

        

            

                

            

        




	KURDISH SCAVENGERS UNCOVER A CACHE OF NERVE GAS IN IRAQ AND OFFER THEM TO KURDISH FIGHTERS IN TURKEY. THE SPECIAL OPERATIONS BEDLAM ALPHA TEAM MUST SECURE THE WEAPONS BEFORE THEY CAN BE USED.


	 


	In their daily struggle for survival, Iraqi Kurdish scavengers uncover a cache of chemical weapons. They offer the weapons to Kurdish rebels in Turkey and Syria to assist in their quest to free an imprisoned leader and create a unified homeland. After receiving a tip from an unlikely source, the newly formed Special Operations Bedlam team is called to arms. Can the team recover the weapons before it’s too late?
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Dangerous Alliance


	Note: This is book 2 in the Bedlam series, The Kurdish Connection is book 1.


	 


	United Nations’ sanctions are crippling North Korea. China has turned her back on her malevolent partner. The North Korean military machine is crumbling, unable to function. Oil reserves are minimal and the government seeks new alliances.


	Cargo and tourist ships are disappearing along the Somali and Kenyan coastline at an alarming rate. Speeches abound, but inaction emboldens Al-Shabab to seek their next prize: Kenya. The terror organization controls land but requires weapons. 


	Bedlam Bravo team leader Colonel (Ret.) Trevor Franklin leads the small international team into East Africa. Tempers flare as the team is embroiled in a political quagmire. The axis must be stopped to avert an international crisis but at what cost?


	 


	A Cartel’s Revenge 


	(Bruce and Smith Chronicles Book 1)


	 


	A Colombian drug lord watched her profits diminish over the years. Unable to increase market share because of a shrinking consumer base and a new international competitor, she form an unholy alliance.


	Olivia Moreno, head of the Barranquilla Cartel, struck a deal with a regional leader within the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia. Little did she know but she initiated her own death warrant. FARC had an unknown support group who wanted a foothold in South America – Islamic State.


	Forced to flee, Moreno is captured by a small CIA team. Fearing for her life, she spins a tale about using her money and manpower to destroy ISIS. Laws and rules of engagement mean nothing to her, only her life and family matter.


	Will team leader AJ Bruce strike a deal to turn the tables on ISIS and stop them from launching a concentrated attack on the United States? Or will they be too late? If successful, will Moreno’s reward be total control of Afghanistan’s poppy fields or will she be doubled-crossed?
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	Prologue


	Halabja, Iraq


	March 1988


	 


	Two weeks after the attack on Halabja, Dersim Razyana, an eighteen-year-old engineering student, returned from Beirut to the remains of his hometown—to bury his parents and two brothers.


	His childhood friends, seventeen-year-old Ismet Timur and sixteen-year-old Hawre Vandad, were also victims of Saddam Hussein’s regime. Ismet suffered horrendous burns over his face, upper body, and arms. His lungs seared by chemicals, Hawre became weak and developed a persistent cough.


	Despite their injuries they numbered among the few survivors.


	Halabja, a peaceful city of 70,000 inhabitants in Iraqi Kurdistan was surrounded by mountain ranges on three sides, the Sirwan River to the west, and less than ten miles from western Iran.


	Forty-eight hours earlier, bombardments shattered the city’s peace. Continuous pounding by Iraqi artillery reduced many homes to rubble and destroyed the infrastructure.


	The earth shook with each barrage. The screams of the injured penetrated the putrid stench of the dead and acrid, billowing smoke. Many suffocated in the toxic air. Cries of grief over the mangled bodies of loved ones rose everywhere.


	Rocket and napalm attacks resumed on the third day, March 16, 1988. Fires raged out of control and residential areas collapsed. People hid in basements or crawled under teetering concrete slabs.


	The softening of Halabja had ended.


	That evening, sounds burst over the city—jet engines and strange whistling noises like metal falling to the ground. “Gas!” someone yelled. Others picked up on the warning and shouted at passersby. People panicked, trampling one another in vain to find safety.


	An aroma, not unlike sweet apples, mixed with the pungent odor of rotten eggs spread across the city. Birds fell from the sky. Insects curled up and died. Cats, dogs, livestock, and then humans sank to the earth.


	Waves of Iraqi aircraft flew over the doomed, dropping sarin, mustard gas, and other chemical agents.


	Those fortunate enough to be outside the immediate blast area fled. If they owned a vehicle, they drove. If not, they ran. The nearby mountains provided temporary escape as refugees fled into Iran. Those who couldn’t became statistics.


	More than five thousand died that day, and during the following weeks and months, thousands more joined them due to secondary infections and lack of sustainable medical care.


	After burying his family, Dersim sought out his friends. He searched everywhere but couldn’t locate them.


	“Check at the hospital.” A masked worker paused his search through the rubble to speak with Dersim. “The authorities transported many injured people to Zakho.”


	***


	Dersim made the trip to Zakho’s hospital, arriving two days later. He spoke to several nurses, all too busy to waste time on a healthy person. A male aide recognized Dersim’s frantic face as belonging to someone searching for relatives.


	“Try room four. Many from Halabja are there.”


	The stench reached Dersim before he entered. A room designed to hold ten patients held twice that number. He went from bed to bed, stopping at each one.


	In the far corner, he spotted them, crammed into the same bed. They appeared to be asleep.


	“Psst. Ismet. Hawre, it’s me, Dersim.”


	Filthy bandages covered the injuries to Ismet’s face and upper body. Hawre, whose face appeared almost normal, except for burns around his mouth, opened an eye. “Dersim.” He pushed aside an oxygen mask and stretched a shaking hand out to his friend.


	“Dersim. I … knew you'd find … us.”


	“How’s Ismet? He seems bad.”


	“Yes.” Hawre coughed several times before using the oxygen once more. “They keep him ... sedated. So he ... will heal.”


	“No more talking, my friend.” Dersim grasped his arm and replaced the mask over Hawre's face. “Rest.”


	Hawre drifted off. 


	“Sleep, my friends. I'll be here for you.”


	As his friends dozed, Dersim’s thoughts wandered.


	What’s our future? How’ll we persevere?




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 1


	Halabja, Iraq


	Thursday, December 30, 2010


	 


	“You must swear by Allah never to say a word of what I’m going to tell you. If you promise, come to me. Now. At my house. Swear by Allah, or disaster might occur. This is the most important secret.”


	***


	Dersim Razyana stretched his left hand toward the dun-colored rocks for balance as he inched around the exposed artillery shell. Once past, the breeze forced him to pull his tattered coat tighter around his body. Although bright and sunny, the morning wind carried a hint of rain from the nearby mountains.


	He trudged through the soft sand caught in crevasses and climbed over a small ridge, an area without trees or any animals, yet only an hour’s walk from his home. Dersim squeezed through the rusted barbed wire enclosing an abandoned military compound. Rows of derelict buildings stood like silent guards waiting for their leaders.


	A once-impressive parade ground now housed the rusted hulks of forgotten vehicles. Miniature sand dunes stretched from the trucks, like fingers, with random shriveled weeds where some forgotten plants once achieved a foothold. Only the occasional call of a passing crow interrupted the silence.


	“Come on, you two,” Dersim said. He spoke in Sorani, a Kurdish dialect. “Don’t take all day. There’s scrap to salvage and sell.”


	Ismet Timur and Hawre Vandad, his friends for more than thirty years, stared at the shell. Streaked with rust, the shell was about seven inches in diameter, and at least two feet long. The men sidled by and joined Dersim.


	Dressed in frayed clothes and wearing American-style baseball hats, they continued to move farther away. Of average height, the three men were wiry and strong despite their weathered appearance.


	“Don’t worry about the shell.” Dersim raked his hands through his wavy black hair while he waited.


	“Should we—” Hawre broke into a coughing fit. A gust of wind blew sand into his face. He took a piece of cloth from a pocket and wiped the grime away. “Should we try to remove it?”


	“No. Through Allah’s blessings, we’ve always returned home without injuries. I don’t think any of us are reckless or desperate enough to tempt fate.”


	“Dersim’s right. We don’t need to risk our lives.”


	“Pray to Allah for more good fortune today to end the year.” Hawre sank to his knees to offer a prayer before a convulsion ravaged his body.


	They often traveled up to one hundred kilometers from Halabja searching for anything to salvage. The Iran-Iraq war had ended twenty-two years before but the once-fertile land yielded a meager living for the three scrap dealers. Together they spent many long days picking through the rubble of war-torn villages and the countryside, examining the insides of abandoned and derelict buildings.


	Today, though, they continued to scavenge on a hillside east of Halabja, not far from the Iranian border. Dersim and Hawre loaded Dersim’s dilapidated Turkish BMC truck with salvage they had identified during the previous three days. The truck sagged on broken springs. Cracks spider-webbed the windshield and the paintwork was so faded it became difficult to recognize any of the original colors. Dersim maintained the engine and other moving parts in superb working order, at least, when he obtained the necessary components.


	Fifty yards away, Ismet screamed and waved his hands. Long-legged and built for running, he left the loading to the others. Dersim spotted Ismet, cringed, and ducked behind the truck.


	“Hey!” Ismet whistled. “Dersim! You coward. Come here.”


	Dersim raised his head and scowled. “By the grace of Allah, don’t yell! I thought someone was attacking us.”


	“Check this out. Wait ’til you see. I can’t believe our luck.” Ismet locked his hands behind his head and danced his version of the Kurdish Chapi. He pushed his left foot forward twice, stepped back twice on his right, while throwing his right hand upward, moving in a circle.


	Dersim hurried to his friend, who stood with a broad smile on his dust-covered face near a collapsed wall by the hillside. The wall hid the entrance to a large cavern, and Ismet had dug around the opening, making a space big enough to squeeze through.


	“What did you find?” Dersim bent down, pushing giant cobwebs aside for a better view. Through dark shadows, he made out a well-worn, dust-covered floor beneath stacks of crates.


	“Ismet, go to the truck and make some torches. Use the oily rags in the back and grab a few pieces of wood.”


	Once Ismet returned, Dersim lit a torch, and they crawled inside.


	“What did I say? I sensed we’d find treasure.” Ismet whooped with delight.


	Unlike many other areas they uncovered, concrete paved the massive grotto area. Dersim and Ismet walked between rows of crates stacked ceiling high, marveling at the potential value. Once they reached the end of the cave, Ismet spotted steps carved into the rock and lit another torch.


	They descended a long flight of steps to a deep cellar. A hoard of military supplies stretched beyond the light of the torches. Their gaze fell on boxes of uniforms, boots, emergency food rations, tents, and medical supplies. 


	Ismet hoisted a small box of boots over his head, a grin still on his face. “We’re rich, we’re rich. Allah has blessed us.”


	“Let’s check this out before you count your money.” Dersim waved a hand in Ismet’s face to bring him back to earth. “We’ve found other stockpiles suitable only for scrap.”


	“This must be one of Saddam’s hidden bunkers. I can’t believe our luck.”


	***


	Hawre leaned against a pile of rubble to ease his stiff limbs, shuffled a foot in the sand, and kicked a few stones while he guarded the main entrance. A gust of wind blew grit into his face, which he cleaned with a dirty piece of cloth.


	“Allah has blessed us!” He overheard Ismet’s muffled shout and entered the cave to join the others.


	***


	“Ismet, you and I’ll sort through the items. Hawre, please go back outside and warn us if anyone comes near.” I hope he’s a better watchman than he’s a scavenger. I wonder if his illness is getting worse. 


	Departing, Hawre launched into another coughing fit. He wiped his mouth with his rag. Before putting the cloth back in his pocket, he saw bloodstains, more than last time.


	Four hours later, Dersim and Ismet completed their inventory of the cave. Dersim stretched his weary back. “How many uniforms?”


	“I stopped counting when I reached one hundred.”


	Dersim gasped. “What?”


	“Brand new. They’re all from the Iraqi Army. At least two hundred pairs of boots, too.”


	“I found hundreds of boxed meals and many cases of bottled water.” Dersim pointed down the corridor. “Must be at least fifty to seventy boxes of medical supplies.”


	“These items are worth a fortune! And we still must count the weapons.”


	Together they stacked the weapons. Ismet estimated at least fifty Kalashnikov AK-47 assault rifles and seventy-five Glock pistols. Dersim tallied the boxes of ammunition, one for each weapon, and over one hundred 7.62mm magazines.


	Along one wall, hidden by a discarded tarp, they found another stack of wooden crates. Dersim pried open the first one with a small crowbar. 


	Crack!


	The dry wood shattered as he forced the lid open, sending splinters and dust into the air. A damp odor wafted from the container. Moving aside an oily cloth, the contents appeared.


	Grenades! What a find.


	The squeak of nails forced out of their holes and labored breathing filled the air. An odor of mildew mixed with the tang of lubricants and aged pine made breathing difficult. When he finished, he counted ten crates filled with grenades, while another ten contained plastic explosives.


	Ismet kept repeating, “We’re rich,” as he worked.


	Dersim mumbled. “You realize we must keep this quiet? Control yourself and be careful where you wave your torch. You might set something on fire and blow us up.”


	Gravel trickled into the cave entrance and echoed throughout the chamber. The two men froze.


	His heart racing, Dersim whispered, “What was that?”


	Wide-eyed, Ismet shook his head.


	The next sound, Hawre coughing, flooded Dersim with frustrated relief. “Hawre,” he said. “Go back to your post. I told you before, pay attention. We don’t want anyone to sneak up on us. You’ll be able to view everything later.”


	Hawre shuffled back outside to the wall and sat down. He pulled his wooden prayer beads from a pocket and recited the ritual prayers of the Tasbih to praise and glorify Allah.


	While Dersim opened the crates, Ismet found a large steel container secured by an old padlock. He forced the lock with a chisel and hammer from the truck and found six more boxes, each larger than those holding the grenades and explosives. A hand-painted Iraqi flag covered the side. Across the top, a single word written in Arabic script: DANGER. He called Dersim over.


	Curious to find out what they contained, they opened the boxes, one at a time, using slow, controlled movements. 


	“Ismet, be careful with those tools.”


	Ismet reached down to pick up the pry bar and wrapped the end in a rag. “Sorry, Dersim.”


	Each box contained nine canisters, wrapped in protective padding. Dersim pulled one out. “Ever come across one of these before?”


	Ismet shook his head and pulled another one from the protective covering.


	Dersim peered at the faded writing on the canister he held. The mixture of letters and numbers meant nothing to him. He waved the canister at Ismet. “Do you understand what this is?”


	Ismet pointed at the label. “Skull and crossbones mean one thing—danger.”


	Dersim nodded. “We must be careful. Come. Let’s move the stuff to the front of the cave.” 


	They made more than a dozen trips to move the treasure to the cave’s entrance. During one trip, Dersim found Hawre asleep against the wall. “Hawre, wake up! We need you to pay attention.”


	He gave instructions to Ismet when he returned. “When you go outside, scout the area in case Hawre missed anyone trying to sneak up on us. I caught him sleeping.”


	Ismet came back a few minutes later. “I found Hawre bent over making a terrible hacking sound. Is he getting worse?”


	“Perhaps. I told him to go back to the doctor, but he refused. No idea how much longer he’ll be able to work with us.”


	Dersim made a decision once they placed the weapons and munitions by the opening.


	“The truck isn’t large enough to take everything in one trip. Let’s take the weapons first because we’ll receive more money for them. We’ll leave everything else inside until we return. Hawre, you must remain to keep your eyes on things.”


	Exhausted from the exertion of hauling their hoard to the surface, Dersim and Ismet gulped water and took a short rest. Anxious to leave, they finished loading with a renewed sense of urgency before anyone spotted them.


	Stashing their find on the truck, they concealed everything under a load of scrap metal. The two men covered the load with large beige tarps and tied them down with coarse ropes. Dersim walked around the vehicle, double-checking the ropes and glancing around, searching for trouble.


	No one. Must be my nerves.


	Hawre stayed behind to guard the remaining treasure. They waved to him as they departed on the dusty forty-minute journey to Dersim’s walled compound on the western outskirts of Halabja. Other than a couple of donkey-drawn carts and some wild dogs, they controlled the road.


	As they approached Dersim's property, an elderly man trudged along the edge of the road, struggling under a load of chopped branches tied together with a piece of rope. He set the load down and waved.


	Dersim waved back and slowed to a stop. “Allo, Ahmed. How are you today?”


	“Tired, Dersim, but still breathing. It appears you've done well.” He pointed at the covered load on the back of the truck. “What did you find?”


	“The usual. Old tires, sheet metal, wooden crates. Even some copper.”


	“Good for you.” The man bent down, grabbed his load, and pulled the rope over his shoulder. “Later. Tell Xalan I said hello.”


	“I’ll do. May Allah watch over you.”


	Dersim nosed the vehicle ahead. Ismet jumped out of the cab and opened the gates, and Dersim pulled into his back yard. They unloaded the truck and covered the weapons with the tarps, weighting the edges down with chunks of concrete. 


	The men hurried back to the vehicle and returned to the compound. Collecting Hawre and the munitions, they drove back to Dersim's residence arriving as dusk fell. Two people stood by the pedestrian gate. As they drew closer, Dersim recognized them—nosy neighbors.


	“Allo, Dersim. Where's Xalan? I came over an hour ago. No one answered. May I come inside and wait for her?”


	“Allo, Rana. She took the children this afternoon to visit her parents. They'll be back tomorrow.”


	“Ah. Okay. Thank you.” They headed toward their compound, glancing back at Dersim and the others as they did so.


	When he pulled into the compound, he parked next to the house. “Let’s move everything inside.” 


	Dersim reset his simple but effective alarm system while the others hauled the stash into the house. Set four feet from the wall, Dersim maintained a rope-linked series of cans, half-filled with stones and broken glass. When disturbed, the contents rattled. During the still of the night, the disturbance couldn’t be missed inside.


	Dersim lifted a trap door hidden by a carpet under the sofa in the front room. “Hand the crates down.”


	The men worked together in silence. Noise not unlike the horn on a train shattered the night. The men froze.


	The horn sounded again. A deep rumble shook the house.


	“The guy lives down the street. He drives a big truck for a Zakho company.” Dersim smiled, understanding the fear shown on Ismet and Hawre’s faces. “Every time he’s back he shows off.” 


	By midnight, they secured the munitions in Dersim’s bolthole, built to protect his family in an emergency. He set one of the unknown canisters aside. His cousin might understand the writing.


	***


	The next morning, Dersim wrapped the canister in a blanket and went outside. He placed the package in the back of his truck and hid the bundle beneath scrap metal. There would likely be police or military checkpoints along the way.


	He hopped into the truck and headed toward Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan, where his cousin Egid lived. Now a pharmacist, Egid spent several years in the Iraqi military and might tell him about the canisters. 


	If the security people take the baksheesh, perhaps they won’t inspect the cargo. Dersim hoped he brought enough money for bribes at checkpoints along the route.


	As Dersim downshifted to climb the next steep part of the road, the engine groaned. His eyes scanned for potholes, and he swerved back and forth to miss the larger ones. The vehicle shuddered every time he misjudged. He uttered a brief prayer. “Tires don’t puncture, brakes, don’t fail.” 


	Reaching the apex of the steep climb, he inched the vehicle along, past an occasional boulder hanging over the road. He began the treacherous downhill stretch toward Erbil.


	The brakes squealed as Dersim tapped them to keep the vehicle under control. A large grinding noise came from the back—the scrap iron slid back and forth while he rocked the vehicle to avoid the largest potholes. At last, the road leveled out again, and he boosted his speed. 


	Dersim knew he was approaching Erbil by the familiar gray smog of wind-blown dust and ash from soft coal fires lingering over the city. He wrinkled his nose at the pungent stench and tasted the coal dust permeating the air.


	He approached one of the permanent security checkpoints outside the city. A burly mustachioed guard dressed in a khaki uniform waved a red flag, signaling Dersim to stop. “Where are you going? What’s in the back?”


	“I’m taking this scrap metal to the market.”


	“There’s a fee for using this road.”


	Without a word Dersim handed over an envelope he prepared in advance. The guard grabbed the envelope, took a quick peek, and waved him along.


	Dersim drove to the Erbil bus station and parked. He called his cousin when a pay phone became available.


	“Egid, it’s Dersim. How are you, Cousin? I hope all is well.”


	“Hello, what a surprise! Where are you?”


	“I’m in Erbil with a load of scrap to sell. Do you mind if I stop by when I’m done?”


	“Of course, happy to see you again. Come after I close for the evening. We can talk and not be interrupted.”


	“Good. Until tonight.” Dersim returned to his truck and drove to the junkyard to sell his salvaged metal. 


	When he arrived, Egid ushered him inside the store and closed the door. They went into the back room where Dersim unwrapped his prize.


	Egid examined Dersim’s bundle. “Bxo—shit! Where’d you find this canister? It’s dangerous stuff!”


	“I suppose. I spotted the skull and crossbones and was careful. What’s inside? Fertilizer or poison? We found several of these and plan to sell them.”


	”I can’t be sure, but—see these letters and numbers? They’re chemical formulas. Based on what I can make out.” Egid picked up the canister and studied the writing. “Sagbab—son of a dog! I think this contains a chemical agent used in Saddam’s gas attack on Halabja.”


	Dersim’s heart pounded, and his eyes grew wide as he stepped back from the table. He remembered returning to the village after the attack, finding his family—parents and two brothers—dead. His best friend, Ismet, scarred for life, his upper torso, arms and face disfigured. The stench of decaying bodies had overwhelmed him and the screams of the injured and those in mourning haunted him. He shook his head, trying to erase the memories while tears slipped down his face falling to the floor.


	“Uh … okay, thanks.” Dersim paused, rubbing his chin. He let out a long sigh. “What do you think we should do? Perhaps we should take them back to the compound and bury them deep in the ground.”


	“Dispose of them. Don’t mess with these canisters. Nothing good will come to you. Dayk heez—son of a bitch.” Egid ground his teeth together and shook his head as he continued to inspect the canister.


	Dersim witnessed the doubt in Egid’s eyes. “You’re right. They’re too dangerous.”


	Dersim spent the evening with Egid. After a quiet meal, they retired early. Dersim tossed and turned throughout the evening. Visions of his parents and brothers swirled through his mind, tormenting him. At last, he fell into a restless sleep


	The next morning, Dersim headed back to Halabja. Before departing, he wrapped the canister in heavy padding and secured the container in a sack of grain purchased with the money raised from selling the scrap.


	Waving to Egid, he drove away, all thoughts on the previous two days and their unbelievable discovery. Do I put the canisters back in the ground as I promised Egid? We might make good money for the metal, and not tell anyone what’s inside.


	“Damn! What do I do?” Dersim slammed his hand on the steering wheel. “Think.” A lot of money to be made if we’re smart. Do we keep the weapons and ammunition, and sell the other stuff? “Allah, guide me!”


	Dersim paid little attention during the return trip, rocking the truck back and forth as he dodged around the worse stretches of the road. His concentration centered on their find and the dilemma they now faced.


	“That’s it!” Something I’ve always wanted to do. We can still raise money to feed our families. Perhaps … we’ll also help our people. Create our own destiny.


	Dersim went straight to the post office when he arrived in Halabja. He used the outside pay phone to call his cousin, Babir, in Zakho, to check if he’d a sufficient supply of goods for him to transport to Turkey to sell. 


	“Happy New Year, Babir!”


	“The same to you, my brother.”


	“You won’t believe what we’ve found.”


	“Tell me. What did you find?”


	“You must swear by Allah never to say a word of what I’m going to tell you. If you promise, come to me. Now. At my house.”


	“Why the mystery? Tell me!”


	“If you can’t swear to Allah, disaster might occur.”


	“All right, Dersim, all right. I swear by Allah to keep what you say to myself. I’ll come as soon as I can.”


	“This is the most important secret. Ever!”


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	Halabja, Iraq 


	Wednesday, January 26, 2011


	 


	Winter weather delayed Babir’s travel to Halabja. Severe rainstorms, interspersed with occasional sleet and snow, caused havoc on the roads. On Wednesday, the forecast hinted at clear blue skies for the next few days.


	Babir fished around in his back pocket for his battered cell phone to give his cousin the good news. 


	“Dersim, it’s Babir. The winter storms are over, and at last, I’m on my way to inspect your find. I’ll be with you late this afternoon.”


	“Remember, to swear—”


	“Yes, yes, I remember. I swear by Allah.”


	“Good. See you later.”


	By the time Babir arrived at Dersim’s home, the sun had dipped to the horizon. A high wall, made of cinder blocks with an outer covering of unpainted concrete, surrounded the house. The dusty and sandy street housed similar compounds. Dersim’s two-story dwelling towered above the barricade. Babir noted a fresh coat of lavender house paint. A large cement water tank, the same color, perched on the corner of the flat roof, with a Kurdish flag flying from a short mast.


	Babir rapped on the door. No answer. He raised his hand to knock again. 


	Click. 


	A young boy, about nine years old, with black hair, large brown eyes, and two missing front teeth eased the door open. 


	“Yes?” 


	“Hello, are you Qesem?” 


	“Yes ... who’re you?”


	“I’m your father’s cousin, Babir. Don’t you remember me?”


	Qesem shook his head. “Papa! Papa! Someone for you.”


	Dersim came into the hallway. “Thank you, Qesem.” He ruffled his son’s hair as he approached their guest. “Tell Mama, Babir’s arrived.”


	“Yes, Papa.” He ran to find his mother.


	“Welcome, Babir. Come inside.” They shook hands and hugged before Dersim led the way into the living room. 


	“What happened to Qesem’s front teeth?”


	“Football. He played goalie. A boy missed the ball and his foot smacked into Qesem’s mouth.”


	“Ouch.” Babir grimaced after hearing the news. “The kick must have hurt.”


	“Yes, blood everywhere, too. Please, take a seat. Xalan will bring us food and drink.” 


	They sat on plush, armless, low-back chairs, upholstered in purple and yellow floral fabric. A moment later, Dersim’s wife brought a large tray into the room and placed the platter on a side table. Qesem and a young girl trailed behind her.


	“Hello, Xalan. Thank you for having me here. Been a long time since I last came to Halabja.” Babir smiled at the charming girl with long black hair and dazzling blue eyes. “Who’s this pretty little thing?” 


	“This is Pakan. She’s now six.”


	“The last time I visited, she was learning to walk.”


	“Xalan, thank you for the refreshments. Please take the children into the kitchen. Babir and I must discuss business.”


	Once alone, Babir pointed at Dersim with an open right hand. “So what’s the big secret? Why couldn’t you tell me on the phone?”


	“Last month, when we searched near the old military compound, Ismet stumbled across a stockpile of hidden weapons.”


	“Not unusual. You’ve found weapons before and taken them to Turkey to help our brothers.”


	“True. But … we uncovered many strange canisters covered with unusual writing. We didn’t understand what they contained, so I showed them to Egid.”


	“Did he know?”


	Dersim glanced around the room and leaned closer to his cousin. “He … he thinks they’re chemical weapons.”


	Stunned into silence, Babir’s mouth dropped open. “You ... found … what?”


	“Egid believes the canisters are left over from Saddam’s gas attack on Halabja in 1988.”


	“How many did you find?”


	“Forty.” Dersim heaved a sigh and stretched his legs in front of him. “He said most displayed the same writing, a chemical formula. Four bore different inscriptions.” 


	He didn’t explain everything to Babir. They stored a dozen more in the attic. Dersim learned long ago not to share everything they found, even with family. 


	“Where are they now? What do you plan to do with them?”


	“They’re below your feet—in the cellar. I’ll show you later. First, we need to discuss what to do with them. Ismet and Hawre will be here soon and they must be involved in the decision.”


	They sipped tea and ate stuffed grape leaves, hummus, and sweet dates while they waited. 


	After they had finished, Xalan entered and cleared the dishes away. Dersim’s mustache dipped in his drink as he took a sip. Unaware, he smirked at how cautious Babir stroked his goatee out of the way before eating and drinking. City dweller. My cousin's become an urbanite.


	A knock on the outer door startled them. Xalan let a small gasp escape as she covered her mouth.


	“Shhh, Xalan. Go into the kitchen. We don’t know who’s outside.” 


	Dersim rose from his seat, crept to the edge of the window, slid the corner of the curtain away, and peered outside. At least two people, perhaps more. Dersim wiped his palms on his sleeves as he tried to determine their identity.


	Someone shifted and the moonlight made recognition possible.


	“Relax, it’s Ismet and Hawre. Qesem, please let them in.”


	Qesem returned a moment later with the two men. “Can I stay, Papa?” 


	“No, Qesem, I’m sorry. Not this time. Help Mama clean up in the kitchen.”


	After everyone shook hands, the four men huddled together and discussed the previous month’s find in low tones. 


	“We’d earn much money for the canisters.” Dersim stroked his mustache and chin, deep in thought. “But I’m not sure selling them is a good idea. We won’t control whose hands they end up in.”


	“What do you want to do?”


	Before Dersim answered Babir’s question, Ismet jumped to his feet, knocking his chair back as he ripped his shirt open. “Look at me,” he said. His eyes filled with anger and his breathing became ragged. “If those canisters contain the same stuff, this is what can happen.” Deep scars crisscrossed Ismet’s upper torso, arms, neck, and face. As the chemicals burrowed deep into his body boiling his tissue away, he’d ripped at his blistering flesh, trying to release the agony.


	Hawre’s habitual pallor grew paler as he hacked a loud series of coughs, followed by heavy wheezing. He gazed at his old friend, and placed his hand on Ismet’s wrist. “Sit down, Ismet. Sit.” He guided the still shaking Ismet into his chair. 


	The two men locked eyes, sharing each other’s pain. The attack occurred twenty-three years ago, but they relived the tragedy every day, something others would never understand.


	“Remember what happened to Hawre,” Ismet clasped his friend’s shoulder in support. “People called us the lucky ones because we survived the massacre. He’s dying and struggles all the time. Is this the legacy we want to leave others?”


	“Hawre, what do you think?” Dersim shifted in his chair.


	“I’m not sure. If we sell them, we’ll earn money. Isn’t that enough?”


	“On the drive back from Erbil, I prayed to Allah to guide us. He told me we needed to help our people. But how?” Dersim’s head dropped to his chest for a moment before staring at the others. “Should we sell the weapons and hand the money over, or should we provide them to the PKK?”


	“What?” Ismet wrinkled his eyebrows and frowned at Dersim’s suggestion.


	“We must help all Kurdish people, not only the ones in Iraq.” 


	“I agree with Dersim. We all believe one day we’ll live in a sovereign Kurdistan. Only one person can make this happen—Abdallah Baziyan.”


	“But he’s in a Turkish prison.” Ismet nodded, running a hand across his scarred neck.


	“True. However, the Council will guide us. They want him released. No one is better suited to unify Kurdistan.” Babir glanced at his watch. “Almost midnight. Are you going to show me your treasure?”


	“Yes. Help me move the sofa.” Dersim stood and shifted an end table out of the way. Babir and Ismet pulled the sofa away from the wall.


	Lifting the trap door, Dersim flicked a light switch over the stairs, and the men climbed down. 


	“By Allah’s blessings. What a find.” Babir’s eyes gleamed as he gazed upon the crates. He turned in a half circle, taking in the entire hoard.


	“May I take a peek at a canister?”


	“Of course.” Dersim walked to the back of the room and lifted a cover. He pulled a canister out and handed it to Babir.


	“No, no. I only wanted to look.” Babir raised his hands to ward off any further approach by Dersim and backed toward the stairs.


	“I don’t think we can decide on our own, but if Allah spoke with you, he’d speak with the mullahs, too. Once I return to Zakho, I’ll talk to Mullah Mala. Let him decide. I’ll call you when the meeting is arranged.”


	“Okay. We’ll do as the mullah suggests.”


	***


	Two weeks later, Dersim made the 397-kilometer trip north to Zakho. The road, with more potholes than asphalt due to the winter storms, made for a slow journey. Each bump sent a bone-jarring wave through his body.


	“Umph. Hope the road improves soon. Can’t take much more bouncing around. Won’t be good on the vehicle, either.”


	An uneasy drive through the mountains turned treacherous when Dersim lost control of his truck on a steep downward curve covered with black ice. With the sudden loss of traction, his vehicle skidded close to a thin, rusted guardrail. Veins popped out on his forehead, and his knuckles whitened as he clenched the steering wheel with one hand and grabbed the clutch with the other to downshift while pumping the brakes.


	“Stop, stop!” 


	Dersim veered into the guardrail.


	Screeech!


	The tires gripped the shoulder and the truck shuddered to a halt, one wheel dangling over the cliff’s edge. He jumped out of the vehicle and stared down a 500-foot drop. His body shook at the realization he might have died. 


	“Praise be to Allah. I thought I’d go over the cliff this time.”


	Easing the vehicle back, inch by inch, until all four wheels regained solid ground, Dersim continued his journey, albeit slower. Once on a level section, he stopped on the shoulder. As the road improved so did his spirits.


	He ate a couple of green apples as he sang a song by the Kurdish musician, Ali Merdan. Dersim had memorized most of Merdan’s songs, but Xalan forbade him singing in the house.


	“Dersim, I realize you like to sing, and I like music, but your voice … is not so nice.”


	***


	After he reached the city, Dersim drove to the store Babir owned with his mother’s cousin, Gewran. A trio of bells on the wall announced Dersim’s entrance. The shop was quiet—no customers to be seen—and almost closing time. The chimes subsided as he glanced around. Dersim walked down the main aisle, with clothing on one side, and textiles and carpets on the other. Babir stood behind a counter made from an old oak door.


	“As-salaam alaikum.” Babir grasped Dersim’s hand and gave him a hug. “Welcome.”


	“Wa alaikum salaam.” 


	“A good journey from Halabja?”


	“Boring, although security guards stopped me at two checkpoints, both outside Zakho. I showed them my papers, and after a brief glance inside the truck, they let me go. They didn’t ask for baksheesh. A curve had a patch of black ice and I almost went over—a bit unnerving.” 


	“Praise Allah you’re safe. Come, let’s drink tea and eat. We’ll meet Mullah Mala and the others this evening. Gewran will join us, too.”


	***


	Perspiration appeared on Dersim’s forehead and his face became flushed as the time for the meeting approached. His fingers beat a tune on the chair’s arm. 


	Mullah Mala Sindi Ismail Osman used to be a member of the Kurdistan Democratic Party. He often delivered impassioned sermons at the Zakho Mosque supporting Kurdish unification. 


	Dersim hoped he wouldn’t make a fool of himself in front of such a renowned man.


	Babir and Dersim strode along the cobblestone streets to a store near the Delal Bridge, built during the Roman Empire. The sign above the storefront read Dry Food Emporium in Turkish, Kurdish, and English. 


	They wove through narrow aisles stuffed with a hodgepodge of bins and barrels containing Iranian pistachios, dried hot peppers, various spices, and dried fruits. The aroma of garlic, saffron, and mint floated through the air. 


	Dersim’s heart pushed further up into his throat. Bile rose in response to the aromas he enjoyed, but today they assaulted his senses. His face paled.


	Aware of his discomfort, Babir stopped and put a hand on Dersim’s shoulder. “Relax. Not far now. We’re meeting with our spiritual leaders, but your find makes you an equal.”


	Dersim took a deep breath and nodded. “I’m ready.”


	They entered the storeroom at the back. The closed external shutters darkened the windows. A single bulb dangled from the ceiling.


	In the middle of the room, a large oval table took center stage, surrounded by nine straight-backed chairs with plump cushions. Carafes of fruit juice and plates of baklava were positioned at strategic locations around the table.


	Gewran, Mullah Mala, and five other mullahs waited inside. Mullah Mala, a stern-looking man, wearing a patch to cover an empty right eye socket, welcomed Babir and Dersim into the room.


	“As-salaam alaikum.”


	“Wa alaikum salaam.” Dersim and Babir both gave a slight bow as they spoke.


	“Please be seated. Babir told me about your interesting find.”


	“Yes, Mullah Mala. My friends and I found a stockpile of regular and chemical weapons.”


	Everyone stopped speaking, waiting for the mullah’s reaction.


	***


	“Allah Akbar!” A shocked expression appeared upon Mullah Mala’s face at Dersim’s words before he controlled his emotions. Did Saddam still possess chemical weapons when the Americans attacked in 2003?


	“Are they in good condition? Are they safe? Is anyone else aware?”


	“They seem sturdy and are well hidden. My cousin, Egid, a pharmacist, examined them. Before coming here today, only six knew about the canisters: Ismet, Hawre, Egid, Babir, Gewran, and myself.”


	“Many nights I’ve prayed for the release of Abdallah Baziyan so we may unite our people.” Mullah Mala pointed at Dersim. “Your find might be the key to his freedom. Once he joins us, we’ll be ready, with a man possessing the necessary charisma and leadership to unite all Kurds together in our common cause—the creation of Kurdistan.” 


	Shouts of ‘Allah Akbar!’ and ‘Baziyan!’ reverberated around the room. The bearded mullahs seemed to come alive as the chants continued. 


	Mullah Mala gestured for quiet. “Well done, Dersim. No longer will we suffer at the hands of others. We must do everything we can to break Baziyan out of prison.” 


	Dersim nodded at the mullah’s wisdom but remained silent. 


	Mullah Ahmed, a small, thin man, stood to address the others. “This’ll lead to a great day for the Kurdish people. We’ll require a workable plan, one that won’t turn the international community against us.


	“Should we try to negotiate with America? Give the chemical weapons to them and in return, the American president must pressure the Turks to release Baziyan. Having the weapons would vindicate Burns and make him a saint. We should demand America’s help in creating the Kurdish state.”


	From the back of the room, a man stood and stepped forward. His bulk towered over Mullah Ahmed by at least a foot. The heavyset man stroked his long, white beard. “I agree with Mullah Ahmed. My first thought is to use everything at our disposal, yet we must recognize the fact most of the world forbids the use of chemical weapons. Perhaps their use isn’t in our best interest. Remember what happened in Halabja—over 5,000 died. Would a threat of their use be enough or should we bargain with the Americans?”


	“Thank you, Mullah Barzan. Your counsel is wise and must be considered.” Mullah Mala acknowledged Barzan’s comments with a slight nod.


	“We’ll meet again in three weeks in Mardin to lay out a plan with our Turkish cousins. They must participate.” Mullah Ahmed turned to Dersim. “Please bring the special weapons to Mardin as part of your normal shipment. It’ll be easier to keep them hidden in the area while we prepare for our fight. Go to Ali Baba’s Third Class Family Restaurant near the bazaar. You’ll be guided to the meeting’s location.” 


	“Yes, Mullah Ahmed. I’m acquainted with the restaurant from my regular deliveries to the market.”


	“Very well. Dersim, you and your cousins may leave now. We’ve more to discuss.”


	***


	Babir, Gewran, and Dersim headed back to Gewran’s apartment above the clothing store. After making tea, Babir joined the others. “Gewran and I’ll soon acquire enough excess goods to sell. We can use the supplies to hide the weapons when you take them to Turkey. Everything will be ready.”


	“Are we doing what’s best? The mullahs are taking over. Should we follow Mullah Ahmed’s suggestion and deal with the Americans?”


	“Relax, Dersim. They’ll decide what to do. We’ve done our part.”


	“Okay.” Dersim tilted his head to the side as he decided. “You’re right. I’ll return in three weeks and bring Ismet and Hawre with me. Will you come to Mardin with us?”


	“No, we’ll stay in Zakho and keep the stores open. You know the market and the border guards must recognize you by now with all the trips you’ve made. Mullah Mala and the others don’t need our input. They and the Turks will create the plan. Make sure you’re part of their decision. Make us proud.”


	***


	As Dersim returned to Halabja, he thought about the turn of events in his life since they uncovered the chemical weapons. He almost drove off a cliff, met one of the most ferocious mullahs in Iraq, and became involved in discussions regarding the future of the Kurds. 


	Ismet and Hawre oppose selling the canisters. Babir and Gewran want them for political maneuvering. What do I want? What’s best for my family?


	Dersim continued to ponder over his fate. Realization came to him.


	This is Allah at work. I’m his instrument to provide his message to the mullahs. I’ll do his bidding. But I still don’t understand how he wants the chemical weapons used.




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 3


	Zakho, Iraq 


	Sunday, February 20


	 


	Three weeks later, Dersim returned to Zakho with Ismet while Hawre remained in Halabja, too sick to travel. Dersim promised to keep him apprised of their progress.


	On their arrival at Gewran’s store, Ismet stayed with the truck while Dersim went inside. Gewran remained busy with several customers inspecting the array of handmade carpets, lifting them to the light at the windows, and haggling over the prices. Dersim took a seat and enjoyed the ongoing discussion over the vegetable dyes used to color the wool and about the quality of the carpets.


	Time passed as Gewran dealt with them, commenting about his generosity and people taking advantage of him. He shepherded the last customer out and closed the door. 


	Gewran approached Dersim, shaking hands and giving him a hug. “Welcome back, Cousin! Babir will be over from next door soon.”


	“Okay, thanks. Ismet is outside. We brought some of the goods, so we didn’t want to leave the vehicle unattended.”


	Pots and pans above an inner door clattered as Babir brushed past, entering through the hatch connecting the stores.


	“Hello, Dersim. I saw Ismet, where’s Hawre? I thought he was coming, too.”


	“Hawre’s illness is worse.”


	“May Allah return him to good health.” 


	“Yes. I hope and pray for an end to his suffering.” Dersim shook his head, a grimace on his face. “Where can we put the truck so Ismet can join us?” 


	“Drive behind the stores and go to the large green warehouse. I’ll meet you at the front door.” Gewran grabbed a large key ring from the table and headed to the back door.


	***


	After driving to the warehouse and locking the vehicle inside, Gewran, Dersim, and Ismet returned to the store. Babir had tea waiting for them.


	“To your health,” Babir said. “And our future.”


	They all lifted their cups and drank. Dersim drained his cup and set it on the table. “Now we must discuss business. During our meeting with Mullah Ahmed, he asked us to bring the entire weapons stockpile to Mardin.”


	“You’re right.” Babir nodded and extended an open right hand toward Dersim.


	“Ismet, Hawre, and I discussed this. We don’t believe we should take everything to Mardin at once. We even considered not taking any weapons until after the meeting. What if the Turks cut us out of the planning and action after we give them the weapons? What could we do? Nothing.”


	“What did you decide?” Babir shifted his eyes between the two men.


	“We brought some.” Dersim ran his hands through his thick, black hair. “The weather is still cold, and the security guards hurry their checks so they can return to their shelters. During warm weather they take longer, creating a greater possibility the weapons might be discovered.”


	“What did you bring?” Gewran poured more tea for everyone.


	“About half of the weapons,” Ismet said. 


	“What about the canisters?” Babir asked.


	“We brought all of them, leaving the remainder of the weapons in my bolthole.”


	“They should be happy with what you give them. You’re giving them the weapons they need. Come, let’s eat. You depart early in the morning for Mardin.” Babir reached back for a small envelope. “Oh, I almost forgot. Ismet, Mullah Ahmed gave me this letter for you. He wants you to go to Syria while Dersim goes to Mardin.” 


	Ismet opened the envelope and removed a single sheet of paper. After a brief glance, he handed the letter to Dersim. “Can you please read this? My eyes are bothering me.”


	Dersim nodded and read the letter. “Mullah Ahmed wants me to drop you off in Silopi, and you’re to head to the border crossing and find a truck driver named Kadir, who will take you to Al-Bab. You’ll be given further instructions when you arrive, but they want you to go to Aleppo afterward.” I wonder what Mullah Ahmed is up to? 


	“Did he say why?” Ismet scratched his scraggly beard, which hid most of his scars.


	“No, but I assume you’ll meet with some of our Syrian brethren. We wanted to control what happened with the weapons, but the moment we met with the mullahs we became subordinate to them.” Shouldn’t he wait until we’ve met with the Turks before splitting us up?


	***


	The following morning, the four men checked the weapons and special cargo snuggled on mattresses in the truck, adding extra padding to protect the chemical weapons. They piled the remainder of the truck as high as possible with goods for the Turkish market, including towels, sheets, bolts of cloth and dried food products. After wishing Dersim and Ismet luck, Gewran and Babir waved them off.


	Dersim headed toward the Turkish-Iraqi border. Snow-capped peaks glimmered in the morning sunshine. The day promised to be warm. 


	Experience taught him good weather didn’t mean smooth roads. As with the route from Halabja to Zakho, potholes littered the highway to the border. They bounced over the uneven surface and swayed as Dersim swerved to miss the deeper holes.


	After several miles into the journey, they slowed to a crawl. Scattered from one side of the road to the other, small piles of stones created hazards.


	“What’re the rock piles for?” Ismet pointed at a tall stack near the front fender.


	“They’re used to mark broken-down vehicles. Most of the time, drivers leave the piles behind, creating traffic hazards. Once I missed a stack and ran straight over the stones, puncturing a tire. As long as they’re spotted in time, no problem.”


	Dersim and Ismet joined the long line of vehicles waiting to pass through the Ibrahim al-Khalil checkpoint. The Turkish guards appeared vigilant. Most times they carried their weapons slung over their shoulders, but today the guards pointed their rifles in the general direction of the vehicles as if expecting an attack. 


	“What’s taking so long?” Ismet fidgeted, glancing in the mirror on his side of the vehicle and out the driver’s window. His face grew pale as the wait stretched out.


	“Relax, Ismet. Something spooked the guards. We need to be calm and act natural.”


	“But, Dersim, our load … what if they discover the weapons?”


	“Shhh. Be quiet. For both our sake.”


	“Look! They’re searching the vehicle ahead, pulling stuff out.” Ismet became agitated as he witnessed the guards unloading part of the van in front of them.


	“Nothing we can do. Allah will protect us.”


	An hour later, a guard motioned for Dersim to pull forward for inspection by two Turkish border guards. 


	A burly, bald man, with a mustache covering half of his face, wearing the red stripes of an uzman cavus, or corporal, stepped forward. He glanced at their papers and the falsified cargo manifest, before handing them back to Dersim. “Out of the vehicle. Come with me.”


	The three men went to the back. The corporal climbed up to check the load. “What’re you carrying?”


	“We—we’re carrying textiles and foodstuffs from Zakho to sell in the Mardin markets.” Dersim pretended to be nervous for the guard's benefit.


	The corporal made a cursory check, opening a couple of boxes. Dersim glanced at Ismet, who grew paler and bounced from one foot to the other. 


	“Relax,” Dersim said. “These checks are normal.”


	Ismet gave a weak smile. “I’ll try, but what if he finds the stuff?”


	Dersim shook his head. “Shhh. Don’t worry. Everything’s about money, and this’ll be over soon.”


	A few minutes later, the guard climbed down from the back of the truck, gazed around, and stared in their direction. Dersim glared back. No matter how many times I come through this checkpoint, they always expect baksheesh.


	Without a word, Dersim slid an envelope out of his pocket and handed it over. The guard thumbed through the wad of Turkish lira. “You may go.”


	Dersim nodded. He turned away, and they headed back to the cab. Of all the times for a vigilant guard, it’d be while we’re trying to cross into Turkey with something special to hide. 


	“I almost passed out when he said to step out of the vehicle and come with him.” The color in Ismet’s face returned as the potential danger of the situation passed.


	“Most of the time the guards hold out their hands for the envelope. I wonder why the extra scrutiny?” Dersim waved a hand in dismissal. “Not sure why the extra guard came snooping, but he left soon enough. Of course, the guard with us concerned me more.”


	Recovered, Ismet breathed a deep sigh. “Bxo—shit! I hope we don’t go through another checkpoint.”


	The drive to Silopi took over thirty minutes and passed without incident. They continued to discuss possible ways on how to use the weapons to break Baziyan out of prison. 


	“What will be the best way to free him?” Ismet rubbed his chin as he pondered the possibilities. “Perhaps, storm the prison gates and rush in, or attack from a distance with RPGs and force our way?”


	“Ismet, I’m sure the mullahs will create a plan. We might speculate all day and not be close to what they want.”


	Once they arrived in Silopi, Dersim drove to the bus station. Ismet collected two bags from behind the seat. “May Allah guide you in Mardin.”


	“And you in Syria. Hope you find Kadir without any difficulty. May Allah protect you.”


	Dersim waved farewell and proceeded toward the E90 highway for the journey to Mardin, which would take a little over three hours. 


	***


	At one p.m., Dersim parked near the Mardin Bazaar and headed across the street to Ali Baba’s restaurant for something to eat while he waited for his contact. He took a window seat to watch for anyone tampering with his truck. Two men came in and signaled him. He recognized Mullah Ahmed, a committee member from Zakho. Dersim paid his bill, left the building and followed them to his truck. 


	The three men climbed into the cab. Mullah Ahmed introduced the stranger. “This is Aram. After we drop off Babir’s goods in the bazaar, he’ll guide us to our meeting location.”


	The bazaar bustled, horns blared, vendors hawked their wares, radios played a variety of songs. Bright-colored canopies created shade for the stalls, while along the edge of the bazaar, old wood buildings stood like sentries. Freshly painted buildings of pastel colors mingled with those needing repair.


	Dersim drove along the cobbled street. Every driver remained on alert as children ran everywhere while goats and sheep wandered around, looking for anything edible. 


	“I love the bazaar.” Dersim inhaled, sucking in the smells. “Always an adventure. The whiff of roasting chestnuts and cooking meats always sets my mouth watering, even after I’ve eaten.”


	Aram nodded. “Yes, everything’s available, from sweet dates to hand grenades. Whatever you want can be acquired here for the right price."


	They pulled up to a large warehouse on the edge of the bazaar. Two workers stood ready to receive Babir’s legitimate goods. Aram scrounged a chair from a nearby stall for Mullah Ahmed. 


	After unloading Babir’s goods, they placed a second tarp and new supplies on top of the hidden load. Dersim, Aram, and Mullah Ahmed returned to the cab. Aram became their guide.


	“Head toward Mardin Castle. I’ll tell you where to turn.”


	They drove in silence toward the tenth century castle, perched high on the hill above the city. The castle’s reddish brick and stone seemed pristine while some areas succumbed to ravages of time. “Turn right at the next street and continue until you come to a long loading dock behind a row of shops.”


	Dersim maneuvered along a narrow, cobblestoned street and stopped by a wooden loading dock near some steps. While he and Aram removed the tarp from the back of the truck, Mullah Ahmed went up the steps and into a shop. 


	Three men came outside and helped them unload the truck and place everything in a storeroom. Before they left the shop, Dersim grabbed a canister and put it in a burlap bag Aram gave him. Mullah Ahmed shut and locked the door.


	Aram arranged for food and drink, as they would remain in the store until evening. After the shops closed around eleven p.m. and the streets became quiet, Aram guided Dersim to a back room in a building across the street. 


	They entered an old three-story structure with broken windows, covered with peeling paint and graffiti sprayed by local soccer team supporters. As they made their way to a large back room, they maneuvered around stacks of damaged furniture and litter. Inside, a long varnished table, with polished wood resembling glass, took center stage. Ten men, including the three Iraqi mullahs, sat at the table. Mullah Mala, the firebrand speaker from Zakho, greeted Dersim. “Welcome. Join us and I’ll introduce you.” 


	“Thank you, Mullah Mala. I’m honored to be here.” 


	A tall, heavyset man with black hair, a long black beard, and piercing dark eyes stood. “This is Mufti Mehmed Salih Tanreverdi. He’s the mufti of Diyarbakir Province and our honorable host for this evening.”


	“Welcome, young Dersim. Mullah Ahmed tells me you made an astounding discovery.”


	Dersim’s eyes widened, and he trembled. The mufti, considered one of Abdallah Baziyan’s closest friends and his most important advisor, thrust out his hand and gave a warm smile. Dersim took the proffered hand and stammered, “I-It’s a special honor to meet you, Mufti Tanreverdi.” The mufti took Dersim by the arm and introduced him to several men, each representing one of the adjoining provinces.


	During the introductions, Dersim continued holding the burlap bag by a thick strap sewn into the fabric. Mullah Ahmed noted this and pointed at Dersim’s hand. “Is this the special weapon?”


	“Yes.” Dersim placed the package on the table and extracted the cylinder. 


	Everyone spoke at once as they examined Dersim’s treasure. All eyes focused on the simple, gray-colored container with unknown symbols. No one moved forward to touch. The men circled around the table, scrutinizing the canister from all angles. Questions abounded from those staring at the device.


	“How does the canister work? Doesn’t seem much different from an olive oil container. Will the contents kill our enemies? Are we safe?”


	After they had appraised Dersim’s find, they took their seats. Dersim covered the canister. 


	A knock on an inner door brought the discussion to a close. Several servants brought in platters of food, pitchers of water and ayran, the Turkish yogurt drink. After a light meal of rice pilaf and grilled vegetables, the debate continued.


	“Dersim’s discovery will aid our campaign for a new Kurdistan nation.” Mufti Ismail stood and leaned on the back of his chair. “Turkish government organizations would be good targets, but we must minimize civilian casualties, even foreign ones, if we want international support for our cause.”


	“Strong hands with leveraging power can achieve their goals. We need to pick worthy targets, even foreigners or places frequented by them.” Mullah Omar crossed his arms after he finished speaking.


	A few heads gave slight shakes to his suggestion but they remained quiet.


	Mullah Ahmed raised his hands for quiet. He turned to Dersim. “Where’s Ismet? I thought he’d be here, too.”


	Dersim glanced at him, eyebrows lifted, a frown upon his face. You gave instructions for Ismet to travel to Syria. So why ask where he is? 
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