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Prologue

Once we arrived in Paris, I was relieved; I was finally going to see the end of this chase – or so I hoped. However, I had to jump through a few more hoops before anything would become clear. One morning as I was leaving the Hotel de Crillon after meeting with Khalid, I was tailed by none other than Ben Slimane – or so I thought. During a subsequent and heated meeting between James, Mark, Khalid and Slimane, the latter revealed his real name, Ishmael Assor – (he gave us a name that he probably pulled out of the Mossad hat). Once the dust settled and all involved have had a chance to report to Ottawa or make a statement to the authority concerned, James, Aziz and I returned to Vancouver and Khalid made his way back to France once again.

Yet, there were still many unanswered questions. Why would an Arab Prince accept to provide arms to an enemy of Islam? Why would Slimane (or is it the Puppeteer?) go into hiding? Isn’t he a CIA agent? In reality, Slimane had two bosses; the CIA, and the other, who apparently orchestrated the arms shipments to Israel, the seat of the organization to which Slimane belonged – Mossad. When his dealings were uncovered and his identity revealed, the man whom Aziz, Mark and I met during our journey through the US, Isaac Whittlestein – the man I knew as Samuel Meshullam – didn’t wait for the chips to fall, he went to Slimane’s last known hideout in Flint, Michigan and organized his killing. The next stop in this killer’s route was Vancouver....


PART ONE

Ben Slimane


Chapter 1

The five-hour flight to Paris left Mark and me a little more rested than when we had boarded the plane. Our first-class seats had given us the opportunity for some well-deserved shut-eye. We refused to share in the nuked chicken or even the roast beef that had been listed on the Air France menu that afternoon. I had been right, the steak that we had in Montreal had been a lot tastier than anything we saw being offered on board.

Since we had no luggage to pick up from the carrousel at Charles de Gaulle – Mark and I had only taken a carry-on – we made our way to the exit and waited for the taxi to pull up in front of us at the bidding of the ‘commissionaire’ who was directing the passengers to the local transport. 

“Okay, where to?” I asked Mark as we climbed in the backseat of the Citroen. 

“Maison Marianne on rue Victor Hugo,” Mark said to both me and the driver who had turned his head to hear the answer to my question. He nodded and moved out of the line-up and onto the circular drive, which surrounds the airport.

“Isn’t that near Osnoir’s old apartment?” I asked, turning a surprised gaze to Mark.

“Yes, it is.” A smirk of cunning came across his lips.

Looking at him, I again recognized the cat in Mark – the cat I had admired for all he had done to remain steadfast and save my life on so many occasions during the past few months.

“Why have you chosen that hotel?” 

“Oh well..., I just knew how much you liked to have dinner at the corner bistro...”

I giggled before saying, “Don’t give me the magazine version, just tell me...”

“Okay, okay, but that wasn’t ‘the magazine version’, as you said. There is actually a bistro down the block from Maison Marianne where Osnoir got his meals from regularly...”

“But I thought he never left the apartment...”

“You’re right, he didn’t, but all of his meals were ordered from there, and we believe that some of his men were regular patrons at the bistro when we were on our time off.”

“And you think they might have talked or being overheard by the ‘patronne’ when they were there?” I asked.

“Not only that, but we think that some of Osnoir’s visitors sat at the bar from time to time, waiting to go and meet Osnoir.”

“And you wonder if they were noticed by the bartender or even someone who was observing the va-et-vient?”

Mark nodded. “According to the French intel – and we’ve been staking out the place ourselves before Osnoir left – there were quite a few meetings held in that bistro.”

“I see...” I was apparently focusing on the Paris traffic, passing them at a frightful speed it seemed, while we were travelling on the ‘Ceinture’, which surrounds Paris like a belt of six to eight lanes of highways and bypasses. 

“Ha. There you are,” James exclaimed, folding and depositing the newspaper he had been reading beside him on the sofa. “How was the flight?” He got up and shook Mark’s hand. “And how are you, Kiddo?” 

James peered into my eyes as I said, “I’m okay, thanks. And we’ve had a good flight – and a nice bit of sleep,” but I knew that wasn’t what he wanted to hear. However, further comments would have to wait for now – and James knew it.

“Okay then, let’s get you to your rooms. I have taken the liberty to reserve a room for you as well, Mark, if that’s okay?” 

Mark looked around him and then nodded. “That should be fine for now. I’ll switch hotels if I think it’s necessary in the next couple of days. But for now, this looks okay, thanks.”

“We are on the same floor and I tell you, Madame Yvonne has been a jewel,” James said, shooting a glance at the woman behind the counter. 

Madame Yvonne said, “If Madame et Monsieur would like to sign the registration, I will get Henri to carry your cases upstairs,” beckoning to the older porter, and pointing to the two carry-on cases standing in the middle of the lounge room now. 

“Of course, Madame,” Mark said, approaching the desk and pulling a pen out of his breast pocket. “Do you have a restaurant on the premises?” He continued writing on the registration card Madame Yvonne had pushed in front of him and me.

“Non-non, Monsieur, we only serve breakfast in your room, if you want, but we don’t have a restaurant, non.”

“That’ll be great,” I said, thinking about having a late breakfast in bed.

“And they have a good restaurant down the street,” James said from over my shoulder. “You won’t be going hungry, I’m sure.”

I turned to him, smiling.


Chapter 2

When I reached my room – a spacious suite in fact – I made a beeline for my suitcase. I lifted it onto the bed, opened it, and rummaged through it until I found what I was looking for – my old passport. I looked at it, and kissed it. I then took out the “Lady Sarah” passport out of my purse, and with trembling hands, tore it into little pieces with a fury that I had rarely felt in my entire existence. That passport had been the symbol of everything I loathed in life. The lying, the hiding, the love it represented, the name I didn’t want and the implication it brought with it – all of those things that I had done to save my own skin had only been a pretense of which I wanted no longer any part. I gathered the pieces of the offensive document, dropped them in the trash bin and looked for a matchbook that I suspected I would find in the night table. “Ah. There you are,” I said when I found it lying beside a tourist magazine in the drawer. I took the trash bin from beside the bed, put it on the table and dropped a lit match into it. I then walked to the French doors and deposited the smoking bin onto the small balcony. Within a few seconds, the passport and that episode of my life was no more. I carried the bin back to the room, went to the bathroom, dumped its content in the toilet and flushed it.

When I came to sit down in front of the window, I sighed. The relief I felt was incredible.


Chapter 3

Trying to avoid thinking of me and Khalid, or everything that had happened since he had left Vancouver, Aziz picked up a book from the airport bookstore, and was now reading it on the flight to Paris. James had told him to go to the Maison Marianne and to call his room as soon as he got there. Aziz couldn’t concentrate on his reading, however. He tried watching a movie, to no avail. His main concern was my reaction when I would find him lodging in the same hotel, being there when I probably didn’t want him there and trying to help when I thought I would not need his help. He didn’t want to bother me. I would have enough to deal with in the next few days, without having to worry about him, he surmised. He was quietly satisfied that I would not marry the likes of Khalid now. If he knew anything about me, deceit was the one thing I hated from anyone, and Khalid had deceived me in countless ways. 

Turning the pages of his book distractedly, he resolved not to stay at the Maison Marianne. He had to be nearby, yes, but not underfoot. That was no way to be the “back-up” James wanted him to be. He had no idea how this whole affair would unfold, but he knew he didn’t want to be part of the problem, or create one where there was no need for him to do so.


Chapter 4

Khalid was not a man who caved in easily. He usually manoeuvred his way out of a troublesome situation with aforethought, and he would plan his every move with great care. However, this time it was different. Not only was he going to face horrendous problems from a member of his family, but he also was not the only person to take into consideration in this particular instance. There were many other factors to take into account as well. He knew that any wrong move on his part would cost me my life and James’s company in turn. He could not think of how he was going to ward off such dire consequences. He knew I was in town, and he knew he would have to face me sooner than later. Perhaps he dreaded this encounter more than he did anything else. He had to get me to a safe place – away from danger. Yet, he knew already that I would not hear of such a suggestion. 

He was lost in thought when he heard the phone ring on his desk. He went to pick up the receiver and answered hesitantly, “Yes, Marie, what is it?” He listened to the gérante for a moment and then said, “A suitcase, you say? What is she doing with a suitcase...? Oh, never mind. Have her come up then. Thank you.”

“I will do that, Capitaine – right away.”

As Khalid hung up, a hint of a smile parted his lips. In his eyes I had done it again. I had obviously concocted some plan to divert attention. It would be the best cover he could think of; my joining my fiancé would seem all too normal to anyone watching. However, there was no way he would let me stay with him and that for one reason only – to deceive his uncle into thinking that he and I had gone our separate ways.

He waited for a fraction of a second before answering the knock – he was truly afraid to face me. 

“Good Morning, I..., please come in.” Khalid swung the door wide, stepping aside for me to walk into the room. 

I stood on the threshold, peered into his eyes, but did not say anything. I remained standing there, the suitcase handle in my hand, watching him.

“Please come in,” Khalid repeated.

Abandoning the luggage by the door, I then strode with purpose towards the window seat. Khalid followed me, rolling the suitcase indoors and closing the door. He went to stand behind me for a moment, while I stared out at the traffic on the Place de la Concorde, mute. 

“Why the suitcase?” He wanted to turn me around, but dropped his arms at his side when he felt my body tensing at the question.

“I just wanted to take my clothes back,” I said, “I hope you haven’t changed your mind about giving them to me,” and finally turning my face to him.

He hung his head. “No, I haven’t. They’re still yours.” 

“Good. Thank you.” I brushed past him and took a few steps to the fireplace. Resting one shoulder against the mantle, I added, “I’ll pack them as soon as you’ve answered one question.”

“Which question is that?” He lifted his gaze to me, a trace of hope in his eyes.

“A very simple one. Why didn’t you tell me who your uncle really was? Did you think for one moment I wouldn’t find out? Did you slot me into the category of a no-brain woman, such as you do with every other woman you meet?” My mouth was running away with me once again, but this time I had no intention of stopping it.

“That’s more than one question...”

“Don’t start. I’m no idiot, Khalid Saif Al-Fadir. And if I am going to save your bloody neck this time...”

“Save my neck?” Khalid erupted. “What do you mean, ‘Save my neck’? Are you so pretentious to think that you could do that?” 

The furor that lined every recess of my mind came out of my mouth more vicious than ever. “No pretense here, Khalid, although it would suit you very well – to pretend. Wouldn’t it? You’ve been the pretentious bastard, the deceitful, egotistical fiend all this time. Remember?”

“There’s no need for this, Talya. Please calm down.” Khalid was trying to soothe the blatant rage that was etching the lines of my reddened face.

I vaulted from the fireplace, furious. “No, Khalid, I will not do your bidding anymore. You’ve got all you’re going to get out of me. And don’t misunderstand me – I’m grateful for everything you did to save my skin, but now, it’s my turn. You’re going to tell me why you wouldn’t let me in on your little secret and your dirty business. I’ve had enough of your lies.” I strode back to the window seat. “Come to think of it, when you took me through the desert and chased after Savoi and all the rest of it, you were probably saving your own neck and taking me on that trip for the hell of it...”

“No, please, Talya, don’t ever try to demean my actions or my love for you. If there is one truth among all of the lies – this is it – I love you.”

“And that’s how you show your love? By treating the person you care about with atrocious lies? You Bastard!”

Khalid sat down, abashed. He didn’t want to respond to the string of invectives which I had been slinging at his face.

I looked down at him with a mixture of pity and disgust. I could not fathom how a man like him would stoop so low as to accepting to be at the mercy of a tyrannical uncle for so long. He could have done a number of things besides taking bribes from his family. I could not understand what geared him to lie to me, to take the risks that he took to save my life and even offer me love, luxury and peace when he, himself could not enjoy any of those things with a clear conscience.

He lifted his head to me. “Please, sit down, Talya.” His tone of voice was beseeching but still commanding.

I did. “I am sorry for venting my frustration at you with such insults, but you must understand how I feel.”

He got up in a shot. He went to take the suitcase and rolled it to the bedroom. I followed him and saw him take the clothes he had carefully chosen for me out of the wardrobe and pack them in the open case. I didn’t say a word, but tears rolled down my cheeks as I watched him.

When the wardrobe was empty, he zipped the suitcase closed and stood looking at me from the foot of the bed. “I don’t expect you to understand why I did what I did, yet I expected you to ask me for an explanation, before you started berating me with insults that I do not deserve.”

“I said I’m sorry, Khalid.”

“Yes you did, but you demonstrated once again that you do not think of how much you could hurt the person who loves you or cares for you before you speak.” 

“You know, that’s exactly what I said to Mark yesterday. I told him I am too selfish to care about anyone else than me...”

Taking a couple of steps, coming round the bed, he stood close to me and took me in his arms. “Stop the tears, Talya.” I had started sobbing against his chest. “You are the one lying now. You are not selfish – not at all. In fact, I would have to say you’re the most unselfish person I know, but your problem is not selfishness, it’s you’re being impulsive. You don’t know how to hold back...”

Pushing him roughly and freeing myself from his embrace, I glared at him. “And you’re a master at the art of ‘holding back’, aren’t you?”

“Talya, please, stop,” Khalid pleaded, trying to take me back into his arms.

“Don’t touch me!” I yelled, holding both hands in front of me as if to shield me from his embrace. “I can’t accept your love or even your affection anymore. If you had only told me about your uncle before we’ve started...”

“But, don’t you see, I could not do that... I could not let you know anything about my uncle at any time because you would not have accepted my help if I did, would you?”

I shook my head. I knew he was right. If Khalid had told me what he suspected or knew about his uncle, I would never have trusted him. Yet, the dark blotch on this whole landscape of painted lies was his contribution in Hassan’s assassination. How could he take him to the beach? Why didn’t Khalid tell me about his uncle’s involvement before that day, or even before that moment? He could have saved his life, if he suspected his uncle was the mastermind behind this whole affair – that’s what I could not understand, accept or even contemplate.

“No, I wouldn’t. You’re right. I wouldn’t have taken one step beside you had I known... but that still does not explain why you led Hassan into that trap. You must have known the danger...”

“NO. No, I didn’t. I knew he was a target, but I also knew – or thought I did – that my uncle wouldn’t have been as stupid as ordering his killing when Osnoir was practically out of the picture by then anyway.”

“Do you mean to tell me that you trusted your uncle not to take reprisals? I don’t believe it. You, of all people, should have known that if your uncle was as stubborn as chasing me halfway round the globe in order to avoid scrutiny into his business, he would be the first person to carry out an act of vengeance such as the one that led to Hassan’s death.”

Khalid shook his head, dismayed. He was running out of explanations, because there were no more to give. He was at fault, and he knew nothing would repair that mistake. Nothing could ever cleanse his soul of that sin. He only hoped that I would have an ounce of mercy left in my heart to help him assuage his guilt. 

“All I could say now is that I am terribly sorry for what happened. I made an unforgivable blunder, and you’re absolutely right – I should have known better. However, now, I have decided to remedy the situation by bringing my uncle down – if he is indeed the man CSIS has portrayed him to be. I want him to pay, Talya, as much as you do, perhaps even more so because he led me to believe that all he ever did was for the greater good. And it’s only when he exposed his ruthlessness in blaming Osnoir for everything and leading me to believe that even my father was involved in a drug operation during his lifetime, that I realized I had to pull out when there was still time or reasons to do it.”

“And what are you planning to do now? How do you plan to take him down, I mean?”

“At this point, I am only stalling for time. I need to find out where the weakness in his operation is. I want to open up that festering wound and see what caused the infection. Since money is not the motive, there has to be something else. I’m sure you’ve been told that he’s selling weapons and that he’s been doing so since Desert Storm. Yet, I am remaining cautious in that regard.”

“What do you mean? Even the CIA knows about his arms trading business, why would you be cautious or even doubting that to be a fact?”

“Because, if the CIA knew about my uncle’s operation long before the Ben Slimane affair started, why didn’t they move on him? Is the CIA involved in some ways? Have they prevented the authorities to lift a finger against him for some other reason? Those are the questions I have been asking myself for some time now.”

“If you only trusted Fred or Mark a little more than you did, you would have known by now that it is obvious the US is turning a blind eye to your uncle’s operation. But that’s something you can’t bring yourself to doing, is it?”

“Perhaps you’re right...”

“You know I am.”

“About the trusting part, yes, you’re right, but I couldn’t go to Ottawa when I left Cayenne.”

“Why not? At least you would have demonstrated to our government that you were going to make a clean breast of things and that you wanted to help...”

“Yes, I, but I would not have been able to sway my uncle into believing that I wanted to leave you and join his ranks...”

“Is that what you’re doing now; building another house of cards...? I can’t believe it. When will you learn that the truth is the best policy, especially when you’re under suspicion from three governments?”

He peered into my eyes. He knew I was right, but he also knew his uncle wasn’t about to play ball. “He is not a devious man but if I were to prove anything against him, I had to play the game in the same way that he did in order to catch him red-handed. I know what you’re saying, believe me I know. But in this instance, I could be dealing with the devil himself, which has the apparent support of the US – as you’ve just described – and I couldn’t go against him without playing his game. Can you understand that?”

“Oh, I understand it alright, you’re going to pretend that we’re finished and that you’ll kill me yourself if that’s what it takes to get back into your uncle’s grace.” I could not believe my own words, but I was incensed and these apparent truths had to be heard. Khalid had to hear how I felt.

Suddenly taking my hand and while hearing no rebuke from me, Khalid said, “Let’s go back to the living room. I would like to go over a few things with you.”

As we sat down in front of the fireplace, Khalid turned to me. “Before I explain to you what I have in mind, I’d like to ask you to set aside our differences for a moment and listen to me with an open mind.” I looked at him fixedly and expectantly. “Yes, I agree, I have made a terrible mistake in the end, but at first, when James and Aziz called me to come to Vancouver, I did so for only one reason; I was falling in love with you and I wanted to protect you from whatever danger would be looming ahead of you. I had no intention to mar our relationship with my problems or family entanglements. As I told you, had I said one word about it all, you would have rejected me outright, which would have been similar to applying my signature on your death warrant. When you and James explained your findings at the Meridien after uncovering the drugs at the mine site, I knew you would be in danger. The likes of Rasheed were nothing compared to what I knew could evolve from dealing with drug lords. And when we learned of our friends’ attack in Bamako, it increased my resolve to take you out of the mire. Yet, and again, at that time, I didn’t even imagine that my uncle was involved. Nevertheless, when Osnoir abducted you, I began to worry. That’s when and why I called on Salamir’s assistance. We both knew Osnoir for what he was, for his connections with our father, and therefore his possible connection with my uncle. Still, I would not risk enlighten you of these suspicions at the time, because you would have turned away from me the minute I opened my mouth, and I could not risk losing you. So, together with Salamir, we took you to the desert and helped you uncover Osnoir’s operation. All went well, until Hassan requested to take him to the beach. That’s when I should have said no, but I could not pronounce the word. I could not deny him the desire he had to sit on the sand at your side, knowing it would have been perhaps the last time he did.”

I had remained silent to this point. Listening to his explanation, I had to accept that going to the beach had not been Khalid’s idea but Hassan’s. I wept quietly.

Khalid took my hand and went on, “You must remember that I kept asking you not to blame yourself for what was happening, not to put yourself in front of the last bullet needlessly, but you continued doing so, and that until Mark was trapped at the beach house. I then realized that I needed to leave you. I needed to distance myself from you, so that the bullet could be aimed at me. I wanted my uncle to show his hand, because, by that time, all evidence pointed to him being behind the whole operation. And he did.” Khalid couldn’t help but smile then. I stared at him uncomprehending. 
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