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Prologue

January 17, 2006.

IT WAS A morning of savage cold. The raw, ravenous January wind hurled snow at the driver’s side of the car as the vehicle crunched along a freezing man-made ravine between drifts ploughed a dozen feet high. It had been snowing here in Newfoundland now for over three months. But Bart Hamm did not care. He chuckled at the banter of the local radio station’s DJ as he pressed the car on through the howling polar blizzard of his homeland, heading resolutely for the big trans-Atlantic air base outside the eastern town of Gander.

Bart had been working there for ten years now and he was used to the job’s routines and regimentation. Unlike most of the working people of the island’s coasts, he never had to worry about the cold. All through the autumn and winter the weather in Newfoundland is unbearable, except to a polar bear or possibly an Eskimo. But Bart was the first male member of his family in five generations not to have gone to sea, his attitude to life being guided by one solitary thought: Whatever the disadvantages may be to this job, whatever the freedoms I have sacrificed, it’s a helluva lot better than being out in a fishing boat.

The Hamms were from the tiny port of St Anthony, way up on the northern peninsula. Down the years since the middle of the 19th century they had treasured their independence, earning a harsh living from the dark, sullen waters that surge around the Labrador coast and the Western Atlantic. In the past century the Hamms had been saltbankers, sailing the big schooners out to the Grand Banks for cod; they had fished for turbot from the draggers, they had trapped deep-water lobsters, they had hunted seals out on the ice at the end of winter. A lot of teak-hard, rock-steady men named Hamm had drowned in pursuit of this most dangerous of industries – three in one day back in the early 1980s when a fishing boat out of St Anthony had iced up and capsized in a gale east of Grey Islands. Bart’s father had been one of the men lost in that incident, and Bart himself, his only son, had never quite recovered from the ordeal of waiting helplessly with his mother and sister for six hours in the snow and a biting nor’easter on the little town jetty. Every 30 minutes, they had walked up to the harbormaster’s shed, and Bart had never forgotten the old man repeating over and over, into the radio, ‘This is St Anthony . . . come in Seabird II . . . come in Seabird II . . . Please come in Seabird II.’ But there had always been just silence in reply.

That had been 23 years ago, when Bart had been 13; it was the day he knew that, whatever else, he was never going to become a fisherman.

Bart was a typical member of the Hamm family: thoughtful, quiet, accepting and as strong as a stud-bull. He was a good mathematician, and had won a scholarship to the Memorial University of Newfoundland in St John’s, where he had earned two degrees, one in mathematics and the other in physics. He possessed the perfect temperament for an air-traffic control officer, and had settled into a well paid place in one of the warmest, most protected modern buildings in the entire country. Stormswept ATC Gander is where they check in every incoming trans-Atlantic flight to Canada and the northern United States, the big passenger jets heading back into the civilized world from under the huge freezing sky which umbrellas the desolate North Atlantic waters at the 30º line of longitude. Bart loved the job, and not just because of the warmth. He had excellent powers of concentration, and his rise to supervisor would not be long in coming.

Today, driving through the snow at half past six in the morning, headlights cutting through the endless winter darkness, Bart was starting a seven-hour shift with an hour’s break midway. He would begin at the busiest part of the morning – any time after seven you were talking to a different airliner every three minutes, and you had to stay alert, on top of your game, every moment of your shift. The Gander Station was a key ingredient in Atlantic air-traffic safety, and the controllers there were inevitably the first to know of any problem.

Today Bart’s shift began at 0700. And he began to talk into his headset almost immediately he arrived at his station, connected on the HF radio to the great armada of passenger jets trundling westward, identifying themselves in their airline’s code and then reporting their height, speed and position. At 0717 he was talking to the co-pilot of a Lufthansa Boeing 747, out on 40°W, handing him a weather check and confirming the position of an offshore blizzard to the south, off the coast of Maine.

Two minutes later he picked up a new call and his heart, as always, skipped a beat. This was Concorde, British Airways’ supersonic star of the North Atlantic, streaking across the sky at 1330 mph. Bart heard a calm British voice saying, ‘Good morning, Gander. Speedbird Concorde zero-zero-one. Flight level five-four-zero to New York. Mach–2. Three-zero-west, five-zero-north at 1219 GMT. ETA 40 West 1241 GMT. Over.’

Bart replied carefully. ‘Roger that, Speedbird zero-zero-one. We’ll be waiting 1241. Over.’

The information was entered on his screen, and at 0738 Bart was waiting. Concorde was usually a couple of minutes early calling in because of the high speed at which she crossed the lines of longitude. To cover the 450 miles between 30°W and 40°W, she required only 22 minutes.

At 0740 he was still waiting, but nothing was coming through from the cockpit of the packed British supersonic craft as she raced through the skies out on the very edge of space.

Bart was already, by this time, feeling distinctly uneasy. He watched the digital clock in front of him go to 0741, and he knew that Concorde must be well past 40°W. But where the hell was she? At 0743 and 40 seconds he opened his High Frequency line and went to SELCAL (selective calling), causing two warning tones to sound in Concorde’s cockpit to alert the pilots to the signals. He began transmitting on the private voice channel. But there was no reply.

Seconds later he transmitted a radio signal designed to light up two amber bulbs right in the pilot’s line of vision and followed this up with: ‘Speedbird zero-zero-one, this is Gander. How do you read? Speedbird zero-zero-one, this is Gander. How do you read?’

By now his heart was pounding. He felt as if he were driving the supersonic jet himself, and he willed the voice of the British pilot to come crackling onto the headset. But there was nothing. ‘Speedbird zero-zero-one, this is Gander. How do you read?’ Frightened now, Bart raised his voice and departed from the procedural wording. ‘Speedbird zero-zero-one, please come in. Please come in.’

He checked his own electronic connections, checked every step he was taking. But he could not remove the lump in his throat, and, unaccountably, a new image stood before his mind’s eye – the image that still wakened him on stormy nights, the image of himself on that terrible morning in St Anthony when he had stood in the snow and then in the radio shed, clutching the hand of his mother and praying for news of his lost father, the skipper of the missing fishing boat Seabird II.

He tried one more time, calling through to the cockpit of the Concorde. His hand was shaking as he finally pressed the switch to summon his supervisor. At 0745 Concorde should have been more than 100 miles beyond 40°W; continued radio silence could only be the harbinger of disaster. Because this aircraft was nothing short of a flying hi-tech masterpiece in which electronic backup was layered threefold.

At that precise time, Air-Traffic Control Gander sounded the alarm that a major passenger airliner was almost certainly down in the North Atlantic. They alerted British Airways and the Canadian and US navies, and sounded the alarm on the international search and rescue wavebands.

The naval drills were routine and precise. Commanding officers were ordered to divert ships into the area where Concorde must have hit the ocean. While all this was happening, the haunted face of Bart Hamm was still staring into his screen as he listened to his headset. His urgent, despairing voice continued broadcasting, unanswered, on the great plane’s private frequency: ‘Speedbird zero-zero-one, this is Gander. Gander Oceanic Control. Please come in, Speedbird. Please answer. Speedbird zero-zero-one.’


One

May 26, 2004.

THE LIGHT WAS fading now along Haifa Street, and it was almost impossible to spot any westerners in this seething, poor section of Baghdad. Men in galabiyyas, long loose shirts, occupied much of the dirty sidewalks, sitting cross-legged, smoking waterpipes, selling small items of jewelry and copper. On one side of the main thoroughfare, dark narrow streets ran off toward the slow-flowing Tigris river. Tiny car workshops were somehow crammed along here between the cramped, decaying houses. The stifling smell of oil and axle grease mingled with the dark aromas of thick, black sweet coffee, incense, charcoal fires, cinnamon, sandalwood and baking bread.

He should have stood out a mile, wearing a smoothly cut, gray Western suit as he hurried out from the inner canyon of a green-painted garage. The club tie should have given him away, and certainly the highly polished shoes. But he turned around as he walked out and embraced the elderly, oil-coated mechanic with warmth and affection, staring hard into the man’s eyes – an unmistakable Arab gesture, the gesture of a Bedouin.

No doubt, the man was an Arab, and he caused few heads to turn as he headed back west toward Haifa Street, cramming a length of electrical wire into his pocket as he went. He seemed at home here in this crowded, sprawling market, striding past the fruit and vegetable stalls and nodding occasionally at a purveyor of spices or a rug-seller. He held his head high, and the dark trimmed beard gave him the facial look of an ancient caliph. His name was obscure, foreign-sounding to an Arab. The people called him Eilat. But, in the circles that knew his trade he was more formally referred to as Eilat One.

He made just one more stop, at a dingy hardware store 40 yards before the left turn onto the Ahrar Bridge. When he emerged ten minutes later he was carrying a white box with a picture of a lightbulb on the outside and a roll of wide gray heavy-duty, plastic tape, the regular kind that holds United Parcel together all over the world.

Eilat kept walking fast, sometimes straying off the sidewalk to avoid stragglers. He was thickset in build, no more than 5 feet 10 inches tall. He crossed the bridge into the Rusafah side of Baghdad and made his way up Rashid Street. In his left jacket pocket there was a small leather box containing Iraq’s national Medal of Honor, which had been presented to him personally that morning by the somewhat erratic president of the country. The coveted medal counted, he feared, for little.

There had been something in the manner of the President which he had found disturbing. They did not know each other well, but even so the uneasy distance between them had been noticeable. The President was known for the almost ecstatic greetings he gave to those who had served him faithfully, but there had been no such display of emotion that morning. Eilat One had been greeted as a stranger and he had left as a stranger, escorted in by two guards and escorted out again by the same men. The President had seemed to avoid eye contact.

And now the 44-year-old intelligence agent experienced the same chill that men of his calling have variously felt over the years in most countries in the world, the icy realization that, no matter what their achievements, the past had gone and time had rolled forward. The spy was being sent back out into the cold. Or, put another way, the spy had gone beyond his usefulness to his master. In the case of Eilat One, he might simply have become too important. And there was only one solution for that.

Eilat believed they were going to kill him. He further believed they were going to kill him tonight. He guessed there was already a surveillance team watching his little house, set in a narrow alley up toward Al–Jamouri Street. He would be wary, and he would be calmly self-controlled. There could be only one possible outcome of any assassination attempt on his life.

Still walking swiftly, he reached the huge wide-open expanse of Rusata Square. The streetlights were on now, but this square needed no extra illumination. A 50-foot-high portrait of the President was floodlit by more voltage than all the city streetlights put together. Eilat swung right, casting his eyes away from the searing dazzle of his leader, and pressed on eastward toward the great adjoining Amin Square with its mosques and cheap hotels.

Now he began to walk more slowly, tucking his white box under his arm, and staying to the right, hard against the buildings. The traffic was heavy, but he had no need to leave the sidewalk. Almost subconsciously he slipped into the soft stride of the Bedouin, moving lightly, feeling at the small of his back the handle of the long stiletto-bladed tribal knife that was his constant companion in times of personal threat.

He followed the late shoppers into Al–Jamouri Street and slowed almost to a stop as he reached an alleyway beside a small hotel. Then he quickened again and walked straight past the narrow walkway, with its solitary dim streetlight about halfway along. He gave a passing glance into the alley and saw that it was empty except for two cars parked at the far end. They were empty too, unless the passengers were curled up on the floor. Eilat had excellent eyesight, and was good at remembering pictures in his mind.

And now he stopped completely. He stood apparently distracted outside the hotel, looking at his watch, checking the passers-by, watching for someone who hesitated, someone who might slow down and stop, just as he had done. Twenty seconds later he moved into the alley and walked slowly toward a narrow white door that opened through a high stone wall into a courtyard that housed the Baghdad headquarters of Eilat One.

He heard with satisfaction the rusty grind and squeak of the hinges on the outside gate. He walked past an old bicycle and opened the door to his dark, cool house noiselessly. ‘I wonder if they’ll come as if in friendship,’ he said to himself. ‘Or will they just come busting in with a Kalashnikov and blow the place apart?’

He turned on the light-switch in the wide downstairs hall and checked the setting on the low laser beam he had installed to inform him if anyone had entered during his absence. There had been nobody. The white light on the wall panel, which flickered red if anyone had opened a window, was steady.

On reflection, he thought, they’ll probably try to take me out in the small hours of the morning. Stealth will be their method, and I suspect they’ll use knives. Messy, but silent. At least, that’s what I’d do if I were an assassin. I can’t see them risking gunfire, and I can’t imagine them confronting me, even in friendship. Not with my reputation.

It was after 8pm now. Eilat went to work with two screwdrivers, a large one for fastening a bracket into the wall and a small one, for electrical connections. ‘The key to murder in the dead of night,’ he muttered, ‘is vision. Night vision.’

When his tasks were completed he placed a firm wooden chair behind the door, turned out every light and drew the shades across the windows. He settled down to wait in the pitch black. Eyes open wide, he strained to make out shapes in the darkness; it was a full 20 minutes before he could distinguish the curved outline of the water pitcher on the table at the end of the hall.

Midnight came and went. Still Eilat waited calmly. He hoped there would not be more than three of them but, if there were . . . well, so be it.

At lam he stood up, walked to the pitcher and poured himself a drink, splashing the water into a stone cup. No spillage. Then he walked back to his chair behind the door without crashing into it. His nightsight was perfect now, a circumstance which he would use to best advantage. The last thing he wanted was ‘equal terms’.

They came for him at 19 minutes after 2am. Eilat heard the gate squeak and the doorknob turn, and was on his feet. The first man, dressed in dark combat gear with desert boots, entered silently. A second man followed the first, sensed rather than observed. Eilat remained by the door with his eyes clenched shut, his hands covering his face, protecting his night vision from the glow of the city outside.

Suddenly, very suddenly, without opening his eyes, he moved. Raising his right foot he booted the door shut with shuddering impact. And then he turned toward the wall again, his eyes still clenched tight.

The two visitors turned automatically to the slammed door. The big theatrical lightbulb set above it came on with blinding brightness and caught them bang in its ferocious glare. For a split second the men stood transfixed like rabbits in a spotlight. Their hands flew to their faces, but it was too late. The bulb was on for only two seconds but it destroyed their night vision completely at a vital moment for them both. And Eilat still had his.

He moved quickly behind the unseeing first man and crashed a smooth, heavy glass paperweight into the critical nerve-center behind the intruder’s right ear. He slammed the second assassin with a similar blackout blow, then turned and softly opened the door. ‘I suppose they have a lookout,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I may have to kill him as well.’

He walked swiftly across the yard and, ignoring the gate, climbed to the top of the wall with the assistance of an old wooden bench. For two minutes he scoured the alley with his gaze, watching for a movement, any movement, a person, any person. But there was nothing.

Finally he stepped down and walked back into the house. Once he was in the main room he switched on a small desk-light and collected his roll of sticky plastic masking tape. Slowly and with steady efficiency he bound together the wrists and ankles of the unconscious intruders using layers of tape. Then he placed one wide piece right across each of their mouths and arranged the two inert bodies to his satisfaction, dragging them down the middle of the hall and resting the head and shoulders of the second across the first man’s chest. Immediately after that he went into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of the coffee which had been percolating for the past several hours. Exactly eleven minutes had elapsed since Eilat had floored his assailants. He returned to the hall, holding his stiletto-bladed knife, and positioned himself right behind the head of the uppermost man, who was just regaining consciousness.

Leaning over, Eilat made a small incision on the left-hand side of the assassin’s throat. Then, with a surgical twist of the knife, he severed the jugular vein, the third largest artery in the human body. He stepped back quickly to avoid the surges of blood. After a moment he walked back to the kitchen and finished his coffee.

Grunts from the prostrate man on the floor drew him back to the hall a few minutes later. The assassin’s eyes were wide with terror as his colleague bled messily to death all over him. Almost a half-gallon of blood now saturated the two tangled bodies and still more was pumping out of the dying man’s neck wound.

‘Salam aleikom – and perhaps sooner than you think,’ said Eilat. ‘I expect you’ve noticed I just cut your assistant’s jugular. In a few moments I shall have absolutely no hesitation in doing precisely the same to you. That would give you about eight minutes to live. It takes that long, you know, for six pints of blood to unload. He’s just about gone now. Were I you I should wish him well in the arms of Allah.’

Eilat walked away, seemingly indifferent to the frenzied head-shaking, two-footed kicking and muffled screams of the man who still lived. When he returned he was once more carrying the knife.

Again he leaned over, careful to avoid getting blood on his suit, and placed the sharp tip of the weapon firmly against the assassin’s throat. When he spoke now it was with a hard edge to his voice. ‘If you want to live you will tell me precisely who sent you, precisely who issued your orders. You will speak softly when I remove the tape from your mouth. If I suspect a lie, you’ll be on your way to join your colleague. If you speak too loudly, the result will be the same. It takes about eight minutes, as I told you.’

With his left hand he slowly ripped the tape from the man’s lips. With his right he pressed the knife harder into the assassin’s throat, though still not making a cut, and said: ‘Speak softly and truthfully.’

‘The President, sir. He ordered it himself,’ the man blurted. Trembling uncontrollably, he poured out a mixture of facts and implorations. ‘Please don’t kill me – I have a wife, children. Please . . . The President, he told my boss what we were to do. I was told to be in attendance in the President’s office today so I’d know who you were. My boss was there too.’ Eilat nodded. He had already recognized the dying man as one of the guards who had escorted him into the President’s presence. ‘He said you were to die after midnight . . . quietly. Please, sir, don’t kill me. I had no choice . . .’

Eilat removed the knife and stuck a new piece of tape hard across the man’s mouth. Then he walked back into the main room and took from a drawer three passports and some travel agency documents. He slipped the paperweight into his pocket; he would keep it as a souvenir of tonight’s encounter. Then he straightened his tie, buttoned his jacket and moved back into the hall, putting the passports and documents on the table by the water pitcher in plain view of the bloodsoaked assassin.

He went into the bathroom, collected his shaving gear, toothpaste and soap, and re-emerged holding a small, smart-looking leather case. He turned out all of the lights and sat quietly in the darkness for fifteen minutes while the irises of his eyes slowly grew larger, recovering his night vision. Eventually he stood up and said casually, ‘Well, I’m going now. And I won’t be back for a while. I have rather a long journey ahead of me. I expect they’ll send someone for you in a few hours. By the way, you don’t have a lookout posted in the alley, do you? Don’t lie to me, because if I have to kill him I’ll come back here immediately and kill you as well.’

He felt rather than saw the man shake his head feverishly. ‘Very well, old chap,’ said Eilat. ‘I expect you won’t want to see me again. And nor will you, unless of course you’ve lied to me.’

The petrified palace guard nodded firmly. Eilat left him and stepped out into the courtyard, where he pulled a battered old bicycle away from the wall where it had stood in the shadows. Swiftly he took off his suit, shirt, tie and shoes. From a cloth bag behind the bicycle he produced old, soiled Arab robes, a turban and thonged leather shoes, and put them on. He stuffed his Western clothes into the sack in their place and slung it over his shoulder. Then, adopting the stooped posture of an elderly man, he pushed the bike out through the gate and made his way, limping painfully, away from Al-Jamouri Street toward the alley’s far end.

For over a year now he’d rented a disgustingly dirty little garret on the top floor of a small block of apartments less than 50 yards from his house on the same tiny street. It took him only moments to get there, leave the bicycle in the downstairs hall and climb the three flights of stairs. Once inside his room he shaved his beard, leaving just a thick black mustache. As he did so he prepared his mind for the new persona he was going to adopt, that of a street pedlar plying his wares among Rashid’s copper and gold bazaars. He would lead this new life for at least the next month, during which time the President’s security men would place an iron grip on every airport, seaport, bus and rail terminal in the country, while they tried to run down Iraq’s most wanted intelligence officer. The one with three passports.

‘If they searched this land for a thousand years,’ mused Eilat as he cleaned his razor, ‘I don’t suppose they’d ever, ever look for me along the street from which I vanished – my last known position.’

A month had gone by. For the past four days Baghdad had simmered in flaming June temperatures of around 110 degrees. The nights had brought no real respite, not even a cooling breeze off the eastern edges of the Syrian Desert. There had been terrible dust storms out in the central plains all week, the winds were hot, and Baghdad’s four million people were wilting under the hammer of the sun.
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Nonetheless, Eilat had to go.

He waited until 10pm on the night of June 26 and then gathered up his heavy cloth sack and cleared his room. He collected his bicycle from its usual place in the downstairs hall. The heat hit him like a blast from a furnace as he shambled out into the dark alley. As he had remarked to the man whose life he had so scrupulously spared a month before, he was leaving and might not be back for some time.

Eilat was fit but he was currently, by deliberate design, overweight: during the past month he had gained 14 pounds by following a careful diet of chicken, lamb, rice and pita bread at least twice a day. By the time he reached Al–Jamouri Street he was already sweating heavily. Once on the wide thoroughfare he mounted the old bike and set off slowly in a southeasterly direction, heading for the great bend where the Tigris swings suddenly west around the university before turning east again in a nine-mile loop out on the southern edge of the city. He pedaled gently, making for the long sweep of the Dora Expressway at the point where it crosses the river. The city was darker and quieter down here along Sadoun Street, and there were few people walking in Fateh Square. Eilat kept going until he could make out the huge yawning overpass of the expressway near where it becomes a truly spectacular bridge.

Here he dismounted and turned off the public roads, pushing the bike through the dark until he came into the deeper shadow of the bridge. He dumped the bike under a clump of bushes and began to move on foot along the banks of the Tigris. This was the great river of his boyhood, and he was aware this might be his last walk beside its quietly flowing brown waters.

It would be a long journey downstream, all 225 miles of it. He had the route laid out in detail, but without a single name penciled in, on a hand-drawn map he carried in the pocket of his robe. It was a critical drawing to him, but he had done it so it would be complete gibberish to anyone else. He also carried with him a tiny military compass he had owned for many years. He intended to proceed at the speed of Napoleon’s army on its way to Moscow – four miles an hour, despite full packs and muskets. If he could find shade, he would sleep by day and walk through the night, which was at least a little cooler – albeit not much. As he proceeded south toward the marsh the humidity would become stifling, and he guessed he would lose weight progressively. If there was no shade to be had by day he would keep walking beneath the glare of the desert sun.

Eilat was a Bedouin by birth, and he possessed the proud Bedouin belief that his kind alone could survive in the pitiless summer climate of his homeland, that he could go without food for days if he had to, and that he was not intimidated by even the worst dust storm. Water he carried with him, but he would not require as much of that as another man would.

He wished, not for the first time, that he still had access to one of his father’s camels. If he closed his eyes he could easily imagine the tireless, swaying rhythm of the stride, the endless beat of the wide hooves on the desert floor. But that was all in the far-lost youth he had spent out on the rim of the central plains, a long way north up the river, when life had been simple and he had been a true son of Iraq.

Iraq – the country which had used him for years, often under circumstances of unthinkable danger, and which had now betrayed him in the most brutal possible way. Eilat inwardly seethed at the injustice of the treatment handed out to him by the President. He had seen the coldness in the man’s eyes when he had presented the Medal of Honor, and he still failed to understand why he should have been singled out for summary execution after all that he had done in the cause of his nation’s greatness. In the past they had paid him, and paid him well. He still had close to a million dollars on deposit in four banks around the world, and he had some cash with him too, dinars and rials. But the thought kept returning: the President had not just rejected him but had wished him dead. And now, in the space of just one month, he, Eilat One, had redirected all of the hatred in his soul, the hatred that had sustained him through the loneliest years, toward a new enemy.

In the Arabian mind, the great flagstaff of pride stands tall. In the Bedouin mind it is unbending. The biblical concept of revenge is universal in Iraq, accepted by all. Time is no barrier – there is no time. In a land which has survived for six millennia, a single year is only a heartbeat, a decade just an interval. Eilat would have his revenge. Of that he was certain. He had spent his life in the service of his country, never marrying, never loving – except once. And the realization of the years wasted, squandered on an unfaithful master, burned into his mind as he walked steadily along the eastern bank of the dark Tigris.

By midnight the moon was bright, and it lit his way. Out to his left he could see car headlights in the distance, on the main road which connects Baghdad to the southern port of Basra. If he were to cross the sparse sandy flatlands between the river and the highway he could probably pick up a ride or even a bus, and at the very least the flat terrain of the road and its hard shoulder would be easier to walk upon. But Eilat was a wanted man, on the run in his own country, and he did not wish to be seen up close – not by anyone. He assumed the army and the police would have descriptions of him and that he would by now be branded a murderer and an enemy of the state. Which was, he had decided, a bit depressing . . . but considerably better than being dead.

He smiled when he imagined how long and determinedly they must have searched for a smartly dressed, bearded businessman, in Western clothes, and heading abroad. The chances of anyone connecting such a man with this scruffy country Arab, walking south with his pedlar’s sack and the stooped gait of an old man, were, he knew, remote. But Eilat was not into ‘remote’; he operated only on cold-blooded near-certainty. If no one saw him, he could not be recognized. And so he continued through the hot night, moving over the sands as swiftly as he could, if not so fast as Napoleon’s army.

The sun came throbbing up into the eastern sky shortly before 6am. In the distance Eilat could see the ancient remains of the Parthian city of Ctesiphon, which lies on the banks of the river 20 miles south of Baghdad. He could just make out in the dawn light the great vaulted arch, built in the second century BC, which still dominates the ruins. Eilat still had 45 minutes more to walk. He took his first drink of the new day, swallowing almost a pint of water; if need be he could refill his two leather flasks somewhere in the old city.

By 8am the sun was high and the temperature was on its way to 110 degrees. He had found the city’s only café deserted of customers, and now he sat alone in a corner facing the wall, devouring a large breakfast of eggs, toast and chicken with rice. He drank orange juice and coffee, and paid the staff to fill his water-holders. The price was minimal compared to what he would have paid in Baghdad.

The next stretch of the river, winding 100 miles down to Al Kūt, was not a walk which held any appeal to Eilat. The flat landscape, hammered brown by the sun, was practically bereft of life, human, animal or plant. He knew that close to the water he would occasionally pass scattered date-palms tended by kind and generous rural families who would perhaps offer him a drink, and they would want to talk. But he would have nothing to say to them. The President had made him an outcast in his own land, and he already felt foreign, as if he must hide all of his inner thoughts even from simple country people, people for whom he had once been prepared to die.

Perhaps that had been inevitable anyway, because he had spent so many years away the men in power felt he could never be completely trusted. He could understand that thought process – just. But the blind injustice of it represented to Eilat a violation of his honor. And that was what he found himself unable to live with.

He left the café before 10am and wandered out to the ruined outskirts of Ctesiphon, avoiding people, searching for a quiet, sheltered north-facing place to sleep until the late afternoon, when he would eat and drink again before setting off on his second night’s trek. He found a small, low dusty building – just three stone sides and a roof – which faced back up the river, the way he had come. It was hot inside, but the shade was deep. Eilat was exhausted, and breakfast had made him sleepy. But first he turned toward the back wall, on a bearing of two-zero-five, a line down which, more than 800 miles distant, lay the holy Muslim city of Mecca. He knelt in the dust and humbled himself, seeking the forgiveness of his God.

Eilat slept for eight hours undisturbed, his head on his soft water bags, his right hand on the handle of the desert knife beneath his robe. By 8pm he was under way again, striding forward along the river, wishing it ran a straighter course, hoping not to meet anyone, cursing the ground upon which the President of Iraq walked.

Eilat once more wondered what the future held for him. He had a plan, but it might not work. For the first time in his entire life he faced the world alone – entirely alone. The cord which had joined him for so long to Iraq was severed, and it could never be repaired.

He walked generally southeast with the river for almost four days, alone and, so far as he knew, unobserved. He spoke to no one, and eked out his water and his pita bread. The sun was pitiless during the day, and shade was so sparse that his planned schedule went awry almost immediately; he just slept when he could and walked the rest of the time, making on average 25 miles a day without incident except that he lost some ten pounds body-weight.

On the first day of July, late in the afternoon, six miles north of the riverside town of Al Kūt, he spotted, about 200 yards ahead of him, his first potential problem. There on the edge of a small grove of date-palms was a camouflaged Iraqi army jeep. He could see no sign of local farmers, there was no house, and the area seemed completely desolate aside from two uniformed soldiers leaning against the vehicle. It was too late to stop or turn off the path. They must have seen him and, despite the comforting protection of his Arab robe, complete now with the customary redcheckered head-dress, Eilat knew they might very well ask to see his identification documents.

Walking with the aid of a long stick he had cut, he slowed slightly as he made his approach, limping, stooping forward. He did not avert his gaze as he continued straight toward the jeep and the soldiers, each of whom carried a short-barreled machine-gun, probably old-design Russian.

He was almost level when the senior man spoke, brusquely, with authority. ‘Hey, old man. Iraqi?’

Eilat nodded and kept going, moving past them, exaggerating the limp. He thought for a split second that they would ignore him, but then the soldier spoke again. ‘WAIT!’

Eilat was not surprised. He was moving into a particularly sensitive area of the country. Al Kūt is the town where the Tigris splits, and here a great drainage program had been instituted to dry out the marshes and destroy the wild wetland homes of the ancient and potentially troublesome Marsh Arabs. Eilat knew the place was crawling with soldiers: it was still regarded as somewhat out of control – drier, but out of control.

He obeyed the command of the Iraqi officer, turning slowly and saying softly the traditional greeting of the desert: ‘Salam aleikom Peace be upon you.

The officer was a man of about 35, tall and thin with a hooked beak of a nose, hooded dark eyes, and a full mouth. He did not smile. ‘Documents?’

‘I have none, sir,’ replied Eilat. ‘I’m just a poor traveler.’

‘Traveling to where?’

‘I’m looking for my son, sir. I heard from him last in An-Nasiriya three years ago. I have no money except for a few dinars, enough for some bread in Kūt.’

‘And then you plan to walk right down the Shatt al Gharraf? One hundred twenty miles?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘With a loaf of bread, on your own, and no documents?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘In Baghdad, sir. In the south of the city.’

‘A city Arab with no documents?’ The officer’s tone was questioning. ‘And what do you carry in that bag?’

‘Just water, sir.’

‘Show me,’ said the officer, uttering the two words which would end his life.

Eilat turned away slowly, but he came back as fast as a striking cobra, jamming the end of his stick with colossal force into the small space between the officer’s eyes, just above the bridge of his nose. All three men heard the bone of the forehead splinter, but it was the last sound the Iraqi officer ever knew. Eilat slammed the butt of his right hand upward into the great beaked nose, ramming the jagged bone into the man’s brain.

The younger soldier just stood there, his mouth open in total amazement, as this elderly crippled traveler killed his commanding officer in two seconds flat. He held his hands open wide, trying to speak – perhaps to surrender. But it was too late for that. Eilat was on him, thrusting his knife between the ribs and straight into the young man’s heart. The soldier was dead before he hit the sand.

Eilat kicked and rolled the two bodies under the jeep, located the toolbox and shoved that under there alongside them. Then he cut and sliced three long strips of material from the front seat and tied them together to make a jury-rigged strip, about six feet long, which he shoved into the petrol tank. Once he was sure the material was saturated with petrol he pulled most of it out and laid it on the sand. He lit the end furthest from the tank and hurled himself flat about 20 feet away as the jeep blew up in a blast of flame and black smoke. After a few moments he picked up his bag and stick and fled the blazing wreck, racing along the river for more than two miles before he finally slowed, resuming his careful, stooping old man’s gait. He hoped the burned-out jeep and corpses would not be discovered for a few hours, but he did not bank on it.

‘Anyway, who would suspect me?’ he muttered. ‘It’ll take them a few days to run an autopsy on the soldiers – a few days before they find out their men were taken out by a professional.’ He thanked God for the training of the military in which he had served, especially for the courses he had attended in unarmed combat – and armed combat, for that matter. He had finished first in both disciplines, as he had in every course he had ever taken.

He reached Al Kūt by nightfall, limping into the city. Food was easy to find – he purchased grilled lamb and rice with extra pita bread from a street trader – and he was able to refill his water bottles from a hose at a gas station. He slept on a bench in a dark corner of the bus depot. So far as he knew, only the curbside cook had seen his newly bearded face, and even then he had kept his head well down, mumbling his order and offering no conversation.

Eilat left before dawn, following the river as it swung east away from the city toward the Iranian border. His little map marked the spot 80 miles further on at the oasis settlement of ‘Alī al Gharbī where the wide stream would turn southward again, toward the Gulf – and the marshes.

For four more days and nights he walked and slept intermittently, both under the raging desert sun and through the unbearably hot and clammy nights. He saw few travelers, spoke to no one, and ate and drank only what he carried with him. His ration was three pieces of bread and four pints of water every 24 hours. Twice each day he would move down to the river and immerse himself in the water; then he would walk on, in a robe that was at first cool and heavy but which dried out all too quickly.

He arrived exhausted and dehydrated in ‘All al Gharbi just before midnight on July 5. He located a water pump in the middle of the town and stood drinking alone in the dark for almost ten minutes. He filled his water bags again and found an abandoned market stall on the sand, where he slept until dawn. He was two days away from Al ‘Amārah, which was a much bigger town, but there was nothing along the route: before he left Gharbi he would have to replenish his food supply, and he hoped there was a café which opened early.

His luck, which had held for a long time, ran out here. Nothing opened until 9am, and so he was obliged to wait around for three hours. He finally ate breakfast, drank copious amounts of fruit juice, and found another shop where he could buy bread for the journey. He was wary of taking even prepacked meat because of the heat, but he risked a few tomatoes and some tired green local lettuce leaves. In a second shop he noticed a newspaper which carried a front-page photograph of a burned-out army jeep under the headline ‘IRAQI SOLDIERS DIE REPAIRING ARMY VEHICLE.’

It took him another three and half days to reach his turning-point, at Qal’at Sālih, deep in the eastern marshes, only 30 miles from the Iranian border. It was easily the most hellish part of the journey. The unforgiving sun beat down from morning to night, and the days grew hotter as he went south while the humidity became worse. He was now 16 pounds below his regular weight, and the insects which hovered above the still waters were vicious. Eilat used his repellent spray sparingly, and only when the mosquitoes were at their worst. He stuck to the river.

He knew that out to his east were the surviving ancient lands of the Madan, the Marsh Arabs. Away to the right, on the west side of the river, Saddam Hussein had drained hundreds of square miles of the marshes right down to the confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates. For hundreds of years those wetlands had provided a haven for escaped slaves as well as Bedouin and those who had offended against the state. The area was accessible only by small boats, and no army, however determined, had ever operated successfully in this treacherous swampland. Saddam had a solution to that. He diverted the rivers and built a couple of gigantic canals to cut off the water supply to the entire Al ‘Amārah Marsh. The result today is an arid, silted-up land whose entire ecosystem has been destroyed. A huge range of wading birds, storks, pelicans and eagles lost their homes, not to mention another vast array of fishes, small mammals . . . and people. The Marsh Arabs, whose families had lived there for thousands of years, were forced to leave in the 1980s as the Iraqi Army drove through the dried-up swamps, laying down great causeways for armored vehicles to move more easily eastward, toward Iran, Iraq’s smoldering enemy across the border.

Eilat did not approve of the drying-out program, but right now he was much more concerned about his own side of the river, where the great surviving marsh stretches for 50 miles to the border and on into Iran, approaching the foothills of the Zagros Mountains.

He rested for a whole day at Qal’at Sālih, regaining his strength after his 16-day march from Baghdad. He ate chicken, lamb and rice, fruit and vegetables. He risked no other human contact except for the two elderly street traders who served him. Then, in the late afternoon of July 12, he started his journey again, turning away from the Tigris for the first time through the marshes to the border. His little map marked the causeways he could follow, but there were no road signs and his only navigational guides were the most rudimentary: the Pole Star showed him due north and, so long as the sun rose directly ahead, he was on an eastward bearing.

Eilat intended to walk until dawn, until he could see the watery landscape. That meant 11 hours’ travel, including three stops, and he expected to cover close to 25 miles in the long humid night. He would have to take care not to walk over the edge of the path into the swamp. He knew that the moon, now 16 days after full, would be no help at all, but luckily he was a man with excellent night vision.

Unsurprisingly, he met no one throughout his hours of walking. The waters were low at this time of the year, and many of the nomadic buffalo herders had moved to the rivers. Occasionally Eilat spotted the dim lights of a small cluster of sarifas – houses set on poles above the water – with their ornate latticework entrances. Outside in the shadows, moored in the high reeds, floated a scattering of the long slender poling canoes – the mashufs – that are just about the only boats which can operate efficiently in these long lagoons and shallow lakes: not many boat-designs remain virtually unchanged for 6000 years.

When the sun rose – dead ahead, thankfully for Eilat – he was seven miles short of the Iranian border. The causeway he now walked on was wide and firm. It was along here in September 1980 that the great armored divisions of Saddam’s army mounted their opening attack on their Persian neighbors, roaring through to the old capital of the border province of Khuzestān – the city of Ahvāz, to which Eilat, too, was now headed.

However, between him and the border lay a patrolled frontier, and he had no wish to further cross swords with the government forces of Iraq – nor those of Iran, for that matter. Although he had an Iranian passport with him, he elected to lie low all day and then make his crossing by night, heading for the tiny border town of Bostan. He kept his distance for the remaining daylight hours and waited until 11pm before finally making his move. Two hours and forty-five minutes later, in the small hours of July 14, he slipped into the Islamic Republic of Iran, crossing illegally the unseen line which divided two of the world’s most implacable enemies.

He was still in the marsh, but soon the land would rise and become drier. Ahvāz was 60 miles distant, with two towns along the way, Bostan and Sūsangerd, where he could eat and find water, but he wouldn’t pause in either of them long. He had arranged to pick up a letter in Ahvāz, and there he could also purchase Iranian clothing, find a decent meal and in due course board a train for the long journey to Isfahan, almost 500 miles away across the great range of the Zagros.

Eight o’clock on the evening of July 17, and Eilat could see clearly the bright lights of the sprawling industrial city of Ahvāz, three miles away and directly to his south. All along the north side of the city there are huge oil refineries, burning off excess gases 24 hours a day. These towering beacons light up the city permanently: it never gets really dark in Ahvāz.

Half a mile from the city’s boundary Eilat changed back into his Western clothes. He dumped his Arab garments and his bag and strolled up to the main square, Meidun-e Shohada. From there he located the Hotel Bozorg-e Fajr, checked into the best room he could find ($75 a night), immersed himself in a hot bath and made a single phone call. Then he persuaded a rather sullen room-service waiter to bring him sandwiches and coffee while he awaited the arrival of the talabeh, the young theological student who would take him to the meeting place he had set up on the phone.

Another 45 minutes went by, and it was close to 11pm before Eilat and his guide, a bespectacled 24-year-old Iranian named Emami, left the hotel. They turned immediately west, walking quickly through the shadowy but still busy streets.

Ahvāz is a late city, probably because of the endless twilight afforded by the flaming oil beacons, and many shops and restaurants stay open until after midnight. But here, less than a mile from the main square, it was very gloomy. The streets were like those of most industrial towns, poor and dirty, and they were made even more melancholy by the closeness of the factories and refineries in which most of the male population worked. The heat was oppressive and the smell of oil saturated the atmosphere.

The two men turned into a small deserted square surrounded on three sides by high dark walls. The young talabeh led the way to a tall wooden gateway, tapped softly – once, twice – and then said quietly, ‘Eilat,’ before tapping twice more.

The gate was opened by a guard, who led them across a courtyard and into a small house situated at the rear of an unprepossessing city mosque. Inside stood a tall, elderly cleric dressed in the long dark robe of his calling and wearing a white turban. Eilat had known that, as an Iraqi Sunni Muslim, he would have some adjustments to make. Standing before the Iranian Shi’ite, he raised his left hand to his forehead and then lowered it in the traditional greeting of Islam: ‘Salam aleikom.’

The cleric wasted little time. He nodded his head and said, ‘Your suggestions have aroused curiosity in certain places. The hojjat-el-Islam will see you in Isfahan. I will give you a letter of introduction, with a phone number. You should call it, and a student will take you to him. You must explain everything to him. But it is better that you leave now. The train departs at 8am, and before that you must sleep. Allah go with you.’

Eilat bowed again and took the letter which was handed to him. After offering his thanks he followed his student guide back across the courtyard and through the gate to the square. Fifteen minutes later he was in the hotel and by midnight he was in bed. Before he slept he assessed his progress. ‘Out of Iraq. Good. Into Iran. Satisfactory so far. But will they listen, or will they just kill me first? It’s beginning to look as if they might listen . . .’

The following morning, after a deep six-hour sleep, he rose early, badgered the hotel staff for tea, bathed, shaved and wished to hell he had a clean shirt. But that would have to wait. He got someone to call a cab to take him to the railway station, and there he bought himself a first-class ticket to Isfahan, paying in cash. The journey would take 12 hours, including a stop at Qom.

Iranian trains are fast, and the comfortable compartments of the first-class section are each designed for only four passengers. Seats in here can be converted into beds at night, and the guard comes around often, taking orders for meals and tea. The compartment Eilat found himself in was otherwise empty, and the train was only ten minutes late, as it pulled out of Ahvāz bound northward 70 miles across the southwestern desert to the town of Dezfūl. From here it climbed into the high peaks of the Zagros, steaming through rough and often spectacular country to arrive at 2pm at the mountain town of Arāk, a religious center in which the young Ayatollah Khomeini had begun his theological studies in 1920.

Arāk was almost the halfway point. From here it was a fast downhill run of almost 100 miles to the sacred Shi’ite city of Qom, home of the gold-domed Astane, the shrine built over 400 years ago in honor of the Imam Reza’s sister Fateme, who died in 816. Non-Muslims are banned from entering the holy shrine and even from the hotels around it, and photography in any form is absolutely forbidden. Ayatollah Khomeini studied here for 15 years under the legendary Muslim theologian Shayk Abdul-Karim Ha’eri.

The train waited in Qom for only a few minutes. Four hours later Eilat arrived in Isfahan, checked into the great ornate Hotel Abbassi, and made his phone call. He agreed to meet the student at 11am and that together they would find the hojjat.

Early the following morning Eilat purchased a soft leather traveling bag and some expensive robes in the Iranian style. He also bought a turban and new underwear, socks and shirts, and laid siege to a city pharmacy, acquiring aftershave, toothpaste and toothbrush, shaving foam, eau de Cologne, and luxurious bath oil. On reflection, he decided, he was glad to be shot of the life of a traveling Bedouin pedlar.

When he met the talabeh at the appointed time in the hotel foyer he was wearing his new robes and feeling clean and comfortable for the first time since the night he had dealt with the Iraqi Government’s assassins, more than seven weeks ago.

The new student was a slim youth of just 21 from Tehrān, taller than Eilat, and he walked along reading an open book, saying nothing whatsoever. Eilat saw no reason to disturb these theological ponderings, and followed just behind, taking in the sights of a place he had known only in Muslim folklore.

Isfahan was once the most glorious city in the Middle East, and it still contains the greatest concentration of Islamic architecture in Iran. Beautiful, translucent blue tiles decorate many of the buildings. Like most tourists, Eilat had never seen anything to match the ancient splendors of this place. He and his guide walked along winding streets to Imam Khomeini Square, a majestic shop-lined area some 20 acres in extent right in the middle of the town; it is the second most dramatic urban square in the world, after Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. They crossed its entire length, and Eilat began to think he had walked far enough by now. He asked how much farther it was to the meeting place.

‘One more mile, sir,’ replied the talabeh. Eilat silently considered it would have been churlish to protest since he had just walked over three hundred miles without a word of complaint.

They kept heading north for another fifteen minutes, finally turning into the precincts of the Great Mosque of Isfahan, the Masjed–e Jame, a truly momentous building whose twin minarets towered over its pale-blue-tiled exterior. This most glorious of mosques is unique for many reasons, particularly its soaring eleventh century north dome; still regarded as a geometric miracle, this was designed using structural theories developed at that time in Isfahan by the eminent local mathematician and poet Omar Khayyam.

Eilat and his guide entered from the east and walked across the great courtyard into the large covered area in the southeastern quadrant. It was cool in here and some parts were in deep shade, almost darkness. Standing beside one of the ornate stucco pillars, his face completely hidden, was the hojjat whom Eilat had come to meet.

Not moving from the shadows, the man offered a formal greeting. Eilat stepped forward to enfold the eminent cleric’s outstretched hand in both of his, in the ancient Muslim way. The talabeh was dismissed somewhat curtly, and the learned man moved swiftly to business.

‘It’s quiet in here, and private,’ he said. ‘We will speak in Arabic. If that’s agreeable?’

‘Perfectly,’ replied Eilat. ‘How would you like me to begin?’

By now he could see the face of the hojjat. It was the face of a masterful man. Even partly covered by the white turban, the high, intelligent forehead was obvious. The mouth was thin and even, the dark eyes steady but alive. The cleric might have been 70 years of age, but there was a youthfulness in his manner – and an edge of wariness. Eilat would not have been surprised to discover the hojjat carried a revolver, as he himself carried his desert knife.

The holy man walked slowly between the great supports in the vaulted area, and the Iraqi fell into step with him. ‘Perhaps,’ began the cleric, ‘you should begin by telling me why I, or any of my colleagues, should trust you.’

Eilat smiled and then said slowly, ‘In my line of country, there must always be some risk. I’m here to offer you my services for an extended period of time. I expect to be highly paid, because I have a unique service to offer. But you may feel I oughtn’t to be paid until my tasks for you are complete.’

‘That wasn’t quite what I meant,’ replied the hojjat. ‘I was asking, why? Why should we listen to you? Who are you? How can we know you aren’t working for a foreign government? How can we know you’re not an enemy of Iran? What proof have you that we should confide in you in any way at all?’

‘Sir, I will tell you as much as I can without placing myself in more danger than I already am.’

‘Very well. Please do.’

‘I’ve spent almost all of my working career operating on behalf of my government under deep cover in other countries. I have taken some very large risks, and I have occasionally struck a savage blow against the West on behalf of the nation of Islam.’

‘Are you a terrorist?’

‘No, sir. I have always been connected with the military.’

‘Are you Syrian, or perhaps Libyan?’

This was the difficult moment. ‘No, sir. I’m an Iraqi.’

‘And do you intend to return to Iraq should your mission for us be completed?’

Eilat elected to use a term of high respect as he replied, ‘No, mullah. I will never return to Iraq. I would not be permitted to do that, except so that they could kill me. And, anyway, I have come to hate Iraq. I would rather be dead than ever set foot in the place.’

‘So would I,’ commented the hojjat. ‘And what has happened to make you so bitter? What have they done to this loyal servant of Saddam’s regime who stands here with me today?’

‘They presented me with a medal, sir, for my long, untiring efforts on their behalf. And that same night the President sent two of his palace guards to assassinate me.’

‘I see they were not successful.’

‘No, sir, they were not. But it was close. I had to kill one of them in order to escape.’

‘Are you publicly hunted?’

‘I do not believe so, sir. They would never admit openly to anything like this. But I imagine you have sources in Baghdad, and I expect someone will confirm to you that Eilat One is missing, and wanted, and is believed to have left the country.’

‘Do you have a valid passport you can show me?’

‘I do. It’s Iraqi and old. For obvious reasons I have placed tape over my real name, which I do not wish you to know yet. But the photograph and all the other details are accurate.’

‘Very well. Might I ask you also whether you seek to enforce terrorist action against America and the West for fundamentalist reasons? Or is it that, because you intend to carry out your attacks in such a way, the blame will surely be leveled at Iraq?’

Eilat was momentarily shaken by the directness of the question, and indeed by the acute observation of his interrogator. But he knew that to hesitate would be fatal. He replied instantly: ‘Both.’

The cleric walked slowly onward, keeping silent for more than a minute. Then he asked, ‘Have you ever attacked a target in the West in, shall we say, a high-profile way?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do they search for you? Are you a man wanted not just in Iraq but by nations all over the world?’

‘I cannot say, sir. No one ever mentioned that I was wanted by the Americans. But I shouldn’t be terribly surprised if I were – although I’ve no idea whether they have any clue as to my identity.’

‘I share that ignorance with them, of course.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, Eilat, I must tell you that I shall recommend that our source in Baghdad substantiate this story about your . . . er . . . demise in your home country. Could you give me a time and date when it happened?’

‘I could. In the early hours of May 27, around 0215.’

‘How did the man die? What did you use?’

‘A knife, sir. To the throat.’

‘Quieter, hmm?’

‘Exactly so, sir.’

‘Any other details?’

‘Yes. After a long manhunt, they were unsuccessful in finding me.’

‘Very clever, Eilat.’

‘Just professional.’

‘Would you have any interest in telling me precisely what you intend to perpetrate against the Great Satan?’

‘I should prefer not to unless I were in the presence of the man making the decision and of the military commander with whom I would have to work.’

‘I understand. But do you propose the targets be military ones?’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘Reverting to the question of fundamentalism, would you say your religious beliefs are your prime reason for wishing to carry out such operations?’

‘No. That was the case when I was an idealist, serving my country abroad. But no longer. I have simply come to the realization that I know no other trade – it’s all I have to sell. And every man has to earn a living
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