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  1
The Shadow of the Agreements



The conference room had no blind spots. The glass bathed the room in light as sharp as a scalpel, and the wall-mounted screen projected, in real time, a handshake that belonged more to geopolitics than to men: Washington DC, immaculate gardens, intertwined flags, calculated words. September 2020. The Abraham Accords: three syllables, set like a seal upon history, arrived in Dubai with the speed of a sandstorm. 
Around Rashid, whispers of English, Hebrew, Arabic and French were exchanged with caution and a restrained excitement. A caterer passed by with non-alcoholic drinks and caramelised dates, whilst an electric violin caressed the murmur. The businessmen shook hands without excess, nervous smiles, glances already weighing up the G-clauses, the promises, the possible exits.
Rashid kept his hands behind his back, his neck tense against the invisible weight of the moment. The city he had known, small and dusty around the old Khor, no longer existed; yet it still lived in his shoulders, in the way he surveyed a room or a horizon. His reflection on the screen showed him a face upon which age seemed delicately laid: forty-two years old, sharp tailored lines, a short beard, eyes in which a light had once played, now tamed by caution. He took a slow breath, as if to anchor his chest to the breath of a city that had become an engine.
 Amidst the reception music, he could almost hear the adhan drifting from afar like a memory, echoing off the glass façade. He thought of the word ‘ahd’, covenant, and sensed the edge of an old truth: in this region, a contract was never merely a contract. One signed a pact with the world; one bound one’s name to a star.
“Sheikh Rashid,” said an Israeli in a suit that was too tight, holding out both hands to him, “your talents for ‘shuttle diplomacy’ will be invaluable to us. Mabrouk.”
Rashid offered him a perfectly calculated smile, replied in Hebrew in a smooth tone, then slipped over to another group. Speaking languages had become a second wind for him. Arabic, English, French, Mandarin: so many strings to make the suspension bridge he dreamed of vibrate. To be the Emirati who needed no one between himself and the world. The tremor of possibility sparkled in his veins: a future where the marina and the old souks would be linked by lines of influence that only certain people could read.


Julian Thorne had the elegance of old things that pass themselves off as modern. A studied middle age, an anthracite tie, a neatness bordering on the sacred. He approached silently, like a memory summoned. When he leaned in, his Arabic seemed to spring from a forgotten well, too harmonious, almost liturgical.
“Mabrouk on the new order, Sheikh. Words have finally caught up with the market.”
The sentence sounded like a fatwa in reverse. Rashid sized him up with a glance, aware that there was a precision about this man that was unsettling. He stifled the urge to be sarcastic and held out his hand, because in Dubai, politeness is a currency more reliable than gold.
The shock shot up his arm like a static current. Not a harmless jolt on a carpeted floor. No, a precise chill, as if someone had sucked the warmth from his bones. It was the second time he’d felt that way when shaking this man’s hand. The first time was when they met three days ago at a reception hosted by the American embassy in Abu Dhabi. Thorne was accompanied by Halevi, whom he introduced as an Israeli entrepreneur. His palm remained pressed against that impeccable hand for a second too long, and a tingling sensation lent texture to the syllables Thorne had just uttered.
 “Let the market breathe,” replied Rashid in English, a sharp smile on his face. “The men will follow.” 
 Thorne bowed his head, his gaze too deferential not to be a form of intrusion. He did not press the matter. He stepped back, becoming a sharp shadow against the light, and for a brief moment Rashid had the sensation of seeing himself, a superimposed reflection, as if Thorne were wearing a reflective surface beneath his suit.
A glass was tapped near the screen. The applause made the violin’s bow tremble. On the screen, a handshake was sealed; two-dimensional figures parted to make way for signatures whose cost the world would only measure years later. Rashid forced himself to clap, to smile at the right moment, to say the right things. He was a host, a symbol, a linchpin. And yet, the sensation of a room that did not appear on the floor plan remained lingering at the back of his neck: a secret landing, a suite that existed in no register.
 Outside, from the bay window, the city dropped steeply down to the desert and then rose up towards the sea, both equally unreal. His eyes, which could read the contours of a deal beyond the figures, saw the roads as lines of ink. He had this intuition, both foolish and clear: tonight, words would be written without paper, and they would be made to drink from his mouth.
For a second, Thorne’s face flashed through his mind and left a film of frost. He shrugged mentally. Whisperers existed in every metropolis: men who stood a little too straight, spoke a little too precisely, and whose postal address was the shadow. They were used. They were not let in.


In Palm Jumeirah, his villa had the confident angles of glass and Italian marble. Palm trees stood out against a sky smeared with copper; the sea breeze brought a salty freshness that tried to wash everything away. A servant bowed, held open a door, and vanished.
The scent of oud, rich as a secret, lingered low in the rooms, stirred by the breeze coming in from the terrace.
 On the landing of the staircase leading up to his study, the first portrait caught him like a sudden gasp. There she was, in the morning light, her gaze lifted from the page she was reading: his wife. Eight years, and yet every time the same sour taste on his tongue. Other frames followed, arranged like a series of verses: her in a riad in Marrakesh, her on a sailing boat in Musandam, her facing the dune in Liwa. The arrangement was not sentimental; it was an architecture, a corridor of obligation. He continued, adjusting a cuff out of habit.
 The office lay in wait, staged with the objects of a man who had learnt to turn order into an asset. The windows opened onto a black sea where the yachts looked like polished nails. On the varnished wood, leather files were lined up by size, a silver bowl for keys, and in the centre, placed askew as if it had settled there under its own weight, a thick, cream-coloured envelope sealed with garnet-coloured wax. He knew instinctively, upon seeing the handwriting, before the blood had rushed to his temples.
 It was his father’s hand.
 The sail that had been propelling him suddenly collapsed. He remained standing, his fingers on the armrest of the chair without sitting down. The wax bore an old imprint: the family falcon, with outstretched wings. The stamp had been pressed too hard; one could read the anger in the indentation of the seal. He took a strip of paper and neatly trimmed the edge. The scent of dry ink rose, simple and clean.

 My son,
 Do not renounce the family contract.
 Hassan.


What contract? The Arabic word was etched within him like a talisman: ‘aqd. The marriage contract, the one signed between two businessmen, the one made with the land by pouring water upon it. He suddenly thought of another word, a little broader: ahd. Covenant. And further still, like a rumour: bay‘ah. He let out a soundless laugh. His father, even in death, persisted in speaking in terms of the souk and honour, weaving obligations like ropes.
He had never freed himself from that particular rope. He turned the letter over, held the paper up to the light, searching for a watermark, an ambiguity. Nothing. He set the sheet down, felt the desk shift beneath his fingers. A slight hallucination, the result of the day or of that sentence hurled like a sealed grenade. His tongue had run dry.
 When the flight came, it gave no warning. It crept in like the iodine on a cut, then split the past in two.


The light in his office, eight years earlier, was warmer. His wife, sitting to his right, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The corner lamp cast an amber glow on her skin. She signed slowly; this contract was a silent gesture they had never discussed in public.
 The setting up of a trust, an additional element in the protective halo he was striving to weave around what they were building. At the time, he called it a precaution. Today, he knows it was already the beginning of superstition.
He remembered his fingers on the pen… the clink of the rings against the metal… and suddenly, too much black in the ink. An abrupt, slanting smudge, a thick drop that landed right on her name, obscuring two letters. He had joked, ‘The contract bleeds when you squeeze it too hard,’ and she had laughed. And then… and then  the phone had vibrated in the inside pocket of his jacket, an unknown number, too strange to be spam, an accentless voice saying: “Sheikh, we can offer you a corridor that no one can refuse you.”
 He had answered with a smile, out of pride, out of reflex. That was the first time. The voice had uttered a word, a single one, a promise so perfectly that it was neither a word nor a promise, but a direction. In his memory, it sounded like a syllable taken from a surah. The signature had been affixed. Two hours later, a crossroads, a summer downpour, headlights too fast, and his life had fallen apart without a sound.


In his villa that evening, the flight left him with a wet back. He ran a hand over his face, forced himself to straighten his shoulders. He placed the letter back in the centre, like a ritual object. Twice, his fingers returned to the sentence, caressing the ink which now had a texture in his mind, like fine sand. Don’t give up. Was that what he had done? Had he, in fact, given up on something that his father—a negotiator from before the oil boom—knew to be intangible? What if the ‘family contract’ had nothing to do with money?
The phone vibrated. Amara’s name appeared on the screen. He felt the tension rise instantly. Amara wouldn’t call him at this hour without a reason. She had that sense of sacred time, a legacy of a deeply Islamic upbringing and a career in international law that had taught her to use the clock as a weapon.
“Amara,” he said, already standing without having decided to, still surrounded by the scent of his father’s wax.
“Rashid, I’m sorry, I know the time,” her voice was quick without panicking, smooth and urgent. “We have a problem. A big one. Eitan Halevi, the Tel Aviv businessman, the one you’d started merger talks with… he’s gone missing. His wife received a message from him three hours ago, from the lobby of a hotel at the Marina. Nothing since. The police are keeping a low profile. I was called because… because your name came up in the room. ”
Hearing his name spoken by strangers felt like a death sentence. He felt, clearly and immediately, as if a fishhook were being driven into his sternum, exactly the same chill he’d felt that morning when shaking Thorne’s hand. The sensation looped back to a stormy night, eight years earlier.
It lodged in his chest like a motionless ice cube.
“Who mentioned it?” he asked. “Be precise. Always be precise.”
“One of Saif Al-Naqbi’s assistants was present during the preliminary discussions. He mentioned that you had ‘a connection’ to expedite access to the regulator. It might have been a boast. But… the embassy is pressing. And before you hear it from someone else, I’d rather tell you myself.”
 Saif!  He saw the man’s sly smile again, spread across a face smoothed by excess. A rival by tradition, an antagonist by choice. Hearing him linked to a missing person was no coincidence; it was a clue.
“Where exactly did he disappear?” he asked.
“In a lift, Rashid. The cameras on that floor recorded him going in. He didn’t come out. The doors open, there’s no one there.”
The silence that followed his words had a shape. It wasn’t empty. It was filled with every lift door he’d ever seen in his life, and with the idea that one could step inside and be swallowed up by something other than the building. He thought of the lift at the Armani Hotel. A suite that doesn’t exist in the register. A landing with no floor. Words spoken into a mirror.
When he hung up, the house contracted slightly. The scent of oud suddenly gave way to a hint of sulphur. He thought it was a trick of his memory, a way the brain had of associating fear with scents. But the sensation lingered, like an invisible fingerprint on a windowpane.


He walked over to the bay window and pressed his forehead against the glass. Below, tiny waves came crashing in with the stubborn persistence of those who don’t like being told no. He reduced his entire train of thought to a single thread: how. He was a man of the next step, never of panic. A missing person was not just a tragedy; it was a move on a chessboard whose logic had to be worked out. He thought of the systems: police, press, embassy, Saif, regulators, partners. He thought of the invisible systems: debts, promises, names. He thought of the word he hated to utter in public and which, in closed rooms, carried the full weight of the Gulf: wasta.
Rashid knew, better than most, that wasta was not merely a pull. It was an air. He had grown up in the alleyways of old Dubai where a word spoken at the right moment would change the course of reality. The modern world had dressed these verbal tricks in suits, invented ethics committees and codes of conduct. But the underlying structure had not changed: a single phrase placed at the centre of a network could warp gravity.
He knew it. He used it. And he was ashamed of it only on nights when the wind blew too hard.


Thorne. The name settled on his thoughts without the effort of recollection. The man had waited calmly, like a bank statement, all day long, on the edge of his consciousness. He had introduced him to Eitan Halevi a few days earlier at a reception, then vanished, before reappearing again that day. Rashid mentally performed the simplest calculation he knew.
 The one that adds a hand that’s too cold and a lift that swallows men. He felt his stomach tighten. He had wanted so much to believe, in the sheer din of the day, that the world could simply be signed off by men of good will. It was comfortable, and therefore a lie.
The phone vibrated again, a message this time. An unknown number. Four words. His own Arabic, but written with a rhythm that wasn’t his own: ‘The doors are not to blame.’
He stood motionless, his eyes fixed on the blue sentence, as if it might melt and explain itself. His father would sometimes say, when we blamed a tool for our own mistakes: “It is not the knife that kills, it is the hand.” He had this stupid, stubborn feeling that the message meant the same thing, with the smugness of a priest. He deleted the text, not out of caution, but out of superstition.
 He placed his hand on the letter, folded it with a sickening care, and slipped it into the central drawer. Beneath his fingers, the wood had taken on the temperature of his forehead. He went down to the living room, walked out onto the terrace, and let the sea air push the last crumbs of a smile from his face. The palm trees shuddered with an elegant “no”. A service boat skimmed past, a ventilation grille on the water, and vanished round the corner. The night tasted cleaner, then that faint hint of sulphur returned.
For a fleeting moment, he sensed a presence standing a step behind him, at that threshold where one dares not turn round for fear of making it real. It was merely a sensation. That dry note of invisible air conditioning. Then it vanished. He went inside, closed the bay window. He poured himself a glass of water, forced himself to drink it, as one swallows, with conscious effort, a word he had almost spoken.
 His ability to wait was his strength. He would wait, then act. He sent a short message to Amara, asking for the exact details of Eitan Halevi’s file, the lift footage, the coordinates of the last cell. He picked up a file that was waiting for him on the desk, not to work. So that his hands might remember what it felt like to hold something real. The rows of numbers had the solidity of a banister.
 His watch sounded the call to night prayer. A discreet beep, delicately calibrated. He stood up and rolled out his prayer mat in the adjoining room. The first prostration took his breath away; he realised he hadn’t really breathed since the afternoon. When he laid his forehead down, an image imposed itself, without asking his permission: Thorne, standing, his mouth almost smiling, and that polished weapon that was his voice. He banished the image, carefully retracing in his mind the letters of the intention of prayer (niyya). Within his inner wall, a verse came, automatically; but his capricious mind diverted him down a forbidden corridor, towards an exegesis he knew was not his own. He pulled himself together. His heart settled. He remained seated longer than usual after the salutation, listening to the ventilation, the faint coughs of a house.
He then understood what he had refused to think since the shadow of the lift. Thorne probably knew he was going to meet with Eitan Halevi to discuss the merger on the very day the Abraham Accords were signed. He had not come to congratulate him. Thorne had waited for the Accords to cast their veneer over the world before drawing back the curtain. The timing was no coincidence. The visible market had just opened. So had the other one.
 Rashid stood up, took the letter once more, and slipped it into his inside pocket. He switched off the lights one by one, each time leaving the responsibility for what it holds to the half-light. Before leaving, he paused in front of his wife’s portrait. The young woman’s eyes remained fixed on a point outside the frame, as if she were determined to observe for both of them. He raised his hand, stopping the gesture before his fingers touched the glass. He would have liked to promise something. All he had left were decisions.


When the front door closed, the soft click sounded clean. Outside, the night resembled the back of a contract: flat, thick, written with invisible lines. He waited for the car to arrive, gathered his patience, and, without altering his breathing, knew that he was already walking down a corridor his father would have recognised. A vow had just been spoken somewhere, with lips he refused to name. And he felt, in the ice that coated his heart, the same sensation as on the night his wife had died: a call, both an invitation and a summons.
 Do not renounce the family contract, the letter said. He wondered whether he and his father meant the same thing when they said ‘family’. He wondered, with a stark clarity, whether it was not already too late for words to retain their shape. Then he got into the car, and the city, with its towers and mirages, set about leading him towards gates that do not exist in any register.






  
  2
The Lead



The lobby of the Armani Hotel exuded the cool scent of leather and freshly ground coffee. Everything was polished angles, minimalism and calculated slowness. Rashid crossed the space with the stride of a man who had learnt to leave nothing to chance. His phone vibrated, but he saw no point in answering it. The screens showed muted footage of the previous day’s official celebrations, again, and again; the world was replaying its own astonishment as if to convince itself it wasn’t dreaming. The Abraham Accords had been signed and, everywhere, the corridors smelled of the fresh paint of opportunity. 
They were waiting for him on the top floor.
The receptionist checked the screen, hesitated slightly—just a moment, like a singer missing a single note—then smiled. “Mr Al-Falasi, suite 50-S.” She pronounced the S as if it were an initial she wasn’t quite sure of. There was no 50-S on the building plans. Rashid knew these hotels as others know the short surahs; the numbers had their own logic, their hidden patterns, their blind spots. Yet the lift accepted the destination without protest, and the doors closed on him in a discreet waft of incense.
The journey felt strangely long. When the door opened, the corridor did not have the same carpet as the floor below, nor the same smell of treated air conditioning. The air had the gravity of an archive room. The room numbers, black on glass, seemed to be in an older style of calligraphy. Rashid thought of his father’s letter — ‘Do not renounce the family contract’ — and this, against all reason, gave him courage.
Suite 50-S had no peephole. The handle, made of black steel, was icy cold.
Thorne was waiting for him there, seated by a bay window that turned into a mirror the moment one approached it. He wore a suit of almost indecent simplicity, and his face had not allowed time to leave its mark. A teapot was steaming gently on a brazier, too old for the room, as if salvaged from a house in Qasr Al Hosn. On the coffee table lay a fountain pen with a purple cap. The man stood up. His voice had that quality born of modesty and the habit of being listened to.
“Sheikh Rashid. Mabrouk on yesterday. The market feels different today.”
“If you’ve called me here for congratulations, they’re ill-timed,” he replied. “The men at MenaTech are expecting an airlift, not toasts.”
Thorne smiled without joy. “I have more than a toast. I have the lead. ” He uttered the word as if it were unfolding into several clauses. “Eitan Halevi. You’re looking for him. You’re pretending to believe he’s lost in a downpour of NDAs. He’s gone. And he’s taking a living patent with him in his silence.”
The name fell with the weight of yet another denial. Amara had called the day before, her voice thick with urgency; he had pushed the anxiety aside as one pushes aside an exorbitant bill. Israelis didn’t disappear in Dubai, not under his watch, not on his moral territory, not now.
“What you’re talking about has no legal basis,” said Rashid. “You can’t hold him. No one can.” 
“I’m not talking about the law,” Thorne replied in a low voice. “I’m talking about debts. You know the fiqh of debt, don’t you? The haqq. The right to demand, to seek compensation. The scales which, when they tip, determine lives. ”
He poured the tea like a priest. The steam formed letters that dissolved before they could be read.
“You have something I want,” Thorne continued. “And I have something you cannot buy. Sadeh — returned, unharmed, with amnesia if necessary. And a mandate, an official one, over the Israel–Emirates corridor. The haq al-wakalah. You know its scope. A power of representation that survives the whims of boards of directors. I remain a passive partner, a shadow on your file. You keep the light.”
Rashid let his hand fall flat on the table, to stop himself from clenching it into a fist. His father’s letter burned against his side, heavy as a forgotten weapon. “I don’t need shadows. I don’t need anyone. And I don’t buy men.”
“You buy time,” said Thorne. “Besides, you already owe me yours.” He pulled a file from a slim, seamless briefcase. Photographs, copies of deeds, timestamps. The image of a road accident in slow motion from memory, a rain that had never really soaked the tarmac. His wife’s face between two blinks, an interrupted signature, the bonnet rearing up like a misguided prayer.
“It wasn’t an accident,” said Thorne, almost gently. “ It was a deadline. A debt issued by someone who didn’t know the limits of what one can ask of luck. The first time you brushed against the Void, you didn’t look. Your name was written next to another name. And the hand that wrote it was trembling. Do you remember? She was signing. And death was jealous of the ink. ”
The room tilted slightly. Rashid felt in his calves the old bend of Dubai, the brown swell that sometimes pounded the quays without warning. He searched for his words as one searches for a foothold in the water.
“What you’re saying is filthy,” he articulated. “And if it’s true, it’s worse.”
“It’s an audit,” replied Thorne. “You opened an account eight years ago by uttering words that weren’t meant for you. You took an advance without knowing it. Now I’m offering to set things right. You become the broker, not the hostage. I’m formalising it. I’m revealing the shurût, the conditions. You will be given access to the true contracts—the charter behind the charters, the ijab wa qabul that compels reality to acquiesce. You will be able to read the lines that are written only between the others.”
He placed an object on the table that made the world fall silent. A book bound in purple, hand-sewn, whose leather seemed to have absorbed a century of prayers. No apparent title. Then, shifting his angle, looking askance, Rashid made out letters that were no longer quite letters. Kitab al-Ahd. The Book of Covenants.
He touched the cover. The surface quivered like a living muscle. His throat tightened. The parchment inside was no parchment; it was stretched ink-soaked skin. The letters in archaic Arabic wound round and round, interweaving verses he knew with others that existed in no school. A particular passage caught his eye, though he could not truly read it: There is no contract without consent, and every word spoken in truth becomes an offering. Three lines below: He who utters his name with his lineage utters the door that opens.
“It is a forgery,” he murmured.
“But of an authenticity older than the truth,” replied Thorne. “Nothing here contradicts the law; everything precedes it. The Arabs made deals in the sand with words that bound the water. You know that. Wasta is not a favour: it is a bond. A name is not a decoration: it is a seal. I am not proposing anything unholy. I am proposing that you reclaim an inheritance that had been relegated to fairy tales. 
Rashid waved his hand as if to brush aside a temptation that had been overcooked. “I have advisers, I have texts, I have judges. ”
“And none can bring back Eitan Halevi before the downpour drowns your merger. None can close the hole that has been sucking your name for eight years. Sign the warrant, and the corridor will be your home. I am but a passive partner. A facilitation clause.”
Rashid stood up. “I’m leaving. ”

He walked towards the door. The handle turned; the lock offered no resistance. As he was about to open it, he was struck by his own absence. The shadow behind the door was not a corridor. It was a black, shiny surface, in which his hand and his hesitation were reflected. He stepped back, looked at the ceiling, pressed the intercom. The illuminated square remained silent. He took out his phone. No signal. The air tasted of desert dust when a wind rises without warning.
“Exits are available to those who know how to sign,” said Thorne behind him, without standing up. “I’m not keeping you. But this suite ensures you understand. The lift requires acceptance. Nothing personal. ”
Rashid closed his eyes for two heartbeats. When he turned round, he put his tie back on and smoothed the line of his sleeve.
“Unroll it.”
Thorne placed a bundle of paper on the table, so pristine white it was almost blue. The first pages smelled of confidentiality and arbitration hearings. French mingled with legal English, with Arabic insertions where one would expect standard legal phrases: wakalah, shurût, nafaqat. In the margins, article numbers that, when read aloud, formed
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