the technology. He could search for anything and get an instant response, and he could get in touch with anyone readily enough. The programs’ feature even allowed him to write his emails in Arabic. Once on-line, he took no time to contact his Uncle Abdullah in Riyadh. He had no idea of the time difference, and he was not even sure his uncle would respond after Khalid’s deliberate silence for the past months, but he had to try.

Following the usual introductory sentences, he wrote:

I am in Australia until tomorrow night. The authorities are seeking to arrest Samuel Meshullam (a.k.a. Isaac Whittlestein) in the next few days. There is an order of extradition for him to be returned to Canada as soon as he is captured. 

From what I can gather at this point, Muhammad Sadir’s involvement in this affair has been put into question. Since he is your friend and he has interceded in the locating of Ben Slimane, the question that has to be asked is whether he was himself a Mossad agent. How far did your friendship go? Be prepared to be questioned some time soon.

Your devoted nephew, Khalid Saif Al-Fadir.

He left the computer open, just in case his uncle would respond immediately, and went to open his suitcase. He wanted to get out of the suit and tie and into more appropriate clothes. He had not gone outside yet, but somehow felt oppressed. Distractedly, he took the envelope that Constable Strickland had given him at the issue of their interview. He opened it and looked at the tickets. To his surprise, he was booked on a flight to Singapore and then on a connecting flight to Paris. His heart sank. He sat down. He had expected to fly back to San Francisco, from where he had planned to make a detour via Vancouver. Again, he felt trapped. He could not figure out how or when he was going to see Talya. He was not aware that she was making great progress now toward a full recovery. He thought of Aziz’s call. He had let him and Talya down. 

He shook his head, dismayed. He rummaged through his suitcase and found the clothes he was looking for. He got up from the bed, and as he was about to go into the bathroom to have a shower, he heard the jingle alerting him that ‘he got mail’ from the computer.

He dropped his clothes on the bed, sat down in front of the screen, open his uncle’s email and read:

Khalid,

Although very happy to hear from you at long last, the news your message brought me is indeed troublesome. Muhammad’s reputation was never a cause for me to worry. Admittedly, he was well informed when we first contacted him regarding the whereabouts of Mr. Slimane, which was surprising at the time. However, as a CIA agent for some years, I had no qualms regarding the information he provided. Are you suggesting he is then a double agent? If he is, you are right in assuming that I will be questioned regarding my association with him. All I can tell you, at this point, is that I have never known him to be involved with the weapons’ trade that was uncovered last year.

Not wanting to sound remiss in my concern, I must ask you if you have been able to see Ms Kartz lately. How is she progressing? If you do see her, please give her my regards and my best wishes for her recovery. What she suffered is my fault.

Your uncle, Abdullah Saif Al-Fadir.

Khalid read the last sentence again. Uncle Abdullah should not feel responsible for Talya being shot, he thought. At the time, his uncle was himself entangled in a web of deceit that even saw him being declared persona non grata in Switzerland and subsequently dismissed from his OPEC secretarial position. Apparently, Mossad, together with the CIA, had used him as well as countless others in pursuit of their ultimate goal—defeat the Palestinians at Gaza. 

Khalid replied:

Dear Uncle,

I have not been able to visit Talya yet. Dr Hendrix has called on me to go to her, but the events that followed his telephone call interfered with my intention to fly to Vancouver and saw me land in Sydney this morning. I was intending to go back to Paris via Canada, but the authorities are preventing me to do so at this time. I will be in Singapore tomorrow and from there I am to take a direct flight to Paris. 

As soon as I reach my apartment, I will contact you again and perhaps then, we could discuss the possible involvement of Muhammad Sadir at length.

Khalid.


Chapter 20

It was all he could do to contain his curiosity or amazement in front of the two constables. During the last 30 hours since he had left Ottawa, decisions had been made, measures taken and orders given that contravened everything he had heard prior to his departure. Mark was glad to hear that Samuel was up on charges and that extradition papers would be ratified as soon as the Aussies would put the guy behind bars. Yet, how did the wheels of his spydom suddenly spun into action when they had virtually grinded to a halt since Talya had been shot? 

What’s more, he wasn’t ready to open his mouth and give these two underlings any information he had regarding what preceded his trip to Sydney. He wanted to speak to one of his peers or to the man in charge. 

“As we told the both of you,” Strickland began, “we’ve got to find this Samuel fellow and surrender him into your custody as soon as we can. And to do that, we will need your assistance.” 

“What do you expect from me, exactly? It’s not like I’ve been here before...”

“It’s not your first time in a foreign country and carrying out orders either,” Damien countered.

“No, it isn’t, but generally I’m well briefed by my superior before I go anywhere. I never went blind anywhere...”

“Sorry to contradict you again, Agent Gilford, but you’ve been to Florida and more precisely up the Jackson River, without orders, instructions or briefing, haven’t you?”

Wow, Mark thought, these two have quite an update on my dossier. “Well..., yes..., you’re quite right, but that was an exception...”

“An exception that landed Ms Kartz in deep trouble, didn’t it?”

Mark didn’t like to be interrogated—certainly not by police constables. He decided to stop while he was ahead. 

Strickland realized almost immediately they had made an enemy of Mark; their direct and obviously undesirable approach had turned him into a clam. They still needed him to get to Samuel. They thought of themselves as good officers—and they probably were—but they were not trained to track down a master of deceit or one of Mossad’s more famous spies. Even with the latest technology at their disposal, they were at a loss when it came to chase and capture a slippery customer as Samuel was. 

“All right, Agent Gilford, we understand we’re only two coppers at our Majesty’s stipends, but we’ve got to get to this bloke before he slips through our fingers and vanishes before our eyes.”

“Okay,” Mark relented, “I know what you’re saying, but I can’t talk to you or even answer your questions or allegations, without talking to my boss first. If you wish, I can go to your office, get on line with him and see what he says. And we can take it from there..., how’s that?”

Both men nodded. “That’s sounds fair enough,” Damien said, replacing his cap atop his head. “Come on, Strick, let’s get him to headquarters.”

Strick got up, grabbed his cap from the table, and led the way out of the room. 

Mark felt relieved. He was going to get a low-down on this incredible U-turn. Something must have gone horribly wrong in the agency’s relationship with the CIA for getting everyone turned around so quickly. Did Mossad activate a sleeping cell when they observed Khalid taking off from Ottawa? he wondered. However, he was relatively sure their under-cover movements had not been discovered. They would have been stopped in San Francisco if that had been the case. 

It didn’t take them long to clear customs, security and all the rest of it, and for the three men to be on their way to the New South Wales police headquarters in Sydney. Expecting their new building to be completed in the next few months, their offices were still located somewhere downtown; exactly where, Mark could not say. They were driving on the left side of the road, which, for one thing, scared him. As Mark was getting used to the traffic moving on the “wrong” side of the road and to the car fumes that seemed to choke the city, they arrived at their destination. 

Mark was ushered directly into a large anteroom and asked to sit down in one of the old leather chairs. Damien disappeared into an adjacent room and Strickland sat beside him, cap in his lap this time. The two men remained silent until the door on the far wall opened and an officer in uniform, appeared in the embrasure. 

“Agent Gilford, please come in,” the man stated, waving to Mark to follow him back into the room. “I’m Chief Constable Sorenson.” He extended a hand to Mark, which he took in a firm handshake. “Have a chair.” Mark felt out of place straight away. Not only was the office spacious, well-appointed, but Sorenson’s speech and presence were intimidating. He commanded respect. Mark looked down at his scruffy jeans, his wrinkled T-shirt and would have like to hide under the man’s desk rather than talk to him. He sat down between Damien and Strickland, and opposite Sorenson, feeling totally out of his element.

“As I understand it from Constable Damien here”—he nodded in his direction—“you are requesting to place a call to your superior in Ottawa, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Chief Gibson has explained the matter quite plainly to me, and I believe my constables have transmitted the message in as many details as were pertinent and necessary.” He stopped, frowning and scrutinizing Mark’s face. “So, why would you feel the need to obtain more information at this juncture? Or verify my instructions as it were?”

Good God, the man has the ego of an elephant and if I start going against his tsunami of orders now, I’ll be unable to move an inch. 

“I have no intention to contravene your instructions or orders, sir, not at all. I wanted to contact Chief Gibson to obtain the latest information on the CIA’s movements and on one person in particular, Agent Sadir.” Sorenson’s eyes grew wider. “Agent Sadir, I believe, holds the thread that could lead us to our Mossad fugitive.”

“What makes you believe such an extrapolation from a mere encounter between the prince and Agent Sadir?” 

The man is a prick, Mark decided. “Sir, if I may..., your constables told Prince Khalid that he would find his passport at the Hotel de Crillon upon his return to Paris.”

“Correct.”

“Well, sir, that tells me that you have been in contact with Agent Sadir or that you will be shortly, since Agent Sadir was the last person in possession of our prince’s passport.”

“And?”

“And what?” To Mark it was obvious. Sadir had probably changed his mind about Khalid meeting Samuel and the duel had been called off. He had called Ottawa, and in turn, the Chief had called Sorenson to stop them. The only hole in this story was why. What happened that made Sadir take a 180-degree turn? “Agent Sadir must have encountered some problem at his end and called off the whole deal. That’s all.”

Sorenson chortled. “I see why you would want to talk to Chief Gibson. You don’t know what happened, do you?”

“No, sir, I don’t. I have been in a plane for the best part of 30 hours and now that my instructions seemed to have changed, I’d like to know why.” Mark caught himself. He sounded like a criminal trying to defend his alibi with a lie. He had to get out from under this guy’s eyes, and grip. He would not be able to function like this. That would mean he would bungle his assignment... no time for that.

“All right, Agent Gilford, you shall have your wish.” Mark couldn’t believe his ears. “Let’s get to the other room and see if we can contact Chief Gibson.” 

In a chorus of movement, the three officers and Mark got up and moved toward the door. Damien fell in step with Mark; he didn’t want to lose him.

When Strickland opened the operation centre’s door, and let his Chief, Damien and Mark pass ahead of him, Mark stopped in awe on the threshold. In the semi-darkness, the multiple monitors lining the walls of the room were relating instant, simultaneous information about various operations in the field. The multi-dimensional screens overhung a semi-circular pit where a number of technicians were conducting their particular operation from their keyboards. No one turned when Chief Sorenson came in. These officers were totally absorbed in their tasks. 

“I see that you are impressed, Agent Gilford,” Chief Sorenson said, visibly pleased with Mark’s reaction. 

“Why yes, sir. We’ve got about the same thing in Ottawa, but the degree of sophistication of these computers hasn’t reached our shores yet.”

“That’s one of the advantages of being close to our Japanese neighbours. Mind you, it took quite a lot of convincing on our part to arrive at this result. Our government would have preferred to build these computers on Aussie soil, but that would have delayed progress by five or more years, which was not a viable proposition. Anyway, we’re not here to discuss politics. Let’s get you on line with Chief Gibson.” Mark nodded and sat down in one of the chairs facing a larger screen and beside Sorenson. 

“Jim, would you get Chief Gibson in Ottawa on line for us?” the chief said to the back of the officer closer to him.

The young man turned around, nodded, and returning his attention to his screen, he typed a few words on the keyboard. He waited, said something into his Bluetooth and then looked at Sorenson, shaking his head. “It’s 3:00AM in Ottawa, sir. Chief Gibson is not in his office.”

“Very well then. Get him on the phone at home.”

Mark cringed. Fred never liked to be awakened in the middle of the night. 

Jim turned to his screen again and amid multiple mini-screens, Fred Gibson’s number appeared. Sorenson picked up the small earphones and mike that hung over one of the armrests of his chair, and nodded to Mark to do the same. They slipped them into their ears and switched the microphones on. Within seconds, they heard Fred’s grunts of annoyance over the line.

“Gibson here,” he grumbled.

“Chief, Mark here...”

“What? Where are you, boy? What, what’s going on? Have you got him?” As his brain got in gear, the words came out of his mouth clearer.

“I’m still in Sydney, Chief. I’ve got Chief Sorenson here and he authorized me to call you from headquarters...”

“Did you say, “Authorized you”? Since when do you need anyone’s authorization to call me? What have you done? Have you been arrested?”

“No, nothing like that. I’m the one who insisted on calling you at this hour...” He saw Sorenson smile gratefully from the corner of his eye. “I just wanted to know why you’ve stopped us and how come Samuel is to be arrested and extradited?”

“And you call me at 3:00 in the morning for that?” Fred bellowed. “Listen, Mark, it’s simple; you’ve got to find him a-sap, stay alive and bring him back. The rest I’ll explain later when I’m dressed and able to make sense of what I’m saying, okay?”

“Okay, Chief, I’m sorry.”

“Okay..., talk to me tomorrow..., I mean today... Whenever.”

Sorenson turned to Mark as he took his headset off. “I’m sorry, Agent Gilford. It appears that I have overstepped my authority. I guess your attire had a lot to do with my doubting your status or rank. Let’s go downstairs now and I’ll introduce you to the two men who will assist you in this assignment.”

“But I thought Constables Damien and Strickland were assigned to this case already,” Mark uttered, rising from the chair. 

“My mistake, Agent Gilford, I should have told you earlier, but the two constables will make the arrest ultimately, yes, however, the locating and apprehending of the felon will be the responsibility of our agents. They are well trained, by MI5 no less, but they know very little when it comes to dealing with a Mossad spy, and that’s where you come in.”


Chapter 21

As expected, Samuel neared Melbourne in the early hours of the morning. He didn’t want to go to Millicent’s place just yet. He needed to rest for a few hours before he tackled that problem. If she were still in Melbourne, he would have to get her out of the way. He couldn’t kill her. That would attract too much publicity. Besides, he liked the woman. He had to find another way. As he drove past her building, he saw her car parked by the curb. He went down Caroline Street and his headlights hit a sign “To Let”. Samuel turned onto the avenue alongside the building and stopped. He turned off the headlights, rolled down the window and looked up at the multi-stories apartment block. He nodded. This was a satisfactory location; facing the river, no neighbours for hundreds of yards around and only the Yarra across the main façade. He decided he would catch a few hours’ sleep at the nearest hotel and get back here before noon. 

As he turned onto the bridge crossing the river, he noticed how different the city looked since he left. Perhaps, the images he kept in his mind were fading away and being replaced by new ones. His nostalgia of home and of Australia had never left him. When he spent some years in Israel, he felt as if he was visiting his ancestors’ homeland, but it never felt like home to him. 

He parked in the underground garage of a shopping mall, adjacent to a posh hotel, took the lift to the lobby, and registered for a two-night stay. He paid with an old credit card, bearing yet another name, and made his way to his room. He took his shoes and socks off—Australians love to walk barefoot everywhere—and lay down on the bed. Within minutes, Samuel was asleep.


Chapter 22

As soon as they passed through the door into a long hall-type of room, Sorenson went to the desk of the officer nearest to the window. He bent down to the man’s ear and whispered a few words. 

The officer got up in a shot saying, “Yes, sir, right away.” He rushed along the row of desks lining the windows that stretched the length of the room and afforded a view of the city bustle two floors below. “Carvey?” he summoned, “Would you mind coming up for a minute? And you too, Delgado, the Chief wants a word with you blokes.”

The two men abandoned what they were doing and strode to the far wall where Mark and Sorenson were waiting. The latter made the introduction and once the officers had shaken hands with Mark, the four men made their way back to the Chief’s office on the third floor. 

“They say you’re a big shot in the Canadian Agency,” Carvey said to Mark as they were climbing the stairs. 

“Is that a question?” Mark retorted coldly. 

“No, not really, Agent Gilford, we were told you’ve had your hands full with a Saudi Prince and his fiancée for a while...”

Mark halted on one of the stairs. “Stop it right there!” he groaned. “If you are going to work with me, we’re not going to talk casually about the subjects of our investigations, past or present, in the open air for everybody to hear. Understood?”

Sorenson and Delgado had also stopped two steps ahead of the men, and looked down at them a smirk on their faces. “You’ve always been a bit of a chatterer haven’t you, Carvey?” Sorenson remarked jocularly. “Just keep your mouth shut for now, will you?” 

“Yes, sir.” Carvey resumed his climb beside Mark; his eyes fixed on his feet, and followed the others up the stairs.

Sylvester Carvey was a big fellow. You wouldn’t want to mess with him, Mark thought. His big muscles, tapered waist, strong legs and easy gait portrayed a man who was used to workout at the gym on a regular basis. His clean-shaven jaw and closely cropped, brown hair delineated a gentle face. He was not aggressive, just overwhelming. As for Ernesto Delgado, he was the antithesis of his partner. A small, non-descript man, with short, black hair, he was thin and seemed to be light on his feet. He was quick, decisive and sharp-looking. He, too, was clean-shaven but with his Hispanic, olive complexion, he probably had a difficult time keeping the dark stubbles in check. 

When they reached Sorenson’s office, the officers and Mark followed him and sat down facing him. He pulled a file out of his desk-drawer, opened it and looked at each man in turn.

“Okay, Agent Gilford, here is what we’ve got on Samuel Meshullam thus far. We know he’s arrived in Sydney seven months ago and since then he’s been living in Manly, on King Avenue to be exact. He’s rented a house on the edge of the reserve...”

“Sorry to interrupt, Chief, but what is a “reserve”?” Mark asked. 

The three men looked at the Canadian Agent as if he were a child coming out of elementary school with a bad report card. 

“Ah, yes, of course, you’re not used to Strine, are you?” Sorenson said, joining in the chorus of chuckles from Delgado and Carvey.

“What’s Strine?” Mark added another to his first query.

Delgado chortled. “That’s the Australian way of saying we talk funny.” 

Sorenson shot an admonishing glance at the officer. He seemed always afraid of someone fraying his authority. “All right, a reserve is a park, generally small and located amid city built areas.” 

“Okay, I’m sorry..., please go on.” 

Sorenson nodded. “As I was saying, our Agent Meshullam has been living at No. 2 King Avenue in Manly for the past seven months. We only know this because when Ms Kartz was shot, your Chief Gibson, asked us to track him down. However, we didn’t do anything about the man’s presence here since no crime had been committed on Australian soil and we had no evidence of a crime being committed in Canada either. As far as we were concerned, until we were given different orders, we just kept watch on the bloke.”

Mark started to fidget in the chair. “What about now?” 

“We believe he’s still there.” 

“When did you receive the extradition order or when were you alerted that things had changed?”

Clearly, Chief Sorenson didn’t like to be questioned. He frowned. “On Friday, why?”

“Do you think he would have gone somewhere else?” Delgado asked.

“Depends... It depends on how quickly Meshullam was notified he was up for grabs,” Mark answered, turning his face to the officer on his right. 

“What do you have in mind, Agent Gilford?” Sorenson asked, while the two officers turned to Mark as if waiting for him to impart a small piece of wisdom. 

“Sir, I’m sorry, but I thought it was obvious. We know Meshullam is a Mossad agent. It would stand to reason then that he was advised of any move we made the moment we made it. We also know that since you’ve stopped us at the airport and that you’ve been talking to Agent Sadir in the meantime, Mossad has informed Meshullam of our arrival or even the purpose of the Prince’s visit to Australia.”

“Let me see..., Agent Gilford; are you saying Agent Sadir is a double agent?” 

Delgado and Carvey switched their gazes in unison from Mark to Sorenson, a mechanical gesture that didn’t escape Mark’s notice. These two have been together a long time, he thought.

“Let me answer that with another question. Why would the CIA be interested in the movements of a Mossad agent that’s been dormant for months?”

Sorenson hesitated. “Well, for one thing, Prince Khalid intended to meet Meshullam...”

“You’ve become aware of that fact only because either Sadir or Chief Gibson told you it was the case, right?”

“Hum..., yes, as a matter of fact, it’s Chief Gibson who phoned me and told me that Sadir had met with the prince, and he told me that he was going to...”

“Exactly. Sadir phoned Chief Gibson and between them, they arranged for me to organize the Prince’s escapade. My assignment was to keep Meshullam and the prince alive. We could not stop Prince Khalid or arrest him, so I was to play bodyguard for a while.”

Sorenson looked at Mark intently. “And when the Canadian government realized they were going to be made a scapegoat if the Prince died or if Meshullam was eliminated, they decided to stop the charade before getting in hot water with the CIA. Does that sum it up?” Sorenson needed approbation. The spy game not only didn’t appeal to his sense of correctness but it didn’t fit with his understanding of the way the law should be upheld. No man should have to resort to lying in order to get at the truth. 

“No doubt that our agency in Ottawa saw it the same way you do now, Chief.”

“All right, now that we have a handle on the problem, let me hear how you want to resolve it.”

Mark looked at the two agents on either side of him in turn. “First, I’d like to know who my two partners are.”

Delgado shifted in his chair. “What do you want to know?” He crossed his arms over his chest. He was on the defensive. Mark wondered why.

“Not much, really, I’d just like to know if you’ll have my back when things will get ugly.”

“Do you want some sort of reassurance from two decorated officers that they will protect you, is that what you’re asking?” Sorenson didn’t like this line of questioning. 

“I guess that’s what I’m asking, yes. Actually, medals and decorations don’t mean a thing to me when it comes to chasing a guy the likes of Meshullam.” Mark turned to Carvey. “How many times have you had the opportunity to use a sniper rifle since you’ve been at MI5?”

Carvey put his elbows on his knees, trying to avoid Mark’s piercing eyes. “Well..., actually, a couple of times on task-force assignments...”

“I see. What about you, Delgado?” The latter looked at Sorenson for help. It didn’t come. The chief’s blank stare was leaving the bloke alone in the middle of the ocean—without a buoy.

“No rifles, just automatics...” Delgado answered ashamedly.

“Okay,” Mark declared, stretching his back against the chair, “I think we’ll go to the rifle range tomorrow...”

“Do you think that’s necessary?” Sorenson ventured.

“Necessary? Necessary?” Mark exploded. “For God’s sakes, Chief, I’m about to face a Mossad assassin and you’re asking me if my back-up needs a refresher course? Come on, guys, let’s be realistic here; or would you want your men to get killed on their first sortie?”

“Calm down, Agent Gilford, we know what you’ll be up against—no doubt—but we could deploy many more than just two men, if that’s what it takes, but right now, what I’d like to know is what you are going to do once we locate Agent Meshullam.”

“IF—and that’s a big if—we locate him...”

“Why do you say that? He was observed just last week...”

“What about today? Do you know where he is right at this minute?”

Sorenson looked embarrassed. “We’ve assumed he wouldn’t move...”

Mark got up and slammed both hands on Sorenson’s desk, bending over it to get his face as close as he could to the chief’s without climbing onto it. As Carvey and Delgado were about to pull him off, Sorenson held up a hand and shook his head to let Mark have his say. “I thought I’d made myself perfectly clear, Chief. Meshullam knows I’m in town. He knows me as he would his own mother, and I know him for what he is.” He sat back down. “I can tell you one thing for sure; he’s no longer in King Avenue. He’s probably moved out of there, the minute he knew we took our flight from D.C.”

Sorenson let out a breath. “And where do you think he’s now?”

“Back in his comfort zone...”

“You mean Melbourne?”

“If that’s where he used to live as a kid, yes.”

“All right..., and just for the record, Agent Gilford, you don’t need to shout in this office! I will not tolerate you raising your voice to me again.”

“I’m sorry, Chief, I’m just tired...”

“I can understand that. Why don’t we adjourn until the morning?” Sorenson got a nod from his two officers as they got up from their seats. “Will you accompany Agent Gilford to his hotel?” He got another two nods. “At 0:900 hrs. tomorrow, pick him up and you three go to the range, understood?”

“Yes, Chief.” That’s all the two men said before they walked out with Mark in tow.


Chapter 23

Muhammad Sadir didn’t like the way things were going. Gibson’s agency had now alerted the Australians to find Samuel, and both governments had agreed to extradite the man back to Canada as soon as the Aussies would get their hands on him. “No, definitely, things are not turning the way I’d expected,” he said to himself. However, he was not alone in this sinking ship. Thomas Peterson was in it up to his neck as well. Muhammad wondered if he could shift the blame onto him—find a way to shine the limelight onto the guy for a change. 

He rapped his fingers against the edge of his desk, a habit he had picked up long ago, and continued to think of what he could do to get out of this messy situation. 

These days no one could be trusted; the Americans would think nothing of taking him out of the picture. He was of Saudi Arabian descent and he really couldn’t hide behind a face that told anyone looking at him, that he was Islamic. 

He didn’t want to talk to Thomas just yet; the guy was not level-headed enough to plan anything effective that didn’t involve one computer or another. No, he had to do that on his own. 

An hour later, Muhammad had made a decision. He poked his head at the door of his office and called his secretary. Linda picked up her tablet, practically jumped from her seat, and followed her boss back into his office.

Muhammad regained his chair behind the desk and the young lady sat opposite him.

“I’d like you to send an email to the Deputy Director, advising him that I’ll be on holidays from tonight until the end of the month.”

She wrote a few words down. She was a gorgeous woman. Looking at her shapely legs, Muhammad wondered when he would ever get a chance to get her in bed with him. Little did he know that Linda’s boyfriend, soon to be husband, a weight-lift champion, would never let him near her. 

“And then I’d like you to send this passport”—he pulled Khalid’s travel documents out of the desk drawer and handed the folder to her—“back to the Hotel de Crillon in Paris.” 

“Okay,” Linda said, “Do you want it to go on the overnight pouch to the embassy, or shall I send it registered mail to the Crillon?” 

“Registered mail will be good enough. The man won’t be back at the hotel for a couple of days yet.”

“Very well, sir.” Linda rose from the chair and took a few steps toward the door.

“Oh, one more thing, Linda, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes?” She only turned her head slightly to look at the obese man. The expression on her face was that of someone who had looked at something disgusting for far too long.

“Book me a flight to Seattle for this evening, would you?”

“Return date?”

“Leave it open. I’ll make my own arrangements from there.”

Walking out, she blurted, “No problem.”

Back at her desk, Linda typed a short email to Dietrich Van Dams, the Deputy Director, marking it ‘urgent’.

The reply came almost immediately.

When Agent Sadir leaves his office, pack his belongings. Have them picked up by our courier and sent to his home. You’ve been re-assigned. We’ll notify you in an hour where you’ll be going next.

A satisfied gleam in his eyes, Muhammad decided it was time to tell Thomas what he had planned. Leaving his office, he nodded in Linda’s direction and told her he was going to lunch. 

“See you later,” Linda said, without lifting her eyes from the keyboard.

As soon as she heard the sound of his shuffled steps decrease behind her down the corridor, she got up and went to the storage room a couple of floors below, took two or three cardboard ready-to-pack boxes and climbed the stairs back to Muhammad’s office. She grabbed everything she could find which she knew was his—books, photos, gadgets, etc.—and filled the boxes quickly and left them on his desk. She then unplugged his laptop and took it to her station. She would send it to the forensic department later. A half-an-hour later Muhammad’s office was clean, empty and as soon as the cleaning crew would have done with it, someone else would come and occupy it, but Linda would be gone by that time.

“How you doing?” Sadir asked flippantly when he reached Thomas’s cubicle. The latter raised his eyes from the screen and looked up at his colleague.

“Oh..., just fine. What’s going on?”

“Nothing special. Just wondered if you’d like to have lunch with me.”

That invitation took Thomas by surprise. He knew Muhammad was somewhat of a miser when it came to pay for a drink or even share in an employee’s gift. “Sure... That’d be great. Let me get out of this...,” Thomas said as he closed his computer program.

“Okay, I’ll wait downstairs for you.”

“Sure..., I’ll be down in a minute,” Thomas replied distractedly. 

Thomas Peterson was the typical ‘Nerd’ or ‘Geek’. Of medium height, weight, stature and mild manners, his only distinguishing feature was perhaps his spiky, short hair and colourful clothes. A garish vest over a flowery shirt, green pants and sneakers, seemed to be the only pieces his wardrobe contained, in a variety of shades and patterns. He was a highly qualified technical analyst. If you were looking for something or someone anywhere in the world, he would find it. Among his successes, he counted numerous arrests due to his astute tracking of the perpetrators. Without leaving his station, Thomas was able to follow anyone’s movement any time of the day or night, a quality or talent that got him involved with Muhammad’s other business and with Mossad’s infiltration of the CIA. Deep down, Thomas was not a spy, he was not cut out to be anything else than a technical advisor, and he would rather never have been involved with any of Muhammad’s shenanigans, if it had not been for his interest in tracking down Mossad’s movements. 

As he was about to leave, he saw something that attracted his attention on one of the side screen, a message from Prince Abdullah to his nephew. He had been tracking Khalid’s computer relays through his email service provider. 

Thomas sat down at his desk again. He read the last three lines with a smile on his face. 

How is she progressing? If you do see her, please give her my regards and my best wishes for her recovery. What she suffered is my fault.

Your uncle, Abdullah Saif Al-Fadir.

Thomas decided to keep this bit of intel for himself. Fuelling Muhammad’s tank of mischief was not a good idea. Thomas knew he had been too close to this affair, without alerting his supervisor, and he wanted to curb his involvement, or turn this thing around while there was still time to do so. On second thought, he decided to tell someone right now. Muhammad could wait. 

“Hey..., Camy... Do you mind having a look at this?” Thomas called out to his supervisor, standing up and beckoning to Cameron Sheffield two cubicles down from his.

“Hold on..., I’ll be right there,” Cameron replied, saving whatever work he had on his screen. “What’s up?” He came to stand behind Thomas’s chair. 

“This... Have a read...” Cameron did.

“Have you told anyone else yet?”

Thomas shook his head. “No. I thought you might be interested.”

“Okay. Let’s keep tracking the prince, I mean Khalid, and... Are you going somewhere?” Cameron asked, noticing that Thomas had his jacket on.”

“Yeah, Sadir’s invited me for lunch. He’s waiting downstairs...”

“Oh he did, did he? Well, sorry to have to tell you this, D., but our Muhammad is off the board as of ten minutes ago.”

“What do you mean?” Thomas’s sudden anxiety appeared in the beady eyes hidden in the reflection of his heavily rimmed glasses. “Is he going on holidays...?” He was hoping that’s all there was behind this strange announcement.

“You could say that. Actually, he is, but it will be an extended one. We’ll make sure of it. So, I think it’ll be better for you to quit the game with him right now, if you know what’s good for you.”

Looking up at Cameron, Thomas felt the blood drain from his face. He felt sick to his stomach. Had he gone too far?

“But don’t you worry your big head about it. What you’ve done will be very useful to us in the long run.”

Beads of sweat pearled above Thomas’s brow. “Do you want everything I got on Mossad then?” There was no need to beat about the bush; Cameron obviously knew what he had been doing.

“Sure, and everything you’ve got on Muhammad’s latest communications with anyone, and I mean anyone.”

“Yes, sir!” 

“Okay... and I think I’ll have lunch with our vacationing fellow now. And you stay put, okay?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you!”

“You’ll owe me...,” Cameron said, walking away. 

Thomas felt relieved. Camy had allowed him to get back into the team, a team he should never have left. As he turned to the tracking screen once again and took off his jacket, he let out a sigh of contentment. He wiped his face with a tissue he pulled out of the box on his desk, and with another, he wiped his glasses before putting them back across the bridge of his nose. There’s no place like home, he thought.


Chapter 24

As Mrs. Allison opened the door for her guests, she stared down at Talya. “My Dear God, Ms Kartz, what on earth happened to you? Please, come in..., both of you. Dr. Hendrix, good to see you again. But tell me... I really don’t know what to say... Sorry for staring...” She couldn’t keep her eyes from Talya’s frail-looking body..., the chair..., the blanket... It was all too much for the old woman.

Amid this babbling, incoherent welcome, Aziz and Talya tried to put a word in, to no avail. They went through an archway to a large room, the former parlour of the house, where Aziz sat down across from the woman and Talya, depositing the two shoulder bags to the floor.

The handsomely furnished room reflected the décor of the entire house. The walls lined with bookshelves, entertainment centre, and a couple of antique desks flanking a large fireplace, made the whole room as inviting and comfortable as one could want. The sofa facing the hearth and the couple of chairs set apposite added an accent of warmth to the entire place. You wanted to sit and relax in this room. 

“I’ve got the room on the ground floor ready for you, dear,” Mrs. Allison said, tapping Talya on the arm compassionately. She was an elderly woman, matronly one could say, but her hospitable attitude, her grey hair and her soft regard made one forget that she was the owner of the house. She gave everyone the impression to be one’s grandmother, or aunt, waiting to welcome you home.

“Thank you,” Talya replied. “I’m sorry if we’ve put you out...”

“No-no, not at all, dear. We’re still in the low season, and I’ve got only one other guest apart from you two, so you’re no bother at all. But I had to put you upstairs, Doctor. We haven’t got two rooms on the ground floor, I’m sorry.”

“No problem,” Aziz said, “we’ll manage.”

“Would you like some coffee or tea?” Mrs. Allison was already on her feet. Clearly, she wanted to keep her guests in the parlour to hear what happened to Talya. Curiosity was gnawing at her thoughts. She could not imagine what could have happened to such a beautiful woman; nothing short of a car accident, she was sure.

However, Talya didn’t feel like talking. She wanted to go to her room, lie down and sleep. After a delicious and filling brunch, she felt more tired than ever. “No thank you, Mrs. Allison, I just need to lie down for now. Do you mind?”

“Not at all, dear, you go right ahead. I’ll show you where it is.” Matching words to action, Mrs. Allison led the way down the corridor, stopped in front of a double door, which she opened wide to let Talya roll her chair into the spacious suite. The décor reminded her of the room she had had in Khalid’s apartment in Paris. Shooting an appreciative glance to the tall wardrobe and the four-poster-bed opposite, she went to the French windows and looked out. The view was all encompassing and quite pleasant. It overlooked part of Snug Cove and faced the Sunshine Coast, north of Vancouver on the opposite side of the sound. The light-blue silk drapes that framed the window were the one thing that made Talya think of Paris. Similar drapes had framed the window of her room there, too. She stretched a hand and caressed them. The memory of Khalid and their time at the Hotel de Crillon came back to her mind so vividly; she had to turn away. As she did, she found herself facing Aziz. 

He smiled gently at her. “Do you want to unpack and freshen up before lying down?” 

The question brought Talya back to the present. She looked down at her legs for a moment and nodded. 

“Okay, I’ll leave you two kids alone,” Mrs. Allison said from the doorway where she had remained while observing the couple. They’re so good together, she thought. “I’ll be in the kitchen, if you need me.”

“Thanks,” Aziz replied, not watching the woman as she closed the door behind her.


Chapter 25

When the elevator doors opened, Cameron Sheffield, a man in his thirties, always proud of his appearance and good looks, noticed Muhammad Sadir sitting in one of the chairs of the reception hall. He looked up at Cameron over the rim of his newspaper and returned to his reading. He was far from expecting Agent Sheffield to stop in front of him. He put down the paper in his lap and raised his eyes again. 

“Thomas couldn’t make it,” Cameron said, “he’s busy tracking your friend..., so I thought you wouldn’t mind having lunch with me instead.”

Muhammad was stunned. This wasn’t good. He extracted himself from the chair, dropped the paper on it and grunted, “Sure..., by all means, why don’t we...?”

Leading the way out of the building, Cameron turned to the waddling agent and opened the door for him. “Where are we going?” 

The two men headed in the direction of Sadir’s car.

“I had in mind to take Thomas to the Chinese place around the corner. Would that be okay with you?”

“Sure, and that seems to be a good place to start...,” Cameron replied, climbing in the front seat.

“Start what?” Sadir brushed a puzzled face past his colleague, as he turned on the ignition. He had no idea how much the man knew or how much he was authorized to tell him. He would have to tread carefully. Say as little as possible, he thought.

“Your vacation... I hear you’re going to Seattle..., nice place. I’ve been there a few times when I was working in Canada.”

“You did? I mean you worked in Canada. I didn’t know that.”

“Yes..., actually I was on assignment in Hong Kong in ’97 when the colony was returned to the Chinese government. Vancouver was my home-base for about a year then.”

“I see,” said Sadir, although he didn’t see at all where this was going. Both men fell silent for a moment.

“They’ve got a large Asian community in Vancouver; did you know that?” Cameron said.

“Yes, I’ve heard. But what’s that got to do with me?”

“Oh, plenty, Agent Sadir, plenty...”

Muhammad was at a total loss. He had no idea what this meant. He had only alerted Van Dams of his intention of leaving on vacation an hour ago. “What does that mean?” He pulled into the mall’s parking lot.

Cameron waited until they were at the restaurant’s doorsteps to say anything. “Let’s go in, shall we?” He opened the door of the establishment and let Sadir pass ahead of him.

A little Chinese woman escorted both men to a table in a corner, poured some tea in their cups, and retreated quickly after she handed them the menu. 

By this time, Sadir was worried. He wanted to know where he stood, or what Cameron had heard. “Okay, let’s have it. What’s going on?” 

Cameron shrugged, not lifting his eyes from the menu. 

“Come on, Sheffield..., what have you heard?” 

“I haven’t heard anything, Agent Sadir. I’ve simply been advised that you were going on an extended vacation to China, Shanghai to be precise.”

Sadir’s face passed through the colours of the rainbow in a matter of seconds. He was floored. The Deputy Director must have been on to him, or was that a Mossad move. He felt like a trapped animal. 

“Don’t worry, though,” Cameron went on, “China is quite interesting—lots of things to see. Only one thing, though, they don’t like Arabs too much I’m told.”

That was the last drop; the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Muhammad got up in a brutal rustle of the chair and walked out of the restaurant. Cameron shrugged, waved at the little waitress and ordered lunch.


Chapter 26

“China?” Sadir muttered under his breath, as he drove down and parked his car in the garage. “What the hell am I going to do in China?” His climbed out and locked his car.

He was about to step into one of the elevators when a security officer stopped him.

“Agent Sadir?”

“Yes? What do you want with me?” he blurted when the officer grabbed him by the arm.

“This way, sir.” He led him to the security room at the back of the bank of elevators, Sadir gesticulating and trying to get his arm free. “Don’t make a fuss, Agent Sadir. It won’t take long.”

“Long for what?” 

“Not here, Sadir. Get in there,” the officer ordered, pushing the agent in front of him.

“I demand to know what this is all about,” Sadir shouted. 

Once in the room, another officer sat him down forcefully and handcuffed his left wrist to the arm of the chair.

“Okay, Sadir, here’s the deal; you surrender your handgun, badge and everything that belongs to us and we let you get out of here in peace.”

“You’ve got no right to treat me like this. I demand to see the Deputy Director.”

“He doesn’t want to see you, sir,” a third man said, coming out of a dim lit corner of the room. “Actually, he asked me to have you sign your resignation.” He handed Sadir a letter-size sheet of paper. 

Sadir took it with his free hand and read it. “I won’t sign this,” he growled. “I won’t resign!”

“Well, it’s your choice, really, but if you don’t we could make life miserable for you, if you know what I mean, and China would be a good place to start doing that.”

Sadir glared at the man. He had never seen him around the office or anywhere else for that matter. He was a little fellow with a strange look on his face, something between vicious and sadistic. 

“What about my stuff upstairs...?”

The man’s mouth morphed into what resembled a smile. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve shipped it to your house already. And your wife’s got your tickets to Shanghai.” Since Sadir didn’t answer, the agent went on, “Consider yourself lucky. The Deputy Director is only asking for your resignation now, and as far as everyone else is concerned you’re on extended leave. You should thank him, really. You could be going somewhere much darker than China.” He cackled into a sombre laughter and then stopped abruptly. “Okay, enough talking. Here’s a pen. Sign the darn letter so I could go back to what I was doing. You’re messing up my day.” 

Sadir grabbed the pen from the man’s hand, and putting the letter on his knee, he signed it.

“Very good, Mr. Sadir. Now empty your breast pocket and give your wallet to the officer here.” The agent nodded in the security officer’s direction. He took the wallet from Sadir’s shaking hand, extracted the CIA identification and returned it to him. 

The second officer uncrossed his arms from in front of his chest, unlocked the handcuff and lifted the ex-agent out of the chair by the arm. The small man retreated into the darkness of the room, putting Sadir’s letter in his pocket. 

As soon as the two officers had taken Sadir’s gun and badge from him, they led him out of the room and onto the street. 

It had taken a little less than five minutes to shatter Sadir’s life to pieces. 

He knew that if he didn’t take the flight to Seattle, or tried to hide somewhere else in the States, they would eventually catch up with him. He didn’t relish the thought of rotting in prison awaiting a trial that would never eventuate. Besides, he had his wife and two daughters to think about. Maybe he could contact Samuel in Australia. Sadir shook his head. Not a good idea. He knew Samuel was already on the move. They wouldn’t have waited to contact him. He felt abandoned, which he was, in fact. Better that than having to deal with anything else the CIA had in mind. Maybe when he arrived in China, he could turn back.

He went back to his car, drove out of the parking lot and headed to the airport. He didn’t want to end up shackled in some Chinese dungeon, never to be heard from again. 

They hadn’t taken his credit cards, so there was still a chance he could go somewhere else than China. 

In the CIA’s security room, the little man was looking at one of the screens. On it, there was a background map of Washington D.C. and a moving dot showing where Sadir was travelling. He sniggered. “Let’s see where he’s going,” he said to the officer sitting in front of the set of computers. 

“He’s not going home, that’s for sure,” the fellow replied.

“Let’s hope he chooses the correct destination. I would hate to have to pull him back. Feeding him would cost a fortune.” The renewed cackling laugh had the officer turn his head and smile. Jack Lypsick, you’re a weird guy, he thought. 

When he reached the airline counter, Sadir asked if he had a reservation for Seattle.

“Yes, you do, Mr. Sadir,” the young lady said. “Will you be flying onto YVR right away or staying a few days in Washington State?” 

Sadir stared at her. He hadn’t understood what she said. “What’s YVR?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. That’s Vancouver, in Canada.”

The surprise on Sadir’s pleated face was unmistakable. It reduced his speech to a stutter. “I..., I don’t know... I, I mean..., I don’t know...” 

“Don’t worry; we can leave that leg of the trip open if you like.”

“Well..., yes..., I guess.” Sadir was thinking about his passport. He didn’t have it on him. 

Looking at her screen, “Would you mind waiting for a moment, sir?” the attendant said suddenly.

Sadir began to fret. Sweat beaded above his brow. He took his handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face. He had been happy to hear that Linda had made the reservations after all, but to hear that his trip had been extended to Vancouver worried him. Who made those reservations, he wondered. He waited.

When the attendant came back to her seat, she handed him a large envelope saying, “We’ve had this package waiting for you, and I almost forgot to get it for you before you left. Sorry about that.”

Sadir’s hands were trembling when he opened the envelope. Inside he found a passport and a letter. He didn’t bother reading the letter—time for that later. He said to the young woman, “On second thought, why don’t you book me on the connecting flight to Vancouver right away.” 

“No problem, sir. Any luggage?”

“Umm..., no..., my wife is bringing it with her. She’s supposed to meet me in Seattle.”

“That’s fine then. Your flight is departing tonight at 8:15PM and you should be at the security gate an hour prior to departure.”

Sadir nodded, visibly relieved, and thanked the young woman when she handed him his boarding passes.

“Lypsick here, Deputy Director. Sadir is on his way to Vancouver, as planned,” the little man said into the phone, and hung up.

Feeling very uncomfortable, hot, sweaty and harassed, Sadir went to sit in one of the airport’s restaurant. He ordered a soda with plenty of ice and sat back to read the letter that accompanied the passport he found in the envelope. 

Mr. Sadir,

You are now on your way to Vancouver, Canada. When you arrive, you will go to the Hyatt on Burrard Street, where a room has been reserved for you. In the room, you will find your luggage. We will know when to contact you. Wait for further instructions.

Your friend, JL

PS: Do not, under any circumstance, try to contact Ms Kartz.

How did they know he had intended to go to Vancouver ultimately? How was his luggage going to get there, was his next question. 

Sadir got up and went to the payphone near the men’s room—he had left his cell phone in his desk drawer. As he pulled out a few coins from his trousers’ pocket, he noticed a little item, which he recognized immediately. “Bastards!” he muttered under his breath. They had put a bug in his pocket when the security men searched him before he left. He dialled his home number feverishly. 

As soon as he heard his wife’s voice, he knew something was wrong. 

“Moh, where are you?” she said anxiously. “I’ve got your colleague here... A Mr. Lip...” she hesitated. Sadir heard a man say “Lypsick” in the background. “...Yes, Agent Lypsick is here. He wants me to pack your bags... and... he says... to pack enough clothes for you for a month. What’s going on, Moh? When are you coming home? Where are you going...? You said...”

“Jocelyn... please... let me talk to Lypsick... Hold on. Wait. When did he get there?”

“A few minutes ago..., why?”

“Never mind. Just put him on.”

“He says you’re going to Vancouver... and...”

“Just put him on,” Sadir snapped.

He heard his wife say, “No... I want...” as Lypsick took the receiver from her.

“Listen, Sadir. You’ve got your instructions. Now, leave your family in peace. You’ll get your stuff in Vancouver as arranged. Talk to you later.” 

Sadir didn’t have time to answer before he heard the click. Lypsick had hung up in his ear.


Chapter 27

The weekend was well on its way now. Fred wasn’t due back in the office until Monday, but Mark’s call bothered him. He wasn’t so worried about the phone call itself; it was the fact that Sorenson seemed to be ordering him around, which annoyed him the most. Nicknamed “the cat”, Mark Gilford, needed to be guided but not put on a leash. He wouldn’t be able to function if anyone restricted his movements with orders or suggestions as to his behaviour. As he was about to send an email to Sorenson, he saw the message from the CIA in Washington. It read:

Be advised—Agent Muhammad Sadir has taken a leave of absence. All inquiries should be directed to Agent Cameron Sheffield.

Signed: D. Van Dams, Deputy Director.

“Badawee was right,” Fred muttered. However, this message was worrisome to say the least. It meant that Mossad had put things in motion. If they were the ones who had organized Sadir’s departure so quickly, it would not be too farfetched an assumption they were onto Mark and the Prince. By now Samuel was probably aware that his CIA contact had been removed from active duty and he would be on the move or even gone from Australia altogether. Besides, there was Talya to consider. She was in danger again. Mossad would have to get rid of her before she had an opportunity to reach the stand at Samuel’s trial. He remembered how difficult it had been to keep her in protective custody the last time she had been a target. The Saudi royal family had intervened and she had been released in Prince Khalid’s personal custody then. This whole situation was moving too fast for Fred’s liking. He swore under his breath. Why don’t they leave the poor woman alone?

Namlah had gone shopping with his wife and kids that afternoon, and had his arms full of grocery bags when he came in and heard the phone ring in the hallway of his home. He dropped one of the bags on the chair beside the telephone table and picked up the receiver, the second bag still in his other arm.

“Hello, Mr. Badawee here.” 

“Counsellor, Gibson here, I’m sorry to bother you, but would you mind coming in...? I know it’s the weekend...”

“Has something happened?” Namlah asked, depositing the other bag beside the first one. 

“A lot, Counsellor, and I need your assistance before making a decision.”

“All right..., I should be able to be in the office in an hour.”

“Good. I’ll see you then.”

When Namlah hung up, he heard his wife call from the kitchen. “Who was that? Is everything okay?” She came to stand beside her husband. 

“Sure. That was the Chief. He wants me to go in for a while.”

“Has something happened, did he say?”

Namlah shook his head. He didn’t want his wife to start worrying. “Not really, but he’s got to make some decisions before Monday and he’s asked for my input, do you mind?”

Salina Badawee picked up the bags from the chair, saying, “No, of course not. I just thought of Thelma and Bob; remember they’re coming for dinner. Do you think you’ll be back by six?”

“Oh, I’m sure it won’t take that long.”

“Okay..., you go ahead,” Salina said, already on her way back to the kitchen.

Within the hour, Namlah knocked on Fred’s office door. “Come in, come in,” he heard the chief say. 

“Have a seat, Counsellor.” Fred beckoned to the lawyer to sit down across from him. “Thanks for coming in.”

“What happened?” Namlah asked, lowering himself into the chair.

“Plenty. You were right. Mossad seemed to have reacted as soon as they were alerted of the Aussie issuing a warrant for Samuel’s arrest... and... Sadir has been sent on leave.”

Namlah stroked his moustache. “Hum, I didn’t expect they would move on Sadir so fast. That’s a bit surprising.”

“Surprising?” Fred’s quizzical face told Namlah he didn’t understand.

“No-no... It’s not the fact that they reacted, but the fact that the CIA ordered Sadir’s removal that’s surprising. In my mind, Mossad would shut down all communications with him, yes, but not remove him until they were sure his usefulness ran out. But, if the CIA thought he’d stepped out of line somehow, then yes, they would send him away rather quickly.”

“And inviting Ms Kartz to follow the Prince to Australia had a lot to do with the speed at which they disposed of him, I’d say.”

Namlah pushed on the armrests and straightened up in the chair. He seemed a bit restless. “That was a mistake, yes. Sadir should have stayed put. The CIA had him under observation probably since Ben Slimane’s elimination. But he had ideas of grandeur, I guess, and he wanted to gain points with Mossad, perhaps, by having Prince Khalid, Ms Kartz and our agent killed in the one go.”

“Okay, I understand that, but again the question is what do we do about it? And what about Ms Kartz; I think she’s in danger...”

“No doubt she is, along with everyone who was remotely involved with the arms’ provision to Israel, outside of the Mossad cell, of course.” Namlah returned to stroking his moustache. “Have you called her lately?” 

“Yes, when we didn’t know where our prince had gone... but I didn’t get her on the line.”

“Did you talk to someone...?”

“Yeah, I got the doctor. He was the one who had called on Khalid to come to Vancouver. He wanted his help.”

“To do what?”

“Well, you’ve heard him when he was here. He wanted to help her out of her post-traumatic depression, if he could.”

“Yes,” Namlah nodded, “I remember. And what did the doctor have to say?”

“He just said he would relay the message. They were on their way to some island apparently for the weekend...”

“Do you know where?”

“No, I didn’t check, why?”

“I think it would be a good idea to know exactly where she is from now on. Mossad has eyes everywhere and they’ve probably kept tabs on her.”

Fred’s big heart was nudging at his brain. He didn’t want to admit the obvious. “But she’s an invalid for God’s sake. They wouldn’t...”

“Oh yes, they would, sir. No doubt whatsoever. She can talk, can’t she?”

“But why didn’t they kill her right off the bat then?”

“Good question. I think the answer to that is buried in Mossad’s intentions.”

“What intentions? What are you talking about?”

“Keep in mind; she is Jewish, Chief.”

“What’s that got to do with anything? Jewish or not she’s a liability.”

“Yes, but for whom?”

Fred said, “Are you trying to tell me they want to enrol her or get her to switch camps? I don’t see it.”

“Again, let’s look at the big picture. Prince Khalid is partly responsible for her trouble and for the death of Hassan Sangor; she’s not a forgiving woman, you know that. Then, you’ve got Khalid’s Uncle dwelling in arms trade or in drug smuggling; and both men are Muslims.”

“So, you’re saying it would be easy for her to be swayed into joining Mossad’s camp if they demonstrated to her that they spared her...? But that’s tantamount to ask her to commit treason. She wouldn’t.”

“Frankly, I don’t know her well enough to tell you what she’ll do. Besides, and I’m sorry to contradict you, Chief, but being a Mossad agent in this country doesn’t amount to treason. Israel isn’t on our enemies’ list, not that I know of. And the fact remains that Samuel has eliminated the man at the bottom of her troubles.”

“Wouldn’t she stay quiet then?”

“Maybe, but the point is her memory of Slimane being a Mossad agent and Samuel (or Isaac at the time) would be very accurate. She could identify him... and so could the doctor, as I understand it.”

“You think the doctor is in danger as well then?”

“Of course he is. He was a witness to the killings on the trawler, and he was in Paris when Slimane identified himself for the first time. Besides, now that we’re bringing Samuel back to stand trial, both Ms Kartz and Dr. Hendrix will be on the list of witnesses for the prosecution. Mossad cannot afford to have anyone on the stand that could destroy their infiltration cells in the States.”

“Wouldn’t it be better then to have Samuel taken out?” Fred didn’t like the idea, but if that were the only solution to protect Talya and Mark, and now the doctor, he wouldn’t hesitate to order Mark to assassinate Samuel Meshullam.

“And have Agent Gilford arrested for first-degree murder?” Namlah shook his head. “No, Chief. That would be a huge mistake. The Australians would not view this as a case of self-defence. Believe me. They would even call on Prince Khalid to testify at Agent Gilford’s trial to demonstrate that the Saudis were involved in this as well. You don’t want to open that can of worms, Chief.”

“Okay then, but what do we do? I can’t just sit back and let the chips fall where they may, now can I?”

“Why not? We’ve done what needed to be done a long time ago. You’ve applied for Samuel’s extradition, which will see him come back to Canada—and not the States—and stand trial for attempted murder, as he should.”

“I guess you’re right. So, you suggest we put Ms Kartz and the doctor under protective custody?” Again, that was an idea Fred was reluctant to contemplate.

Another shake of Namlah’s head riveted Fred’s gaze on him. “No, Chief. She and the doctor need protection, yes, but not put them in protective custody. It will take weeks for us to bring this to trial and you can’t expect to keep these two cloistered for months at a time. I suggest you have a qualified agent, someone with a nurse’s background perhaps, who would stay with Ms Kartz and keep an eye on the doctor meanwhile.”

“That’s a tall order, Counsellor. I don’t think we have an agent like that on the payroll. Even if we did, she wouldn’t be able to protect two people at the same time. Besides, I don’t think Ms Kartz, in particular, would be too pleased to have someone with her 24/7.”

Namlah crossed his arms over his chest. He seemed lost in thought for a moment. “What about Slimane’s murder in Flint?” 

“What about it?” The aggression in Fred’s voice was unambiguous; he didn’t want another problem added to the list. He sat up and brought his ample frame closer to the desk, and extended his forearms across it. He looked as if he were ready to pounce on the lawyer. 

“Are we sure Samuel is the perpetrator of that crime?”

“Fairly sure,” Fred said, reclining in the seat once again. “According to Mark, Samuel told them that’s where he was going when they were driving through Georgia...”

“But we haven’t gotten any evidence that Samuel was in fact the one who pulled the trigger, do we?”

“No, we don’t, but Sadir has proofs, or so he said at the time.”

“Ha-ha, there you have it, Chief, that’s why Sadir was taken out so quickly. Mossad didn’t want him to divulge that information to anyone.”

“I can see that, yes, but Samuel is not to be tried in the States, is he?”

“No, but the CIA is not a bunch of ignoramuses either. Since we’ve made a move on Samuel, they’ve kept an eye on Sadir—if they hadn’t already—and decided he was an abetting party to this crime. I’d say they’re looking for evidence inculpating Samuel at this very minute.”

“And what are they going to do with this evidence when they find it?” Fred was getting irritated. 

“They are probably going to use it to get Samuel across the border to stand trial for murder.”

“You mean we’ll have to fight for ‘who’s on first’? I don’t like it, Counsellor, not at all!”

Fred got up, went around his desk, and hands in his trousers’ pockets, walked to the window. He didn’t want to look at the lawyer. He knew the man was right, but this whole thing was quickly turning into a morass of conjectures and possibilities from which he couldn’t see an issue. He turned around, rested his back against the windowsill and crossed his big arms over his chest. 

Namlah had remained silent, watching the Chief, but now he spoke. “You may not like it, but the murder in Flint occurring before Ms Kartz being shot; they may want to exercise their right of priority at prosecution of the accused.”

“And if they do, and succeed in putting the guy behind bars for life, we’ll never see him here, is that it?”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“I hate to repeat myself, Counsellor, but what do we do about it?” Fred glared at the attorney. This was getting the two men nowhere near a decision. 


Chapter 28

When Samuel sat down, opened his laptop and read the latest of Mossad’s coded message, he couldn’t stop staring at it. He was well versed in decoding these emails but this one was not only unexpected, but also startling in itself. It read:

Son,

Your uncle’s gone and your aunt needs some looking after. The family is waiting for your arrival. Dad.

Uncle’s gone meant Sadir was out of the picture, maybe dead. Your aunt needs looking after meant Samuel was to go to Vancouver to look after Talya. The family is waiting for your arrival meant that there was a warrant out for his arrest. Samuel got up and began pacing the length of his room. He was glad he hadn’t rented the flat overlooking the Yarra yet. This message meant he needed to go back to Vancouver. That’s what he couldn’t understand. Why would they want him to go to Talya? It didn’t make sense. He wasn’t surprised that Sadir had been removed. He was a fat blabbermouth anyway, Samuel told himself. The warrant for his arrest was no surprise either, but to ask him to return to Vancouver was the one part of the message he couldn’t accept as a wise move. 

He sat down again and wrote a reply. 

Dad, I will be on English Bay soon. What does aunt need? Your son.

The answer was only five words’ long.

Come back to the fold.

Samuel shook his head. What would they want from her? He was at a loss for an answer. Talya was never going to accept to return to Israel, let alone become a Mossad informant or agent. That was ludicrous. To ask him to get her back to the fold was unthinkable. Yet, now was not the time to ask for an explanation. The Aussies and the Canadians were probably on his tail right now. He had to move and the quicker the better. 

He packed his bags, got down to the lobby and checked out. His first stop was at a motel near the Melbourne airport. The flight was not leaving for a few hours. He had time to change his appearance again. Once ready, he drove his car in the long-term parking lot and left it there. He got on the shuttle to the Japan Airlines’ departure level and bought a ticket to New Zealand. He used his Canadian identity—passport, driver’s license, and another credit card—to book his flight and pay for it. 

When he passed through the security gates, he was dressed in jeans, blouson jacket over an open-neck shirt and his baldhead together with his clean-shaven face made him unrecognizable to anyone who had met him in the past months. He passed through customs, and went to sit in the first-class lounge. 

All the while, he kept thinking about the strange message. He could not find an answer to the question as to what Mossad wanted with Talya. The only plausible reason was if Talya were to accept to join his ranks—which was highly improbable—she wouldn’t be able to testify at his trial if he were ever arrested. He shook his head. “Unbelievable” was the word that came back to mind repeatedly. 


Chapter 29

Mark was standing by the window of a room at the NSW police station. He didn’t like what was going on. He had taken the two Australian officers the day before to the firing range and his instincts told him these guys were far too smug and comfortable in their own skins, not to say full of it, to be effective. Their brains were somewhere between Mars and Pluto, navigating through a brilliant image of their own worth or capabilities. They were probably very good at what they were doing at some level, but in this particular instance, Mark couldn’t see their value in chasing and apprehending a cat the likes of Samuel. All they talked about was having a beer and shrimps on the barby after they would have captured the Mossad agent. He had not heard one word about a plan. They seemed to rely entirely on Mark’s guidance, which was something he could not, or wanted to offer under the circumstances. 

The door burst open suddenly; Sorenson came in, and sat at the table. “Agent Gilford, please sit down,” he ordered when he saw that Mark was not moving from his spot.

Reluctantly, Mark walked to the table and sat down, facing Sorenson. “What’s up?” 

“I’ve just received a message from the CIA in Washington.”

“What did it say?” Mark couldn’t be more disinterested, and it showed.

“I know, you’re a bit at odds with us, Agent Gilford, but I think this little bit of information will get us back on track.”

Mark put an arm over the back of the seat. “All right. What is it?”

“In short, Agent Sadir has been removed...”

“Say what?” Mark yelled, bringing his arm back and onto the tabletop. “Do we know why?”

“Apparently—and that’s only my deduction—the fact that we are tracking Samuel and intending to extradite him back to Canada, ignited suspicions on the part of the CIA.”

Mark shook his head vigorously. “No, Chief, that’s not the reason.” He brought his upper body closer to Sorenson across the table. “You’ve been wallowing into believing that you could just go to Samuel’s place, hand him a warrant and get him to follow you...”

“We’re not...”

“Let me finish,” Mark blurted in the Chief’s face. He was fuming. “I’ve been with you people for two days now, and we’ve done nothing but talk about the problem and not the solution. Your two officers have no idea what or who they’re up against. Neither of them has had any training in sniper attacks. They’re probably very good at their policing work, but I have my doubts as to their ability in the field.” He leaned against the back of the chair again. 

Sorenson was staring at him. His face was flushed; he didn’t like being told his men were not making the cut. He had picked them out of the bunch specifically for this mission. 

“This message is nothing but a notification for us to look for Samuel somewhere else.” 

Mark’s eyebrows went up. The man is really a jerk, Mark thought. “Yes, Chief, he’s gone. No doubt whatsoever. As I told you, he’d probably gone to Melbourne before we even arrived on the scene, and now, I’m sure of it, he’s already out of the country.”

“How can you be sure of it?”

“Come on, Chief! Look..., when Sadir was around, he’s the one who sent Prince Khalid to chase after Samuel, right?”

The Chief nodded. 

“Then it’s fair to conclude that he alerted Samuel of our intentions. After that, your government agrees to issue a warrant for Samuel’s arrest and for us to extradite him, right?”

Sorenson nodded again.

“Well, since Sadir was still around at the time, he probably sent another message to Samuel saying that things were getting too hot Downunder and to get his ass out of here. And if it wasn’t Sadir who sent the message, Mossad did.”

“But Sadir was on leave as of last night; I mean yesterday afternoon in Washington, he couldn’t have sent anything...”

“Don’t you see...? Good God, man... I’m sorry... Sadir was a double agent, we agreed on that, and he didn’t have to say anything. Mossad kept a tab on him and when he initiated this whole thing by sending the Prince on a wild goose chase, they got the wind up and had the CIA remove him as soon as they could.”

“Fine, but how can you be sure he is not in Australia still?”

“Because he couldn’t sit anywhere here and wait for you to arrest him, now could he?”

“All right, but where does that leave us then?”

“I’m out of here, Chief. Book me on the first available flight to Vancouver. Ms Kartz is next. Please, Sorenson, get a move on. I’m telling you, if I don’t get to Vancouver before Samuel does, Ms Kartz is dead.”

Mark was at the door before the chief could say another word. 


Chapter 30

The sunlight shimmered over the wavelets clapping against the boats of the marina. Talya was waiting for Aziz to return with their hamburgers. She was ravenous, and the prospect of eating what she considered the best hamburgers she had ever tasted was making her hungrier. Yet her impatience was soon allayed when a young man in jeans and T-shirt approached her. He sat on the bench near her. His dark hair, bronze complexion and gorgeous blue eyes aroused Talya’s senses. 

“It’s a nice spot, isn’t it?” the young man said to her, jovial. 

Talya was not surprised with the man’s forwardness. People on Bowen Island felt at ease talking to strangers. They often did away with formalities. “Yes, it is. Have you been here before?” 

“No, this is my first time....I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. The name is Jay, Jay Kravitz.”

“Talya Kartz.” She extended her hand. 

He took it and brought it close to his lips, which gesture made Talya burst into laughter. 

“Oh, I see you’re not used to gentlemanly manners.” He let go of her hand, smiling. 

His remark had her melt into a stammer. “It’s not that... it’s just that... well... no, you’re right. I haven’t had my hand kissed before... I mean not in a long time.” Talya blushed.

Coming back, his hands full with hamburgers and pops, Aziz noticed that Talya was chatting with the man he had met already. He grinned. He was pleased to see her enjoy someone else’s company.

“Hey, you two... I see you’ve met Talya,” Aziz said to Jay. “Here’s your soda, and lunch.” He handed Talya a hamburger and a can of Coke.

Talya put the Coke in her lap and unwrapped the hamburger avidly. “Thanks. So you two know each other?” She looked at each man in turn.

“Yes,” Jay said, “we’ve met on the stairs this morning. I’m staying at Mrs. Allison’s B&B, same as you guys.”

“Oh, you’re the other guest then,” Talya said, biting into her hamburger with visible delight.

Aziz took a seat beside Jay and opened his can of pop. “What brought you to the island?” 

“I just needed a break. I’ve been working six, seven days a week this winter and I had to take a breather.”

Talya looked at him appreciatively. He must be an athlete of some sort, she thought, with these muscular arms and legs. “What do you do?” She was full of curiosity.

“I’m a physiotherapist. I work in Whistler at the skiing clinic.”

Aziz’s ears perked up. “Wow! No wonder you’re busy. Skiing is not a sport that comes without injuries.”

“You’re right, but it’s not the sprained ankles or dislocated shoulders that give me the most work, it’s the training before these guys go down the slopes.”

“Are you telling me that you get people in shape before they tackle the mountains?” Aziz asked.

“Sure. That’s the bulk of my clientele. I’ve got dozens of people in training before the season starts, and dozens more throughout the winter months.”

“That must be tiring,” Talya put in, munching on her hamburger.

“More demanding than tiring really. When I get guys who exercise year-in and year-out, that’s okay, but when I get the old-fogy wanting to get on his skis after lazing around the pool all summer, I’ve got my work cut out for me.”

“Yeah... I... hear what you’re saying,” Aziz said, biting another mouthful.

Both arms on the back of the bench, Jay watched Aziz eat away for a moment, a smirk on his face. “You know, Doc, these hamburgers are not really good for you?”

Aziz tried to laugh, but could only mumble, “Yeah... You can blame our lady for that. She insisted on coming here especially for this particular luncheon delight.”

“Oh no, I didn’t!” Talya giggled. “You wanted it as much as I did. You know how good they are.”

Putting his elbows on his knees while they were bantering, Jay focused discreetly on Talya’s legs. “Can I ask you something?” 

His attitude immediately reminded Talya of Hassan taking the same position when he was embarrassed to put a question to her. “Sure, what?”

“What brought you down to a wheelchair?” Talya’s face froze. Aziz saw her flinch. “I’m sorry... I shouldn’t have asked... It’s just... Well, I’m curious because... because it’s my profession.”

Talya lowered her gaze to her legs and then lifted her eyes to Jay with a timid smile on her lips. “How I got in the chair is not important anymore...”

Jay raised a hand to stop her. “Okay... no problem...”

“No, what I mean is that what happened cannot be undone, but I want to walk again and maybe there is a chance I will... I’m not sure.” She looked at Aziz for an explanation of some sort or a way to get out from under Jay’s gentle but questioning stare.

“Yes... You see, Jay, Talya’s spine was slightly damaged but when the inflammation receded, her x-rays showed that there was perhaps a chance to replace a vertebrae and she would regain the use of her legs, much like removing a vertebrae that has been damaged by an invasive tumour.” Jay nodded and waited for the rest of the explanation. “But the operation is risky. The surgeons have not agreed yet on what should be the best course of action.”

The lines of Talya’s face receded into outward sternness. “And you didn’t tell me about this...?”

Jay saw annoyance turn into sheer anger in her eyes.

Aziz shook his head. “I didn’t tell you, because nothing has been decided yet.”

“You people are all the same,” Talya flared. “You’ve got my life, my very existence into your hands, and you don’t even tell me what the score is! I can’t believe you’ve kept that from me.” She put her chair in motion and turned it in the direction of the path along the water at full speed.

Jay tapped Aziz on the knee, saying, “Stay here, I’ll get her back.” He ran after her and halted in front of her chair, grabbing the handles and switching off the motor. 

“Get out of my way,” Talya yelled, wanting to reach for the switch. 

He pushed her hand back. “No, I won’t and you’re not going anywhere until you hear me out!”

His resolute stance got Talya to return her hands to her lap. She looked up at him.

“Okay, Talya Kartz, as I see it, you’ve got a heck of a stubborn streak in you, and Dr. Hendrix didn’t want to get into a battle of wits between you two before the surgeons had made a decision.”

“But, it’s my body, for heaven’s sakes,” she argued angrily. “I’ve got the right to know.”

“Yes, you do. But you don’t have the right to treat your friend the way you do. He’s your physician and he knows where shattered hopes would send you, right?”

“I guess so.”

“So, stop being so petulant about it, and come back.” Bending down to her ear, he whispered, “Let him know that you’re sorry, for once.” She looked up at him, obfuscated. “Yes, you’ve probably been blaming everyone around you for what happened to you, and in that blame there’s no place for remorse, is there?”

She glowered. His blue eyes were penetrating. Talya felt as if she was sinking aboard a boat without a rudder, engulfed in his captivating eyes. “No there wasn’t...,” Talya said quietly.

“Let’s go then.” He walked around and without looking back went to regain his seat beside Aziz. The two men observed Talya manoeuvre her chair around and come back to face them. 

“I was doing it again, wasn’t I?” Talya said, looking at Aziz ruefully. 

He smiled and shook his head. “Yes, you were, milady, but that’s okay...” 

“No, Aziz, it’s not okay! Jay here is right, I’ve got to recognize when someone’s trying to help before I insult you.”

“Let me ask you something else, Talya,” Jay interrupted, “would you mind if I had a look at your legs, back at the B&B, of course, so I could tell you how much work we’d have to do to get these pins of yours back in shape, if or when the surgeons make up their minds.”

“But don’t you have something else to do?” Talya objected. “I mean aren’t you supposed to go back to Whistler sometime?” She was trying to avoid an examination that would reveal how much she had neglected herself for all these months.

“No, I mean yes, I’ll have to return to work sometime, but I’m free for the summer. I’m only on contract for the winter.”


Chapter 31

Khalid boarded the flight to Singapore feeling angry. He was furious, and not against anyone but himself. He had not seen Mark since he had left him at the airport with the officers. Mark had only called him to say that he was going to stay in town for a bit and to have a good flight back to Paris. 

Being unable to untie his hands, or unable to contact Talya, drove him nearly crazy. He had tried to send her an email, but got no answer. Next, he tried contacting Aziz. No response. When he finally reached the Hotel de Crillon, nearly 24 hours after leaving Sydney, he rushed to Mrs. Marie Dobonnet’s desk. 

“Capitaine!” the good woman exclaimed when she raised her eyes to him. “It is so good to see you’ve made it back.”

That statement was nothing less than puzzling. Khalid was about to speak when Mrs. Dobonnet added, “You know, when your Mr. Flaubert called from Vancouver, I didn’t know what to say. I thought you had been delayed somewhere or worse—you had had an accident.”

“No, Marie, nothing of the sort...”

“But your pilot phoned a couple of times last week. He said to tell you that the Lear is back at Orly. And from these messages, I really didn’t know what to make of it all. I was worried, I can tell you.”

Khalid couldn’t help but smile at the dear lady. “As you can see, I am back and not a scratch on me. I had just been called to make a detour to the States, that’s really all there was to my unexpected absence.”

“Hum, yes, well...” Marie Dobonnet didn’t believe a word of it. “Mr. Flaubert left a telephone message for you, though.”

“Oh? Do you have it or did you leave it in the apartment?”

“No-no, here it is,” said she, taking an envelope out of the desk drawer. 

“Thank you,” Khalid replied distractedly, opening the missive quickly. It read:

Don’t worry anymore. Talya is going to be fine. Phone me when you get back. 

“Thank you again, Marie,” Khalid said, unable to wipe the grin off his face as he made his way to the elevator. 

He hardly took the time to set his carrying case down before picking up the phone and dialling James’s number at the office. He looked at his watch. It was about 10:00AM in Vancouver. 

“Carmine Resources, how can I direct your call?” he heard Sabrina, the receptionist say.

“Is James in?” was Khalid’s answer.

“Oh Goodness me,” Sabrina screeched over the line, “Khalid! How are you? Where are you? We’ve been looking for you all over the place. What’s happened? You know about Talya...?”

“Sabrina..., my dear, not so fast... I’ll tell you all about my latest adventure when I get to Vancouver...”

“When...?”

“That, I don’t know..., but would you mind if I talked to James now?” It was good to hear such a bubbly, friendly voice at the other end of the line. It abated some of Khalid’s inner irritation.

“Yes, of course, I’m sorry. Let me transfer you.”

Khalid heard the click, and within seconds, James was on the phone.

“Khalid! At long last. Where have you been? Obviously you got the message I left at the Crillon...”

“Yes, I did...”

“Well then, let me tell you... this is so unbelievable...”

“James... please....”

“Okay..., here it is; Talya has turned the corner. She apparently watched a TV program last week about some invalid woman who had made life impossible for her husband... Anyway, the next day, she finally got out of the apartment on her own and went shopping.”

“You don’t say!” Khalid couldn’t grasp the meaning of that story or its resulting effect immediately. “Does that mean she’s feeling like herself again? What about her legs—any progress?”

“No, not yet. But now that she’ll be trying and be more positive about everything, there is hope yet.”

Still perplexed and unconvinced, Khalid sounded somewhat reserved. “That’s great news, James. I really wish I could see her...”

“Then why don’t you? I thought, we all thought, you were on your way here actually. What happened to you? Did Fred send you somewhere?”

“You could say that...”

“Alright, I hear you. You can’t talk about it, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“But, I think you should know that I spoke to Fred myself. I was wondering why you didn’t show up last Wednesday and when I found out that you had cancelled your reservations at the Sands, I called him.”

“Did he say anything...?”

“Nothing, except that he didn’t know where you were and that he would look into it. That’s all.”

“I see.” Khalid was unwillingly terse, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell James why he had made such a fool of himself in running after Isaac—or whatever his name was. 

“Okay, now that you’re up-to-date, the question is when can we expect you?”

“I wish I could be in Vancouver tomorrow, but at this point, I have no idea when I will cross the Atlantic again.”

That statement took James aback. He had to pause before he could answer. Khalid’s voice was that of a man who had come at the end of his tether. “Okay, Khalid. You must be tired. Maybe you could call me again... soon... I hope.”

“I’ll do that,” Khalid replied evasively. “Oh, I almost forgot. I’ll be able to write to you now. While I was in the States... I bought a new laptop... and if you wouldn’t mind, I will email you.” This childish remark came out of his mouth and he regretted having said it the moment he uttered the words. To admit that he was thrilled with his acquisition was so out of character for him. Being happy about buying something as common these days as a computer, put him among the uneducated people of this world, he thought. He was annoyed with himself.

“Good! Glad to hear it.” James paused again. “I better let you get on with whatever you were doing. Just keep in touch, okay?”

“I’ll do that, yes, of course...”

When Khalid hung up, he went to sit in front of the fireplace. He was exhausted, mentally and emotionally. The enormity of his error dawned on him; it crept inside his brain as if a disease had slowly invaded his mind. He couldn’t believe what he had done. He had gone through this malefic plan on the spur of the moment. Although guided by the words of Mr. Badawee, he was the one who had built this whole castle of cards—a vengeful, evil construction of deceptions that he thought would appease his anger—that had come crashing at his feet in Sydney.

He got up, went to the phone again, picked up the receiver hesitantly at first, but then more decisively dialled Pierre Masson’s number. 

“Pierre?” he said as soon as the pilot said hello.

“Ah, Khalid, you’ve made it back. How was your stay in Canada?”

“Well..., it was a bit eventful, but interesting, shall we say.” Khalid wanted to bury his Australian jaunt among the memories to be forgotten as soon as possible. 

“Good. Are we going somewhere else then? Because you’re not calling just to say you’re back, I guess.”

That remark told Khalid that he had ignored the friendship he had developed between him and Pierre for too long. “Yes. Actually, I’d like to go back to Canada. Say, by the end of the week. Could you be ready by then?”

“No problem. Are we going back to Ottawa?”

“No, not this time, Pierre. We’ll stop over in Montreal and then go on to Vancouver as originally planned.” 

“Sounds good...” Pierre hesitated. “Would you want to take the controls this time? It’s been some time since you’ve put in a few hours.”

“Yes, I think I will. And you’re right, I need to put in the hours.” 

“Do you want to take a dry run during the week then?”

“Do you think that’s necessary?”

“Yes, Khalid, I do. You’ve been away for months now, so I think it’s absolutely necessary, yes.” The firmness in the pilot’s voice didn’t escape Khalid’s notice.

“All right then, let me know when.”

“I’ll call you as soon as we’re ready.”

Throughout this short conversation, Khalid remembered the words of his uncle; “If you do see her, give her my regards. What she suffered is my fault.” Not only did the wish demonstrated that his family was not holding any grudges against Talya, but it also gave Khalid pause. Why was his uncle saying what she suffered was his fault—a question that bothered him and another reason to go to Talya.


Chapter 32

Auckland was not Samuel’s only and last stopover before reaching Vancouver. He knew he would have to get lost for at least a week while travelling in the direction of his ultimate destination. The best way to do that in the middle of the Pacific was to take a cruise. Seven days at sea would give him time to plan his next move once he landed in Vancouver. He had left his laptop and cell phone in Melbourne at the hotel. Even if the police would ever get their hands on either item, they would not be able to track him down. He had destroyed the hard drive from the computer and taken the memory chip out of the cell. He bought another laptop and disposable cell at the airport’s duty-free shop in Auckland, and since there was still time to get to the cruise line’s office, he took a cab to the port. He looked at the board of departing ships for that night or next morning and opted for a cruise that would take him to Fiji. From there he could take another cruise either to Vancouver or to Central America, depending on how he felt at the time. Mossad had taught him a long time ago never to rush to a destination or let any pursuer deduce where he was intending to go in the end. Costa Rica would be another option, he thought.

Since he didn’t want to be noticed amid the favourite passengers, or being asked ‘to the Captain’s table’ anytime during the cruise, he decided to book the trip travelling on the lower deck of the ship. He got a cabin with bunk beds, shower and private lavatory. That arrangement suited him just fine since there wasn’t anyone else booked in the same cabin. 

The ship sailed at 7:00PM that evening. Samuel was aboard a half hour prior to sailing, which allowed him the time to make it to the upper deck and watch the farewell dance on the pier performed by the local Maori dancers.


Chapter 33

As soon as Mark reached the Sydney airport he went to the Qantas counter and got his boarding pass. He rushed through the security gates and got to a payphone. He slipped his credit card along the slider, got a dial tone and punched Fred’s number at home. He didn’t care what time it was; he needed to let the Chief know what he was doing and get him to detail someone to Vancouver a-sap. Samuel had almost 24 hours on him.

“Fred Gibson,” the man groaned. It was 5:00AM in Ottawa.

“Chief, listen, we’ve got to move fast...”

“Mark?” Fred said his voice gruff with sleep. “Where are you?” 

“I’m boarding a flight to Vancouver in a half-an-hour. Samuel is already gone. Get someone to Vancouver as soon as you can, Chief. Talya is Samuel’s next target...”

“Hold on, Mark...” Fred’s unease was audible now. 

Mark paid no attention. “No time, Chief, I’ve got to go...”

“Don’t you hang up on me, boy!” Fred roared, flinging the covers aside and sitting on the edge of the bed. It was too late, though, Mark had already hung up.

Fred looked at the receiver in his hand, then banged it in the cradle and went to take a shower. He knew it would take Mark at least 15 hours to reach Vancouver, if he got a direct flight. If not, it would take him maybe 20 hours or more to get to the BC coast. 

As soon as he was dressed, he got down to the kitchen, and took the time to gulp down a large glass of orange juice before heading down to his car. He knew he was in for a long day, but he would grab something to eat after he would have set the wheels in motion. 

On the one hand, he thought Mark was right, Talya was next in line to be eliminated, yet there were two issues about it that bothered him. Why would Mossad choose Samuel to take her out? And Badawee’s words rang through his brains repeatedly; “She is Jewish...”

Could it be that he was right? Mossad was trying to enrol her and not kill her. “But why?” he yelled, slamming his big palms on the wheel of his car as he was driving to his office. Thank goodness she was tucked away somewhere on that island. They wouldn’t know where she was, or so he hoped.

When he got to the car park, he slid his window down and stopped beside the security officer. “Get her parked in my spot, Dex; I’ve got to get upstairs.” 

Although a bit surprised to see the Chief come in so early, Dex only nodded. “No problem. Shall I get the keys upstairs to you?” 

“Sure,” Fred said, extracting his huge body out of the front seat.

“Okay.” Dex slid in behind the wheel as soon as Fred had climbed out of the vehicle. 

Once he was sitting behind his desk, Fred called Jimmy, his aide, and told him to get to the office on the double. “Oh, and get me a tall latte with something to eat on the way, will you?” Fred added before hanging up.

Next, he dialled Sorenson’s number. He smiled to himself, knowing he would be interrupting his evening meal. “My turn, buddy,” he mumbled.

“232-45-056,” Sorenson said as he picked up the receiver.

“Chief Sorenson, please,” Fred said, with overstated politeness.

“Sorenson speaking. Who’s calling?”

“Sorry to bother you, Sorenson, but if you’ve got a minute, I’d like to confirm something with you. This is Fred Gibson, but I think you knew that...”

“Yes, Chief Gibson, I knew that, as you say. What is it you want me to confirm?” Sorenson’s voice was as dry as an emery board. 

“Simply this; have you been able to determine for a fact that Agent Meshullam has left Australia?”

“The simple answer is no, Gibson. Your Agent Gilford demanded to be relieved of his duty and to have free passage back to Canada. We granted his request because he made a good argument to the effect that Agent Meshullam had been informed of being the subject of a warrant for his arrest, besides which, he must have been advised already of Mr. Sadir’s removal. More than that I couldn’t say.”

“Thanks, Sorenson. Would you do me one last favour? And then I promise I’ll leave you alone for the next century!”

Sorenson chuckled, noticeably mellowing. “All right, Gibson, what is it?”

“If you know anyone in Sydney or Melbourne where Meshullam grew up or where he was staying lately, would you interview them for us?”

“Hum..., let me think... No one really comes to mind, although I went through his dossier thoroughly, but let me give it another check and ring you back. May I ask why? Why would you need such information?”

“Call it a hunch. Something tells me there has to be a reason behind Mossad sending Meshullam to eliminate Ms Kartz. And if they’re not after her hide, I’d want to know what the possible connection between the two is.”

“I see. As I said, let me see what I can do. I’ll ring you back in a day or so, when I have something to report.”

“Great! Thanks again, Sorenson. I’ll owe you one.”

“That, you will, Gibson, you can be sure of it.”

A roar of laughter out of Fred’s mouth accompanied his putting the phone down.

“The guy is priceless,” Fred said aloud as Jimmy appeared at the same moment through the door. 

The young man was carrying a bag of what looked like bagels and lox in the one hand and a tray with two coffees in the other. “Did I hear you correctly? Did you say someone is priceless?”

“Indeed I did, my dear Jimmy, indeed I did, as our English Masters would say.” Realizing suddenly that Jimmy had only taken minutes to get to the office; he looked at his aide quizzically. “Have you flown over here?”

“Oh no. I was on my way already. I have some paperwork to finish. But who was that?”
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