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  Near Tabriz One, at the Village of Abu Mard: 6:17 A.M. In the dawn, the face of another Mahmud, the Islamic-Marxist mullah, was contorted with rage. ‘Have you lain with this man?’ he shouted. ‘Before God have you lain with him?’


  Azadeh was on her knees in front of him, panic-stricken. ‘You’ve no right to burst into th –’


  ‘Have you lain with this man?’


  ‘I...I am faithful to my...my husband,’ she gasped. It was only seconds ago that she and Ross had been sitting on the carpets in the hut, hastily eating the meal she had brought him, happy together, ready for immediate departure. The headman had gratefully and humbly accepted his pishkesh – four gold rupees to him and one she had secretly given to his wife – telling them to sneak out of the village by the forest side the moment they had finished eating, blessing her – then the door had burst open, aliens had rushed them, overpowering him and dragging them both into the open, shoving her at Mahmud’s feet and battering Ross into submission. ‘I’m faithful, I swear it. I’m faithf –’


  ‘Faithful? Why aren’t you wearing chador?’ he had shouted down at her, most of the village collected around them now, silent and afraid. Half a dozen armed men leaned on their weapons, two stood over Ross who was face downward in the snow, unconscious, blood trickling from his forehead.


  ‘I was...I was wearing chador but I...I took it off while I was eat –’


  ‘You took off your chador in a hut with the door closed eating with a stranger? What else had you taken off?’


  ‘Nothing, nothing,’ she said in more panic, pulling her unzipped parka closer about her, ‘I was just eating and he’s not a stranger but an old friend of mi...old friend of my husband,’ she corrected herself hastily but the slip had not gone unnoticed. ‘Abdollah Khan is my father and you have no r –’


  ‘Old friend? If you’re not guilty you’ve nothing to fear! Before God, have you lain with him? Swear it!’


  ‘Kalandar, send for my father, send for him!’ The kalandar did not move. All eyes were grinding into her. Helplessly she saw the blood on the snow, her Johnny groaned, coming around. ‘I swear by God I’m faithful to my husband!’ she screamed. The cry went over them all and into Ross’s mind and seared him awake.


  ‘Answer the question, woman! Is it yes or no! In the Name of God, have you lain with him?’ The mullah was standing over her like a diseased crow, the villagers waiting, everyone waiting, the trees and the wind waiting – even God.


  Insha’Allah.


  Her fear left her. In its place was hate. She stared back at this man Mahmud as she got up. ‘In the Name of God, I am and have always been faithful to my husband,’ she pronounced, ‘In the Name of God, yes, I loved this man, years upon years ago.’


  Her words made many that were there shudder and Ross was appalled that she had admitted it.


  ‘Harlot! Loose woman! You openly admit yourself guilty. You will be punished accord –’


  ‘No,’ Ross shouted over him. He dragged himself on to his knees and though the two mujhadin had guns at his head, he ignored them. ‘It was not the fault of Her Highness. I – I’m to blame, only me, only me!’


  ‘You’ll be punished, Infidel, never fear,’ Mahmud said, then turned to the villagers. ‘You all heard the harlot admit fornication, you all heard the Infidel admit fornication. For her there is but one punishment – for the Infidel – what should happen to the Infidel?’


  The villagers waited. The mullah was not their mullah, nor of their village, nor a real mullah but an Islamic-Marxist. He had come uninvited. No one knew why he had come here, only that he had appeared suddenly like the wrath of God with leftists – also not of their village. Not true Shi’as, only madmen. Hadn’t the Imam said fifty times all such men were madmen who only paid lip service to God, secretly worshipping the Satan Marx-Lenin.


  ‘Well? Should he share her punishment?’


  No one answered him. The mullah and his men were armed.


  Azadeh felt all eyes boring into her but she could no longer move or say anything. She stood there, knees trembling, the voices distant, even Ross’s shouting, ‘You’ve no jurisdiction over me – or her. You defile God’s name . . .’ as one of the men standing over him gave him a brutal shove to send him sprawling then put a booted foot on his neck pinioning him. ‘Castrate him and be done with it,’ the man said and another said, ‘No, it was the woman who tempted him – didn’t I see her lift her chador to him last night in the hut. Look at her now, tempting us all. Isn’t the punishment for him a hundred lashes?’


  Another said, ‘He put his hands on her, take off his hands.’


  ‘Good,’ Mahmud said. ‘First his hands, then the lash. Tie him up!’


  Azadeh tried to cry out against this evil but no sound came out, the blood roaring in her ears now, her stomach heaving, her mind unhinged as they dragged her Johnny to his feet, fighting, kicking, to tie him spread-eagled between the rafters that jutted from the hut – remembering the time she and Hakim were children and he, filled with bravado, had picked up a stone and thrown it at a cat, and the cat squealed as it rolled over and got up, now injured, and tried to crawl away, squealing all the time until a guard shot it, but now...now she knew no one would shoot her. She lurched at Mahmud with a scream, her nails out, but her strength failed her and she fainted.


  Mahmud looked down at her, ‘Put her against that wall,’ he said to some of his men, ‘then bring her her chador.’ He turned and looked at the villagers. ‘Who is the butcher here? Who is the butcher of the village?’ No one replied. His voice roughened. ‘Kalandar, who is your butcher?’


  Quickly the headman pointed to a man in the crowd, a small man with rough clothes. ‘Abrim, Abrim is our butcher.’


  ‘Go and get your sharpest knife,’ Mahmud told him. ‘The rest of you collect stones.’


  Abrim went to do his bidding. As God wants, the others muttered to each other. ‘Have you ever seen a stoning?’ someone asked. A very old woman said, ‘I saw one once. It was in Tabriz when I was a little girl.’ Her voice quavered. ‘The adulteress was the wife of a bazaari, yes, I remember she was the wife of a bazaari. Her lover was a bazaari too and they hacked off his head in front of the mosque, then the men stoned her. Women could throw stones too if they wanted but they didn’t, I didn’t see any woman do it. It took a long time, the stoning, and for years I heard the screams.’


  ‘Adultery is a great evil and must be punished, whoever the sinner, even her. The Koran says a hundred lashes for the man ...the mullah is the lawgiver, not us,’ the kalandar said.


  ‘But he’s not a true mullah and the Imam has warned against their evil!’


  ‘The mullah is the mullah, the law, the law,’ the kalandar said darkly, secretly wanting the Khan humbled and this woman who had taught new, disturbing thoughts to their children destroyed. ‘Collect the stones.’


  Mahmud stood in the snow, ignoring the cold and the villagers and the saboteur who cursed and moaned and, frenzied, tried to fight out of his bonds, and the woman inert at the wall.


  This morning, before dawn, coming to take over the base, he had heard about the saboteur and her being in the village. She of the sauna, he had thought, his anger gathering, she who had flaunted herself, the highborn whelp of the cursed Khan who pretends to be our patron but who has betrayed us and betrayed me, already engineering an assassination attempt on me last night, a burst of machine-gun fire outside the mosque after last prayer that killed many but not me. The Khan tried to have me murdered, me who is protected by the Sacred Word that Islam together with Marx-Lenin is the only way to help the world rise up.


  He looked at her, seeing the long legs encased in blue ski pants, hair uncovered and flowing, breasts bulging against the blue and white ski jacket. Harlot, he thought, loathing her for tempting him. One of his men threw the chador over her. She moaned a little but did not come out of her stupor.


  ‘I’m ready,’ the butcher said, fingering his knife.


  ‘First the right hand,’ Mahmud said to his men. ‘Bind him above the wrists.’


  They bound strips of sacking ripped from the window tightly, villagers pressing forward to see better, and Ross used all his energy to stop his terror from bursting the dam, saw only the pockmarked face above the carving knife, the bedraggled moustache and beard, the eyes blank, the man’s thumb testing the blade absently. Then his eyes focused. He saw Azadeh come out of her spell and he remembered.


  ‘The grenade!’ he shrieked. ‘Azadeh, the grenade!’


  She heard him clearly and fumbled for it in her side pocket as he shrieked again and again, further startling the butcher, dragging everyone’s attention to himself. The butcher came forward cursing him, took hold of his right hand firmly, fascinated by it, moved it a little this way and that, the knife poised, deciding where to slice through the sinews of the joint, giving Azadeh just enough time to pick herself up and hurtle across the small space to shove him in the back, sending him flying and the knife into the snow, then to turn on Mahmud, pull the pin out, and stand there trembling, the lever held in her small hand.


  ‘Get away from him,’ she screamed. ‘Get away!’


  Mahmud did not move. Everyone else scattered, trampling some, rushing for safety across the square, cursing and shouting.


  ‘Quick, over here, Azadeh,’ Ross called out. ‘Azadeh!’ She heard him through her mist and obeyed, backing towards him, watching Mahmud, flecks of foam at the corner of her mouth. Then Ross saw Mahmud turn and stalk off towards one of his men out of range and he groaned, knowing what would happen now. ‘Quick, pick up the knife and cut me loose,’ he said to distract her. ‘Don’t let go of the lever – I’ll watch them for you.’ Behind her he saw the mullah take the rifle from one of his men, cock it and turn towards them. Now she had the butcher’s knife and she reached for the bonds on his right hand and he knew the bullet would kill or wound her, the lever would fly off, four seconds of waiting, and then oblivion for both of them – but quick and clean and no obscenity. ‘I’ve always loved you, Azadeh,’ he whispered and smiled and she looked up startled, and smiled back.


  The rifle shot rang out, his heart stopped, then another and another, but they did not come from Mahmud but from the forest and now Mahmud was screaming and twisting in the snow. Then a voice followed the shots: ‘Allah-u-Akbar! Death to all enemies of God! Death to all leftists, death to all enemies of the Imam!’


  With a bellow of rage one of the mujhadin charged the forest and died. At once the rest fled, falling over themselves in their panic-stricken rush to hide. Within seconds the village square was empty but for the babbling howls of Mahmud, his turban no longer on his head. In the forest the leader of the four-man Tudeh assassination team who had tracked him since dawn silenced him with a burst of machine gun fire, then the four of them retreated as silently as they had arrived.


  Blankly Ross and Azadeh looked at the emptiness of the village. ‘It can’t be...can’t be . . .’ she muttered, still deranged.


  ‘Don’t let go of the lever,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Don’t let go of the lever. Quick, finish cutting me loose...quick!’


  The knife was very sharp. Her hands were trembling and slow and she cut him once but not badly. The moment he was free he grabbed the grenade, his hands tingling and hurting, but held the lever, began to breathe again. He staggered into the hut, found his kukri that had been mixed up in the blanket in the initial struggle, stuck it in its scabbard and picked up his carbine. At the doorway he stopped. ‘Azadeh, quick, get your chador and the pack and follow me.’ She stared at him. ‘Quick!’


  She obeyed like an automaton, and he led her out of the village into the forest, grenade in his right hand, gun in the left. After a faltering run of a quarter of an hour, he stopped and listened. No one was following them. Azadeh was panting behind him. He saw she had the pack but had forgotten the chador. Her pale blue ski clothes showed clearly against the snow and trees. He hurried on again. She stumbled after him, beyond talking. Another hundred yards and still no trouble.


  No place to stop yet. He went on, slower now, a violent ache in his side, near vomiting, grenade still ready, Azadeh flagging even more. He found the path that led to the back of the base. Still no pursuit. Near the rise, at the back of Erikki’s cabin, he stopped, waiting for Azadeh, then his stomach heaved, he staggered and went down on his knees and vomited. Weakly, he got up and went up the rise to better cover. When Azadeh joined him she was labouring badly, her breath coming in great gulping pants. She slumped into the snow beside him, retching.


  Down by the hangar he could see the 206, one of the mechanics washing it down. Good, he thought, perhaps it’s being readied for a flight. Three armed revolutionaries were huddled on a nearby veranda under the overhang of a trailer in the lee of the small wind, smoking. No sign of life over the rest of the base, though chimney smoke came from Erikki’s cabin and the one shared by the mechanics, and the cook house. He could see as far as the road. The roadblock was still there, men guarding it, some trucks and cars held up.


  His eyes went back to the men on the veranda and he thought of Gueng and how his body had been tossed like a sack of old bones into the filth of the half truck under their feet, perhaps these men, perhaps not. For a moment his head ached with the strength of his rage. He glanced back at Azadeh. She was over her spasm, still more or less in shock, not really seeing him, a dribble of saliva on her chin and a streak of vomit. With his sleeve he wiped her face. ‘We’re fine now, rest a while then we’ll go on.’ She nodded and sank back on her arms, once more in her own private world. He returned his concentration to the base.


  Ten minutes passed. Little change. Above, the cloud cover was a dirty blanket, snow heavy. Two of the armed men went into the office and he could see them from time to time through the windows. The third man paid little attention to the 206. No other movement. Then a cook came out of the cookhouse, urinated on the snow, and went back inside again. More time. Now one of the guards walked out of the office and trudged across the snow to the mechanics’ trailer, an M16 slung over his shoulder. He opened the door and went inside. In a moment he came out again. With him was a tall European in flight gear and another man. Ross recognised the pilot Nogger Lane and the other mechanic. The mechanic said something to Lane, then waved and went back inside his trailer again. The guard and the pilot walked off towards the 206.


  Everyone pegged, Ross thought, his heart fluttering. Awkwardly he checked his carbine, the grenade in his right hand inhibiting him, then put the last two spare magazines and the last grenade from his haversack into his side pocket. Suddenly fear swept into him and he wanted to run, oh, God help me, to run away, to hide, to weep, to be safe at home, away anywhere . . .


  ‘Azadeh, I’m going down there now,’ he forced himself to say. ‘Get ready to rush for the chopper when I wave or shout. Ready?’ He saw her look at him and nod and mouth yes, but he wasn’t sure if he had reached her. He said it again and smiled encouragingly. ‘Don’t worry.’ She nodded mutely.


  Then he loosened his kukri and went over the rise like a wild beast after food.


  He slid behind Erikki’s cabin, covered by the sauna. Sounds of children and a woman’s voice inside. Dry mouth, grenade warm in his hand. Slinking from cover to cover, huge drums or piles of pipe and saws and logging spares, always closer to the office trailer. Peering around to see the guard and the pilot nearing the hangar, the man on the veranda idly watching them. The office door opened, another guard came out, and beside him a new man, older, bigger, clean-shaven, possibly European, wearing better quality clothes and armed with a Sten gun. On the thick leather belt around his waist was a scabbard kukri.


  Ross released the lever. It flew off. ‘One, two, three,’ and he stepped out of cover, hurled the grenade at the men on the veranda forty yards away and ducked behind the tank again, already readying another.


  They had seen him. For a moment they were shock-still, then as they dropped for cover the grenade exploded, blowing most of the veranda and overhang away, killing one of them, stunning another, and maiming the third. Instantly Ross rushed into the open, carbine levelled, the new grenade held tightly in his right hand, index finger on the trigger. There was no movement on the veranda, but down by the hangar door the mechanic and pilot dropped to the snow and put their arms over their heads in panic, the guard rushed for the hangar and for an instant was in the clear. Ross fired and missed, charged the hangar, noticed a back door, and diverted for it. He eased it open and leaped inside. The enemy was across the empty space, behind an engine, his gun trained on the other door. Ross blew his head off, the firing echoing off the corrugated iron walls, then ran for the other door. Through it he could see the mechanic and Nogger Lane hugging the snow near the 206. Still in cover, he called to them. ‘Quick! How many more hostiles’re here?’ No answer. ‘For Christ sake, answer me!’


  Nogger Lane looked up, his face white. ‘Don’t shoot, we’re civilians, English – don’t shoot!’


  ‘How many more hostiles are here?’


  ‘There...there were five...five...this one here and the rest in...in the office...I think in the office . . .’


  Ross ran to the back door, dropped to the floor, and peered out at ground level. No movement. The office was fifty yards away – the only cover a detour around the truck. He sprang to his feet and charged for it. Bullets howled off the metal and then stopped. He had seen the automatic fire coming from a broken office window.


  Beyond the truck was a little dead ground, and in the dead ground was a ditch that led within range. If they stay in cover they’re mine. If they come out and they should, knowing I’m alone, the odds are theirs.


  He slithered forward on his belly for the kill. Everything quiet, wind, birds, enemy. Everything waiting. In the ditch now. Progress slow. Getting near. Voices and a door creaking. Silence again. Another yard. Another. Now! He got his knees ready, dug his toes into the snow, eased the lever off the grenade, counted three, lurched to his feet, slipped but just managed to keep his balance, and hurled the grenade through the broken window, past the man standing there, gun pointing at him, and hit the snow again. The explosion stopped the burst of gunfire, almost blew out his own eardrums and once again he was on his feet charging the trailer, firing as he went. He jumped over a corpse and went on in still firing. Suddenly his gun stopped and his stomach turned over, until he could jerk out the empty mag and slam in the new. He killed the machine gunner and stopped.


  Silence. Then a scream nearby. Cautiously he kicked the broken door away and went on to the veranda. The screamer was legless, demented, but still alive. Around his waist was the leather belt and kukri that had been Gueng’s. Fury blinded Ross and he tore it out of the scabbard. ‘You got that at the roadblock?’ he shouted in Farsi.


  ‘Help me help me help me . . .’ A paroxysm of some foreign language then ‘...whoareyou who . . . help meeee . . .’ The man continued screaming and mixed with it was, ‘...helpmehelpmeee yes I killed the saboteur . . . helpme . . .’


  With a bloodcurdling scream Ross hacked downward and when his eyes cleared he was staring into the face of the head that he held up in his left hand. Revolted, he dropped it and turned away. For a moment he did not know where he was, then his mind cleared, his nostrils were filled with the stench of blood and cordite, he found himself in the remains of the trailer and looked around.


  The base was frozen, but men were running towards it from the roadblock. Near the chopper Lane and the mechanic were still motionless in the snow. He rushed for them, hugging cover.


  Nogger Lane and the mechanic Arberry saw him coming and were panic- stricken – the stubble-bearded, matted-haired, wild-eyed maniac tribesman mujhadin or fedayeen who spoke perfect English, whose hands and sleeves were bloodstained from the head that only moments ago they had seen him hack off with a single stroke and a crazed scream, the bloody short sword-knife still in his hand, another in a scabbard, carbine in the other. They scrambled to their knees, hands up. ‘Don’t kill us – we’re friends, civilians, don’t kill u –’


  ‘Shut up! Get ready to take off. Quick!’


  Nogger Lane was dumbfounded. ‘What?’


  ‘For Christ sake, hurry,’ Ross said angrily, infuriated by the look on their faces, completely oblivious of what he looked like. ‘You,’ he pointed at the mechanic with Gueng’s kukri. ‘You, see that rise there?’


  ‘Yes...yes, sir,’ Arberry croaked.


  ‘Go up there as fast as you can, there’s a lady there, bring her down . . .’ He stopped, seeing Azadeh come out of the forest edge and start running down the little hill towards them. ‘Forget that, go and get the other mechanic, hurry for Christ’s sake, the bastards from the roadblock’ll be here any minute. Go on, hurry!’ Arberry ran off, petrified but more petrified of the men he could see coming down the road. Ross whirled on Nogger Lane. ‘I told you to get started.’


  ‘Yes...Yessir...that...that woman...that’s not Azadeh, Erikki’s Azadeh is it?’


  ‘Yes – I told you to start up!’


  Nogger Lane never got a 206 into takeoff mode quicker, nor did the mechanics ever move faster. Azadeh still had a hundred yards to go and already the hostiles were too close. So Ross ducked under the whirling blades and got between her and them and emptied the magazine at them. Their heads went down and they scattered, and he threw the empty in their direction with a screaming curse. A few heads came up. Another burst and another, conserving ammunition, kept them down, Azadeh close now but slowing. Somehow she made a last effort and passed him, reeling drunkenly for the back seat to be half pulled in by the mechanics. Ross fired another short burst retreating, groped into the front seat and they were airborne and away.


  

  Kowiss Air Force Base: 5:20 P.M. Starke picked up the card he had been dealt and looked at it. The ace of spades. He grunted, superstitious like most pilots, but just slid it importantly into his hand. The five of them were in his bungalow playing draw poker: Freddy Ayre, Doc Nutt, Pop Kelly, and Tom Lochart who had arrived late yesterday from Zagros Three with another load of spares, continuing the evacuation but too late to fly back. Because of the order forbidding flying today, Holy Day, he was grounded here until dawn tomorrow. There was a wood fire in the grate, the afternoon cold. In front of all of them were piles of rials, the biggest in front of Kelly, the smallest Doc Nutt’s.


  ‘How many cards, Pop?’ Ayre asked.


  ‘One,’ Kelly said without hesitation, discarded, and put the four he was keeping face downward on the table in front of him. He was a tall, thinnish man with a crumpled face, thin fair hair, ex-RAF, and in his early forties. ‘Pop’ was his nickname because he had seven children and another en route.


  Ayre dealt the one card with a flourish. Kelly just stared at it for a moment, then, without looking at it, slowly mixed it with the others, then very carefully and elaborately, picked up the hand, sneaked a look at the merest sliver of the top right corner, card by card, and sighed happily.


  ‘Bullshit!’ Ayre said and they all laughed. Except Lochart who stared moodily at his cards. Starke frowned, worried about him but very glad that he was here today. There was Gavallan’s secret letter that John Hogg had brought on the 125 to discuss.


  ‘A thousand rials for openers,’ Doc Nutt said and everyone looked at him. Normally he would bet a hundred rials at the most.


  Absently Lochart studied his hand, not interested in the game, his mind on Zagros – and Sharazad. The BBC last night had reported major clashes during the Women’s Protest marches in Tehran, Isfahan and Meshed with more marches scheduled for today and tomorrow. ‘Too rich for me,’ he said and threw in his cards.


  ‘See you, Doc, and up a couple of thousand,’ Starke said and Doc Nutt’s confidence vanished. Nutt had drawn two cards, Starke one, Ayre three.


  Kelly looked at his straight, 4–5–6–7–8. ‘Your two thousand, Duke, and up three!’


  ‘Fold,’ Ayre said instantly, throwing away two pairs, kings and tens.


  ‘Fold,’ Doc Nutt said with a sigh of relief, shocked with himself for being so rash initially and threw in the three queens he had been dealt, sure that Starke had filled a straight, flush or full house.


  ‘Your three, Pop, and up thirty – thousand,’ Starke said sweetly, feeling very good inside. He had split a pair of sixes to keep four hearts, going for a flush. The ace of spades had made it a very busted flush but a winning hand if he could bluff Kelly to back off.


  All eyes were on Kelly. The room was silent. Even Lochart was suddenly interested.


  Starke waited patiently, guarding his face and hands, uneasy about the air of confidence surrounding Kelly and wondering what he would do if Kelly raised him again, knowing what Manuela’d say if she found out he was preparing to put a week’s pay on a busted flush.


  She’d bust a girdle for starters, he thought and smiled.


  Kelly was sweating. He had seen Starke’s sudden smile. He had caught him bluffing once but that was weeks ago and not for thirty thousand, only four. I can’t afford to lose a week’s pay, still, the bugger could be bluffing. Something tells me old Duke’s bluffing, and I could use an extra week’s wages. Kelly rechecked his cards to make sure that his straight was a straight – of course it’s a bloody straight for God’s sake and Duke’s bluffing! He felt his mouth begin to say, ‘I’ll see your thirty thousand,’ but he stopped it and said instead, ‘Up yours, Duke,’ threw his cards in and everyone laughed. Except Starke. He picked up the pot, slid his cards into the deck, and shuffled them to make sure they could not be seen.


  ‘I’ll bet you were bluffing, Duke,’ Lochart said and grinned.


  ‘Me? Me with a straight flush?’ Starke said innocently amid jeers. He glanced at his watch. ‘I’ve got to do the rounds. Let’s quit, continue after dinner, huh? Tom, you wanta come along?’


  ‘Sure.’ Lochart put on his parka and followed Starke outside.


  This was the best time of day for them in normal times – just before sundown, flying done, all the choppers washed and refuelled ready for tomorrow, a drink to look forward to, time to read a little, write a few letters, listen to some music, eat, call home, then bed.


  The base checked out fine. ‘Let’s stroll, Tom,’ Starke said. ‘When’re you going back to Tehran?’


  ‘How about tonight?’


  ‘Bad, huh?’


  ‘Worse. I know Sharazad was on the Women’s March even though I told her not to, then there’s all the rest.’


  Last night Lochart had told him about her father, and all about the loss of HBC. Starke had been appalled, still was, and once more blessed his luck that he had not known when he had been taken by Hussain and his Green Bands for questioning.


  ‘Mac’ll have got hold of Sharazad by now, Tom. He’ll make sure she’s okay.’ When Lochart had arrived, they had got on to McIver on the HF, reception good for a change, and had asked him to see that she was safe. In a few minutes they would again have their one daily allowable radio link with Tehran HQ – ‘You’re restricted but only until we’re back to normal when you can call all you want – any day now,’ Major Changiz, the base commander, had said. And though they were monitored by the main tower across at the air force base, the link kept their sanity and gave an appearance of normality.


  Starke said, ‘After Zagros Three’s cleaned out Sunday and you’re all here, why not take the 206, Monday, first thing? I’ll fix it with Mac.’


  ‘Thanks, that’d be dandy.’ Now that his own base was closed down, Lochart was nominally under Starke’s command.


  ‘Have you thought of getting the hell out, taking the 212 instead of Scot? Once he’s out of the Zagros he should be okay. Or even better, both of you going? I’ll talk to Mac.’


  ‘Thanks but no, Sharazad can’t leave her family just now.’


  They walked on awhile. Night was coming fast, cold but crisp, the air smelling heavily of petrol from the huge refinery nearby that was still almost totally shut down and mostly dark, except for the tall stacks burning off oil vapour. On the base, lights were already on in most of their bungalows, hangars, and cookhouse – they had their own backup generators in case base power went out. Major Changiz had told Starke there was no chance the base generator system would be interfered with now: ‘The revolution is completely over, Captain, the Imam is in charge.’


  ‘And the leftists?’


  ‘The Imam has ordered them eliminated, unless they conform to our Islamic state,’ Major Changiz had said, his voice hard and ominous. ‘Leftists, Kurds, Baha’is, aliens – any enemy. The Imam knows what to do.’


  

  Imam. It was the same at Starke’s questioning in front of Hussain’s komiteh. Almost as though he was semidivine. Hussain had been the chief judge and prosecutor and the room, part of the mosque, crowded with hostile men of all ages, all Green Bands, five judges – no bystanders. ‘What do you know of the escape of the enemies of Islam from Isfahan by helicopter?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  At once one of the other four judges, all young men, rough and hardly literate said, ‘He’s guilty of crimes against God and crimes against Iran as an exploiter for American Satanists. Guilty.’


  ‘No,’ Hussain said. ‘This is a court of law, Koranic law. He is here to answer questions, not yet for crimes, not yet. He is not accused of any crime. Captain, tell us everything you have heard about the Isfahan crime.’


  The air in the room had been fetid. Starke saw not a friendly face, yet all knew who he was, all knew about the battle against the fedayeen at Bandar-e Delam. His fear was a dull ache, knowing he was on his own now, at their mercy.


  He took a breath and chose his words carefully. ‘In the Name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful,’ he said, starting as all the suras of the Koran begin, and an astonished stir went through the room. ‘I know nothing myself, I have witnessed nothing to do with it or been part of it. I was in Bandar-e Delam at the time. To my knowledge none of my people have had anything to do with it. I only know what Zataki of Abadan told me when he returned from Isfahan. Exactly he said: “We heard that Tuesday some Shah supporters, all officers, fled south in a helicopter piloted by an American. God curse all Satanists.” That’s all he said. That’s all I know.’


  ‘You’re a Satanist,’ one of the other judges interrupted triumphantly, ‘you’re American. You’re guilty.’


  ‘I am a person of the Book and I’ve already proved I’m no Satanist. If it wasn’t for me many here would be dead.’


  ‘If we’d died at the base we’d be in Paradise now,’ a Green Band at the back of the room said angrily. ‘We were doing the Work of God. It was nothing to do with you, Infidel.’


  Shouts of agreement. Suddenly Starke let out a bellow of rage. ‘By God and the Prophet of God,’ he shouted, ‘I’m a person of the Book, and the Prophet gave us special privileges and protections!’ He was shaking with rage now, his fear vanished, hating this kangaroo court and their blindness and stupidity and ignorance and bigotry. ‘The Koran says: “Oh, People of the Book, overstep not the bounds of truth in your religion; neither follow the desires of those who have already gone astray and caused many others to stray from the evenness of the path.” I haven’t,’ he ended harshly, bunching his fists, ‘and may God curse him who says otherwise.’


  Astonished, they all stared at him, even Hussain.


  One of the judges broke the silence. ‘You...you quote the Koran? You read Arabic as well as speak Farsi?’


  ‘No. No, I don’t but th –’


  ‘Then you had a teacher, a mullah?’


  ‘No. No, I rea –’


  ‘Then you’re a sorcerer!’ another shouted. ‘How can you know the Koran if you had no teacher nor read Arabic, the holy language of the Koran?’


  ‘I read it in English, my own language.’


  Even greater astonishment and disbelief until Hussain spoke. ‘What he says is true. The Koran is translated into many foreign languages.’


  More astonishment. A young man peered at him myopically through cracked, thick-lensed glasses, his face pitted. ‘If it is translated into other languages, Excellency, then why isn’t it in Farsi for us to read – if we could read?’


  Hussain said, ‘The language of the Holy Koran is Arabic. To know the Holy Koran properly the Believer must read Arabic. Mullahs of all countries learn Arabic for this reason. The Prophet, whose Name be praised, was Arab. God spoke to him in that language for others to write down. To know the Holy Book truly it must be read as it was written.’ Hussain turned his black eyes on Starke. ‘A translation is always less than the original. Isn’t it?’


  Starke saw the curious expression. ‘Yes,’ he said, his intuition telling him to agree. ‘Yes, yes, it is. I would like to be able to read the original.’


  Another silence. The young man with glasses said, ‘If you know the Koran so well that you can quote from it to us like a mullah, why aren’t you Muslim, why aren’t you a Believer?’


  A rustle went through the room. Starke hesitated, almost in panic, not knowing how to answer but sure that the wrong answer would hang him. The silence grew then he heard himself say, ‘Because God has not yet taken away the skin over my ears nor, not yet, opened my spirit,’ then added involuntarily, ‘I do not resist and I wait. I wait patiently.’


  The mood in the room changed. Now the silence was kind. Compassionate. Hussain said softly, ‘Go to the Imam and your waiting will be ended. The Imam would open your spirit to the glory of God. The Imam would open your spirit. I know, I’ve sat at the Imam’s feet. I’ve heard the Imam preaching the Word, giving the Law, spreading the Calm of God.’ A sigh went through the room and now all concentrated on the mullah, watched his eyes and the light therein, heard the newness to his voice and the growing ecstasy therein – even Starke who felt chilled and at the same time elated. ‘Hasn’t the Imam come to open the spirit of the world? Hasn’t the Imam appeared among us to cleanse Islam of Evil and to spread Islam throughout the world, to carry the message of God...as has been promised? The Imam is.’


  The word hung in the room. They all understood. So did Starke. Mahdi! he thought, hiding his shock. Hussain’s implying Khomeini’s in reality the Mahdi, the legendary twelfth Imam who vanished centuries ago and Shi’as believe is just hidden from human sight – the Immortal One, promised by God to reappear some day to rule over a perfected world.


  He saw them all staring at the mullah. Many nodding, tears running down the faces of others, all rapt and satisfied and not a disbeliever among them. Good God, he thought, dumbfounded, if Iranians give Khomeini that mantle there’ll be no end to his power, there’ll be twenty, thirty million men, women and kids desperate to do his bidding, who’ll rush happily to death at his merest whim – and why not? Mahdi would guarantee them a place in Heaven, guarantee it!


  Someone said, ‘God is Great’, others echoed it and they talked, one with another, Hussain leading them, Starke forgotten. At length they noticed him and they let him go, saying, ‘See the Imam, see and believe . . .’


  Walking back to camp his feet had been strangely light, and he remembered now how the air had never tasted better, never had he been so full of the joy of life. Perhaps that’s because I was so close to death, he thought. I was a dead man and somehow I was given back life. Why? And Tom, why did he escape Isfahan. Dez Dam, even HBC herself? Is there a reason? Or was it just luck?


  

  And now in the dusk he watched Lochart, gravely concerned for him. Terrible about HBC, terrible about Sharazad’s father, terrible that Tom and Sharazad are in a cauldron of no escape. Soon they’ll both have to choose: exile together, probably never to return here – or to part, probably for ever.


  ‘Tom, there’s something special. Very secret, just between us. Johnny Hogg brought a letter from Andy Gavallan.’ They were safely away from the base, strolling along the boundary road, skirting the eight-strand barbed-wire fence, and no fear of anyone overhearing. Even so he kept his voice down. ‘Basically Andy’s mighty downbeat on our future here and says he’s considering evacuating to cut his losses.’


  ‘No need for that,’ Lochart said quickly, a sudden bite in his voice. ‘Things’ll get back to normal – they have to. Andy’s got to sweat it out – we’re sweating it out, so can he.’


  ‘He’s sweating it out plenty, Tom. It’s simple economics, you know that as well as any. We’re not being paid for work done months ago, we’ve not enough work now for the birds and pilots here that he’s paying out of Aberdeen, Iran’s in a shambles, and we’re getting a hard time all over.’


  ‘You mean because Zagros Three’s been closed down there’ll be a huge write-off on the books? Not my goddam fault th –’


  ‘Slow down, Tom. Andy’s heard on the grapevine all foreign airplane companies, joint ventures or what the hell ever, particularly choppers, are going to be nationalised mighty damned soon.’


  Lochart was filled with a sudden hope. Wouldn’t this give me a perfect excuse to stay? If they steal – nationalise – our birds they’ll still need trained pilots, I can speak Farsi, I could train Iranians which’s got to be their end plan and – and what about HBC? Back to HBC, he thought helplessly, always back to HBC. ‘How does he know, Duke?’


  ‘The way Andy put it was an “impeccable” source. What he’s asking us – you, Scrag, Rudi and me – is if he and Mac can come up with a workable plan, would we and however many pilots it takes, fly all our birds into the wild blue across the Gulf?’


  Lochart gaped at him. ‘Jesus, you mean just take off, no clearance no nothing?’


  ‘Sure – but keep your voice down.’


  ‘He’s crazy! How could we coordinate Lengeh, Bandar-e Delam, Kowiss and Tehran – everyone’d have to go at the same time and the distances won’t add up.’


  ‘Somehow they’re gonna have to, Tom. Andy said it’s that or close up.’


  ‘I don’t believe it! The company’s operating all over the world.’


  ‘He says if we lose Iran we’re through.’


  ‘Easy for him,’ Lochart said bitterly. ‘It’s just money. Easy to twist our arm when you’re nice and safe and all you risk’s money. He’s saying if he just pulls personnel and leaves everything else, S-G’s going belly up?’


  ‘Yes. That’s what he’s saying.’


  ‘I don’t believe it.’


  Starke shrugged. Their ears caught the faint banshee wail and they turned and looked past their base to the far side of their part of the field. In the falling light they could just see Freddy Ayre with his bagpipes where, by common consent, he was allowed to practise. ‘Goddam,’ Starke said sourly, ‘that noise drives me crazy.’


  Lochart ignored him. ‘Surely you’re not going along with a goddam hijack, because that’s what it’ll be! No way would I go along with that.’ He saw Starke shrug. ‘What do the others say?’


  ‘They don’t know yet and won’t be asked yet. As I said this’s between us at the moment.’ Starke glanced at his watch. ‘Almost time to call Mac.’ He saw a tremor go through Lochart. The lament of the bagpipes drifted on the wind. ‘How anyone can claim that’s music, goddamned if I know,’ he said. ‘Andy’s idea’s worth considering, Tom. As an end plan.’


  Lochart did not answer him, feeling bad, the twilight bad, everything bad. Even the air smelled bad, polluted by the nearby refinery, and he wished he was back in Zagros, up near the stars where the air and the earth were not polluted, all of him desperate to be in Tehran where it was even more polluted – but she was there.


  ‘Count me out,’ he said.


  ‘Think about it, Tom.’


  ‘I have, I’m out, it’s crazy, the whole idea. Soon as you think it out you’ll see it’s a mad dog scheme.’


  ‘Sure, old buddy.’ Starke wondered when his friend would realise that he, Lochart, of all of them, was counted in – one way or another.


  

  At the Hotel International, Al Shargaz: 6:42 P.M. ‘Could you do it, Scrag?’ Gavallan said, sunset near.


  ‘It’d be easy for me to sneak my five birds and men out of Lengeh, Andy,’ Scragger said. ‘It’d have to be the right sort of day and we’d have to slide under Kish radar but we could do it – if the lads wanted to be part of the caper. But with all our spares too? No way, not possible.’


  ‘Would you do it, if it was possible?’ Gavallan asked. He had arrived on today’s flight from London, all his business news from Aberdeen rotten – Imperial Air putting on the pressure, under-cutting him in the North Sea, the oil companies squeezing him, Linbar calling a special board meeting to investigate S-G’s ‘possible’ mismanagement. ‘Would you, Scrag?’


  ‘Just me on my tod and everyone else safe and out? Like a shot.’


  ‘Would your lads do it?’


  Scragger thought for a moment and sipped his beer. They were sitting at a table on one of the immaculate terraces surrounding the swimming pool of this, the newest of hotels in the tiny sheikdom, other guests scattered around but none near, the air balmy and in the 70’s with just enough breeze to tremble the palm fronds and promise a perfect evening. ‘Ed Vossi would.’ He grinned. ‘He’s got enough Aussie larceny and Yankee get up and go. Don’t think Willi Nerchtreiter would. It’d be tough for him to break so many regs when it’s not his tail and he’s not threatened. What does Duke Starke say? And Tom Lochart and Rudi?’


  ‘I don’t know yet. I sent a letter to Duke via Johnny Hogg Wednesday.’


  ‘That’s kind of dangerous, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes and no. Johnny Hogg’s a safe courier, but it’s a big problem to have safe communications. Tom Lochart’ll soon be in Kowiss – you heard about Zagros?’


  ‘Too right! They’re all bonkers up in the mountains. What about old Rudi?’


  ‘Don’t know how to get to him safely yet. Maybe Mac’ll have an idea. I’m on the 125 in the morning to Tehran and we’re to talk at the airport. Then I’ll come right back and I’m booked on the night flight to London.’


  ‘You’re pushing it a bit, aren’t you, old son?’


  ‘I’ve a few problems, Scrag.’ Gavallan stared into his glass, absently swirling the whisky around the ice cubes. Other guests were going past. Three were girls, bikinied, golden skins, long black hair, towels casually around their shoulders. Scragger noticed them, sighed, then turned his attention back to Gavallan.


  ‘Andy, I may have to take Kasigi back to Iran-Toda in a day or two – old George’s been touching his toes since Kasigi agreed to pay him $2 over spot. Kasigi thinks it’ll go to $20 a barrel by Christmas.’


  Gavallan’s worry increased. ‘If it does it’ll send a shock wave through every industrialised nation – inflation’s going to soar again. I suppose if anyone’d know it’d be them.’ Earlier, the moment Scragger had mentioned Kasigi and Toda he had reacted instantly, Struan’s supplied crews and based many of the ships Toda built and were old associates. ‘Years ago I knew this Kasigi’s boss, man called Hiro Toda. Did he ever mention it?’


  ‘No, no, he never did. You knew him where? In Japan?’


  ‘No, Hong Kong. Toda was doing business with Struan’s – the company I used to work for – in those days it was Toda Shipping, shipbuilders mostly, not the huge conglomerate they are today.’ Gavallan’s face hardened. ‘My family were Shanghai China traders from way back, our company got more or less wiped out in the first world war, then we joined up with Struan’s. My old man was at Nanking in ’31 when the Japs raped it, and he got caught in Shanghai just after Pearl Harbor and never made it out of POW camp.’ He watched the reflections of his glass, his gloom increasing. ‘We lost a lot of good chums in Shanghai and Nanking. I can never forgive them for what they did in China, never will, but then we have to move on, don’t we? Have to bury the hatchet some day though you’d best keep your eyes on the tooth marks.’


  ‘It’s the same for me.’ Scragger shrugged. ‘Kasigi seems okay.’


  ‘Where is he now?’


  ‘Kuwait. He’s back tomorrow and I’m to take him to Lengeh for consultations in the morning.’


  ‘If you go to Iran-Toda, you think you might be able to get over to see Rudi? Maybe sound him out?’


  ‘Too right. That’s a good idea, Andy.’


  ‘When you see Kasigi mention I know his chairman.’


  ‘Sure, sure I will. I could ask him if h—’ He stopped, glanced over Gavallan’s shoulder. ‘Look, Andy, now there’s a sight for sore eyes!’


  Gavallan looked around, westward. The sunset was unearthly – reds and purples and browns and golds painting the distant clouds, the sun almost three quarters under the horizon, blooding the waters of the Gulf, the touch of wind flickering the candles on the starched tablecloths already laid for dinner on the dining terrace. ‘You’re right, Scrag,’ he said at once. ‘It’s the wrong time to be serious, it can wait. There’s no sight in the world like a sunset.’


  ‘Eh?’ Scragger was staring at him blankly. ‘For God’s sake, I didn’t mean the sunset – I meant the sheila.’


  Gavallan sighed. The sheila was Paula Giancani, just out of the pool below them, her bikini briefer than brief, the beads of water on her olive skin glistening and bejewelled by the sunset, now drying her legs and arms and back and now her legs again, putting on a gossamer swimming wrap, totally and joyously aware there was not a man within sight who did not appreciate her performance – or a woman who was not envious. ‘You’re a horny bastard, Scrag.’


  Scragger laughed and thickened his accent. ‘It’s me one joy in life, old cock! Cor’, that Paula’s one for the book.’


  Gavallan studied her. ‘Well, Italian girls generally have something extra special about them, but that young lady...she’s not a stunner like Sharazad, and doesn’t have Azadeh’s exotic mystery, but I agree, Paula’s something else.’


  Along with everyone else, they watched her walk though the tables, lust following, envy following, until she had vanished into the vast hotel lobby. They were all having dinner later, Paula, Genny, Manuela, Scragger, Gavallan, Sandor Petrofi, and John Hogg. Paula’s Alitalia jumbo was again at Dubai, a few miles down the highway, waiting for clearance to go to Tehran for another load of Italian nationals, and Genny McIver had met her by chance shopping.


  Scragger sighed. ‘Andy old chap, I’d certainly like to give her one, no doubt about it!’


  ‘Wouldn’t do you a bit of good, Scrag.’ Gavallan chuckled and ordered another whisky and soda from a crisply dressed, smiling Pakistani waiter who came instantly, some of the other guests already elegantly and expensively dressed for a lovely evening, latest Paris fashions, much décolletage, starched white dinner jackets – along with the expensive casual. Gavallan wore well-cut tan tropicals, Scragger regulation uniform, short-sleeved white shirt with epaulets and bars, black trousers and shoes. ‘Beer, Scrag?’


  ‘No, thanks, mate. I’ll nurse this and get ready for Pulsating Paula.’


  ‘Dreamer!’ Gavallan turned back to the sunset, feeling better, put back together by his old friend. The sun was almost under the horizon, never more beautiful, reminding him of sunsets in China in the old days, sweeping him back to Hong Kong and Kathy and Ian, laughter in the Great House on the Peak, all the family fine and strong, their own house on a promontory at Shek-o – when they were young and together, Melinda and Scot still children, amahs padding about, sampans and junks and ships of all sizes far below in the sunset on a safe sea.


  The tip of the sun went under the sea. With great solemnity, Gavallan quietly clapped his hands.


  ‘What’s that for, Andy?’


  ‘Um? Oh, sorry, Scrag. In the old days we use to applaud the sun, Kathy and I, the very second after it disappeared. To thank the sun for being there and for the unique performance and for being alive to be able to enjoy it – the last time ever you’d see that particular sunset. Like tonight. You’ll never see that one again.’ Gavallan sipped his whisky, watching the afterglow. ‘The first person who introduced me to the idea was a wonderful fellow, we became good friends – still are. Great man, his wife’s crackerjack too. I’ll tell you about them some time.’ He turned his back to the west and leaned forward, ‘Lengeh. You think it’s possible?’


  ‘Oh, yes – if it was just us at Lengeh. We’d still have to plan very careful, Kish radar’s more itchy than ever, but we could slip under her on the right day. Big problem’s that our Italian ground crew and staff, along with our presently friendly but zealous komiteh and our new unfriendly IranOil joker, would know within minutes we’d done a bunk, they’d have to with all birds up and away. At once they’d holler to IATC and they’d radio an allpoints alert to Dubai, Abu Dhabi, here – in fact from Oman through Saudi and Kuwait up to Baghdad – telling them to impound us on arrival. Even if we all got here...well, the old sheik’s a great guy, liberal and a friend, but hell, he couldn’t go against Iran ATC when they were right – even if they were wrong. He couldn’t pick a fight with Iran, he’s got a good percentage of Shi’as among his Sunnis, not as bad as some on the Gulf, worse’n others.’


  Gavallan got up and walked to the edge of the terrace and looked down at the old city – once a great pearling port, pirate stronghold, and slave market, trading centre and, like Sohar in Oman, called the Port of China. Since ancient times the Gulf was the golden sealink between the Mediterranean – then centre of the world – and Asia. Seafaring Phoenician traders, who came from Oman originally, dominated this incredibly wealthy trade route, landing the goods of Asia and India at Shatt-al-Arab thence by short caravan routes to their markets, eventually to carve their own seaborn Mediterranean empire, founding city-states like Carthage to threaten even Rome herself.


  The old walled city was beautiful in the dying light, flat roofs, unspoiled and protected from modern buildings, the sheik’s fort dominating it. Over the years Gavallan had come to know the old sheik and to admire him. The sheikdom was surrounded by the Emirates but was an independent, sovereign enclave barely twenty miles deep with seven miles of coastline. But inland and out to sea for a hundred miles up to Iranian waters, within easy drilling, was a pool of oil many billion barrels thick. So Al Shargaz had the old city and a separate new city with a dozen modern hotels and skyscrapers, and an airport that could just handle a jumbo. In riches nothing to compare with the Emirates, or Saudi or Kuwait but enough for abundance in everything, if chosen wisely. The sheik was as wise as his Phoenician ancestors were worldly-wise, as fiercely independent, and though he himself could not read or write, his sons were graduates from the best universities on earth. He and his family and his tribe owned everything, his word was law, he was Sunni, not a fundamentalist, and tolerant with his foreign subjects and guests, provided they behaved.


  ‘He also detests Khomeini and all fundamentalists, Scrag.’


  ‘Yes. But he still daren’t pick a fight with Khomeini – that won’t help us.’


  ‘It won’t hurt us.’ Gavallan felt cleansed by the sunset. ‘I plan to hire a couple of jumbo freighters, get them here, and when our choppers arrive we strip rotors, stuff their bellies full and blast off. Speed’s the key – and planning.’


  Scragger whistled. ‘You really mean to do it?’


  ‘I really mean to see if we can do it, Scrag, and what the odds are. This’s the big one, if we lose all our Iranian choppers, equipment and spares, we close. No insurance covers us and we’re still liable to pay what we owe. You’re a partner, you can see the figures tonight. I brought them for you – and for Mac.’


  Scragger thought about his stake in the company, all the stake he had, and about Nell and his kids and their kids back in Sydney, and the station of Baldoon that had been the family sheep and cattle station for a century but was lost in the great drought, that he had had his eyes on for years and years and years to repossess for them.


  ‘No need for me t’look at figures, Andy. If you say it’s that bad, it’s that bad.’ He was watching the patterns of the sky. ‘Tell you what, I’ll take care of Lengeh if you can figure a plan and if the others’re in. After dinner maybe we could talk logistics for an hour, and finish up over breakfast. Kasigi won’t be back from Kuwait until 9 a.m. We’ll figure her out.’


  ‘Thanks, Scrag.’ Gavallan clapped him on the shoulder, towering over him. ‘I’m damned glad you were here, damned glad you’ve been with us all these years. For the first time I think we’ve a chance and I’m not dreaming.’


  ‘One condition, old sport,’ Scragger added.


  Gavallan was instantly on guard. ‘I can’t square your medical if it’s not up to scratch. There’s no way th –’


  ‘Do you mind?’ Scragger was pained. ‘It’s nothing to do with Dirty Duncan and my medical – that’s going to be good till I’m seventy-three. No, the condition is at dinner you sit next to Pulsating Paula, Genny on her other side, Manuela beside me, and that horny Hungarian Sandor way down the other end along with Johnny Hogg.’


  ‘Done!’


  ‘Bonza! Now don’t you worry, mate. I’ve been sodded about by enough generals in five wars to’ve learned something. Time to change for dinner. Lengeh was getting boring and no doubt about it.’ He walked off, thin, straight and spritely.


  Gavallan gave over his credit card to the smiling Pakistani waiter.


  ‘No need for that, sahib, please just sign the bill,’ the man said. Then added softly, ‘If I might suggest, Effendi, when you pay, don’t use American Express, it is the most expensive for the management.’


  Bemused, Gavallan left a tip and walked off.


  

  On the other side of the terrace two men watched him leave. Both were well dressed and in their forties, one American, the other Middle Eastern. Both wore tiny hearing aids. The man who was Middle Eastern was toying with an old-fashioned fountain pen, and as Gavallan passed a well-dressed Arab and a very attractive young European girl in deep conversation, his curiousity peaked, the man with the fountain pen pointed it at them and steadied it. At once both men could hear the voices in their earphones: ‘My dear, five hundred dollars U.S. is much more than market price,’ the man was saying.


  ‘It depends what market forces concern you, my dear,’ she replied, her middle-European accent pleasing, and they saw her smile gently. ‘The fee includes the very best silk underwear you wish to rip to pieces and the probe you require inserted at your moment of truth. Expertise is expertise and special services require special handling and if your schedule only permits between 6 and 8 tomorrow evening –’


  The voices vanished as the man turned the cap and put the pen on the tabletop with a wry smile. He was handsome and olive-skinned an importer-exporter of fine carpets like generations of his forebears, American educated, his name Aaron ben Aaron – his main occupation major, Israeli Special Intelligence. ‘I’d never have figured Abdu bin Talak as kinky,’ he said dryly.


  The other man grunted. ‘They’re all kinky. I wouldn’t have figured the girl for a hooker.’


  Aaron’s long fingers toyed with the pen, reluctant to let it go. ‘Great gadget, Glenn, saves so much time. Wish I’d had one years ago.’


  ‘KGB’ve got a new model out this year, good for a hundred yards’ range.’ Glenn Wesson sipped his bourbon on the rocks. He was American, a longtime oil trader. Real profession, career CIA. ‘It’s not as small as this but effective.’


  ‘Can you get us some?’


  ‘Easier for you to do it, get your guys to ask Washington.’ They saw Gavallan disappear into the lobby. ‘Interesting.’


  ‘What’d’you think?’ Aaron asked.


  ‘That we could throw a British chopper company to the Khomeini wolves anytime we want – along with all their pilots. That’d make Talbot bust a gut and Robert Armstrong and all MI6 which isn’t a bad idea.’ Wesson laughed softly. ‘Talbot needs a good shafting from time to time. What’s the problem with S-G, you think they’re an MI6 cover operation?’


  ‘We’re not sure what they’re up to, Glenn. We suspect just the reverse, that’s why I thought you should listen in. Too many coincidences. On the surface they’re legit – yet they’ve a French pilot Sessone, who’s sleeping with, and sponsoring, a well-connected PLO courier, Sayada Bertolin; they’ve a Finn, Erikki Yokkonen closely associated with Abdollah Khan who’s certainly a double agent leaning more to the KGB than our side and openly, violently anti-Jew; Yokkonen’s very close to the Finnish Intelligence man, Christian Tollonen, who’s suspect by definition, Yokkonen’s family connections in Finland would position him to be a perfect deep-cover Soviet asset and we just got a buzz that he’s up in the Sabalan with his 212, helping Soviets dismantle your covert radar sites all over.’


  ‘Jesus. You sure?’


  ‘No – I said a buzz. But we’re checking it out. Next, the Canadian Lochart: Lochart’s married into a known anti-Zionist bazaari family, PLO agents are living in his apartment right now, h –’


  ‘Yes, but we heard the pad was commandeered and don’t forget he tried to help those pro-Shah, pro-Israel officers escape.’


  ‘Yes, but they got shot out of the skies, they’re all dead and curiously he isn’t. Valik and General Seladi would certainly have been in or near any cabinet-in-exile – we lost another two very important assets. Lochart’s suspect, his wife and her family’re pro-Khomeini which means anti-us.’ Aaron smiled sardonically. ‘Aren’t we the great Satan after you? Next: the American Starke helps put down a fedayeen attack at Bandar-e Delam, gets very friendly with another rabid anti-Shah, anti-Israel zealot Zataki wh –’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘An anti-Shah fighter, intellectual, Sunni Muslim who organised Abadan oil-field strikes, blew up three police stations and now is heading up the Abadan Revolutionary Komiteh and not long for this earth. Drink?’


  ‘Sure, thanks. Same. You mentioned Sayada Bertolin – we’ve had her tabbed too. You think she could be turned?’


  ‘I wouldn’t trust her. Best thing to do with her is just watch and see who she leads to. We’re after


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  BOOK FOUR


  About the Author


  


  


  James Clavell, the son of a Royal Navy family, was educated in Portsmouth before, as a young artillery officer, he was captured by the Japanese at the Fall of Singapore. He spent the rest of World War II in the infamous Changi prison. It was on his experience in Changi that his bestselling novel KING RAT was based. The interest in Asia, its people and culture continued with TAI-PAN, a tale of Canton and Hong Kong in the mid-19th century and the founding of an Anglo-Chinese trading company, Struan’s. This was followed by the classic SHOGUN, the story of Japan during the period when Europe began to make an impact on the island people of the Rising Sun. NOBLE HOUSE, the fourth novel in the Asian saga published in 1981, continued the story of Struan’s, the Hong Kong trading company, as the winds of change blew through the Far East. WHIRLWIND, set in Iran, continued the saga. His last novel, GAI-JIN, is set in Japan in 1862, when the Tai Pan of the Noble House seeks to profit from the decline of the Shogunate.


  


  James Clavell lived for many years in Vancouver and Los Angeles, before settling in Switzerland, where he died in 1994.
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