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    Chapter 1: Taking the Abra to Deira

    

    * * *

Ali Al Mansoori stood on the edge of Dubai Creek, looking as if someone had just handed him a gift that smelled of sea, motor oil and adventure.

“Tom,” he said solemnly, “this isn’t just a boat.”

Tom Bennett followed his gaze. In front of them an abra bobbed on the water. The small wooden boat had a simple roof, narrow bench seats, and a driver who sat at the helm as calmly as if the Creek himself had promised him no surprises today.

“It looks a lot like a boat,” said Tom.

Ali placed a hand on the chest of his white kandura. His ghutra sat neatly on his head, held in place by the black agal, but his eyes flashed with excitement. "This is an abra. This is history with a motor."

Tom grinned. “History with an engine?”

"Yes. And with wood. And with water. And hopefully without splashes on my kandura."

They came to Bur Dubai with their families this Saturday. After the fall in Atlantis, Tom's mother had said that the next weekend had to be just nice and without any mystery. Ali's father had suggested showing them old Dubai: Al Fahidi, the Creek, a trip on the abra, Deira, spices, gold souk and a meal in a traditional restaurant.

Inspector Hassan, when he heard about it, had simply said: "Please buy spices. No leads."

Ali had replied: “We can’t promise anything, Inspector.”

So now they were standing at the creek. The sun reflected on the water. On the other side was Deira, lively and dense, with old commercial buildings, souks and narrow streets. Modern high-rises stood in the haze further away, but here Dubai seemed different. Not shiny like the Burj Khalifa. Not huge like Atlantis. Not quiet like the desert.

Here Dubai was loud, warm, spicy and full of voices.

Men carried boxes across wooden walkways. Traders shouted something to each other. Seagulls circled over the water. One abra left, another arrived. The creek smelled of salt, diesel, spices and hot wood.

“It smells like old stories,” Ali said.

Tom looked at him in surprise. “That was good.”

“I’m versatile.”

They climbed into the abra. The boat rocked slightly, and Ali immediately spread his arms as if he had to save the balance of the entire world.

“Is everything okay?” asked Tom.

“I am completely calm.”

“You’re holding onto my sleeve.”

“So you don’t fall into the water.”

The driver started the engine. The abra broke away from the dock and slid out onto the creek. Water splashed quietly against the wood. The wind blew through Tom's dark brown hair and moved Ali's ghutra a little.

A second abra drove diagonally behind them. She wasn't full like the other boats. There were only three men in it. One wore dark sunglasses, even though the roof provided shade. There was a small wooden box at his feet. The box was wrapped with a red fabric ribbon.

Tom watched her.

“Ali,” Tom said quietly.

“If you say you’re hungry now, I’ll be proud of you.”

“The box.”

Ali followed his gaze. “There are a lot of boxes in Dubai.”

“This one is guarded.”

The second abra came closer. For a moment both boats sailed almost side by side. Tom heard one of the men speaking quietly.

“Don’t open in the souk,” he said in English. “Only behind the shop.”

The man in sunglasses replied, “If anyone asks, it’s spices.”

Ali became quiet. "Spices you're not allowed to open in the souk. Sounds normal. If you look it up in a very unusual dictionary."

When they docked in Deira, they walked through the narrow streets towards the souks. It smelled of cardamom, saffron, cinnamon, dried lemons, oud, coffee and warm bread. Traders stood in front of their shops and displayed colorful fabrics, spice pyramids, lanterns and small souvenirs.

Then Tom saw the three men from the abra again. The man with the sunglasses now carried the small wooden box under his arm. The red ribbon was gone.

“Crate?” Ali whispered.

"Box."

The men turned into a narrow side street between a spice shop and a jewelry store. Tom and Ali didn't follow. They just looked.

A faint metallic sound came from the alley.

Sound.

A coin on stone.

Then someone whispered, "Not here! Pick her up!"

A man stepped out of the alley. Something golden flashed in his hand before he put it in his pocket.

“Was that a coin?” Ali whispered.

Tom nodded.

The shop windows sparkled in the Gold Souk. Necklaces, bracelets, coins, rings, everything glittered under bright lamps. In a shop window Tom saw a small bowl of old coins. A man behind the counter noticed Tom's look and hastily pushed the bowl under a cloth.

Too hasty.

Then they heard loud voices.

A tourist stood in front of a gold shop and waved around with a piece of paper. "Fake! This is fake!"

He held up a small gold coin.

Ali looked at Tom.

Tom looked at the coin. She was shining. But somehow wrong.

Too bright. Too smooth. Too new.

“I think,” said Tom quietly, “someone is bringing fake gold into the souk.”

Ali closed his eyes briefly. “Inspector Hassan will never believe us again if we say we’re on vacation.”

For Tom, Dubai Creek wasn't just a venue. It was like a page in a book that someone had written on with too many little notes in the margins. Everywhere there was movement, voices, smells and things that at first glance had nothing to do with each other. But Tom now knew that a case was rarely hidden in one big clue. He hid in many small ones.

Ali adjusted his ghutra and looked around. "I would like to point out that old Dubai is very beautiful. But also very confusing."

“This is convenient for traders,” said Tom.

“And complicated for detectives.”

“That too.”

They stayed with their parents, just as Inspector Hassan had requested. Still, Tom's mind continued to work. He thought of abra, of red ribbon, of the way the suspects kept looking toward the creek. Water wasn't just a backdrop here. Water was one way. An abra could carry people, spices, cloth, gold or evidence.

“Do you know what bothers me?” asked Tom.

Ali looked at him. "Just one thing? That's progress."

"The gang uses places where no one looks closely. In the Gold Souk everyone looks at gold. In the Spice Souk everyone smells spices. At the creek everyone looks at boats. But no one asks whether everything belongs together."

Ali chewed thoughtfully on a date. “Unfortunately that’s clever.”

"Yes."

"I hate smart criminals. Stupid ones are much more relaxed."

Tom smiled briefly. Then he looked at a merchant who was lifting a box as if it were light, even though his fingers were turning white. Another man turned away too quickly. A woman pulled her scarf tighter and disappeared between two fabric shops. Anyone could be harmless. Anyone could be part of the chain.

Inspector Hassan had once said that a good investigator didn't just have to see what was there. He also had to notice what was missing. Tom thought of that. What was missing here?

No loud machines. Not a big workshop. No open sales. No direct handovers.

Instead: small boxes, half deliveries, fake names, spice dust, cloth ribbons, short distances over water.

“They divide everything up,” Tom said quietly.

Ali blinked. "What do you mean?"

"No one carries all the evidence. One has coins. One has edges. One has shapes. One has lists. When someone gets caught, there's always a piece missing."

Ali became serious. “Then Inspector Hassan needs all the parts.”

Tom nodded. “And we have to look closely enough so that none of them disappear.”

At that moment, a warm gust of wind blew through the alley. The scent of spices mingled with the smell of the creek. For a moment something golden sparkled between two boxes.

Ali held his breath. "Coin?"

Tom looked closer. Then he shook his head. “Just a candy wrapper.”

Ali exhaled. "This case is killing me. Now I suspect candy."

“You never suspect candy for long.”

"True. I'm happy to give them a fair hearing."

The joke helped. A little bit. But underneath the laughter, the tension remained. Somewhere in Deira the gang of counterfeiters continued to move. And every time an abra docked on the shore, Tom wondered if it was just bringing passengers.

Or the next piece of the puzzle.

Later, Tom wouldn't have been able to say exactly which clue had really made him uneasy in the first place. Maybe it was red fabric ribbon. Maybe it was the way the adults suddenly spoke more quietly. Maybe it was just that feeling he knew from previous cases: the place stayed the same, but the meaning changed.

An hour ago, Dubai Creek was still a destination. Now it was a network of paths.

Ali stood next to him, trying to look attentive and innocent at the same time. He only half succeeded.

“If your mother asks,” Ali whispered, “we’ll look at culture.”

“We look at culture.”

“And possibly organized crime.”

“Ali.”

“I’m not saying I’ll put it to her like that.”

Tom looked at the people around them. That was the difficult thing about Deira: no one stood still. A merchant lifted boxes, a driver called out to passengers, a tourist took photos, a child ran by with a bag of candy, and somewhere metal jingled again. In so much life it was easy to disappear. That's exactly why the gang had chosen this location.

“They don’t hide in dark corners,” said Tom.

Ali followed his gaze. “But in the middle of the market.”

"Yes. Where everyone believes that every sound is normal."

"Crates are normal. Spices are normal. Coins are normal in the Gold Souk."

“And abras on the creek are normal.”

Ali grimaced. “I don’t like it when normality becomes so suspicious.”

Tom went through the order again in his head. The box came over the water. The coins appeared in the Gold Souk. The saffron dust led to the Spice Souk. The conversations led to the wooden pier. The threats showed the gang was becoming nervous.

Nervous perpetrators made mistakes.

But nervous perpetrators also became more dangerous.

Inspector Hassan apparently had this in mind too. He never moved hastily. When he spoke to his people, his sentences became short and calm. Tom found that impressive. Ali found it “a bit incredibly professional,” as he later whispered.

“I wish I could be so calm,” Ali said.

“You’re quiet sometimes.”

"When?"

Tom thought.

Ali looked at him offended. “You’re thinking too long.”

“When you sleep.”

“Very funny, Sherlock-Tom.”

But even Ali became serious again when a man walked by with a box. The box was larger than the others, but there was no red ribbon on it. A small crescent moon was stamped on one corner. Just weak. Almost like a packaging symbol. Tom would have missed it if he hadn't been looking for crescents by now.

“There,” said Tom.

Ali looked. “The sign.”

The man didn't disappear. He left the box in front of a shop and began negotiating with a dealer. Maybe harmless. Maybe not. That was exactly the problem. The gang had used the souk because everyone there brought, carried, bought, sold and passed on something.

“We’ll tell Inspector Hassan,” said Tom.

“Without following,” Ali added.

“Without following.”

"I'm proud of us. Reluctantly, but proud."

When they gave Hassan the hint, he just nodded. No high praise, no surprise. Just that short nod that said: seen, understood, think further. For Tom, that was almost better than praise.

Then a gust of wind came from the creek. It brought the smell of water, diesel, spices and grilled meat. For a moment, Tom heard the city around him as it was before the















  
