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  Foreword


In our history in the early 8th Century CE, the Iberian Peninsula, the location of present-day Spain and Portugal, was conquered for the Ummayad Caliphate by Muslim Arabic and Berber forces out of North Africa. They defeated the various Germanic tribes which had held the region following the fall of the Roman Empire. By 720, the Muslim Ummayad Caliphate, run from Damascus in Syria controlled the bulk of Iberia, bar the narrow Christian Kingdom of Asturias along the northern coast. The “high tide” of the Muslim expansion was into what is now southern France but it was repulsed following the victory by Christian forces at the Battle of Poitiers in 732. The Ummayad Caliphate was overthrown by the Abbasids and the independent Emirate of Al-Andalus was established in Iberia. This became the Caliphate of Cordoba in the 10th Century. After a period of raiding Christian lands to the north, this Caliphate descended into civil war and fragmented into a series of petty states known as taifas. 
In the 11th Century Al-Andalus became part of the Almoravid Empire, a Berber state controlling north-west Africa. However, they were replaced in the mid-12th Century by the Almohads. Whereas Al-Andalus had been renowned for its tolerance of its Christian and Jewish populations, with the advent of the Almoravids, and especially of the Almohads, tolerance declined. This encouraged conversion to Islam or emigration of people among these populations. In the early 13th Century with the break-up of Almoravid rule, the Almohads returned, but to a state which was steadily being eroded by invasions from the north. Internal rivalries constantly weakened the Muslims states in the face of the so-call Reconquista – the Reconquest - by Christian rulers.
Christian states had begun pushing back Muslim control; by the early 8th Century expelling them from what is now France. In the 9th Century, the Carolingians who ruled “France” began to strengthen and establish Christian states in Iberia itself. Barcelona was taken by them in 801, León in 859 and Zamora in 893. With the establishments of the Christian Kingdoms of Portugal, Galicia-Leon, Castile and Aragon these states had a vested interest in advancing south in Iberia. There were bursts of advances in the 1080s, across the 12th Century and especially 1227-1248, in Portugal as well as the Spanish kingdoms. By the mid-14th Century all that remained was the Emirate of Granada along the southern Mediterranean coast.
Castile had begun as a lordship of the Kingdom of Leon before becoming a kingdom itself in 1065. After periods of unification and separation, Leon was absorbed by Castile in 1230. In 1474 the Queen Isabella of Castile and the King Ferdinand of Aragon and Navarre married. Isabella and Ferdinand saw the destruction of the Emirate of Granada in 1492. This ended over seven centuries of Muslim rule in Iberia and also saw the expulsion of Jews from Spain. Their daughter, Queen Joanna I was effectively the first monarch of a united Spain though it soon formed part of the Habsburg Empire through her husband King Philip I. Their son, Charles V was not simply King of Spain, but also Holy Roman Emperor, Archduke of Austria and Duke of Burgundy so Lord of the Netherlands too. 
One reason why the Muslim states of Iberia attract such attention is less because of the regular conflicts than because of the rich culture that they sustained. Compared to the rest of Europe these regions were heavily urbanised and had a large population. In 1000, around 3 million lived in Al-Andalus, perhaps many more, compared to 0.5 million people in the Christian states of Iberia. As early as the 10th Century, Cordoba was the largest European city with a population of 100,000. Paris had 3,000 people as late as 1100; though by 1325 it had reached 200,000. By that time Cordoba may have exceeded 400,000. Other towns Al-Andalus towns such as Almeria and Granada had 30,000 people; Malaga had 15,000. Toledo which was lost by the Muslims in 1085 also had 30,000 and Valencia, taken by the Christians in 1238, had 15,000.
The cathedral of Cordoba was actually built in 785 as the city’s great mosque and many traces of the architecture of the so-called “Moorish” period remain across southern Spain. Cordoba also housed the oldest university in Europe, founded in 786. Pope Sylvester II (946-1033; Pope from 999) was a graduate of this Muslim university. There were 80 libraries and colleges in Cordoba, holding 400-500,000 books at a time when an average abbey held 600 books. Wealthy women took part in aspects of education too. The wealth of Cordoba attracted artists, poets and scholars and it was an important centre of Jewish culture and art as well as Arab and Berber. The city was also renowned for its hospitals with separate wards for different diseases; for its clean paved streets and tallow-candle street lighting.
In this novel, I have assumed that as a result of greater success in the 8th Century, Muslim forces took control of more of what is now France. As a result, the Reconquista, or as it is in this alternative, Reconquête, has taken longer with Christian advances south of the Pyrenees only starting in the 12th Century. In addition, rather than slowly uniting, the Christian states have remained fragmented, suffering similar challenges to those of the Muslim states. This delay has meant that, while pushing back Al-Andalus, the entirety of Iberia has not been taken before the early modern period. By then, other demands, notably exploitation of the Americas and the consequences of the Reformation, including Navarre becoming a Protestant state, have diminished the drive to conquer Al-Andalus.
There are envisaged as being some collateral impacts of Spain not being united. Rather than a common Spanish, the distinct languages Leonese/Asturian/Galician, Castilian, Basque and Aragonese/Catalan are stronger than in our world. Both the kingdoms of Leon and Castile have established American colonies but, being smaller, have not conquered as wide a territory as Spain did in our world, leaving more land to the Portuguese and the French; in addition, Columbus sailing for Genoa rather than Spain, helped initiate Italian states’ colonies in the Caribbean. Given the connections to North Africa, most of what in our world became Spanish colonial territories there, and some of the French-controlled areas too, have remained part of Al-Andalus instead.
The overall objective of this alternative is to enable us to look at what a European Muslim state with a very rich cultural history might look like in the last decade of the 20th Century; what challenges it would face and would present, on the turbulent international scene of the era. Against that backdrop, there is an adventure story that I hope you will both enjoy and find of interest.
Note: Characters in this novel express sexist and religious discriminatory attitudes. They use derogatory terms that, while keeping with common behaviour of the time, are not acceptable today in our world and are attitudes not held by the author. 
Links are included from the start of most chapters and sections to the historical notes related to that part of the novel. Click on the number next to marked ‘Historical Notes’ beneath the title of each chapter to jump to the relevant notes. To return to the story, click on the letter next to the title of that section/chapter’s historical notes. Depending on the system you are using to read this book, in some cases the historical notes will simply appear next to the letter instead. In either case, the notes can also be read at the end of the book.
Alexander Rooksmoor, April 2023.






  
  Chapter 1


Northern Mississippi, USA: August 1990
Historical Notes 1
Through his binoculars, Brandon Travis ran his eyes over the stand of southern magnolia from which half of his team had emerged ten minutes earlier. From there he followed the trail up to the house. It was broad and had two storeys. The white-washed walls and flat roof would be seen on Têchsaise or Méxicuan houses, but the terracotta tiled roofs of the outbuildings made them distinctive in this region. However, Pastor Ellis had insisted that the house used for training, look exactly like one where that whore authoress was believed – was known – to be taking refuge in. The I.F.B.C.’s finances board had been happy, it seemed, to fund this replica. The layout of the building was apparently as best as it could be understood. Yet Brandon had been told that they had satellite images. Where Ellis had got those from, Brandon could only guess. It suggested that not everyone working in Washington D.C. was as godless as he often heard them described.
Now Brandon caught sight of Reyes, in the classic kneeling position; shielded to some degree by a balustrade. His AKM assault rifle was almost identical to the Egyptian Maadi in common use in Andalusia. Though those actually assigned to guard the authoress might have been equipped with newer kit from West Germany or Switzerland, Travis felt coming up against AKMs today would give his men a fair idea of what they faced. Moreover, given the pretence planned, Hall had advised it was probably not a good idea to roll up with M16s or Uzis. As it was, Travis could hardly imagine they would be smuggling in their own weapons. They were going via the Kilab islands and then more covertly through Andalusia’s Maghreb territories, so he expected Patrick Denson would dish out whatever he could secure somewhere along that route.
Reyes had his back to the western wall of the house; looking out towards the magnolias, in case there was anyone among the guards that they had missed. Unlike Reyes, indeed all the others in the team, Brandon knew how may men he had employed to play the role of guards. While the team’s radio traffic had been kept to a minimum, he could estimate how many his men had killed already
Today, naturally, as the final test; something more than a dress rehearsal, everyone was packing live ammunition and Jiron had already suffered the consequences of that. The guards did not know that the man who had employed them was now the man having them killed. Like those Travis had selected to fight for him, they had been recruited from among the ranks of the Contras, the ORDEN in El Salvador and Battalion 3-16. He trusted that they would be tougher opponents than whatever bodyguards that bitch Hamdi might employ.
Travis now sought to rein in his enthusiasm. Whoever passed the final test might indeed find the raid on the safe house easier than this. However, he had to keep reminding himself that here they were all currently on U.S. soil not in an Arab state in Europe, four-and-a-half thousand miles from Jackson. If they were even held up at the house, there was a good chance that local police, the darak and maybe, even the army, would turn out. Then there was getting away.
The fastest route out would be to Toledo in Castile, but he had started imagining the Andalusian authorities would expect that so had arranged - or at least Denson’s man in Portugal had - that they ran west to Batalyaws and across the border there. Getting home from Lisbon would be a lot easier. As both the pastor and Daniel Hall had reminded him, the Catholics were actually Christian too. Neither of the men had a doubt that those people were as infuriated by “The Palm-Strewn Path” as God-fearing Americans felt. Certainly, despite their Catholicism, those Brandon had recruited from points south of Austin, had expressed a sense of righteousness in taking part in this mission.
Across the intervening ground the muted sound of automatic gunfire now reached Brandon. For a moment he worried that he had over-estimated the abilities of his team; the training they had received. Maybe, he reflected, he had under-estimated the wiliness, perhaps the skill, of those he had put into the role of guards. 
After interviewing each, Hall, Denson and himself had decided on which side the different men were to be allocated. However, if Rostran had managed to keep off the bourbon, he might have considered him instead on this side. Maybe attacking at this time of the day meant he was sober enough; maybe he had made decent preparations that were holding up the team and pinning them down.
For himself, Brandon had largely stayed clear of alcohol since toasting Phan Rang goodbye. That decision was one he welcomed these days. Too often since the return from Vietnam, he had seen what drink could do  to veterans, let the damage that narcotics could wreak.
The walkie-talkie crackled and Brandon trusted it would reveal what was happening; that it was all over. He just prayed he would not have Silvio Rostran demanding who had the tenacity to assault a house he was guarding.
‘Alpaca, Alpaca.’
Hearing the call sign Hall had allocated him, Brandon felt some relief.
‘Alpaca here, is that Búfalu, over?’
Búfalu was Waldrop’s call sign. Both men spoke in Leónese, or at least the version of it used in the Americas. While Brandon did not think it would fool many, Ellis and Hall had felt that any little thing that would sow seeds of confusion when on the mission should be used. Aside from himself and Luke Waldrop, of course, the rest of the team had grown up with American Leónese as their mother tongue.
‘Good to hear you, Colonel.’
Casualties had meant quite a rapid promotion, but Brandon had made it home from Phan Rang no higher than a young captain. He was content though with the sobriquet his men used – another seed of confusion. Waldrop was their “captain” despite the fact he had served highest as a master sergeant. Importantly though, some of his duties had been as an embassy guard around the Persian Gulf and North Africa, well into the 1980s. Thus, unlike the rest of them, he had a pretty good grasp of Arabic.
‘Have you got the “Perra”, over?’
He doubted anyone would mistake that “code name” – bitch - for anything other than a troublesome woman.
‘The Perra is down; down, Alpaca, over.’
Brandon hoped at worst she was wounded. ‘Out of play, Búfalu? Confirm is she out of play, over?’
‘Yes, out of play.’
That meant someone had shot the Honduran woman masquerading as Maryam Hamdi, dead. In contrast, the idea was to abduct her. Then, even if it had to be in a barn or a parked-up truck in the countryside around Cordoba, the plan was to compel a retraction from Hamdi; a condemnation of the blasphemy of her own work. When copies of the video were circulated, that would give hope to the faithful back over here. Furthermore, Pastor Ellis felt certain it would dishearten those stuck-up school types on both sides of the Atlantic who had rallied in that woman’s “defence”. He would like to see what defence they could put up against a .308 round from an AKM.
‘Someone had tricked her out with her own gun; guns. Águila took a hit.’
Brandon reflected back to the discussions they had had about using a mace spray or tranquiliser dart when taking Hamdi herself. Patrick Denson had felt it was too risky because while they were subduing the authoress a guard might appear who they had to put down straight off. Brandon was not overly concerned about when the woman here had been killed, but consequently, for today, he guessed he had to only count the exercise as a partial success. He would have to report that to Ellis and Hall.
‘I’m coming down. You’re sure there’s none of them running around out here, over?’
‘Yeah … we’re sure, Alpaca.’
‘How many did you kill?’
‘Eight, and Halcón is looking after two others who surrendered; and, of course, there’s the woman.’
With the four Brandon knew had been shot out here, assuming that Rostran had not decided to buy in reinforcements himself, that did make up the total.
‘Good,’ Brandon responded.
He was not even letting on to Waldrop that all the guards had in fact had been recruited by himself and Daniel Hall. Thinking that, Brandon recognised now that it would prove impossible to keep up the pretence that he had not been using both sides. With Antonio Jiron and perhaps Jasiel Calix – Aguya – out of the picture, he was going to need a couple more men. It would take time to recruit more so he would have little choice but to use the two captured here. He guessed it depended on why they had surrendered. Naturally he did not want cowards, but likewise back in Vietnam he had seen too many reckless men end up dead or maimed back when they could have avoided it.
‘I’m coming over; make sure Llobre knows not to gun me down ... Chacal too. Over and out.’
“Llobre” was Javier Reyes and “Chacal” was Ernesto Galeas who Brandon could make out now was posted on watch at the eastern side of the house.
Even so, Brandon proceeded cautiously not trusting that the vest or the helmet would give him complete protection if one of his own men, let alone one of Rostran’s, saw him as a target. It was not as if any of them were going around in any real kind of uniform. Instead, it was an assortment of army surplus. There had been discussion about what they would wear in Andalusia, even schemes of them dressing like local police or darak officers, but Brandon had been pleased when Hall had overruled all such ideas. It was going to be a challenge to get them the guns without having to source or fake uniforms too.
Some of the men had expected a night mission, but on that too, Hall and Denson had had similar experiences to Brandon himself. The risk of men shooting each other, of even raiding the wrong location, was high. Instead, they would go in around this time, coming up to fifteen hundred hours when every decent Andalusian would be having their qayloulah, their equivalent of siesta. Apparently even Mohammed had recommended it. After lunch, the guards would be at their least alert and getting away would be less risky than charging down rural roads towards the Portuguese border in the dark.
Brandon reached the drive and walked up it to where it split and curved. Soon he was on the red-tiled terrace. From the broad upstairs balcony Waldrop waved then turned back inside. Brandon went to the large wooden front door which stood open. Inside there was the lingering aroma of stun grenades. In the echoing, dark vestibule, two men lay dead.
As he proceeded, the furnishings in what Travis could see of the rooms on this floor were sparse. Would the real place where Hamdi was being kept be truly this Spartan? Perhaps as a safe house it would. While he felt he had learned so much about their target and where she was being hidden, Brandon chided himself that he was filling gaps with no proof. Though that purpose had not really been in mind, but he saw now that this mock-up was highlighting so much that he had overlooked. Consequently, Brandon quickly realised his assumptions were coming from that image of Maryam Hamdi as a decadent, debased artist living a life of luxury. For the sake of the Church, for the sake of all Christians, he had to do better. Until he had evidence one way or the other, Brandon had to challenge such preconceptions. 
Not for the first time Travis did wonder what would happen to this place. Would Pastor Ellis and his “advisers” envisage some other use? Would it become a retreat for Church members or would they sell it off? The revenue of the I.F.C.B. was decent: all that had been provided for this mission was evidence of that. Still, if they could get a buyer from Memphis, Huntsville, Birmingham, even Nashville, looking for a quiet place in the country, maybe there would be a good return on what had been spent on this. The Andalusian style might even be an attraction for some.
Brandon knew the plan of the house well and having passed two further corpses, glad Denson had people to deal with them, he climbed the stairs. He was soon at the bedroom of his fake Maryam Hamdi. A dead man had slumped down the wall by the door and another was a few feet away looking to have come a neighbouring bedroom. In the dead woman’s room, Waldrop was standing over the corpse as if contemplating it. Her real name had been Josepha Castellon or had it been Casta? She had been hit by more than enough bullets to kill her. 
The shots had torn through the woman’s lime green scoop top. Brandon wondered just how much that; those designer jeans; the fancy boots and the blazer slung over the chair, would have bought down in Tegucigalpa. Close by, lay an officer model Colt M1911A. The pistol had only been recently dropped as army issue. There was also a Walther .25 still in the dead woman’s hand. He had not seen Calix to know whether it had been that or a .45 from the Colt that had wounded him.
‘He reacted when she fired,’ Waldrop said in English as he looked to Brandon.
The sergeant then nodded back towards the door and Brandon saw where chunks had been taken from the frame by bullets. Two were still embedded in the wood.
‘Well … I guess we might have been thinking of our target as the kind to shriek and throw her hands up,’ Brandon conceded. ‘But … well, she has had threats from people, probably a lot of people. We need to be ready for the real one to react just as this … this one did.’
‘Sure. I’ll debrief the guys; remind them of this.’
‘How is Águila - Calix?’
Waldrop chuckled. ‘He’s in no real danger. She took off part of his left ear and he will have a doozy of a scar here.’ He gestured to that side of his face.
It would make him noticeable when travelling and Brandon considered what they might do to ameliorate that. Maybe he should keep a dressing on so people could not see the distinct pattern of the scarring, just know he was injured so needed that vacation in the Juzur Alkilab.
‘Just an inch across from that though …’
‘Sure.’
This outcome, though, meant the team’s numbers would only be down by Jiron. Yet, Brandon decided then that he would take the two survivors. Yes, it would cause upset in the team. However, if this “rehearsal” had done nothing else it had shown him; them, that nothing could be taken for granted. It might be that those guarding Maryam Hamdi would be laxer still than those he had hired, but relying on that was too much of a gamble to take.
Since 1967, Andalusia had been under a military junta and then the officer, Liwa Salhi usually rendered in the US press as “The Brigadier General” had become president for life. Of course, it could have resulted in a top-heavy army that was more concerned with parades and decorations. However, Brandon knew it also meant that many men would be familiar with guns. On top of that, from what he had read about Andalusian forces fighting against Berber groups, plus needing to protect Andalusia’s borders from the fallout of wars in Chad, Mauritania and Liberia, Brandon had a sense that at least some of those they would encounter would prove to be skilled and tough men.
‘The prisoners?’
‘They are in the room at the back, downstairs, sir,’ Derian Muñoz, the bulky corporal from El Salvador said as he entered.
‘Good, let me speak with them.’
In the next couple of minutes, Muñoz led Brandon, with Waldrop in tow, down to the large lounge which looked over the rear of the property. Brandon had also viewed the house from among the Florida maples on that side. He imagined that Marcos Zamora and Jorge Vega were on look-out somewhere back there or checking the outhouses. 
Again, in this room, the furniture was far less than Brandon would have expected. He considered whether that made it harder or easier to defend; to penetrate. He knew it was not a good idea to assume that the actual safe house was or remain, as sparsely furnished as this.
The two surviving guards were knelt on the floor, their hands bound with cable ties and there were hoods over their heads. They looked ready for execution and Brandon reminded himself that some; many, of the men he had employed were more used to doing that than fighting. Gabriel Villeda and Oscar Jarquin stood just a few paces back, their AKMs clasped as if they were simply awaiting his nod to do the deed. 
Brandon reached forward himself and removed the hoods. The prisoners looked up at him, he was pleased to see, with defiance rather than cowed. Then their surprise was apparent.
‘Mr. Stark?’ Orozco asked in Leónese.
It had been a weak pseudonym in Mississippi, but it had worked well enough.
‘Yes, Cesar; Felix,’ he nodded to Tellez knelt beside Orozco.
‘They got you too?’ Tellez asked.
‘No, they were my men all along, just as you were.’
As he had expected, Brandon sensed a reaction to that statement from Villeda and Jarquin, probably Muñoz too.
‘This was a test … you two might not have been on the winning side, but you did good enough to make the team.’
Brandon now glanced up to gauge the responses of the two, armed men. He trusted he saw the surprise replaced by a degree of admiration and hoped that rather than be offended, the pair now saw him as having some kind of tactical insight.
‘Cut them free and meet your two new team mates: Cesar Orozco and Felix Tellez.’
There was hesitancy for some moments but then Jarquin drew a long knife from the small of his back and proceeded to free the pair. Their relief was clear as they stood and worked the blood flow back into their legs. Brandon knew that it would take time to have them integrated. However, if today’s exercise had shown him nothing else, it was that he needed to have as strong a force as he could muster. He might put these two into the roles that Galeas and Reyes had had here. There was more than time enough to decide on the finer points. He trusted too, that there would be time for some more team training once they got from the Kilab islands into the Maghreb al-Aqsa region.
‘They’re here, sir.’
Brandon turned as Galeas hurried into from the front. ‘Mr. Hughes and his men.’
By that he meant Daniel Hall and his “clean-up crew”.
‘Right, our work is done. Leave the guns in the hallway. On the way back to Jacksonville we don’t want to get stopped by some highway patrol man or sheriff’s deputy who’s got nothing else better to do with his time.’
Saying that, probably this side of D.C. no-one was going to make a fuss about the sounds of gunfire in the middle of the day, especially in a rural area like this. The nearest “neighbour” was almost three miles away. However, as he said, a dozen men, many looking as if they had recently swum the Rio Grande, with a stack of Russian assault rifles might stir the interest of a backwoodsman. Brandon pulled out the .45 he had brought in case things went really wrong and, padding out to the lobby, put it on the floor.
Stepping outside, Brandon saw the men Hall had brought were familiar. There were six of them. Their boss himself was sat in the SUV smoking. He did no more than nod in the captain’s direction and he responded in kind. Keeping the different groups of men completely “siloed” when the “management” of this project was small, have never been that easy. As he began the trek back to their own vehicles, emblazoned “The Independent Fundamental Bible Church Sports Club” for that was who they usually transported, Brandon guessed it did not matter anymore. If Hall could make twelve – thirteen – corpses disappear and get this place looking good enough to get it on the real estate market, then he felt it would take a very assiduous detective to even get close to him and his team. Moreover, until they left the States on the flight to Al-Nakhil they would stay tight at the house outside Jacksonville.
Taking the flight from Sarasota–Bradenton rather than Orlando, Tampa or one of the others, was supposed to help muddy the trail even further. While he had no sense that anyone was on that trail at the moment, Brandon knew well enough not to be complacent. Once the kidnapping was done, he knew that even US authorities would be looking for any traces, if only to be able to disavow that there had been any official involvement. While the Cold War might be sputtering out now, since the 1940s Andalusia had been a pretty decent ally of the USA. Brandon guessed, that relationship might still be seen as very valuable in countering fundamentalists, inspired by the Iranian Revolution who remained bent on spreading their “message” through other Muslim states.
More than forty minutes had passed before Brandon and his team were back in the two minivans: Waldrop was in one; Brandon in the other in case jubilation at a job at least partially done got out of hand. Brandon had Calix, Orozco and Tellez close to him. Calix’s injury was just as Waldrop had described it. It had been a .45 round and indeed they were lucky he was not blinded or dead. Perhaps it was of use, though, to remind not just Calix but the rest of the team too, about the dangers of complacency; assumptions about what harm a woman might inflict. From what he had come to know of this Maryam Hamdi, Brandon felt she was not going to be a push-over.
Muñoz looked to Brandon who nodded and the minivan was fired up. Quickly they, with Reyes driving the one behind, were heading right away from this house and were soon on the road to Birmingham. It looked like they would reach Columbus on the Georgia border in good time to overnight there. Knowing the pastor, they would receive a warm welcome at one of the Church’s venues. Brandon tried to rest back in his seat, telling himself that the first proper stage was over. Still, as he wrestled to calm his mind, he wondered if, from now on in, at least until it was all over, no matter the outcome, he would be able to escape the thoughts and counter-thoughts swirling around in his head like a maelstrom.


1.
       The name of the Canary Islands in our world comes from the Latin word for “dog” as in Roman times they were renowned for large dogs. Canaries were only subsequently named after the islands. The Arabic name is assumed to have same the same derivation as the Latin one, i.e., “islands of the dogs”.The Contras were US-backed right-wing rebel groups active in Nicaragua, 1979-90. ORDEN was the National Democratic Organization which oversaw right-wing death squads in the Salvadoran Civil War 1979-92. Intelligence Battalion 3–16, under various names, was part of the Honduran Army in the 1980s which carried out political assassinations. They were trained and supported by the CIA and the Pinochet regime in Chile.The call signs are in fact in a mix of Leónese, Asturian and Castilian. Both Asturias and Galicia – with its own dialect too - would be parts of León as envisaged in this novel.Surprisingly, from personal experience, I have encountered many Protestant Americans referring to “Christians and Catholics” as if the Catholic Church was not Christian too. Given that Brandon Travis is a zealous Evangelical Christian it seemed probable that he might also make that distinction.The AKM assault rifle was produced by the USSR from 1959 onwards, following on from the AK47; looking very similar but with simplifications. It fires 7.62mm rounds and has a 30-round magazine. In theory it was superseded by the AK74 but vast numbers are available and in use across the world. The Maadi is an Egyptian version produced under licence and in this alternative envisaged as being sold to Al-Andalus.The Colt M1911/1911A was the standard issue side arm for the US military from 1911 to 1985, though some units continued using them after that date. The barrel length of the Officer model is only 3.5 inches (8.9cm) compared to 5.03 inches for the standard model. It fires .45 (11.43mm) rounds and has a 7 or 8-round magazine.The Walther pistol is the TPH in .25 calibre (6.35mm) which was produced from 1968 including in the USA. It is described as a “pocket pistol” being only 13.5cm (5.3 inches) long. It has a 6-round magazine.“Al” in Arabic means “the” and is often shown, when transliterated, as merged into the noun. To avoid confusion for English speakers with so many words featured beginning with “Al” I have left it off unless “the” is really needed on in names which are well known in English including it, e.g., Al-Andalus. “Al-Nakhil” is the equivalent of Las Palmas, i.e., “the palms”, anyway.
    






  
  Chapter 2


Qurtuba City
, The Republic of Al-Andalus: 
Safar 1411 H. 
[September 1990]
Historical Notes 1
Stepping from the taxi, Kaima Ziani drew up short as she realised that the cluster of tourists had stopped moving right in front of her objective: the Department for Literature and Linguistics. She ran her eyes over them, quickly determining that they were not a coach party down from Castile or León; nor were they French. Then, wryly noting their build, Kaima imagined them to be Americans. She guessed she should not begrudge them spending their money here.
While it had some coal, Al-Andalus lacked the oil or gas that had brought wealth to many Arab states. Kaima had always been very proud of her country’s ancient intellectual heritage, but she guessed that she had to accept the quickest way for it to bring in dollars or yen was through tourists. The thought reminded Kaima she had failed to read Chafiq’s article on the impact of tourism on Qurtuba. That was bad of her given he complimented her pieces for “Tafahas” without fail.
‘… they say it’s the oldest university in Europe,’ one late middle-aged woman with blonde hair said, though it was unclear if she got that from the tour guide at the front or the book she was squinting at.
‘That is rubbish, Bologna’s the oldest, this is just a school for their priests,’ a taller man with round glasses explained.
‘Madrasa,’ the woman next to him, just a little shorter, added.
Though it was twenty years since she had left Columbia, Kaima guessed she watched enough US programmes to have retained her ear for their various accents. She imagined these tourists, at least the ones she had heard so far, were from Boston.
‘Yeah, sure, Jeannie. Yeah, so anything that isn’t under the cathedra system doesn’t count as a university. This is just one big seminary.’
‘This university had a diverse curriculum some thousand years before the University of Oxford,’ Kaima snapped in what she felt still sounded like New York City American.
Not only the three tourists nearest her looked sharply at Kaima, but a number of others around them too.
‘If you will excuse me, I have an appointment with a literature professor – not a religious teacher – and she’s a woman too.’
There were mutters from behind her as the journalist navigated the best that she could around the edge of this group and finally gained the main doorway. Through it she stepped into the wonderful building first laid down in the 7th Century – what the Americans would consider the 13th. It had to be almost a year since she had been in this vestibule as though many of her contacts or subjects were based here, they preferred to meet in cafés or even shisha bars that were numerous in this district. As she crossed the polished floor of red and ivory tiles, Kaima took the opportunity for a quick look at the beautiful pillars and the fretted stone work between them which ran along all sides.
Kaima even detoured to snatch a quick glimpse of the famed Abu al-Hasan Al-Mas'udi courtyard. Larger than most in the university, its plants and the water courses running through it were said to have been based on a portrayal of the world as seen in Al-Mas'udi’s time. Whether it had retained that form, Kaima could only guess. Still, she knew it was a place she loved to visit when public seminars were held there. She glanced to the rainbow gum eucalyptus and the flaming sword plant that always caught her eye and was glad to see they thrived. Through the branches she made out a small tutorial under way to one side. From the discussion she could hear, she guessed it was a French literature class.
Knowing it would be easy to lose hours in this place, Kaima retraced her steps and walked the familiar corridor and staircase to what had been Muealima Jamieia Alia Sbai’s office for as long as she had known her. As Kaima approached the door, the sounds of what she guessed would be music produced by Miles Davis reach her. The professor, she recalled, had been particularly enthusiastic about the artist’s 1960 album “Sketches of Andalusia” which had been influenced by the music of this country.
Kaima knocked and knocked again before a response came leading her to wonder if the professor’s hearing was beginning to fade. Alia Sbai had celebrated her sixtieth birthday earlier in the year, not that Kaima had received an invite to the celebrations. She did not take it as a snub. After all, in the woman’s thirty-year career she must have taught thousands and Kaima had not even been among her postgraduate students, opting for the USA and Columbia University over remaining at Qurtuba.
Pushing the well-worn wooden door open, Kaima stepped into the familiar room. The aroma of old books and the carved wood of the shelving took her back more than twenty years. There were shelves on every side of the room. Not all held books. Some had folders of documents. There were photographs of the professor with her husband and children; her with various authors. More controversially for a member of staff at a Muslim university, there was an old framed poster of Miles Davis and the Tadd Dameron Quintet at the 1949 Paris Jazz Festival. The LP of the same sat close by, but the record player, Kaima imagined, was buried under something.
Through the window behind the professor, the courtyard, the Wallada bint al-Mustakfi one in this case, was not filled with plants. Instead, it was adorned with ornate geometric tiles and with quotations from the poet’s work carved around the walls. Kaima remembered it being a scene of a protest back in 1967 when the Mlik had fled to Paris and the majlis easkariun had taken power. She wondered if six years later when the Liwa came to the top, if there had been celebrations here or more protests. His promise of free elections had tempted Kaima and indeed many other expatriates to return. It took all of three years for the promise to turn to dust. Still, it had been enough to mean US companies’ investment quickly followed that which the American military had been providing since the 1950s.
Alia Sbai was sat at an electric typewriter, her hands poised above the keys. The CD case beside it showed Kaima that her impression of the music had been right.
‘Muealima …’ she said tentatively but loud enough to compete with Davis.
The academic looked up abruptly but with a smile, ‘Alia, please, Kaima. I have known you more than twenty years.’
‘Yes, of course mue … Alia.’
‘Take a seat, shift what you must but try to keep it in order. It is too early for undergraduate work, but you will see the majistir students have been busy during the summer.’
Kaima selected the chair with the fewest essays on it. Most were typed and sheathed in plastic sleeves. The top one looked like it had come off a word processor printer. It seemed students were catching up with the journalists. As Kaima sat, Alia stood.
‘Coffee? Lime juice?’
‘Lime, thank you.’
Well established in her forties, Kaima now kept coffee for those nights when a deadline loomed. These days, though, that tended to be the result of one of the younger journalists being late with their submission or it not being up to what Nabil Bennani desired. Not for the first time Kaima reminded herself she needed to talk to him about getting paid extra when she sub-edited.
The professor went to a small fridge wedged into a book case and pulled out a jug of water and lime. She took two long glasses from the top of one of the dark green filing cabinets and filled both glasses. Since Kaima had first met Alia in the autumn of 1965, she had dressed in what then was felt a “modern” way; now seen as the “northern” way, favoured by Al-Andalus’s neighbouring states in that direction. Her suit was a silvery grey flecked with black which echoed her hair gone from the raven’s wing shade of a young academic to silver with some dark strands still left from the past. The short haircut and the suits that had replaced the long skirts and baggy blouses, had been adopted a decade ago. Now it was easy to imagine this woman as an advertising executive in some swish New York office.
Alia sat back in her chair and looked as if she was measuring Kaima up. Given the first name terms had been re-emphasised, the journalist slipped the plain dark green hijab from her head to sit on her shoulders.
‘You don’t approve?’ Kaima asked as she read the older woman’s expression.
Alia gave a small smile. ‘It is not for me to judge people’s personal choices and certainly not women. The world changes, people change.’
‘Yes.’
While she did not want to say it was events in Iran a decade ago and ongoing that had pushed her thinking, Kaima did know that if this had been back when she was a student her garb would have been more like the professors or many of the students that she had passed coming up here. Perhaps it was common that, as people entered middle age, their perspectives altered. It would not be seemly, surely, for her to work in this city dressed the way she had been as a student in New York. At times she also remembered something Rafiq Masouri, the lecturer in British literature had once quoted, “mutton dressed as lamb”. It was a derogatory term used in Britain for older women sticking to young women’s trends.
Self-consciously, Kaima looked down at her clothing, the single colour from her long-sleeved buttoned top to the ankle-length skirt. It was modest and cool and she remembered Bennani feeling it was perfect for when she had gone to interview Aryn Ouazzani and Hachim Fathi, the two “elder statesmen” of Al-Andalus literature.
‘Anyway, you did not come here to discuss fashion and it is too early, just yet, to talk about Nur Al'Adab short list.’
For the past four years Sbai had been the organiser of that prize for books in Arabic or Berber.
‘But Masnsen Izem will be on it?’
The professor responded with a smile. ‘You have read “Tamdint Tamecṭuḥt”?’
‘Yes, and “Asmel Amezruyan” – my Berber has improved a lot since your classes.’
Alia responded with a look that could have been admonishment or pleasure at Kaima’s efforts.
Kaima persisted, ‘To have a Berber winner would be big news.’
‘Yes, it would,’ Alia chuckled. ‘But we cannot … well, it is not even me of course. I am only the organiser, not on the judging panel, but I trust the judges will look for the best literature not be directed by how a choice might be received.’
‘I think they proved that last year.’
‘Yes, “Tariq Maliyat Bialnakhil” – Maryam was always a bold one; you could say, provocative. You knew her well, of course. I was not surprised when she headed across the Atlantic, from you, though, that was more unexpected.’
‘But we both returned to Al-Andalus.’
‘It maybe a country relatively easy to leave but it is certainly very hard to break from. Both you and Maryam in your different ways were scholars, thinkers, writers and where else can you be active in a society which has treasured interests such for over a millennium? Wallada may never have walked in that particular courtyard, but this university was old when she worked in this city.’
Kaima guessed she had always known the professor’s love of her homeland but this re-emphasised why she had never taken up some well-paid post at a US, British, French or West German university, when they were offered.
‘So, there were no concerns that selecting Maryam Hamdi’s book would be provocative?’
‘No, of course not. As I said, we … the judges look at the book, not the author. If it is in Arabic or Berber, we would consider it if it was written in Aleppo or the backroom of an East London mosque. But Maryam has a real talent. You read “3,4” – yes, I know you did. I have a cutting of your review somewhere here.’ She gestured to the files along one shelf. ‘She has a talent. Maryam is a … such a mixture of trends. Her studies; her travel; doing her own translations, in one person they show the world that Al-Andalus is not the home just to “oasis stories”.’
Kaima knew the term well enough from her work. It had seen a revival since the USA had got mixed up the Arab world once more. Of course, she knew most Americans; many Europeans, simply assumed Iranians, even Afghans, were Arabs.
‘I am so glad that she … that both of you came back.’
Kaima realised she was letting some jealousy flare up. She had seen the professor every year for the last four and a couple of times before. Why this time did she feel she had to impress; that she was falling short when spoken about in the same discussion as Maryam?
‘And now for her own safety,’ Kaima added a little too tartly.
‘Naturally, though I feel sure this will all blow over soon enough. Many authors have to suffer cranks. Do you remember when “Athnayn Min Althaeabin” won? It was 1972, sorry 1392 - you were still abroad. The prize was accused of promoting pornography.’
Kaima did remember a fellow student pointing out how it had meant Al-Andalus had got into the New York press for once.
‘And you would have been a girl when “Ahdar Alywbil” won. It was 1956 and I was just coming to the end of my doctorate. The world was in turmoil as it was: Russian tanks in Hungary; the British, French and Israelis buggering – sorry – intervening in Egypt. Then this book comes out portraying a world where Al-Andalus has gone. La Reconquête started earlier so all us Arabs were pushed into the sea by 1515; the Jews forced out too. Somehow the northern states all united and got it all out the way before their Reformation hit; the ongoing war with Protestant Navarre. As you can imagine, it caused a fuss in the History department, not just over here. That was even before all the trouble with the title in the translation. What did they end up with “Reconquered”,’ the professor gave the title in English, ‘over there?’
‘Yes, I think so …’
Kaima had read the book in the second year of her course here, but had felt it to be little more than a polemic envisaging somehow purging Islam – and as Alia noted, Judaism too – from the entirety of Iberia. She knew Mounir had aimed to be provocative; challenge complacency in Al-Andalus when the British, Americans and Soviets were all intruding in North African and West Asian states. Yet, perhaps she had felt it was dangerous to feed fuel into the fire of those who would have welcomed the failure of the mamlaka and now the republic, especially when the American translation came out.
Was Maryam risking the same with “Tariq Maliyat Bialnakhil”? Did that explain Kaima’s ambivalence about her one-time friend’s book? Did she see that to challenge – ridicule, perhaps – Christianity in the way she had done would risk unleashing that or worse against Islam? The journalist speculated then whether she would have been personally less concerned ten or twelve years ago when her faith had been such a smaller part of her life.
‘So, controversy is nothing new for the prize.’
‘But did Wahida Mounir and … and whoever wrote the “Althaeabin” book, get death threats?’
Alia gave a chuckle. ‘Which authors do you think never receive threats? I am sure even the “grandfathers” Fathi and Ouazzani could tell you what they have been threatened with down the years, even for the anodyne stuff they produced. There is always someone who thinks you have stolen their idea.’
‘But upsetting one “crank” is not like upsetting an entire religion. How many Christians are there in the world? Hundreds of millions?’
‘But … the Christians, maybe some of them at least, they like to question and test their God, their prophet, son of God, quite a bit more than Muslims do. Did you see “The Life of Brian”?’
Kaima shook her head. She did not even know if the movie had been shown in Qurtuba but she guessed the professor would have got it on video cassette from Paris or London or somewhere.
‘It was a comedy.’ Kaima knew.
‘Yes, and Maryam’s book is not that, it is something different.’
‘Magic realism – the go-to genre of the 1980s.’ Kaima used the American term.
‘I didn’t think you disapproved of it.’
‘No … no I don’t,’ Kaima conceded.
In fact if pressed she would have said until relatively recently, she had enjoyed the escapism, the sense that walking down the street of a city like Qurtuba you could slip into another, different world. There was that H.G. Wells short story that she remembered Muealim Jamieiun Masouri had mentioned, “The Door” or something like that. It had been written eighty years ago. Maybe her judgements on such material had changed now she saw it was the reality and the reality of faith in particular that should be supreme.
If, as she hoped, this conversation was going to lead to the interview with – the extended profile of - Maryam Hamdi that Bennani was so eager she produce, Kaima guessed she should be careful in her reactions to the genre for which the woman had made her name.
These thoughts made Kaima realise that she was skirting around the motive for her visit. She knew that Alia, like most academics, would see no problem with a general discussion on contemporary literature like this and probably enjoyed the break from the writing or marking that she had been doing.
‘And Hamdi … Maryam, she will be at the prize giving? It’s traditional.’
‘Yes, we do like the previous winner to present the prize to the latest; “the chain”, the “baton passing”; however you like to portray it.’
‘So will she come, despite the threats that seem to be more vocal now, especially coming out of the USA.’
‘Don’t you know? You’ve not spoken to her or … or she has not told you?’
‘No, no, we have not spoken in sixteen, eighteen years.’
‘Something over a man. Yes, she did not camouflage that very well in “Qisas Kulumbia” though if you are Katherine – or I should say if Katherine from that book is supposed to be you, then I would say she loved you.’
Kaima blushed ferociously at that and then felt ashamed that a woman of her age could react so. She had known that if she would ever be back in touch with Maryam what had happened in New York over Scott would come up. Up until now Kaima had trusted that the years since would have greatly muted the feelings. Now she wondered if that had been wishful thinking.
‘Yes, I see,’ Alia began again, her tone having shifted. ‘That is why you came to me. It is not simply that you want my perspective on this year’s prize or even Maryam’s work, you believe that I can provide a connection to her; to where she is being kept safe.’
‘Yes … yes, I thought that was clear in the request.’
Like all these things it had been arranged by Faryal who oversaw all the appointments by “Tafahas” journalists and photographers to make sure there was no overlap or double booking. While she had made it clear to her, Kaima imagined that Faryal would have simplified the request; may have defaulted to the assumptions Alia was making now.
‘You are in contact with Hamdi; with Maryam?’
‘Indirectly, as we all are, even those on the “trusted” list. The police authorities are as cautious … perhaps more cautious than you. Maryam is a bit of a jewel for Al-Andalus – renowned in many countries; an example of a modern woman of this state. That is a good counter for all the attempts to put us in the same camp as Khomeini and those who are following in his wake. I hardly see you as a Christian fundamentalist fanatic.’ She gestured to Kaima’s hijab. ‘Perhaps the opposite. Or is fundamentalism all from the same mould, no matter the religion?’
The journalist smiled at how easily the professor turned something into the kind of question she would ask her students.
‘Give me your home address and number. They like to do it very personally; certainly not through the office of a magazine.’
Alia pushed over a pad of lined paper and a pen. Maryam scribbled down the address of her apartment and its number then turned the paper back.
‘Good. Now, I can make no promises. I can vouch for you and will do so when I contact them; contact the one I go through. However, whether they decide to accept you, is far outside my control. It may take time, so do not think that if you hear nothing for days, weeks, maybe even months, that you have been turned down, but then again, they will not tell you if you have.’
Kaima wondered if the “they” were the city police, the Darak for the Kambania taifa or the MMA itself. Were threats to an author indeed sufficient to interest state security? Maybe, given what Alia had said about Maryam being perceived as a “jewel”, suggested they were. Maybe this was just how it went. Her colleagues in the current affairs office might have a better understanding of what “being under state protection” could actually mean as it was very, very rare that it impinged on authors; artists in general. Saying that, while like something from a spy novel, this approach sounded much as Bennani had cautioned her. Had he already tried to meet with Maryam himself? Had another journalist attempted? 
‘I understand,’ Kaima responded. ‘I am grateful Alia for what you can do.’
‘I understand the demands of you work; your editors, but also, Kaima, it would be good if two old friends in the world of literature were friends again. Living in safe houses; travelling with bodyguards can be isolating even
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