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Аннотация
It began when satellite photos revealed certain anomalies along the border of Saudi Arabia and Jordan — entire areas where there was no longer any sign of life. That, combined with reports from Iraq that some nomadic tribes had been decimated by a mysterious illness, could mean a global nightmare was becoming a reality — someone was perfecting a more effective, more deadly form of germ warfare. But who?
The American government had to get to the truth behind the lies and the rumors, and quickly. With no time to lose, they turned to the only man who could be trusted to handle the volatile situation — reluctant agent T.C. Bogner. Only Bogner could hope to infiltrate the circle of arms dealers and survive long enough under cover to track down the source of the deadly, unholy gas. But even for Bogner it was a near-impossible mission… with the fate of millions hanging in the balance.


R. Karl Largent
The Assassin


Prologue

December 6, 1997
KADIKOY SECTION ISTANBUL
The flight from Kiev had been uneventful, passage through customs no more than routine, and his introduction to his contact in Istanbul equally dreary. Sergi Doronkin had been in the car only a few moments when it occurred to him that he had finally met someone who appeared to be less inclined to be sociable than he. Josef Solkov had met him at the airport, made no inquiries about his health or the pleasure of his flight, seldom looked over at him as he drove, and confined his conversation to terse comments about the miserable nature of the weather.
The icy streets, first encountered when they left the airport at Ataturk Hava Limani, had worsened as they continued up Highway 100, and somehow seemed to get even worse as they negotiated the bridge over the Bosphorus. The going had improved only slightly when they turned back to the south as they headed to Kadikoy.
In all, Doronkin’s brief odyssey through the city of Istanbul had taken him the better part of an hour despite the fact that by the time the sleet storm had occurred, traffic had already thinned.
“We will soon be there,” Solkov advised. His voice was thin and dry.
“You are ready?”
“We go tonight?” Doronkin asked.
“I see no reason to delay,” Solkov said.
Doronkin merely nodded. If it was to be this night, he would focus on the matter at hand.
Finally, Solkov pulled into a narrow alley just off Kaital and pointed at a drab brick building less than fifty yards from them.
“You will find Ozal on the second floor, apartment four. No doubt the girl is with him. There is still a light in the window.
Perhaps he is the kind who chooses to make love with the light on.” Solkov glanced quickly at the man sitting beside him. There was no indication Doronkin had caught his oblique attempt at humor.
Instead Doronkin turned in the seat and reached for his cumbersome valise. He propped the case on its side, loosened the handle, and rotated it. When he did, the false bottom unhinged to reveal a compartment containing a Tokarev automatic, a gas silencer, and a clip. He attached the silencer, checked the clip, and shoved it in the pocket of his trench coat. Also in the compartment was a small black plastic packet from which he removed a short test tube and roll of electrical tape. Then he inserted a mercury thermostat in the tube, corked it, shoved two small sewing needles through the cork, and threaded the two needles with thin copper wiring. He then attached one wire lead to a tiny battery and the other to a blasting cap. Finally he produced a pouch containing an ounce and a half of plastic explosives.
When he finished, he looked at Solkov.
“The fuel is ready?” he asked.
Solkov jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the paper sack in the backseat of the aging Flat “Two liters. I used cheap wine bottles. If the fragments of the bottle are found in the investigation, it will indicate nothing.”
Doronkin busied himself emptying the valise of the rest of its contents, replaced the detonating device and plastic explosive, and got out of the car.
The sleet had turned to ice needles, stinging his face. He opened the back door of the car, stuffed the bottles in the valise, crossed the street, climbed the concrete stairs, and entered the building.
From there he worked his way to the second floor and the door with a small tarnished “4.” It was the apartment he was looking for. He waited several moments, to make certain he had not alerted anyone, and when he was satisfied, proceeded.
He taped the packet of plastic explosive at the top of the door just above the hinge plate, ran the tiny wire down to the small glass tube, and taped it to the doorknob. Twice he paused to make certain the wires were still connected before he stepped away.
The rest of his task was easily accomplished. He uncorked the first bottle and cautiously worked his way back down the flight of wooden stairs, carefully leaving a trail of the volatile fuel behind him. When he reached the foyer, he spilled out half of the contents of the second bottle, and inserted a short strand of cotton fuse. He opened the door to make certain the street was clear, took out his lighter, and lit the fuse.
Taj Ozal, lingering in the afterglow of their feverish embrace, was surprised when the woman suddenly sat up.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
Tifra looked at him and scowled.
“Do you smell smoke?”
Ozal laughed.
“Only the…” he started to reply, but the young woman had already peeled back the covers, and was climbing over him.
“I tell you I smell smoke,” she insisted. She pulled on a robe and hurried into the small apartment’s still-lighted combination living room and kitchen, where she saw traces of smoke already snaking into the room from under the door.
“There is smoke,” she screamed.
Taj Ozal leaped out of bed, pulled on his trousers, raced into the room, and threw open the door.
The explosion shook the entire building.
Josef Solkov had driven the small Flat two blocks away from the site of Ozal’s apartment, turned around, and parked. Now, through an ice-glazed windshield, both men sat watching as the apartment building where Taj Ozal had once lived became an instant inferno. The blackness turned an angry orange as the flames erupted from every window. Solkov considered congratulating Doronkin, then thought better of it. It did occur to him, however, that thus far the plan had come off without a hitch. Instead he offered Doronkin a cigarette.
“From this moment on. Comrade, you will no longer be known as Sergi Doronkin. Now you are Taj Ozal.”

Chapter One

Day 1
STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT SECTION
PENTAGON
Air Force Second Lieutenant Jarvis Reed took a sip of his now-tepid coffee, grimaced, turned around in his chair, glanced at the clock, and for the second time in as many hours, began sorting and checking through the backlog of the day’s electronic F-2 reports. For Reed it was the last time-consuming chore of his shift. OP 214.1.0 stated that each day’s files had to be organized and presented to the SAsC analysis crew that came on at midnight. Jarvis Reed was simply fulfilling his duty; he had never admitted as much, but he neither knew nor cared what happened to the reports after that. He had other things on his mind.
F-2 reports were routinely received between 1800 and 2100 hours and it was his shift’s responsibility to have the files computerized and ready.
He gave each set of photos a cursory glance, scanned each report for the time-date data, gave the report a code number, downloaded the content, made hard copies, and dropped the documents in electronic sector files marked either file retain or file review The analysts would take it from there.
Jarvis Reed considered the task of filing field reports just one more “no-brainer” in a job full of “no-brainers.” After all, he was a graduate of Dartmouth, and deemed himself capable of handling far more challenging duties than the monotony and treadmill-rut the basement-based Strategic Assessment Center afforded him.
He was still scanning the most recent reports from the bases in segment P through Z when his phone rang. Delighted at the prospect of having something to do other than file reports, he snapped it up before it could ring a second time.
“Lieutenant Reed, Assessment Center.” He was pleased he had been able to project a military timbre in his voice.
The voice that came back at him sounded more sardonic than military.
“This is Major Sanders at Rockwell, Lieutenant.”
Sanders had no way of knowing it when he said it, but the words “Major” and “Rockwell” had caused Reed to turn off his radio and stiffen. Reed could count on one hand the number of important calls he had logged in his first four months at the center.
“Lieutenant, I’ve been reviewing our satellite photos of the sector 77-T pass at 1800GMT.”
“Sector 77-T, sir?” Reed repeated. He was already in the process of locating the file, opening it, and trying to pull up the latest Rockwell report on his screen.
“That would be…?”
“That would be coded Katcar on the Turkish Iraqi border. Lieutenant. Look for Zakho on your reference map.” Sanders’s voice had rapidly deteriorated from caustic to impatient.
Jarvis Reed continued to scroll past a litany of cities and sector areas with unfamiliar names: Amadiya, Arbil, Dohuk, Sinjar, and a host of others.
Finally he reached the Sector 77-T map that included the area known as the Kurdish Autonomous Region, as it had been called in his orientation, and the city of Zahko.
“Got it,” he said.
There was an element of triumph in his voice. The last time one of the Rockwell analysts had called in, he had been unable to even locate the sector chart on his computer.
“Good. So tell me what you see. Lieutenant,” Sanders droned.
Reed studied the images on the screen and tweaked the intensification dial.
“Well, I see… gee, are those sheep. Major?” He referenced back twenty-four hours and saw a similar image.
“Is that what I’m supposed to be seeing. Major, a bunch of sheep?”
Sanders’s sigh was audible.
“Tell me, Lieutenant, doesn’t anything about those photos strike you as the least bit unusual?”
Jarvis Reed scoured the blurry images again.
“Well, sir,” he stammered. “I don’t think so — everything looks about the same to me.”
“That’s the problem, Lieutenant, think about it.
Everything looks the same. Count the sheep in the first image. Reference back twenty-four hours and what do you see? Answer, the same thing, the same number of sheep. Now, doesn’t that strike you as a bit odd?”
Reed waited. He was tempted to ask what was so damned peculiar about a bunch of sheep — but he knew better.
The man from Rockwell was droning on again.
“I’ve just spent the last two hours applying overlays to that 1800GMT image, Lieutenant. Not only do we have the same number of sheep in eight straight exposures, but even more curious, those sheep are in the exact same location on each pass.
What do you think the odds are of that happening?”
“Gee, I don’t know, sir. Sheep are sheep.”
“Those satellite images. Lieutenant, are giving us an area sweep with only a few degrees variation in each pass. Knowing that, I went back over forty-eight hours worth of images. Not one change, Lieutenant, not one single change. Do you have any idea what the mathematical probability is of those sheep being in the same damned identical position over a forty-eight-hour period?”
Reed cleared his throat.
“I don’t know much about sheep, sir. Maybe I should show this to Major Russell when he comes on at midnight.” What little bearing there had been in his voice when he answered the telephone had deserted him. He knew he sounded green, but it was the only thing he could think to say.
“Wise decision. Lieutenant. Then, after Major Russell has had a chance to study the situation, have him contact me…”
With that, his voice trailed off into silence. Still, Jarvis Reed waited to make certain; he continued listening until he heard the line go dead. Only then did he allow himself to nestle the phone back in its cradle and take a deep breath.
It occurred to him that, in the grand scheme of things, the major’s call might have been the most important one he had logged to date — but at that very moment, it meant one thing and one thing only. He would be expected to remain at his duty station until Major Russell had analyzed the satellite photos — which meant the small hours of the morning.
He picked up the phone again, this time to dial Janet’s number. He was rehearsing how he planned to break the news to her. When she answered, his voice sounded flat.
“Honey, better go on to bed. It looks like I’ll be here for a while…”
Jarvis Reed had anticipated some kind of expression of disappointment in his girlfriend’s voice, but the abrupt click that followed was the only thing that indicated how upset she really was.
It was the third time it had happened in two weeks. Now, with nothing better to do, he turned his attention back to the satellite photos.
“What the hell is so damned important about a bunch of damn sheep?” he muttered.
Air Force Major Simon Russell was a humorless little man who viewed any anomaly reported by the SAsC monitoring stations as a potential threat to national security. At forty-seven years of age, he was the senior analyst on the Center’s midnight shift, and delighted to be pulling his second tour of duty at the Center. It was a position he had held and relished for the last five years.
Now, with Jarvis Reed standing behind him, peering over his shoulder, Russell examined the sequence of satellite photos.
“When did you first notice this?” Russell finally asked.
“I wish I could say I did, sir,” Reed admitted, “but I missed it altogether. Major Sanders at Rockwell is the one that caught it.”
Simon Russell laid down his magnifying glass, pushed himself away from his desk, and rubbed his eyes.
“Don’t let Mel Sanders get to you. Lieutenant.
He gets a kick out of twisting the tails of the greenhorns.”
“I should have caught it, sir,” Reed apologized.
“So — what else did he point out?”
Jarvis Reed reflected back on Sanders’s call.
“That’s all, sir. Just that there were the same number of sheep in the same position over a forty-eight-hour period.”
Russell smiled.
“Did he neglect to mention that the sheep are all lying down?”
The young lieutenant bent down to get a better look at the sequence of photographs.
“You’re right, sir,” he said.
“Why do you suppose…?”
Russell pulled himself back up to the desk and picked up the magnifying glass again.
“Did you ever see sheep sleep, Lieutenant?”
Reed shook his head.
“Can’t say that I have. Major.
Back in Boston where I come from, most folks don’t keep sheep around the house.”
“Sheep, Lieutenant,” Russell began, “tend to sleep with their legs folded under them — like cattle.
They don’t very often sleep all sprawled out like the ones in this satellite image.”
“Meaning what, sir?”
“I’ll give you odds. Lieutenant, the sheep you see in these satellite images are either damn sick or all dead. Probably the latter.”
Day 2
SHAQLAWA, IRAQ
Kemal Gursel considered himself to be a man both cursed and blessed. A Turkish Muslim by birth, he plied his trade from a small fruit cart: selling pomegranates, apples, pears, and now and then an occasional basket of almonds and walnuts to Kurdish tribesmen who lived in the area north of Shaqlawa.
Gursel considered his blessing to be the fact that he had once been wed to a young Kurdish woman by the name of Aniqua. Their all-too-brief union had presented him with a daughter named Divan. The girl’s birth, however, both difficult and unattended, had resulted in Gursel’s curse, the death of his young wife. In retrospect, Aniqua had lived just long enough to bear him a daughter and for the local Kurd tribesmen to regard him as an outsider who could be trusted.
Now, seven years later, with his cherished Divan sitting beside him, he guided his donkey, a cantankerous beast once said to be owned by a rich man in Gully All Beg, and his creaking cart onto an unfamiliar trail. The trail, he had been told, would lead him through a narrow, rocky pass down to his destination, a remote highland meadow. The meadow, he had also been told, was surrounded by sheer granite projections dotted with caves along the base — and the Kurds who lived there were said to be kinsman of Arion, distantly related to Gursel’s late wife’s father.
In making the journey, Gursel hoped that Arion’s endorsement would permit him to do commerce with the Kurdish shepherds who still lived in the nearby caves and the village of Koboli.
As the trail widened and Gursel’s cart rolled into the clearing, he was assailed by the repugnant smells of something long dead. When he was able to get a better look, he saw dotting the landscape the entire length of the meadow — the carcasses of sheep, hundreds of them. Their bodies were still bloated, but already in the early stages of decay.
“What is the smell?” Divan asked. Gursel knew she was still too small to understand the concept of death, and when he looked down at her, her eyes had already begun to tear and she was shaking.
His first impulse was to hold her close to him and console her, but she had already seen the devastation.
Instead, he crawled down from the cart and instructed the girl to stay where she was.
Later, near noon, Carnal Gursel finished his gruesome audit. His search had taken him into a half-dozen caves and each time he was confronted with the same nightmare: the bodies of every Kurd man, woman, and child had somehow been subjected to the same terrible fate. Their faces were twisted into masks of agony. Their throats were bloated, their stomachs distended, and there was ample evidence of hemorrhaging from the eyes, ears, nostrils, and mouth. Dogs, goats, and several head of donkeys had suffered a similar fate.
During the course of his morning-long odyssey from one cave to another, Gursel had twice gone back to check on his young daughter. The girl, although still upset, appeared to be all right, and Gursel returned to his search, hoping to find the cause of the curse that had befallen the tiny Kurdish settlement. Throughout the morning he counted bodies, and whenever possible searched through their belongings in hopes of learning names. Some he had learned. Others would suffer ignominy in their untimely death. He had tried to gather all the names and facts he could. He knew Arion would want to know every last detail.
Finally, with the unrelenting mountain sun hammering down on the scene, and the stench of death assailing him from all directions, he concluded his investigation and started back to his cart. That was when he discovered the first of the strange canisters, made of metal, no more than ten centimeters in length and perforated with thousands of tiny holes. It was dented and even ruptured at one end of the cylinder. By the time he reached his cart, he had stumbled across two more of the strange-looking cylinders.
Gursel would later admit that he had thought about burying the remains of the unfortunate Kurds, but the enormity of the task and the smell made him decide to turn back and return to Shaqlawa.
Then, as he started to leave, he looked back one last time. This time, like his daughter, he too had tears in his eyes.
Day 2
INTERNAL SECURITY AGENCY
WASHINGTON
It was a longtime habit; on Sundays Robert Miller caught up with his paperwork. As Clancy Packer’s chief administrative assistant and number-one handyman at the Internal Security Agency, he had long ago fallen into the habit of reading field reports on the day when most everything else in Washington had been boarded up for the weekend.
On Sunday, the phone seldom rang and the office was usually deserted. Deserted, that is, if he disregarded the two agents monitoring the latest reports from the world’s hot spots in the basement of the three-story building.
Miller was a bachelor, a title he treasured more highly than even that of AA. to the agency’s number-one man, Clancy Packer. He was average height, average weight, and considered himself to be of no more than average intelligence. The fact that he had graduated with honors from Georgetown’s prestigious law school apparently had done nothing to change that assessment. As well as average, Robert Miller also considered himself to be a realist — and that meant he knew what made him valuable. At the head of that list was an incredible memory for detail. Robert Miller had a mind that was somehow able to capture and retain the most minute aspects of long-ago events-many of which were embarrassingly irrelevant and served no useful purpose.
As usual, the majority of the reports he scanned on this particular Sunday were routine — so much so in fact that the agency’s man in Northern Ireland had even taken the time to include a couple of limericks at the end of his report. The report from Malaysia read almost word for word like the one from the previous week. It wasn’t until he began to review the file from Israel and the Palestinian territories that something caught his attention — two sentences in the second paragraph:
We continue to hear rumors of field testing by Iraqi extremists of a “mustard gas” type agent similar to that used in previous Iraqi attacks on Kurdish tribesmen. Air solvent samples taken by agencies monitoring the impacted areas would seem to verify at least some of these rumors…

Miller read the two sentences a second time, turned around in his chair, hit the “on” switch, opened the files, and typed out the words Poison Warfare (Nerve) Gases on his keyboard. The information began trailing across his monitor. He indexed down past Tabun (GA), Sarin (GB), and Soman (GD), until he came to the information he was looking for, the cyanides. The symptoms and formula for both hydrogen cyanide and cyanogen chloride appeared on the screen — and Miller studied them.
He was still hunched over his keyboard when the phone rang. Out of habit he reached for it before he remembered he had instructed the men manning the phones that he did not want any calls. When he picked it up, it was too late.
“Miller here,” he grumbled.
“Didn’t expect to find anyone there, Robert,” Langley admitted, “but I’m glad I caught you.”
Miller slouched back in his chair.
“What’s the matter? No tennis matches today?”
Peter Langley laughed.
“For Christ’s sake, Robert, don’t you do anything but hole up in that damn office of yours? If you’d bother to look out your damn window, you’d know it’s coming down by the buckets out there. Not only that, it’s getting colder.”
“Then I’m in the right place,” Miller said with a laugh.
“Is Clancy there?”
“Negative. In fact, he’s in the wrong place. He’s sitting out there in the rain and cold at the Redskins game. I don’t expect to see him or talk to him until tomorrow. Any message?”
“Matter of fact, there is. I just got a call from a Dr. Henry Stanhouse over at Immigration Services.”
Miller repeated the name.
“Stanhouse. Do I know him?”
“He runs their screening unit. At any rate, they’ve come across something they think we should know about. It seems they got a body bag over there with some bad stuff in it.”
“Bad stuff? What the hell kind of report is that?”
“Look, I don’t know enough about this to know what I’m talking about… but I did pick up on some of the background. Three weeks ago, the Red Crescent received word of an outbreak of some kind along the Iraqi-Turkish border in a Kurd settlement near Shehab on the Iraqi side.
The Red Cross sent a representative in to see if they could be of any help. What they found made their toes curl: eighty or so dead Kurds and all of the livestock in the encampment wiped out as well. The RC rep thought he might be looking at some new kind of plague or something and made arrangements to have an autopsy performed on one of the cadavers. Bottom line, the Turkish authorities couldn’t do much with it and the body was shipped over here so the folks at DIS could have a look at it.”
“And…?” Miller kicked back with his feet on his desk.
“And the body arrived this morning on a flight from Ankara. Stanhouse opened the bag, took one look, or maybe I should say one whiff, and closed it back up. He said he’d do the autopsy tomorrow to make it official, but he also said there was no doubt in his mind that the subject was exposed to, and in all probability died from, some kind of poison gas.”
“Poison gas?” Miller straightened up in his chair again and began scribbling a note he would leave on Packer’s desk.
“Go ahead, Peter, I’m still listening.”
“That’s all I know at the moment. But Stanhouse wanted to be certain that you people over at ISA were aware.”
“I’ll see that Clancy gets the message,” Miller said.
“By the way, how does he go about getting in touch with Stanhouse if he wants to pursue this?”
Langley gave Miller three different telephone numbers where Stanhouse could be reached, then hung up. Within seconds after Langley’s call, Miller had brought the Israeli report up on his screen for a second time. continue to hear rumors of field testing by Iraqi extremists of a “mustard gas” type agent similar to that used in previous Iraqi attacks on Kurdish tribesmen. Air solvent samples taken by agencies monitoring the impacted areas would seem to verify at least some of these rumors….
He read the text of the entire report twice, closed his eyes momentarily, then reached for the telephone. Before he completed dialing he had thought twice about what he was about to do, and instead turned to look out at the rain. Why ruin Packer’s day? Besides, Packer already had his hands full. His boss would be damn lucky if the Redskins weren’t getting pasted and he didn’t catch pneumonia in the process. Peter Langley was right, it was indeed a nasty day out there.
Day 4
IMMIGRATION SERVICES
WASHINGTON
Dr. Henry Stanhouse was a tall, somewhat awkward-appearing man with a reputation for both thoroughness and integrity. He also had a reputation for being blunt — and it was that abrupt, often abrasive style that people said had kept him buried in the bowels of the DIS for over twenty years.
Sitting across from him, listening to Stanhouse conclude a heated telephone conversation, Clancy Packer was reminded of his own run-ins with the fiery medic. They had clashed more than once over the years and there were times when they barely spoke — a fact that did not keep Stanhouse from calling Clancy in on something when the occasion demanded it.
When he finished, Stanhouse slammed the phone down and grumbled, “Now, where the hell were we?”
“You were going to tell me about the necropsy report on—”
“Right, right,” Stanhouse said. He reached for the intercom.
“Helen, are you out there?” Packer heard a muffled response from the outer office.
“Bring in that necropsy report I dictated this morning.” Stanhouse thought for a moment, then added, “And bring in those photographs as well.”
Helen came in, acknowledged Packer, laid two folders on the doctor’s desk, and departed. Stanhouse glanced at both the file and photographs before he shoved three eight-by-tens across the desk at Packer. Clancy picked them up and caught his breath. Stanhouse hadn’t warned him. They were photographs of a cadaver that had been laid open from his throat to his stomach. To Stanhouse the photographs were routine.
“From these pictures, Clancy, it’s obvious the Turks butchered the body up pretty bad trying to determine the cause of death.” Stanhouse shrugged his shoulders.
“On the other hand, you have to give them credit; they had enough sense to put everything back where it belongs — except for the damned pancreas. They managed to stuff it in there ass-backwards.”
Packer studied the photographs.
“Just exactly what am I supposed to be looking at. Henry?”
“Start with the lungs,” Stanhouse said. He reached across the desk and stabbed his pencil at the cadaver’s lungs.
“There, those cone-shaped organs there in the thoracic cavity. Notice how the pleural membrane is pitted and inflamed?”
Packer nodded.
“What’s that tell you?”
“It tells me I’m on the right track, dammit. That pleural membrane should never look that way.
Whatever our friend here was doing when it happened, the air in his lungs was suddenly contaminated with properties his respiratory system simply couldn’t handle.”
“What you’re saying is some kind of extremely toxic substance?”
“Exactly. The last few minutes of this young man’s life weren’t very pleasant, Clancy. He probably experienced a dryness and burning sensation in the throat, then a dyspnea or shortness of breath, followed by hyperpnea or rapid and shallow breathing as his lungs began to blister. This, of course, led to convulsion and coma, and ultimately he died, terminated by cardiovascular collapse.
In other words, he was his own worst enemy in those few minutes before he died; the more he struggled to breathe, the worse it got.”
Packer waited. He knew Stanhouse wasn’t through.
“The agents or components in the toxic substance acted by binding the FE components of the cytochrome c oxidase system. This, of course, controls the cellular respiration and exchange of oxygen. An easier way to explain would be to tell you his respiratory system was invaded by an oily acid.”
“Oily acid?” Packer repeated.
“I found traces of it in every damned biopsy I took.”
“What was the chemical base?”
Stanhouse leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.
“Don’t know yet. I’m no chemist.
But it could be any number of things. I’ve got some of my people trying to determine the chemical components now.”
“How was it ingested?”
“Breathing, pure and simple breathing. Whatever it was, Clancy, it was obviously in the air.
Dispersed, I would image, by some sort of manmade device. Mother Nature just isn’t that damned insidious.”
“Any guesses?”
“Like I said, I’m no toxicologist, but five will get you ten it is some form of hybrid hydrogen cyanide or cyanogen chloride. But again, that’s only an educated guess.”
Clancy Packer frowned and leaned forward with his elbows on Stanhouse’s desk.
“Anything else you can tell me?”
“No doubt you’ve already figured this one out, but I’d say whoever concocted this little nightmare had every intention of causing a great deal of suffering. This was no accident.”
Packer stood up and the two men shook hands.
“I’ve got another meeting to go to. Henry. I trust you’ll call me when you know more?”
“I will,” Stanhouse assured him, “but I can already guarantee you this much. Whoever did this sure as hell didn’t have the milk of human kindness coursing through their veins.”
Day 4
INTERNAL SECURITY AGENCY
WASHINGTON
Robert Miller had developed the habit of closing up shop, as he called it, after the worst of Washington’s rush-hour traffic had subsided. That meant he seldom left his office until a few minutes after six. Even then, he knew he was probably destined to spend more time in his car than he wanted to.
To pass the time before he left, he usually checked with the ISA offices in San Francisco and Los Angeles, or tackled one of the files in his pending basket. Miller thought it was unusual that Clancy Packer had not checked back with his office following his round of meetings that had begun with his morning meeting with Stanhouse.
With nothing more than the information Peter Langley had passed along in his Sunday call. Miller called up the single reference sector chart the N1 officer had described, Sector 77-T, on his t computer. When it appeared on the screen he was looking at a map of the northeast mountain region immediately south of the Turkish-Iraq border. He scrolled down until he found the chart indicating topographical detail and studied the terrain features.
They consisted mostly of low mountains laced with a network of valleys. The yellow overlay indicated the entire sector was thinly populated.
Someone had made a notation that indicated the chart had been updated two years earlier using a series of G-5A satellite photos. The new chart, minus research data, was visually more explicit.
Focusing on Zahko, he called up a map of the town as well as the surrounding area, pinpointing its location east of both the Tigris River and a major north-south oil pipeline. From there he zeroed in on the town itself. There were two large areas immediately east of the town, in Ammash, where construction appeared to be under way.
With that fixed in his mind, he referenced back to the more recent satellite photos, and the areas that had been under construction now appeared to be complete. In addition, the later photos indicated a network of roads had also been built to accommodate whatever was being built at the two construction sites.
He saw enough for him to put a call through to Chief Petty Officer Bet Crimmins at N1. She was known as Peter Langley’s right-hand woman and a first-rate investigator in her own right. So impressed was Miller that he had even made discreet inquiries about her marital status. A laughing Langley had provided him with vague answers and an even vaguer concept of what she looked like. Still, it was a start; Miller knew now that she was single, and he continued to kick around the idea of asking her out to dinner.
When he heard her voice on the other end of the line, he announced himself.
“Robert Miller at ISA.
Need your help.”
As usual. Bet Crimmins sounded happy to hear him. She was as relaxed as Miller was uptight.
“Working late again, Robert? You know what they say about all work and no play, don’t you?”
She had given him an opening, but Miller decided not to take it.
“Dull boy or not, I need your help.”
“Go for it.”
Miller didn’t hesitate.
“Near the town of Zahko, northeast Iraq, there is an area called Ammash.
The latest photos show two large structures and a number of smaller buildings, maybe even an airstrip — all relatively recent construction. What do you know about them?”
“A little out of your bailiwick, isn’t it? I thought ISA was only interested in ZI matters?”
“Call it curiosity.”
“Okay, I’ll call it curiosity.” There was a lull on the other end of the line and he could hear her fingers dancing over the keyboard.
“Okay — the latest G-2 says the building to the east is a military installation of some kind. The larger of the two structures is said to be a pharmaceutical factory.”
“Pharmaceutical company?”
“Affirmative.”
“What else do you know about it?”
“That’ll take some digging. Ill get back to you.”
Miller thanked her, hung up, closed his eyes, and tried to make some sense out of what he had just learned. Then he took out a piece of paper and began to jot down names. He had his own checking to do.

Chapter Two

Day 5
A VALLEY NORTH OF SHAQLAWA
NEAR THE TURKISH-IRAQ BORDER
The flock was restless. Despite that, Taha Hayawi had to struggle to stay awake. This was the second summer of his manhood and his mother, a widow, had entrusted him with the responsibility of tending the flock by himself. At fifteen, there was still much that Taha did not know about tending the flock and there were times, especially in the middle of the night, when he felt both insecure and very much alone.
Added to that was the weight of knowing the flock he watched over represented the sum total of wealth shared by his own family and that of his childless uncle, Gead.
The day had been long for Taha, and now the night was proving to be even longer. Moving the flock to a new meadow was always difficult, even for the most experienced of shepherds, and this particular move had been made all the more wearisome because several of his uncle’s ewes had given birth during the time the flock had grazed in the high-meadow near Abaci. Added to that, Keza, as the Kurd youth called his favorite dog, had given birth to six fine puppies. Three days after they were born, a nervous ewe had trampled and killed one of the pups and a grieving Keza had responded to her loss by ignoring the flock and guarding the remaining pups with extra zeal. Consequently, Keza, usually his most dependable dog, had been little help in moving the flock to the meadows overlooking the village of Kedoni.
In other ways Taha Hayawi had been fortunate.
For one thing, he had located the ideal place to set up his meager camp. There were two streams, one at each end of the lea. The streams flowed with cold, sweet water — and the grass was again lush, made all the more so by two early season snows in the mountains — snows that rapidly melted in the warmth radiated by the early winter sun.
Despite the flock’s restlessness, Hayawi was glad to be at Gead; Gead was the last stop on his nine-month pilgrimage. When the flock had finally grazed the grasses down at Gead, Hayawi and his flock would then be able to return to his own village near Atita.
To help himself stay awake on this night of the first full moon, Taha added more scrub wood and dried sheep chips to his fire. Then he pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders and propped his back against a large rock. In the distance he could hear the occasional mournful chorus of a pack of wolves — giving him all the more reason to stay alert. Still, there was something enchanting about the sound; their homage to the night resonated in the canyons and somehow seemed to make the sky seem even brighter. On nights like this, when added vigilance was required, Taha often contented himself by counting stars and humming a song his mother had sung to him in the days before his father died.
On this particular night, though, Taha did not feel quite so alone. There was an added pleasure; from time to time he reached out and patted Keza and her pups, enjoying them, consoling them, and trying to convey the thought that he understood her loss.
That was when, for the first time, he noticed the alien sound. It was a clamor, a kind of unsettling disturbance completely out of concert with the otherwise high-meadow sounds. As he sat there, leaning his head to one side, trying to listen more intently, trying to identify what he was hearing, the sound grew louder, and suddenly its source appeared over the ridge of mountains to the south. It was a flying machine, the kind that his father had called a helicopter.
The beast thumped the air like a great wounded bird and a light, as brilliant as any Taha had ever seen, began sweeping back and forth across the pasture where the sheep grazed. There were times when the great light seemed to be turning the night into day. The flock became rapidly unsettled, and Taha stiffened as he realized the light had searched out his campfire.
The great bird seemed to open up and there was more light. It came closer until it was no more than a couple of hundred feet above him and he could see the silhouettes of men inside the craft; they were throwing something out.
At first he wondered — then it assailed him. The strange odor seemed almost aromatic — not unlike that of the nuts and fruit the Turk who called himself Gursel sold from his cart when he visited Taha’s winter encampment. The aroma quickly faded and the pleasant sensation Taha felt when he first noticed it rapidly dissipated into a burning sensation in his throat. The burning was followed by a shortness of breath, and within minutes he was struggling to breathe in any fashion. He was aware now that Keza’s pups were suffering a similar fate. Their cries were tortured.
Taha struggled to get to his feet, and groped his way blindly from the opening and away from the campfire. His herd was suffering the same fate.
Many of them had already fallen. Others bleated in agony. Taha’s eyes burned and his vision blurred. He rubbed his nose with his hand and it was covered with blood.
He felt nauseated, weak, and disoriented. Suddenly he was finding it difficult to continue standing.
Through it all, the light continued to follow him. The thumping sound made by the beast grew louder and his head was pounding. Finally, when Taha could stand it no longer, he sagged to his knees and his body pitched forward into the damp pasture grass. He was bleeding from his nose, his mouth, and his ears.
Unable to breathe, he clutched at his chest and began screaming, but the gesture was futile.
Whatever agony and tribulations Taha Hayawi may have felt in those final moments, they were never recorded. As it had for his flock and his dogs, the paroxysm of dying came too quickly.
* The three-man crew of the Russian-built Kamov Hormone watched the scene below them with an arrogant dispassion. The commander of the aircraft, a hungry-looking man with hollow eyes and close-cropped beard, requested an update after the third pass.
“There are no signs of movement,” his engineer reported.
“This formula appears to be as effective as Dr. Rashid anticipated.”
A third man, with a clipboard balanced on his knee, checked his watch and confirmed the assessment of his fellow crewman.
“From the time the canisters were ejected until we were unable to detect any movement in the target area — less than seven minutes.” Then he added, “It would appear that it is as effective as the previous versions.”
Day 5
POAGSTON TRACE
WASHINGTON
Tobias Carrington Bogner sorted through the week’s accumulation of mail and quickly determined the Postal Service had done little to enrich his life. There was the predictable handful of flyers and junk mail, a telephone bill, and an invitation to attend one of the round of the upcoming holiday season’s cocktail parties. The sender had misspelled his name, but it was the only discernible reward for having spent the better part of a rainy, disappointing week in Honolulu. Looking back, Bogner realized the Navy’s annual SOA security conference had been a wash; there was little in the way of new information and the principal speaker had been called away at the last minute. The upside was that the conference had been held in Hawaii. But the four days that followed had been dotted with frequent rain showers and more than their share of cloudy weather. Bogner had made a halfhearted attempt to contact two old Navy acquaintances, both preflight buddies from his days in Pensacola. But one of them. Bill Langhor, was himself on vacation, and Bert Keller’s mother complained she hadn’t heard from her son in weeks. At age forty-five, Keller’s mother lamented, her son was still chasing the perfect wave. So much for reunions.
T. C. “Toby” Bogner, on the cusp of his forty-sixth birthday, still retained his rank of captain in the United States Navy, and according to the Navy, was still on active duty. But he had been attached to the Washington bureau of the Internal Security Agency for the past eleven years. His flying days for the Navy, a passion when he was younger, were over. The same could be said for his marriage.
Toby Bogner had married Joyce Ellen Baker two days after an Act of Congress had ordained him an officer and a gentleman. He was commissioned, married, and assigned to flight school at Pensacola — all in the space of seventy-two hours.
At the time he was twenty-two. Joy was twenty-one. He had a degree in engineering from Cal Tech. She was a late-starting junior at Pasadena City College. As one of his buddies had phrased it at the time, they looked like Ken and Barby. That was the problem — in the end they only looked like Ken and Barby.
Fifteen years later, a Los Angeles County judge resolved their differences for them, a divorce was granted, and Joy was given custody of the only tangible result of their union, a daughter, Kim.
Joy’s complaint was that Bogner was always off on a mission of some kind. Put more succinctly, the Navy was his life. If Bogner had a criticism of Joy, it was the demands of her own career. Joy had finished college, was hired by a local TV station, and in the short span of two years became a hot property at CBS News. The social demands were excessive, the hours worse — and Bogner was never around when she needed him. To Bogner, “needing him” meant escorting her to one of the network’s official functions or being there to assuage her fears and misgivings.
The flight from Honolulu to Los Angeles and the subsequent flight to Washington had left Bogner with a serious case of traveler’s fatigue, and now he was looking forward to nothing more than a hot shower and a good night’s sleep. He shared the second-story, two-bedroom condo with an old friend, Reese Wayne. Wayne was a freelance writer who spent most of his time in Europe. The two men were seldom in town at the same time and the arrangement worked well for both of them. Consequently, when the phone rang on his way into the shower, the chances were less than fifty-fifty that the call was for him. The chances became even slimmer when he stopped to consider only three people had his phone number: Clancy Packer, Joy, and Kim. Since Clancy made it a habit of turning in at an early hour, and he had talked to his daughter earlier in the day from the airport in Los Angeles, it was unlikely to be either of them. Joy, on the other hand, was a distinct possibility; she had a habit of calling when he least expected it.
He dropped the towel and managed to pluck the phone up before the answering machine took over.
“Bogner here,” he snapped. It was more of a threat than a greeting.
“Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to talk with your mouth full?” Joy said. Her voice was as seductive as ever. It was that voice, Bogner was convinced, that enabled his ex-wife to pull down an attractive six-figure salary and get so many interviews with people who professed to have an aversion to the media.
“I’m eating a breakfast bar,” Bogner admitted.
“Breakfast bar? It’s almost ten-thirty, Tobias.
Don’t you have anything else in the house?”
Bogner considered reading her the list of ingredients.
“It says here that it meets all the minimum daily requirements,” he said.
“Besides, I’ve been out of town and you know Reese. His idea of leaving the refrigerator stocked is a six-pack of Budweiser.”
“Bachelors…” Joy muttered. He knew she had every hope he would pick up on the derisive tone in her voice.
“What’s on your mind. Joy? And don’t tell me you called to discuss my eating habits.”
“You’re such a cynic. The truth is I was thinking about you and decided to call and see how you were feeling. That’s all.” As usual, his ex-wife had caught him off guard. First the call and now the fact that the caustic edge in her voice had disappeared.
Bogner laughed.
“Okay, I believe you. Now what’s really on your mind?”
“Well, I thought perhaps you might like to buy me a drink? What better on a cold, rainy, winter night in Washington?”
As tired as he was, Bogner actually considered the invitation for a moment.
“Sorry. I’m beat. I just spent the better part of the last twenty-four hours on a plane. How about a rain check?”
There was a pause before Joy continued.
“All right then, stripped of my womanly wiles, I guess I’ll have to be up front about it. One of the newsmen just dropped an item on my desk and I thought you might know something about it.”
“Probably not. I’ve been out of circulation for several days. What is it?”
“I don’t know much yet, this just came in. It’s a news item out of some little town in northern Iraq.
Hold on, I’ve got the name of the town here somewhere…”
Bogner wedged the phone between his shoulder and ear and waited. He could hear Joy rustling through papers. At the same time he could hear the rain hammering his window.
“Here it is… the name of the town is Shaqlawa. According to this, a man by the name of Kemal Gursel reported that he had gone into a Kurd settlement just inside the Turkish-Iraqi border three days ago and discovered that everyone in the settlement was dead. He reported his discovery to the Iraqi authorities in Shaqlawa. So far the Iraqis are reporting a body count of one hundred seventeen. Apparently the Shaqlawa officials have contacted the Red Crescent, but you and I both know this is out of their jurisdiction…”
Then came another pause, this one even more pregnant than the first. It was pure Joy Carpenter theater, the inevitable prelude to an inevitable question. Bogner congratulated himself; he could still see the curve ball coming even if he knew he couldn’t hit it.
“I thought maybe you might know something about it…”
“Sorry to disappoint you. Like I said, I’ve been sweating it out on some beach in Honolulu the last few days. Haven’t heard and don’t know anything about it.”
Bogner was surprised his former bride hadn’t come back at him with one of her patented zingers.
He had certainly given her an opening. Instead, she stuck to her guns.
“Does it strike you as a bit curious that this town of Shaqlawa isn’t all that far from Nasrat Pharmaceutical in Ammash?” Bogner knew she had intended the question to sound like an afterthought.
“Remember back in the early nineties when we went in and…?”
Bogner remembered, and if he had been in any other frame of mind than to grab a shower and crawl between the sheets, he would have played her game.
“Who doesn’t?” he said.
“I damn near ended up over there.”
“If you had heard anything would you tell me?”
Joy pressed.
“You know the rules. Joy. If Clancy says it’s hush-hush then we don’t talk about it. The bottom line in this case, though, is I haven’t heard anything about any Shaqlawa.”
Having said as much, Bogner waited for what he assumed would be a terse thank-you and a quick disconnect. With Joy, round two was always less veiled than the first. This time, however, she surprised him.
“Honest, Tobias, I really was thinking about you,” she said.
“How about getting together for a drink soon?”
“You’re on. When?”
“The sooner the better. But you call me. That way I’ll know I’m top priority and not the damn Navy.”
Bogner heard the phone click in his ear, smiled, picked up his towel, and headed for the shower.
He was pleased with himself on two counts. He had declined Joy’s invitation, and he had resisted the inclination to check in with the night desk at the bureau to inquire about Shaqlawa. He turned on the shower and started to sing. Then he stopped. He was singing one of their songs.
Day 6
N1 BRIEFING ROOM
WASHINGTON
Naval Captain Peter Langley was known in Washington social circles as one of the best amateur tennis players in town. But insiders in the intelligence community knew him differently. He was regarded by many in N1 and even the Pentagon as one of the best situation analysts in the capital. Even an old pro like Clancy Packer, the Washington bureau chief of the ISA, considered Langley without peer when it came to assessing developing situations in both the former Soviet Union and the now-turbulent Middle East.
Seated around the table in the windowless briefing room was a galaxy of faces including Langley.
There was Clancy Packer and Robert Miller of the ISA, Oscar Jaffe of the CIA, Bob Hurley and Lattimere Spitz, two of the President’s aides, and a host of other support personnel. Included among the latter was Dr. Henry Stanhouse and Chief Petty Officer Bet Crimmins.
Langley himself, still sporting a middle-of-the-summer tan, waited until everyone had their coffee before beginning.
“All right,” he said, “let’s get started. We’ll start with you. Bet.”
Robert Miller was finally able to put a face with the name. She was not only attractive, she was bright and articulate. She stood up, waited for everyone to get settled, and cleared her throat.
“Captain Langley thought it would be a good idea to refresh everyone’s memory before we get into the heart of our presentation. I’m certain you are all aware the problem isn’t a new one. Our best guess is that there are approximately three million Kurds, or about twenty percent of the population of Iraq, clustered along the border between Turkey and Iraq. We should also keep in mind that these two factions, the Kurds and Iraqis, have been at each other’s throats for centuries. The situation, however, becomes even more complicated and disturbing when we start analyzing the players.
Some Kurds have allied themselves with the current administration of Anwar Abbasin in Baghdad, some have joined the Kurdistan Democratic Party, and others have become involved with the PUK, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan.
“Needless to say, most of the time these factions don’t see eye to eye on even the simplest of matters.
“Finally, most everyone in this room is equally familiar with the 1988 chemical weapons attacks by Saddam Hussein’s forces on the Kurds in northern Iraq. Those attacks only added fuel to a long-burning fire. At the same time, you may recall, despite requests for intervention and our awareness of the situation, the United States and the U.N. did little to support the Kurds.
“Since that time Turkey has maintained a border guard unit of almost seven thousand soldiers, stationed at various points along the border to keep the Kurds from fleeing Iraq and swarming into Turkey. And even though we estimate that the Kurd opposition force of some forty-five thousand armed soldiers maintains a reasonably high state of readiness, the U.S. government readily admits the Kurd militia is no match for the some four-hundred-thousand man army maintained by Abbasin or the seventy-thousand-man army maintained by the Northern Iraqi Military Force, also known as NIMF.”
“Where does Iran fit into all of this?” someone at the far end of table the table asked.
Crimmins had done her homework.
“I checked with the State Department. They tell me this time around Tehran isn’t saying much. But they also have troops poised at the border just like Turkey, ostensibly to keep the Kurds out.”
Crimmins looked up and down the length of the table and waited.
“All right then, if there aren’t any more questions, I’ll turn it over to Dr. Stanhouse.”
Henry Stanhouse, bald, taciturn, and wearing glasses, stood up, turned down the lights, and turned on the wall-mounted projector. Clancy Packer found himself looking at the same photos Stanhouse had shown him earlier.
“I would assume that most everyone in the room is familiar with what is called the Gehenna effect,” Stanhouse began, “but for those of you who aren’t, it stems from the Greek word geenna. meaning hell.
The Hebrew equivalent is called gehinnom, which is the name of a valley outside of Jerusalem where the bodies of the dead, along with a lot of other things, were burned and disposed of in times past.
In the New Testament, Gehenna is referred to as the place of unspeakable torment.”
Lattimere Spitz shifted in his seat as he listened.
Impatient as always, he leaned toward Packer, looked at his watch, and whispered, “I’m afraid our boy Henry has a tendency to ramble. Is he conducting a history lesson or do you think he’ll eventually get to the point?”
“During the Gulf War,” Stanhouse continued, “I assisted in the DOD’s efforts to determine both the kinds and quantity of chemical weapons available to the Iraqis. One that they appeared to have developed in great quantity was a cyanide-based derivative of something we called the Gehenna gas, or GG-2.”
“Get to the point,” Spitz grumbled. From where he was sitting he knew Stanhouse couldn’t hear him.
“At the request of the Turkish authorities in Istanbul, we agreed to help them investigate the cause of death of several Kurdish tribesmen. One body was shipped to us and that body arrived under quarantine in a sealed vault this past weekend.
Our examination of the remains leads us to believe that the young man died as the result of being exposed to lethal doses of GG-2. As an added precaution and to confirm my findings, I asked two of my colleagues in the department to conduct their own examination. They concur with my conclusions.”
Oscar Jaffe leaned forward and took a sip of his coffee.
“I’m no authority on lethal doses of cyanide, Doctor, but the use of GG-2 is a serious charge, isn’t it? Certainly it’s something the United Nations would not take lightly.”
Stanhouse took off his glasses, held them up to the light, and frowned.
“I must assume from the nature of your question, Mr. Jaffe, that you have heard that a prior autopsy had been performed on the body, a somewhat crude attempt that some believe compromises our findings. Well, it’s true. Some aspects of our examination cannot be verified.”
“Are you saying you don’t have proof it was GG2?”
Jaffe pushed. Stanhouse’s face reddened.
“No, I cannot prove it,” he admitted, “but I know it to be a fact and as I have already indicated, my colleagues support my conclusions.”
As Stanhouse sat down. Miller spoke up.
“Perhaps I can shed a little light on this. Last week our agent in Tel Aviv reported that he has been hearing persistent rumors of mustard gas testing by Iraqi extremists. However, he said he was unable to verify the rumors.”
Packer laid his pipe down and looked across the table at Langley.
“If we take Henry’s report at face value and assume his conclusions are on target, Peter, what have we got?”
Langley thought for a minute.
“Not a helluva lot, Pack. It looks like we’ve got a lot more digging to do to get savvy.”
Miller settled back and studied his notes.
“So far we have the body of a young Kurd tribesman that our colleague Dr. Stanhouse is convinced died as the result of a lethal dose of GG-2. We add to that a past history of Iraq’s using poison gas, and we throw in our agency reports, which, by our own man’s admission, are persistent rumors — rumors about some Iraqi extremists in the region using mustard gas.”
Lattimere Spitz stood up, walked around the table to the sideboard, and poured himself another cup of coffee.
“Not exactly overwhelming evidence that our boy Abbasin or any of his former colleagues in the north are at the heart of this incident.”
“I agree with you, Lattimere,” Miller countered, “but I believed I saw enough in all of this that I thought it was worth a little extra digging. I spent a couple of hours last night going back through our field reports. I found something that possibly belongs in our equation. Ever hear of a man by the name of Salih Baddour?”
“General Baddour?” Langley said.
“I think most of us who follow what’s going on in Iraq would tell you the general is currently the second most powerful man in Iraq. As you indicated earlier, he has developed his NIMF army into a force of some seventy thousand men. As badly as Abbasin wishes he would go away, he stays in power and he’s becoming more of a factor.”
“Why doesn’t Abbasin just move him out?” Crimmins asked.
“Risky business,” Langley said.
“Our sources tell us a number of generals on Abbasin’s staff are secretly more loyal to Baddour than they are to the government in Baghdad. We interpret that as meaning Baddour has a few aces up his sleeve.
Abbasin may not be willing to test Baddour’s strength at the moment. Keep this in mind. Our best G-2 claims it was Baddour who encouraged Hussein to use some of his chemical stockpile when things started going bad in the Gulf War.
You know the rest. Hussein decided not to and we kicked his butt. In the meantime, we continue to hear rumors that the rift between Baddour and Abbasin keeps growing. Abbasin’s supporters think Baddour is too ambitious. Baddour’s people think Abbasin is even sorter than Hussein was at the end of the war when he didn’t follow Baddour’s advice and use chemical weapons.”
“So exactly where is this General Baddour now?” Spitz pressed.
“Up in the high country, not far from Zahko, in a village near Ammash,” Langley confirmed.
“I think what Robert is trying to say, and I agree with him, is we have several pieces of a puzzle that don’t make a whole lot of sense and we need to know more before we can come to any conclusions.”
“Do we know what’s in Zahko?” Jaffe asked.
“Not much, but just a few miles up the road is this village called Ammash,” Langley said, “and Ammash is where things start to get interesting.
Tell them what you told me, Robert.”
Miller opened his attache case, removed two manila folders, and laid them on the table.
“I talked to Bet the day before yesterday. She pointed out that for one thing, there is a sizeable military installation in Ammash.” Miller spread a series of satellite photos out on the table.
“You’ll notice that the military installation consists of seventeen structures in all. Up until recently all we knew was that the two larger buildings were hangars.
The handful of planes that you see sitting adjacent to the runway are mostly MiGs, a couple of 21’s, 24’s, and 25’s, one L-39 transport, and a handful of helicopters. We also know that Baddour went into the marketplace several years ago to buy some Mirage FIBQ/EQs, but there is no evidence that the installation at Ammash has anything like that.
“The other large complex you see,” Miller continued, “is believed to be a pharmaceutical factory.
Whether it is legitimate or not, we can’t be certain. Again, many of you will recall we had a similar showdown a couple of years ago with a purported Palestinian pharmaceutical manufacturing facility.
“Finally, there is something else I think you should be aware of. I believe you’ll find this equally interesting. Directly east of the pharmaceutical manufacturing facility on the photograph marked 91800-1850Z10, you’ll see eight Kamov Ka-25 Hormones sitting on an expanse of tarmac that could easily be mistaken for a parking lot.
Next photo in the sequence, they’re gone. But they’re there again three days later, same time of day, same place.”
“I take it you think that is significant?” Spitz asked.
“It could be,” Miller hedged, “but at this point we aren’t sure what to think.”
Day 7
AM MASH IRAQ
General Salih Baddour loosened his tunic collar and eased back in his chair. The meal had been more than satisfying. The salad, his admitted passion, had consisted of khass, tamatins, tuum, and khiyaar, served in conjunction with an ample portion of kibda and kelawvi. It was the liver and kidney portion of his diet that Baddour claimed gave him his stamina. The general’s staff officers had frequently watched him go as much as seventy-two hours without sleep and remain alert throughout the period.
At age fifty-one, Salih Baddour was a tall, muscular, athletic man with dark, baleful eyes and a thick crop of raven-black hair. He was a graduate of Oxford, had attended the Ismet Military Academy in Jeddah at the wishes of his father, and in the process, dedicated his life to the military. Because of his devotion to duty, and his loyalty to then-President Saddam Hussein, he had scaled to the lofty rank of general quicker than anyone in the Iraqi Army could recall.
Now, however, the relationship between Baddour and the man who had replaced Hussein, Anwar Abbasin, was strained. Following Hussein’s replacement, Baddour had experienced a series of bitter recriminations, official censure, and a subsequent reassignment to the area to the north. The days of glamor and prestige associated with being on the president’s military council and being referred to as one of Abbasin’s chief military advisors were over.
The chasm between the two men had had its beginning when Hussein, with Iraqi loses mounting in the closing hours of the Gulf War, had rescinded Baddour’s orders to use chemical weapons on the advancing imperialists. That decision, Baddour was convinced, had led to his country’s overwhelming defeat. When that happened, the disgruntled Baddour had rebelled, openly criticized his president, and ultimately fallen out of favor. Only Baddour’s popularity with his men, and Hussein’s fear of open rebellion within his own army, had kept the president from taking more drastic measures. Now there was Abbasin to contend with. If Allah chose to smile on him, Baddour would, he vowed, someday liberate his country.
On this occasion, Baddour, who usually dined in his quarters, was dining by himself in the officers’ mess. He was in a reflective mood, but at the same time anticipating the inevitable knock at the door. The aging abd who had been his personal orderly for the past twenty years entered the room and bowed slightly.
“You sent for Dr. Zilkha Rashid, General?”
“Did Mrs. Rashid accompany him?” Baddour asked.
“She did not. General.”
Although Baddour was disappointed, he said, “Tell him to come in… and then bring us some mahalabiyya… with einab, of course.”
The old man left the room. Then Rashid entered and closed the door behind him. Baddour motioned the former academic to have a seat at the table. As usual, Rashid displayed the countenance of a man with many worries.
“You sent for me?”
Rashid asked.
“Indeed. I thought perhaps you might care to join me for some sweets, a little milk pudding, and grapes,” Baddour said.
“I know of no more delightful way to end the day. A day, I might add, during which I received a report detailing the effectiveness of our latest test.”
Rashid frowned, pushed his glasses up on his forehead, and rubbed his eyes.
“Most unfortunate,” he said with a sigh.
“I have read the report, and the conclusions by Colonel Rashid are premature.
Captain Nayef and his crew are military men, not men of science. To be absolutely certain we have maximized the weapon’s effectiveness, variations on this most recent formula must be further tested.” At that point Rashid paused, and Baddour knew what was coming next.
“I feel certain the general realizes that I am the only one on his staff truly qualified to judge the efficacious ness of any of the systems currently being tested.”
“You are the expert,” Baddour acknowledged.
“Then why am I not permitted to accompany the tests so that I may personally evaluate their…” Rashid’s voice trailed off as the abd entered the room with the mahalabiyya and einab. The old man placed the contents of the two bowls on the table in front of them, stepped back, and waited for further instructions. Baddour dismissed him with a curt wave of his hand.
“I fear that what you ask is not possible,” Baddour said, resuming the conversation.
“You know my distrust of helicopters. At best, they are unreliable beasts. And you, my colleague in treachery, are far, far too valuable for me to risk losing you.”
Rashid pushed aside Baddour’s compliment, picked up his bowl, and began to spoon the contents into his mouth.
“I will need at least another three months to test variations of the base ingredients,” he said.
“There will always be another test you could run, my friend,” Baddour said.
“I have never known an academic who could not find yet another reason to conduct yet another test. But the truth is, we do not have that long.” He pointed across the room at the large map of the city of Baghdad and one of the many bridges that connected Rusafah and Karkh.
“I have a vision of the day when every traveler who enters Al-Muthana airport is greeted with a banner proclaiming the name of Iraq’s new president. General Salih Baddour.
More time will only diminish that vision.”
Rashid knew it was pointless to continue the discussion, and changed the subject.
“Then we may assume your plan progresses?” he asked.
Baddour knew that it troubled the academic that he was not included in the general staff meetings where he believed such matters were discussed.
Instead of addressing Rashid’s question directly, Baddour stood up and straightened his tunic.
Standing well over six feet in height, he was an imposing figure.
“Yes, the plan, as you call it, progresses.” He walked across the room and opened the door for his colleague.
“You will know the details, my friend — all in due time.”
Rashid knew that Baddour’s oblique reference to his plan was intended to mitigate his concerns, but without further detail, it failed to achieve its purpose. Instead, the man who had developed a way for Salih Baddour to overcome the disparity in numbers between his own followers and those of Iraq’s president left the brief meeting knowing little more than he had when he had entered the room.
After Rashid’s departure, Baddour systematically closed the drapes, checked the duty roster for the name of the night’s security officer, turned off lights, and entered his quarters adjacent to the room where he had dined. Medina was waiting.
Baddour had given the woman the name Medina after learning that she hailed from the beautiful city north of Mecca where the Prophet Mohammad was said to have died. Naked, she languished in the middle of a large western-style bed, hugging the pillow and smiling at him.
“Perhaps you are too tired for such matters,” she teased.
Baddour’s dark features brightened. He moved toward the bed as he unbuttoned his tunic.
“You know the lion of Ammash better than that,” he said with a glower.
Medina rolled over, her copper-colored body illuminated by the glow of dozens of carefully arranged candles.
“Then you must show me,” she said.
Day 8
LINCOLN HOTEL
WASHINGTON
Even as infrequently as they met, Bogner knew the protocol. He was expected to arrive early; find a secluded table, preferably one that would allow Joy to make a grand entrance; order the drinks, Scoresby straight up for her. Black and White with water for him; and dutifully await her arrival.
Joy considered punctuality on her part to mean anything from the designated time of arrival to thirty minutes late.
Bogner smiled, amused by the fact his former wife would be disappointed by the small number of people dotting the dining room. Only a handful or so would view her entrance. Nevertheless, he had done his part. The waiter brought the drinks and hovered over the table until Bogner nodded approval. When he did, the man disappeared. Moments later, she was there, smiling, dazzling, and looking every bit the part of a television celebrity.
Knowing Joy, Bogner figured she had even rehearsed her opening lines.
“Now, aren’t you glad you called me?” she said.
“I wore this just for you.”
It was a simple black dress, but the effect was devastating. Every one of Joy’s considerable female charms was accentuated.
“You look good,” Bogner admitted.
“Why don’t you learn to use some of that latent charm of yours, Tobias? You know damn well I look sensational. Tell me I look fabulous and I might even decide to go home with you.”
It was typical Joy Carpenter, formerly Joy Bogner, dialogue. Even worse for Bogner, it was working.
He smiled and thought about what she had said. She was right. With a little effort he could have come up with something better than “good.”
“So what made you decide to call?” she finally asked.
“Remember what that marriage counselor said?
I have a strong desire to please? When you called the other night you said you were thirsty. Thirst, plus desire to please, equals drink.”
Joy looked around the dining room.
“I had someplace in mind other than a damned public restaurant. But knowing you, I’m surprised you didn’t suggest we meet at the Navy Club.”
“I probably would have if I had thought of it,” Bogner admitted. He lifted his drink.
“Well, wherever we are, here’s to the good old days.”
“If they were that good, sailor boy, I’d drink to them, but my recollections aren’t all that great.”
“We had some good times,” Bogner countered.
“Sure, but we couldn’t spend the rest of our lives in bed. The way I remember it, we both had to get up every now and then and take care of life’s little annoyances like putting food on the table and paying the rent.”
Bogner leaned forward.
“You remember it any way you want to. I prefer to dwell on the good times.”
Joy’s face softened. The smile intensified. For the first time since she had entered the room, it was no longer the “on camera” smile. Bogner knew the real one when he saw it. He wasn’t surprised when she reached across the table and laid her hand on his.
“Sorry,” she said, “it’s a female thing. I guess I just had to get it out of my system.
What say we start this little tete-a-tete over?”
“Fine, let’s start with the real reason why you called me.”
“I was being honest. I wanted to talk to you.”
“About what?”
Joy reached in her purse and laid two airline tickets on the table.
“Can you get away for a couple of days?”
“More than likely. Where?”
“How does Paris sound? Remember? That was where we used to say we were going to honeymoon when we could afford it? A little late maybe, but what the hell? What’s twenty-some years among friends?”
“When?”
“Is that all you can says?
“When’?”
Bogner winced. He knew Joy had to have done a great deal of planning to find a few days off.
“I’ll look forward to it,” he finally said. After he said it, he knew that, by Joy’s standards, even that would sound inadequate.
Day 8
INTERNAL SECURITY AGENCY
WASHINGTON
Robert Miller was proud of his reputation as a bulldog when it came to sorting through reams of data. He had spent most of his time since the N1 meeting going back through the files, verifying what he did know, and determining what he needed to know. He had touched base with the agency’s contacts in Tel Aviv-Jaffa and Jerusalem, spoken directly with the Red Crescent representative in Istanbul, and was just finishing a phone conversation with Jaffe’s man in Yemen when Packer returned. Miller followed the agency chief into his office and closed the door behind him.
Packer looked at the stack of reports, gradually worked his way around his desk, and sat down.
“I can tell by the look on your face, Robert. It’s worse than Langley and Stanhouse thought, isn’t it?”
Miller nodded.
“The Red Crescent in Istanbul claims they are just beginning to get some idea of the magnitude of the situation. Pack. So far they’ve received reports from a Kurd village in northern Iraq called Shaqlawa, another a few miles from a town called Zahko, and still another in an even more thinly populated area in the mountains on the Turkish-Iraqi border. So far they have been able to verify the deaths of a little over three hundred victims, not to mention all the livestock. And they indicate there are several more isolated or remote areas where they haven’t yet been able to get close enough to verify or investigate.
They say they aren’t getting a hell of a lot of cooperation.”
“What about the U.N.?”
“So far, nothing. I was able to get a few people at some of the embassies around town to talk to me, though. But the minute I mentioned the Kurds, they got real quiet.”
Packer nodded and took out his pipe.
“What about this talk about a rift between Abbasin and Baddour?”
“Apparently it’s real. I talked to one of my contacts in Baghdad. He says, to put it mildly, Baddour is persona non grata in the palace. For the most part, Langley and Crimmins’ information about the rift is correct. My source thinks t
Baddour has political ambitions. He says he thinks that sooner or later this situation could fester into a civil war or possibly even into a coup attempt.”
Packer frowned, tamped his pipe, and closed his eyes for a moment.
“Do we have any idea where Fadel Hasan is?”
“Not off the top of my head,” Miller admitted.
“I’d have to check it out. Why?”
“Spitz would know,” Packer offered.
“He was at Langley’s meeting. If anyone could steer us though the proper channels, he could. Tell Spitz we want to pick the old boy’s brains.”
It was near six o’clock when Miller walked back into Packer’s office. He was smiling.
“A piece of cake. I called Spitz, he made two phone calls, got the witness protection people’s blessing, and gave me a name to contact. I got through on the first call. They’ll meet us at the airport tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.”
“Where? What airport?” Packer asked. Then he held up his hand.
“Wait, maybe it’s better if I don’t know.”
Miller grinned.
“I’ve got us booked on the redeye, Chief. We get into Las Vegas at eight in the morning.”
Packer looked tired. He started to reach for the phone and stopped.
“Wait a minute, dammit, find Bogner. Bring him up to speed… and tell him he has a date in Las Vegas tomorrow morning.”
Day 9
NEAR KATO
NEVADA
Miller’s call came late enough that Bogner had little time to prepare. After a bumpy five-hour flight with a stopover in Saint Louis, three hours of digesting Miller’s hastily scribbled notes, and cajoling a flight attendant into rounding up something for the two of them to eat, Bogner finally managed to get a couple of hours of sleep.
At precisely nine a.m. Las Vegas time, two men, one wearing a cowboy hat and the other sporting a three-or four-day growth of beard, approached them, flashed their credentials, and insisted that Bogner and Miller prove they were who they said they were. When the two men appeared to be satisfied, Bogner and Miller were led to a car, unceremoniously deposited in the backseat, and driven away.
An hour later, the car stopped on a side road not far from Indian Springs Air Force Base, and the two men from the ISA along with their hosts transferred to a Ford minivan. By the time they arrived at their destination, even Bogner, who claimed to have been born with an innate sense of direction, knew he couldn’t retrace his tracks.
His only reference was the location of the hot midday Nevada sun — and he doubted if even that would help him.
To Bogner’s surprise, however, the whole rendezvous had come off without a major glitch.
Now, roughly one hour and forty-five minutes after landing, he was staring up a long dusty lane that lead to a plain one-story ranch house.
“We leave you here,” the man in the hat informed him.
“Whether or not Mr. Hasan wants to talk to or cooperate with you is up to him. We protect him. We don’t tell him what to say, think, or do. But just in case you do have a problem tryin’ to communicate with the old boy, keep in mind that Mrs. Witherspoon, his housekeeper, speaks better Arabic than he does English. She’s been with the witness protection program longer than I have… and I should probably mention, she’s a better shot than I am.”
The trek up the three hundred yards or so of dusty, rutted lane ended on the front porch of a clapboard house with two dogs sleeping on the porch. Discounting the two men who had driven them to where Hasan was being kept, there wasn’t another soul… or building in sight. Bogner decided Miller was right when he said, “There sure is a hell of a lot of nothing around here.”
Mrs. Witherspoon turned out to be pretty much what Bogner figured the prototypical frontier woman looked like. She was rawboned, sunburned, plain-talking, and unsmiling. She pushed open the screen door, studied both of them for several moments, and finally ushered them into a sprawling room decorated with the finest products of the taxidermist’s art. Bogner counted three deer heads, a couple of smaller varmints, one of which was an armadillo, and a shaggy mountain lion. He figured the latter had probably been there as long as the old ranch house. It was moth-eaten and covered with dust.
“We’re here to see Mr. Hasan,” Miller announced.
“I know why you’re here,” the woman grumbled.
“The people called.” She left Bogner and Miller standing in the middle of the room, lumbered back into the recesses of the house, and returned several moments later. When she returned, she paused and introduced her charge.
“This is Mr. Hasan.”
Fadel Hasan was an unimposing figure of a man, short, slight of build, and cursed with nervous eyes. He did not appear to be what one would have expected of the man who’d once held the title of Iraq’s Minister of Foreign Affairs. He wore thick glasses, had a thin mustache, and his head was shaved. He walked with a slight limp and appeared, on the surface at least, to regard his visitors with an air of intolerance.
Miller handled the introductions and asked Hasan if they could talk.
“What about?” the old man asked.
Bogner understood immediately what the man in the cowboy hat had meant. Fadel Hasan was more than a little difficult to understand. He found himself straining to understand through the accent.
“We’d like to talk to you about General Baddour,” Miller said.
Hasan hesitated and shifted his gaze to Mrs.
Witherspoon. Bogner figured he was trying to decide whether or not he wanted to answer the question.
“I have already told the people who brought me here everything I know,” he finally said.
“Perhaps there is something you overlooked at the time, or something you now realize you have forgotten to tell us,” Bogner tried.
According to Hasan’s dossier, he’d claimed to be sixty-two years old when he sought asylum in the United States. To Bogner he looked a great deal older, and the records indicated he had only been in the country eighteen months. Still, if he knew anything about Baddour’s operation in Ammash, it could be helpful because it would still be considered relatively recent information. Hasan squinted and continued to appraise the two ISA agents as they took seats across from him.
“Are we correct in assuming you are familiar with the operation in Ammash?” Bogner asked.
Hasan nodded.
“To some extent,” he conceded.
“What do you know about the Nasrat Pharmaceutical Company in Ammash?” Miller pushed.
Hasan’s weathered expression gave them only a small indication of his amusement.
“Ahhh… from the nature of your question, it appears their tests have again betrayed them,” he said.
“And what kind of tests would those be?” Miller pressed.
“I must assume that only something as potentially disturbing as one of their cyanide formulation tests could inspire your government to send two men all the way out here to talk to an old man.”
“Cyanide?” Miller repeated.
Again Hasan waited before he answered. This time there was less reluctance in his voice.
“When I left my homeland, my esteemed former colleague, Dr. Rashid, was continuing to develop variations of both AC-hydrogen cyanide HCN and CK-cyanogen chloride CNCL gases for weapons purposes.”
“For weapons purposes…” Miller repeated, wanting to make certain he understood what the old man was saying.
“Dr. Rashid and his wife’s efforts can hardly be construed as efforts to enhance the welfare of mankind,” Hasan said.
Miller thumbed back through his papers until he found the name of the man Hasan had referred to as his esteemed former colleague.
“Would that be the same Zilka Rashid who was a candidate for a Nobel Prize in chemistry several years ago?”
Hasan nodded and rubbed his chin.
“I fear that Rashid’s ambitions have compromised his integrity.
Baddour appeases him by promising him a position of importance in the new government.”
“What new government?” Miller pushed.
Hasan explained.
“President Abbasin is an old man. General Baddour is still young, perhaps no more than his early fifties. The president has a four-hundred-thousand-man army. Baddour has no more than seventy thousand men. But Baddour has Rashid and he has the now-infamous GG-2. It is a rather simple equation. An ambitious general plus Rashid’s weapons equal a new government.
Would you not agree it is inevitable?”
Bogner continued to weigh each word Hasan spoke. Strangely enough, it occurred to him during the course of the conversation that if he had listened that carefully to Joy, their marriage might still be intact. He repeated the name Dr. Zilka Rashid and said, “Tell us about his work.”
“Actually there are two Rashids,” Hasan offered, “and without their tools of violence, Salih Baddour’s ambitions would be doomed to failure.
I have witnessed his arsenal firsthand. He has neither the army, nor the weapons, nor the money to overcome the president. To achieve his objectives, he will have to rely on that which the Rashids develop.”
Up until then, Miller had been sitting on the edge of his chair. Now he settled back. They were making headway, far more than he had anticipated.
He phrased his next question carefully.
“Are you aware that in recent weeks there have been a number of attacks on Kurdish settlements in the northern part of your country?”
The old man stared back at him as he spoke.
“Baddour is not a fool. He tests his weapons on the unfortunate souls who have no one to speak for them. It matters little to the Iraqi government in Baghdad whether ten thousand or one hundred thousand Kurds perish. What Baddour does will not matter… until the day Baddour turns his weapons upon the army of Iraq.” There was obvious emotion in the old man’s voice. He had not at all been surprised by the news that Baddour had renewed his weapons testing on the Kurds.
“Another question,” Bogner said.
“We are equally curious about the Iraqi military facility adjacent to the building where the pharmaceutical company is situated in Ammash. We have photographs of it.”
Miller opened his briefcase, took out the satellite photos, and handed them to Hasan.
“Two of the buildings on what we believe is really a military complex are quite large. We want to know what is in those buildings.”
Hasan looked at the photographs, but he was tiring. He smiled thinly and looked across the room at Mrs. Witherspoon. It was an unspoken appeal for her intervention. She stepped forward to interrupt.
“Enough,” she said.
Without warning, the interview was over and the woman was assisting her charge from the room. When she returned, both Bogner and Miller were standing. Once again. Miller handled the protocol; he thanked Mrs. Witherspoon, and glanced down the lane to see if the men and the minivan were waiting.
Mrs. Witherspoon remained frozen. Her glazed, unflinching expression did little to conceal her desire to see Hasan’s visitors leave. She escorted them to the door, and waited until they had made their way more than a hundred yards down the lane before she closed it.
Despite their distance from the cabin, Miller kept his voice low.
“Did you get it?”
“Every word,” Bogner said. He patted the briefcase.
“From the time Witherspoon opened the door until she closed it. Everything is on tape.”

Chapter Three

Day 9
HOTEL EMPRESS ZOE
ISTANBUL
The man who had become Taj Ozal sat in the lobby of the Empress Zoe, watching the flurry of activity at the hotel’s registration desk, thankful the meeting had been scheduled late in the afternoon.
The previous day’s call had been unexpected.
He had met the man known as Concho Banks only a week earlier and knew little about him. Consequently, the late hour of the meeting had given him an opportunity to do a little background checking. What he learned was that Banks, like him, was a little-known figure in the Istanbul community. He was believed to be an American, and assumed to have some sort of connection to the U.S. government. Beyond that, information was sketchy and conflicting.
Now Banks was late and Ozal had decided the reason could be nothing more than traffic. It was difficult to get around Istanbul during rush hour, especially if one found it necessary to drive. And even though Banks claimed to have been in Istanbul for six months, Ozal doubted that he knew his way around the city.
Still, Taj Ozal was mildly concerned, although his training and temperament kept him from revealing that fact. In truth he was still adjusting to his new identity and, other than periodically reviewing what would eventually be expected of him, he had little to occupy his time until the one called Solkov informed him that the second phase of his real reason for being in Istanbul was about to begin.
Philosophically, the man who now called himself Taj Ozal had never known anything but Communism.
He was the only son of an officer in the Russian Army and the firstborn of a mother who taught mathematics at the Technical University in Moscow. Both had been and continued to be strong Party advocates.
Following the completion of his education at the Institute of Languages, he had been recruited by the KGB. Now, at forty-three years of age, he was a remnant of Moscow’s past: unmarried, independent, harboring no political ambitions, and seemingly constantly turning his back on anything resembling a career or steady occupation.
His parents, unaware that their son was still a staunch Party activist, described him as one of the new generation of Russians, suspended somewhere between the most recent economic revolution and the teachings of Lenin.
As the time passed the four-thirty mark, Doron kin waited, occupying himself by admiring a fashionable dark-complexioned woman in a gray suit and carrying a notebook computer. If asked, he would have guessed she worked for one of the banks in Istanbul. As in his mother country, women in Turkey were finding a place for themselves in the financial community of the new economies.
The woman, Ozal finally decided, had that look about her.
Across from him, an older man was engrossed in deep conversation with a younger woman. Like the one he imagined to be a banker, this woman was also attractive. In the process of becoming Ozal, he had discovered something about himself; he enjoyed women, especially if they were beautiful and appeared to be successful. As a result, he had begun toying with the idea of calling Saba, a young woman he had met at the health services center, to see if she would accept an invitation to dinner. He was reasonably certain Solkov would not approve.
He was still amusing himself with that thought when he saw Concho Banks hurrying across the lobby. Although he had only met him on two other occasions, the American seemed to wear a perpetually purposeful expression.
“Sorry I’m late,” Banks apologized.
“The damn traffic in this town is worse than New York.”
Doronkin had never been to America, let alone New York, so the only thing he knew about New York traffic was what he saw on television. He wondered idly if the real Ozal had been to America and how he would respond. Instead of dwelling on the deplorable traffic conditions, he invited Banks to join him in a pilsner.
Concho Banks accepted, motioned for Ozal to follow him, and headed for a small, semiprivate alcove just off of the hotel’s lobby. Ozal was curious.
He intended to make careful note of how the conversation with Banks began — if for no other reason than to test Solkov’s knowledge.
“The first thing he will do,” his countryman had assured him, “is inquire about your health.” Then he added, “Americans know of no other way to begin a conversation.”
When they were seated, Banks looked across the table, opened his briefcase, and laid an envelope on the table.
“So, my friend, how have you been?” he asked.
Ozal shrugged. One more thing he remembered learning from Solkov. Noncommittal answers were best. Americans, Solkov said, tended to belabor their small talk. Instead of responding, he waited for Banks to get on with the reason for their meeting.
The waiter who had followed them into the alcove returned with two bottles of Efes Pilsen.
Banks hurried a sip and extracted a small wad of Turkish lira notes. He paid for the drinks and gave the old man a large tip.
“See that we are not disturbed,” he instructed.
When they were alone, Banks opened his briefcase a second time and took out a copy of the English-language Turkish Daily News. He laid it on the table and pointed to the headline: Red Crescent Finds Evidence of Further Kurd Genocide in Iraq.
Ozal shook his head, shrugged again, and looked across the table.
“Are you waiting for my reaction?”
Banks nodded.
Ozal placed his hands on the table.
“What do you want me to say? That it’s a tragedy? That I’m outraged? That the Iraqis should be hauled before a world tribunal?”
Concho Banks, a man with pinched features and rimless spectacles, leaned forward and lowered his voice.
“As a human being you should say all of that and more.”
Doronkin realized that the real Ozal would be cautious, but he saw no harm in expressing his opinion.
“If your concern is about the Kurds, the Turkish people, like so many others in this part of the world, view them as a people without a country.
The Iraqis have tried to rid themselves of the Kurds for years. When it isn’t Iraq, it’s the Syrians.
There is no shortage of grief for the Kurds. It has been that way for centuries.”
Banks was shaking his head.
“You misunderstood me. The treatment of the Kurds is not my concern. Where this most recent incident took place, however, is my concern.”
Doronkin studied the small map adjacent to the article in the newspaper.
“Your concern is Ammash?”
Banks smiled.
“Yes. Tell me about Ammash.”
The man who now presented himself as Taj Ozal was aware that the man he had killed traveled frequently in Iraq. He sat back in his chair and considered his words carefully.
“The area around Ammash is mountainous, thinly peopled, and underdeveloped, populated predominantly by Kurds and sheep. What else do you need to know?”
Banks moved around to the other side of the table until he was sitting next to Doronkin. At the same time he was checking to make certain no one was close enough to overhear their conversation.
“People tell me that you have met with Baddour. Tell me what you know about Nasrat Pharmaceutical and the military installation just across the road from Nasrat.”
The question took Doronkin by surprise. Here was an American asking him about the very area he had been required to study in his preparations for coming to Istanbul. Again he exercised caution.
“You know as much about Nasrat as I do,” he began.
“It is, what is the term you Americans like to use for such a company, a multinational?”
Banks shook his head.
“That isn’t what I meant.
More specifically, what kinds of products does the plant in Ammash manufacture?”
Doronkin tried to conceal his astonishment.
“Products? I would imagine they produce a wide variety of health-care drugs. After all, it is…”
Banks distracted him by pointing to the envelope.
“Let me repeat my question, what kinds of—”
“I find humor in this,” Ozal interrupted.
“America, the land of spy satellites and an intelligence network that I am told is second to none, and self-appointed monitor of world morals and affairs, is asking a humble Turk what goes on at Nasrat Pharmaceutical in Ammash. I find that both curious and amusing.”
Banks pursed his lips, took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, and lit one.
“I can give you the dimensions of the buildings at Nasrat. I can tell you how many railroad cars are parked on the siding.
I can tell you the name of the facility’s superintendent.
I can even tell you how many boxcars and trucks come and go from their shipping docks in a twenty-four-hour period. But I cannot tell you what they are producing.”
“And this is of interest to you?”
Banks lowered his voice.
“I know people who would pay a great deal of money for that information.”
Sergi Doronkin assumed the role he had been trained for. He became Ozal.
“Does the name Salih Baddour mean anything to you?”
Banks smiled.
“Are you telling me that Nasrat is a front for General Salih Baddour’s activities?”
Ozal knew he had to be careful. The real Taj Ozal was reported to have had contact with Baddour as recently as a year ago. The question remained: How well did Baddour remember the man from that brief meeting? The fact that the Party was convinced he could pass for Ozal was the pivotal reason the Party had selected him for the mission.
“I have no such information.”
“But you know him and you are aware of the rumors that Salih Baddour will someday soon attempt to take over the entire Iraqi military?”
Still Ozal waited.
“And not just the military; the entire country perhaps?”
Finally Sergi Doronkin relented. He knew the real Ozal would respond. But how?
“I have heard rumors,” he finally admitted, “and while I am somewhat familiar with what you suggest, I would have no way of knowing Salih Baddour’s real intentions. Like you, I merely draw conclusions from what I read in the newspapers. I will admit, however, that between the rumors and what I read, what you suggest is a reasonable assumption.”
Concho Banks glanced at the envelope again.
“There are one million TLs in that envelope,” he said, “all of which can be yours in return for a small favor.”
“A small favor?”
“There is more where that comes from,” Banks assured him.
“What kind of small favor?”
“When we met a week ago, you indicated you made your living by arranging matters and by introducing people, Mr. Ozal. I have friends that believe the death of those Kurds”—he stabbed his finger at the headlines—“is the direct result of weapons being developed by Nasrat.”
“I have no such knowledge,” Ozal said.
“Regardless, these friends would like the opportunity to meet with Baddour.”
“For what purpose?”
“I can only tell you this much. If these reports are true, my friends may want to do business with General Baddour and his associates at Nasrat.”
Doronkin was again surprised by Banks’s directness.
He lowered his voice before he spoke, using the precise words Solkov had rehearsed with him. “As you have already said, I consider myself an information merchant. What you ask may be outside of the realm of my abilities. I know nothing of—”
“All you have to do is get me inside that facility.
I’ll take care of the rest.”
Doronkin studied the bland-faced, slender man sitting across from him. This American who called himself Concho Banks looked like anything but a risk-taker. He could have passed for an accountant, a merchant, or even a diplomat — but not a risk-taker. It was hard for him to imagine Banks in the role of a man who would undertake such a mission.
“When would such an undertaking take place?”
he finally asked.
“As soon as I get the go-ahead from my colleagues.
In a few days — perhaps sooner.”
“Good. I will consider what you ask. If I decide to do this small favor, I will need time to make arrangements.”
Banks smiled, picked up the newspaper, and stuffed it back in his briefcase, pushed himself away from the table, and stood up. The remains of his cigarette smoldered in the ashtray.
“I will be in touch,” he said.
Doronkin watched Banks thread his way through the bar, and decided to finish his beer.
Day 9
ISA OFFICES
WASHINGTON
The commissary at ISA was located in the building’s basement. Bogner considered the food little more than tolerable and avoided it whenever possible.
So when Clancy Packer ordered a double portion of the meat loaf, Bogner winced.
“Isn’t there an old Pennsylvania Dutch saying about a man being what he eats?” Bogner joked.
Packer looked sheepish. “I know. I know. Trust me. Sara and I are attending a reception tonight at the Howards’,” he admitted.
“That means all I’m going to get to eat until I get home tonight is a couple of goddamned crackers, smeared with a paste made out of God knows what, and a watered-down martini. As bad as this stuff is, I’m counting on it to hold me over.”
Bogner was still smiling when they settled on a table, disposed of their trays, and sat down. While
Packer attacked his meat loaf, Bogner suspiciously poked at his ham on rye and looked around the room. They were early and the commissary dining room was nearly empty. The noon rush, if it could be called a rush, would come later.
“So what’s this all about?” Packer asked.
“You’re the one that said you wanted to talk to me.”
“I know I just got back from Hawaii, Pack, but I’d like to take a few days off.” When Packer looked up, Bogner’s expression was one of uncertainty.
“Joy and I are planning a few days in Paris.”
Clancy Packer laid his fork down and smiled.
“That’s the best news I’ve heard in days, T. C. Paris, huh? Is this something I’m supposed to keep under my hat, or is it all right to tell Sara?”
Bogner ignored the sandwich and picked at his salad.
“I guess I wish you wouldn’t say anything to anyone. Let’s see how it turns out first. There’s been a hole in this bucket for a long time.”
Clancy and Sara Packer had known Joy and T. C. Bogner for years. Clancy was even their daughter. Kim’s, godfather, a fact he was proud of. When the news broke that T. C. and his bride were dissolving their marriage, it hit the Packers as hard as it had hit the couple’s parents.
“It’s your call, T. C.” but I don’t think anything would make Sara happier. As you well know, you and Joy are the kids we never got around to having.”
“I would be back in town Monday or Tuesday,” Bogner assured him. “Then I can get back on the Hastings case.”
“I’d feel like a first-class asshole if I said no,” Packer said with a grin.
“Besides, I’ve got that new gal, Ginny Harper, working on putting the information together on the Hastings matter. All things being equal, I probably wouldn’t have a file to turn over to you until midweek. Between now and then I can stall anything else that needs to be done on the matter.”
Bogner took a bite of his sandwich and relaxed.
It tasted only half as bad as he had anticipated. As for the trip to Paris, he had expected Packer to approve a few days off, but he readily acknowledged he had been out of touch with agency matters while he was in Hawaii, and up until now there hadn’t been an opportunity to sit down with Packer and go over his agenda.
“So what’s everyone up to these days?” he asked as an afterthought.
Packer’s mouth was full but he talked around it.
“All’s quiet at the moment. No doubt you read about the latest incident involving some Kurd tribesmen; N1 thinks the Iraqis are flexing their muscles and testing weapons again. U.N. inspection teams or not, it’s beginning to look and sound like we didn’t uncover all of their chemical weapons this last go-round.”
If anyone had asked, Bogner would have admitted he had heard only bits and pieces of the agency chief’s response; he was already thinking about calling Joy and telling her it was her move.
Day 9
YENI CAMI IN EMINONU
ISTANBUL
Sergi Doronkin passed the famous Muhiddin candy window, pausing just long enough to watch a group of tourists flock into the lokum shop. They were mostly American and they already had their wallets and purses open. Seldom tempted by such delicacies, he was amused; he realized that what the Americans were doing was good for the local economy, but equally bad for their teeth. He watched several more minutes before he decided to hurry on. Unlike the Americans, he had more important matters on his mind.
He passed several more shops and turned into a narrow alley lined on both sides by street vendors.
On the corner, near the dolmus station where the locals caught the area minibus, an elderly man was passing out pamphlets condemning the governments’s fiscal policies.
In the few short weeks that Doronkin had been there he had come to know this place well; he had been meeting Solkov there every other day. Solkov, he had learned, had long ago developed a taste for the restaurant’s kofta, grilled meatballs, and borek, a flaky pastry filled with sheep’s milk cheese.
He entered the restaurant, walked directly to the back of the room, and found a secluded booth in a corner. Since it was approaching ten o’clock, the restaurant was nearly empty. For the most part it catered to an older clientele, and by habit, a good many of Instanbul’s seniors dined early in the evening and then retired to their homes.
He checked briefly to make certain Solkov hadn’t already arrived; then he sat down, ordered a cup of elma cay, and waited. When the waiter returned with the apple tea, Doronkin asked the man to keep his eyes open for Solkov.
It was nine forty-five when Josef Solkov appeared.
As usual, he greeted his Russian colleague with a nearly imperceptible nod. Solkov was a heavyset, jowly man with thick, bushy eyebrows, a coarse face, yellowed teeth, a large head, no neck, and bull-like shoulders. The rest of his appearance was equally loutish. Doronkin knew little more about him than the fact that he seldom smiled.
Unlike Doronkin, Josef Solkov knew a great deal about the man he was meeting. Most of what Solkov knew was based on the reports that had been forwarded to him during Doronkin’s training.
Following long-established KGB practice, at no time during their brief association had the two men revealed anything about themselves or their private lives. What little Doronkin had been able to pick up, he had learned from the handful of people who had come in contact with him since the Russian had arrived in Istanbul. There were even rumors that Solkov kept in close contact with Afghanistan, and frequently traveled back and forth between Istanbul and his former directorate’s office there.
In truth, little had changed for Solkov, even after the Soviet Union crumbled and he received his subsequent assignment to Istanbul. He openly showed interest in Party matters back in Russia, and more recently had become involved in Party activities in Istanbul. Despite all that, the few people who knew him even slightly described Solkov as a man who lived in shadows.
Solkov took a seat, uncoiled his fingers, and folded his large hands on the table.
“I take it you have information for Solkov?”
Doronkin had become used to his Russian colleague’s brusque manner. Solkov was noticeably void of social graces.
“I have been contacted by an American,” he replied, “a man by the name of Concho Banks.”
“An American?” Solkov repeated.
“That is a good sign. You were able to pass for Ozal.”
“He has expressed interest in learning more about the Nasrat Pharmaceutical facility in Ammash. He was told that I had contacts there and he wishes me to take him there.”
“For what purpose?” Solkov demanded.
“The Americans are suspicious. There have been recent reports of renewed Iraqi chemical weapons testing. No doubt you too have read the accounts in newspapers. There are reports of the deaths of large numbers of Kurdish tribesmen.”
Solkov nodded, signaled the waiter, and placed his order just as Doronkin had predicted he would.
“And what exactly does the American want you to do?”
“He was somewhat vague, but he indicated he will make his plan known within a matter of hours, as soon as he receives approval from his superiors.”
Solkov grunted. Doronkin knew the gesture was intended to confirm the fact that he was listening.
“I wonder,” Solkov mused.
“What do the Americans really know — and what do they only suspect?”
“I have been asking myself the same question,” Doronkin admitted.
“I do know that he considers me to be nothing more than a conduit by which he can get inside the complex in Ammash. If I were to make a conjecture on what his purpose is once he gets inside the facility, I would guess that he hopes to obtain enough information to prove that the Iraqi government is building and storehousing chemical weapons.”
Solkov frowned.
“And what do you think he intends to do with such information?”
Doronkin had thought the matter-through.
“The Americans are no doubt looking for proof of Iraqi testing activities. If they find it, they will no doubt take their documentation and proof to the United Nations. Doubtless, a new round of inspections would be the result.”
“The Iraqis will not cooperate with such inspections,” Solkov said. If asked, Josef Solkov would have said he agreed with his Russian companion, the Americans were always meddling in the affairs of others. He finished the last of the kofta and borke, wiped his mouth, and sat back while the waiter cleared away the dishes.
“This American, the one you call Banks, you are convinced he is an agent of the United States government?”
“I am,” Doronkin said.
“During our conversations he repeatedly refers to his contacts in the United States — but he does not elaborate on the nature of his affiliation with them.”
“Perhaps he is like your predecessor, Mr. Ozal,” Solkov grunted.
“What was it he chose to call himself?
An information merchant?” It was the first time Doronkin could recall Solkov making even an oblique attempt at humor. Then Solkov’s face again darkened and he appeared to lapse into thought. Finally he added, “It would appear that, as our Turkish friends are prone to say, Allah has chosen to smile on our endeavors. Comrade. Your unwitting American friend just may have presented us with an opportunity to achieve our objective and blame it on the Americans. A delicious thought, nyet?”
Doronkin knew why he had been sent to Istanbul and what he was expected to accomplish, but in the short time he had known Solkov, he had also begun to suspect that there was more to his assignment than the elimination of Salih Baddour. Everything Solkov said seemed to fall into a gray area. What he had learned since coming to Istanbul, he had learned by carefully studying a wide variety of international newspapers in the Istanbul library and listening to the late-night radio broadcasts from such places as Moscow, Baghdad, Tbilisi, and other hotbeds of political unrest.
From both this and what he observed, he was able to deduce that there was a plot of some sort brewing and that Solkov could somehow be involved.
There was, he now believed, more to it than just the elimination of Baddour. But that was conjecture; he knew very little.
What Solkov said next caught him by surprise.
“No doubt you have wondered where all of this is taking us.” Now when he spoke there was an edge to his voice.
“For over a year now I have been acting under instructions from our comrades to find, prepare, and create a diversion.” Doronkin realized that Solkov had somehow managed to put special emphasis on the word diversion.
“Originally, the manner in which this diversion was accomplished was of small consequence to the Party. But now it has resurfaced. The ultimate goal, we felt, could best be achieved if the world’s attention was somehow diverted from what was taking place in Moscow and focused on Iraq.”
“I do not follow,” Doronkin admitted.
“The dream of 1917 has been rekindled,” Solkov said flatly.
“While the world watches and wrings its hands over what is happening in Iraq following the death of Baddour, the Party will again take power in Russia.”
“A second revolution?”
“Indeed. The elements are in place. Now, t How ever, with the request of your American friend, it may be that our plan will work even better if slightly amended. Originally we believed that when Baddour was assassinated, his generals would quite naturally assume it was the work of President Abbasin’s agents. This would, of course, lead to conflict. The northern Iraqi forces, loyal to Baddour, would retaliate. Because they are outnumbered, they would be forced to resort to the use of the one weapon that would give them parity with the vast numbers in Abbasin’s armies to the south.”
“You speak of the chemical weapons the northern Iraqis have been testing on the Kurds?”
Solkov nodded as he thought.
“Without realizing it, your American contact has unwittingly presented us with an opportunity to reshape our plan, perhaps for the better. We will proceed, of course, with our plan to eliminate Baddour, but with what I have in mind, we could announce to the world that it was an American who committed the act and that he was in reality an agent of the government in Baghdad.”
Doronkin remained silent for the simple reason that he was uncertain how Party officials in Moscow would react to Solkov’s sudden introduction of a new element in the plan.
“When your mission in Ammash is accomplished, it would become my responsibility to see that the American press has all of the details. I would reveal how the Americans supplied a trained assassin at the request of the current government in Baghdad and that the reason the Americans were willing to do so is because of their concern over Baddour’s increasing use of the Nasrat pharmaceutical complex to produce chemical weapons.”
When Solkov finished, it was Doronkin who took a deep breath.
“When?” he finally asked.
“As soon as your American contact says he is ready.”
Doronkin pushed himself away from the table and stood up.
“I will contact you as soon as the American indicates he is ready to proceed.”
Solkov nodded.
“I will wait for your call.” Again Doronkin had noted that throughout their conversation Solkov’s expression had not changed.
Day 9
ISA BUILDING
WASHINGTON
Robert Miller pressed the rewind button as he prepared to play back the tape of Concho Banks’s phone conversation for a third time. This time Clancy Packer was listening over his shoulder.
“… am arranging with a local with whom I have recently established contact to get a better look at the Nasrat pharmaceutical and military complex in Ammash. Expect to be out of contact for five to seven days…”
Packer straightened up and looked at his assistant.
“What kind of information do we have on this so-called local?”
Miller had anticipated the question. He rifled through a stack of file folders until he found one with the name Taj Ozal scrawled on the tab. He opened the file and handed it across his desk to the agency chief.
“We don’t have a lot. Pack. Just this.”
Packer read Ozal’s brief dossier. male, DOB 01/07/59, single, no recorded occupation, no political affiliation… graduated from Bilkent University with a degree in economics… professes to be Sunni Muslim
Packer glanced at the faded black-and-white photograph of Ozal in the file and laid it back on Miller’s desk.
“How long has Banks known this guy?”
“Two weeks.”
Packer shook his head.
“Sounds risky. Not a helluva lot to go on. No military record, last passport application seven years ago; what the hell does the guy do for a living?”
“Banks isn’t going into this thing cold. Pack.
He’s done his homework. He has it from what he claims is a solid source that Ozal has been doing this for a number of years. According to Banks, Ozal is well connected, knows his way around, and even more important, seems to have access to some relatively sensitive information.”
“Two questions. How do we know we can trust this Ozal? Second, did Banks say what his plan was?”
“The answer to your first question, Pack, is we don’t. To the second, Banks says they will take a three-day swing down through Ammash and the area where the gas attacks on the Kurds have been reported. He’s proposing to represent himself as a Romanian arms dealer from Bucharest. If Ozal is who he claims he is, it’s a natural tie-in. I’m having
Banks’ credentials and passport worked up now.
If any of Ozal’s friends are the cautious type and try to check on Banks, we’ve got a mock office set up on Soseaua Kiseleff complete with phone.
We’re running it through one of the local phone services. I’ve also wired an international letter of credit via Wells Fargo to one of the banks affiliated with Banchi’o Bucuresti.
“As far as I’m concerned, he has everything he needs. All we’re doing now is waiting for you to give this whole idea your stamp of approval.”
When Clancy Packer took out his pipe and tobacco pouch, Miller knew something was bothering him.
“Even if this Ozal is who he claims to be, do you think Banks can pull this off?” he finally asked.
“It’s a little out of his line,” Miller admitted, “but that doesn’t mean—”
“This may be our best and only opportunity to find out what the hell is going on with Nasrat,” Packer interrupted.
“We better make damn certain we don’t screw it up. My first reaction is I’d feel a helluva lot better if we could send a heavyweight in on this one. Banks is a good man, but not necessarily the man for a mission like this.”
“What about Bogner?” Miller asked.
“He’s out of the country for a few days.”
“Any idea where we can find him?”
Packer hesitated before he nodded. He was avoiding the question.
“What’s our window on this?”
“Three days at the most. According to Banks, this guy Ozal seems to be a little nervous about this whole idea. He seems to think Ozal may decide to back out of this at any minute.”
“In answer to your question,” Packer said, “yes, I think I know where we can find Bogner.”
Day 10
HOTEL VERONES
PARIS
Bogner opened his eyes, stretched, reached out, and caressed the mound of soft covers in bed beside him. Joy was still asleep. Careful not to disturb her, he shoved his legs over the edge of the bed, stood up, and stretched a second time. The flight from Washington to Paris had taken its toll; he was still a bit stiff, and since they had arrived only a few hours earlier, his internal clock still hadn’t had time to adjust.
He looked down at Joy with her sable-colored shoulder-length hair tangled over the pillow and was momentarily tempted to wake her. Instead, he glanced at his watch and decided, because of the hour, to let her sleep.
The concierge at the Verones had done a nice job; their suite had all the typical French amenities.
The roses were fresh, the fruit looked as if it had just been picked, and the bar was stocked with both a bottle of Scoresby and a fifth of Black and White. Now with daylight just beginning to filter into their suite, he decided to steal a few minutes for himself, headed for the bathroom, turned on the shower, and crawled in. He was counting on a hot shower to clear the cobwebs.
Ten minutes later, he walked back into the bedroom to find Joy sitting on the edge of the bed, glowering. She was pointing toward the telephone.
“That was Packer,” she said.
“He said he’s in the lobby. One question, Tobias. How the hell did he know where to find you? Did you tell him where we were staying?”
“That’s two questions,” Bogner reminded her.
“Damn it, I don’t like ‘cute’ this early in the morning. How did he know where to find us?” Joy repeated.
“I told him we were going to Paris. That’s all.
Hell, I didn’t even know what hotel we were staying at until we arrived. You know Miller. If Packer told him to find me, he could. Miller could find a cobweb in a dark basement.”
The former Joy Bogner, currently Joy Carpenter, was furious. She stood up, pulled on her robe, and stormed into the bathroom. From behind the closed door he heard her shout, “I’m warning you, Tobias, if you have any intention of trying to salvage these next three days, you better find a way to get rid of him.”
Bogner found the ISA chief in the hotel’s coffee shop. He looked like what he was, a man who had spent most of the night on an airplane. His eyes were puffy, his suit wrinkled, and he wore the obvious expression of a man who was about to apologize and at the same time try to justify his presence. He stood up as Bogner approached the table.
“I think you know me well enough to know that if I didn’t have to be here, I wouldn’t,” he said.
Bogner grunted, sat down, reached for the carafe of coffee, and poured himself a cup.
“By now you’ve no doubt figured out that Joy is royally pissed.”
“I know, I could tell by the tone of her voice.”
Packer took a sip of coffee, set his cup down, and shook his head.
“I love Joy like a daughter, T. C., but this couldn’t wait. I let it slip that you were in Paris. Take it from there. Miller was willing to take the heat for calling you.”
Bogner had known Clancy Packer for a long time. Clancy Packer had recruited him for the ISA after Bogner had earned his wings and sweated through a couple of tours of duty in the Orient.
During those years Packer had, at various times, been a surrogate father, a mentor, a boss, and a friend. Bogner knew what role he had to be playing if he had flown all the way to Paris. He settled back in his chair and waited.
“Okay, Pack, you’re here. The damage is done. Now, what’s so damned important that it couldn’t wait until I get back in Washington?”
“Does the — name Concho Banks mean anything to you?”
Bogner nodded.
“Sure, our man in Istanbul, right?”
“Exactly. Twenty-one years with the agency. According to Banks, he has discovered a way to get us into some top-secret Iraqi facilities in Ammash.
He’ll be representing himself as the front man for a weapons dealer in Bucharest. This is all being arranged by a man by the name of Taj Ozal. According to Banks, Ozal has some high-powered contacts in the area. Not only that, for the right price Ozal can see that Concho gets a firsthand look inside the Nasrat pharmaceutical facility as well.”
Bogner was beginning to put the pieces together.
“This all stems from the latest round of chemical weapons attacks on the Kurds, right?”
“The U.N. inspection teams weren’t able to get anywhere near Ammash on their last go-round.
Plus we hear persistent rumors from what we, not
Banks, consider to be reliable sources that the bad blood between Salih Baddour and Anwar Abbasin has reached the boiling point. Langley and his people at N1 believe that even though Baddour is short on manpower, he is perfecting something called GG-2, a cyanide-based poison gas that he either could or has decided to use in a coup attempt against Baghdad.”
“Which, if true, would explain why the Kurds have been catching hell.”
“Precisely,” Packer replied. It was one of his favorite words.
“Sounds to me like you’ve got everything under control,” Bogner said.
“Banks knows the man, and the man knows the territory.”
“I wish I were as comfortable with it as you are.”
“What are you saying, you’re not comfortable with this guy Ozal?”
“Dealing with someone like Taj Ozal is always a risk. I am concerned about Ozal, but I’m even more concerned about Banks. Concho is a good man, nothing but superior ratings on his performance-appraisal sheets — but we think this one may be a little out of his line.”
Bogner shook his head.
“Tell me you’re not thinking I’m the one for this bit of madness, Pack.
Take a look: sandy-colored hair, blue eyes, fair-skinned. Who the hell is going to believe I’m a Romanian?”
“We can’t afford to let this one slip through our fingers, T. C. This may be the only time we get a shot at taking the Ammash complex out. Nasrat Pharmaceutical has been a big question mark for a long time. The whole Ammash complex has been a concern. We’ve shown the U.N. Security Council our satellite photos and they aren’t t impressed. If we can pull this one off, we may be able to go back to the Council with enough proof to get them off the dime.”
“So what you’re telling me is when I get back to Washington, I’m off the Hastings investigation and I’m on the Ammash expedition. I don’t see why you couldn’t have told me all of this when I got back.”
“If we wait until Monday or Tuesday, it may be too late. Banks says Ozal is the nervous type; he may get suspicious. We’re talking a three-day window.”
“So what are you saying?”
Packer reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out an airline ticket.
“I think Banks may be right on this seventy-two-hour window, T. C. Any longer than that and our man Ozal may think he’s being set up and walk away.”
“I suppose I could leave Sunday night,” Bogner said.
“You leave tonight. Paris to Istanbul on Air France. You’re already booked. I’ve got your credentials, contact info, everything you’ll need; it’s all here in this envelope.”

Chapter Four

Day 10
ISTANBUL
The long ride in from Alaturk Airport down Millet Caddesi into the heart of the city had given Bogner plenty of time to think. Joy wasn’t his only problem, but she was the one he was grappling with.
When he returned to his room from his session with Clancy and informed her he would be leaving for Istanbul that evening, their first full day in Paris, Joy was furious. The atmosphere in their third-floor Hotel Verones suite went from second honeymoon to instant ice.
Joy’s initial volley included throwing anything she could get her hands on, a critical appraisal of his heritage, and a pronouncement about where she thought he should go straight to. It wasn’t until an hour later that she had cooled off sufficiently for him to understand what she was saying. At that point he would have described her emotional state as cooling off to controlled rage.
“The trouble with you in this relationship, Tobias, is you always let the goddamn ISA come first.
You could have told Packer hell, no, you weren’t going. But no, not you, you always have to be the good old agency-first kind.”
Now, thinking back about it, that was actually the last thing Joy said until he was ready to walk out the door. Then she fired her final salvo.
“And when you get back, if you get back, don’t even bother to call.” There was pure, unadulterated ice in her voice when she said it.
His second problem was that Packer had thrown him into a volatile situation where he didn’t have a great deal of background and not much time to prepare. All of this was compounded by the fact he had never actually been to either Turkey or Iraq and he was working with an agent that Packer had euphemistically assessed as “not the man for the job.”
An ancient Flat taxi driven by a man who had a total disregard for the safety of his passengers and spoke no English dropped him off in front of a hotel in Taksim. Bogner registered, went to his room, and waited for Banks’s call. The call came through on schedule, the two men agreed to meet in the bar, and at eleven-thirty, a time when he would doubtless have been enjoying the second night of what Joy had called “the trip we had always planned as a honeymoon,” he was watching Banks push his way through the congestion in the lobby.
“So you’re the famous T. C. Bogner,” Banks said. Bogner knew immediately Packer had talked to the man he was replacing. It was equally obvious Banks was having difficulty hiding his animosity.
The two men finally shook hands and Bogner guided them to an area of the lobby where they could talk.
“I understand I’m being relegated to second seat on this one,” Banks said as he sat down.
Bogner avoided the issue. He knew better than to provide Banks with an opening to do a little complaining. Instead he said, “How long and how well have you known this guy, Ozal?”
Banks pursed his lips, cupped his hands around an ashtray, and stared at the table.
“How long?
Two, maybe three weeks. How well? Hard to say.
How well do you know anyone in this damn town?
There’s more cloak-and-dagger activities going on here than there are people. Istanbul thrives on it.”
“Let me put it another way. Do you trust him?”
“No more than I do anyone else in Istanbul. People around here would steal flowers from a graveyard.”
“What makes you think Ozal can get us into Nasrat and the rest of Baddour’s compound in Ammash?”
Banks took his glasses off, held them up to the light, and polished away the smudges before he put them back on.
“I have no doubt that he can get us through the gates at Nasrat. And I likewise have no doubt that he is well connected. In a rather casual conversation less than a week ago, he was able to confirm many of my suspicions about not only what is going on at Nasrat but some of Baddour’s ambitions as well.”
Bogner liked the answers he was getting. Banks wasn’t dodging the tough ones.
“Did he ask you why you wanted to get into Nasrat?”
Banks shook his head and took the time to light a cigarette.
“I would not have expected him to.
Let’s just say it’s the nature of the beast. Appar.ently our friend Ozal does quite well selling information.
As near as I can determine he has no other visible means of income.” Banks paused and took a drag before he continued.
“Furthermore, I would imagine that he does not feel it is in his best interest to know too much about such matters as where the money comes from, or what the people do with the information he sells them.”
“Any idea who else he does business with?” Bogner pressed.
Banks laughed.
“Do you honestly think he would give me a list of his clients if I asked him?”
“Think back, Concho. Has he ever mentioned any cause, political affiliation, or interest in any group?”
“None,” Banks said.
“Are you satisfied?”
Bogner was frowning.
“On the contrary, I’m even more suspicious about this guy than I was.
One of the first things you learn in this racket is that everyone has an agenda or a soft underbelly.
Where’s Ozal’s?”
Banks took one final drag on his cigarette and snuffed it out in the ashtray.
“You sound like a man who’s ready to back out on the deal.”
Bogner shook his head.
“Not at all. We go through with everything just as you planned.
There’s too much to be gained to let the opportunity slip through our fingers. What we do is make damn certain one of us is covering our collective tail any time this guy Ozal makes a move.”
“You’ve got a plan?”
“You’ve led Ozal to believe you’re somehow tied in with an arms merchant, right?”
“I’ve implied as much,” Banks admitted, “without ever actually mentioning any names. If not, he would have wondered about my interest in the persistent rumors that certain types of chemical weapons are being produced at Nasrat in Ammash.”
“Good,” Bogner said, “we’ll build on that. Now we begin to fill in the blanks for Mr. Ozal. Someone like Ozal is bound to be curious about the source of the million lira. He may even be thinking about how to get you out of the way so he can work directly with the source.
“If he is, we’ll squelch that by revealing who we are working for. We’ll tell him the name of the firm we represent is Jade Limited, main offices located in Toronto. If Ozal is the information merchant he claims to be, he’ll recognize the name of Jade as one of the biggest arms dealers in the world. You’ll introduce me to Ozal as an American expatriate who handles matters in the Middle East from Jade’s office in Bucharest. His ears will perk up when he hears I have a few items in my inventory that may interest General Baddour. If you’ve got him pegged right, he’ll be trying to figure out how he can get a piece of the action.”
Banks was smiling.
“And you would be willing to do a little swapping, right?”
“Exactly. I’ll show him an inventory that includes some Russian-built Sukhoi Su-20 Fitter C’s, some MiG-29 Fulcrum A’s, and even a MiG-31 Foxhound. If that doesn’t interest him, I can provide him with a brace of Tupolev Tu-22M/26 Backfires or damn near any kind of combat chopper, French, American, or Russian built; anything Baddour’s little old heart desires. Big inventory for a man with big ambitions. “Baddour is bound to ask what we want in t return. That’s real simple, we want to be able to sell other countries the formula for
GG-2.”
Banks’s initial animosity had all but disappeared.
He was smiling.
“So when do we meet Ozal?” Bogner pressed.
“I’ll try to arrange it for tomorrow morning.”
Day 11
CANKURTARAN BANLIYO RAILWAY STATION
ISTANBUL
Taj Ozal turned out to be pretty much what Bogner had expected. At six feet two and somewhere in the vicinity of two hundred pounds plus, he was approximately the same size and weight as Bogner.
His dark hair, coffee-colored complexion, and coarse features, however, were a sharp contrast to Bogner. On the surface, Ozal appeared to be businesslike and somewhat ill at ease.
Their initial meeting took place in the middle of the Cankurtaran Banliyo railway station amidst remnants of the morning commute. There was a constant crush of people rushing to and from trains. Ozal’s only distraction appeared to occur when a particularly striking woman passed.
Banks handled the introductions, and Bogner and Ozal shook hands.
“I am told you are with Jade,” Ozal began. He was not smiling.
“When Mr. Banks called me and informed me that a representative of Jade would be joining us, the reason for Mr. Banks wanting to visit Ammash suddenly became more clear.”
“I take it then that you have heard of Jade?” Bogner said.
“Of course. I feel compelled, however, to express a certain amount of surprise that your firm is not already, how shall I say it, conducting business with General Baddour.”
Bogner was prepared.
“The fact that we are not is understandable when you stop to consider that we are already doing a certain amount of business with Abbasin’s people in Baghdad. I feel quite certain that any effort on the part of Jade to conduct business with General Baddour would be frowned on by the current president.”
“I understand the need for discretion,” Ozal said. He continued to keep up the conversation while he ushered them down a long marble corridor away from the crush of travelers.
“Mr. Banks informs me you are situated in Bucharest, Mr.
Bogner. I am familiar with your city. Do you like it?”
Ozal wasn’t wasting any time. The question had “This is a test” written all over it. Bogner had expected it and he was ready.
“I wish I could spend more time there. As it has turned out since we opened our office there, Bucharest has ended up being little more than a mailing address. In this job you live out of a suitcase. There are times when I have to check with the office to find out what city I’m in.”
Ozal appeared to be buying it. If he wasn’t, he was a good actor.
“And your family, Mr. Bogner, how do they like it?”
“No family, Mr. Ozal. Just me and a checkbook.
Jade likes it that way. It keeps things simple and it keeps expenses down.”
Their walk down the long corridor ended in front of a door marked pravist. Ozal knocked and the door opened. An attractive young woman in a dark blue tailored business suit welcomed them with a frown.
“Taj Ozal,” he reminded her.
“Forgive me, Mr. Ozal,” she said.
“How nice to see you again.” She was ideal for the job; her English was as impeccable as her attire and she had a deep, throaty voice.
“A convenience for those of us who travel,” Ozal explained.
“I use it frequently. You are familiar with our pansiyons, Mr. Bogner?”
Bogner looked around. If he hadn’t known better, he could have been in any one of the private executive clubs at any one of the larger airline terminals stateside. While he surveyed his surroundings, Banks and Ozal both busied themselves shedding coats and lighting cigarettes.
“Mr. Ozal,” the woman said, “the conference room at the end of the hall is available as you requested.
Just press the buzzer if you and your associates need anything.”
Again Ozal led the way, and moments later the trio was situated in a small, elegantly appointed combination meeting room and executive suite.
“Shall we get down to details, gentlemen,” Ozal said as he took a seat.
“We can start, of course, with when you wish to leave.”
“As soon as possible,” Bogner said.
“I have scheduled an important engagement in Belgrade in three days.”
“Three days,” Ozal repeated.
“Then there is a matter of some urgency to consider.”
“The introduction is the important thing,” Bogner said.
“I will be satisfied if I can meet General Baddour and show him an example of our inventory.”
Ozal nodded.
“I feel certain he will be most eager to meet a representative of Jade. And you will be accompanying us?” Ozal asked, turning to look at Banks.
“He will,” Bogner answered.
“It will be my colleague’s responsibility to maintain the ongoing relationship with General Baddour after our preliminary meeting. It is standard Jade practice for each client to know personally the Jade representative they are dealing with.”
Ozal’s expression did not change.
“Very well then, it is settled. We will leave tomorrow.” Ozal held up his hand in a gesture of caution.
“Perhaps I should warn you, we have a journey of considerable distance ahead of us… as your Mr. Banks probably already knows. We will catch an early morning flight to Diyarbakir and then travel by car to the small village of Simak. We should be there by late tomorrow afternoon or early evening.
It will, of course, depend on the weather.
The weather can be quite unsettled in the high country this time of year.”
“When we reach Simak, we are not far from the Turkish-Iraqi border,” Banks explained.
“Then what?” Bogner pressed.
“We will charter a helicopter to fly us to Ammash,” Ozal said.
“Chopper? Why a chopper?” Bogner asked.
Ozal continued to smile.
“If you will forgive me, Mr. Bogner, it would be, I judge, quite difficult to get you and your colleague past the NIMF guards.
You will pardon me if I say so, but they will regard you with suspicion despite your citizenship papers and passports. To be fair-complexioned and fair-haired in this part of the world is often a decided disadvantage.” Ozal paused, lit another cigarette, and exhaled slowly.
“And even if that were not the case, we will find it advantageous to travel by air. In northern Iraq, the roads are less than desirable, and even though Ammash is quite modern, it is also quite isolated. When you speak with the general, you will soon learn that he prefers that matters remain that way.”
“Very well,” Bogner said.
“What time tomorrow?”
“You are staying at the Hotel Empress Zoe?” Ozal asked.
“We are,” Banks confirmed.
Ozal stood up.
“Very well then. I will leave you gentlemen to make your preparations. I will call you this evening to confirm our flight time.”
Both Bogner and Banks stood up. The three men shook hands and Ozal left. As soon as the door closed behind him. Banks turned to Bogner.
“What do you think?”
Bogner stifled the inclination to smile.
“Did you tell him we were staying at the Empress?”
Banks shook his head.
“Then ask yourself how the hell he knows where we’re staying. And ask yourself why the hostess here at the club didn’t recognize him. You heard him say he uses this place frequently.”
Banks shook his head again. He had missed it.
Day 11
YENICAMI IN EMINONU
ISTANBUL
For the second time in three days the two men were meeting in the back of the smoke-filled cafe.
Unlike during their previous meeting, the bull-like Solkov was the first to arrive, and he had already eaten his fill by the time Doronkin made his way across the crowded room.
Doronkin, mindful of Solkov’s strange habits, continued standing until his comrade invited him to sit down. When he did, Solkov slid a bowl of half-eaten berries across the table at him.
“Have some. Comrade, they are quite good,” he mumbled.
Doronkin declined and waited for the man to finish. Finally Solkov prodded him.
“Well, do you have news for me?”
“We leave tomorrow. We will be in Simak by tomorrow evening. There, as you suggested, I will arrange for a helicopter to fly us to Ammash.”
Solkov grunted, stopped eating, and laid his fork down. His mouth was still full. “Tomorrow?
Your client has indicated a need for such urgency?”
Doronkin leaned forward and kept his voice low.
“There will have to be a slight change in our plans,” he said.
“There is a small complication.”
“What do you mean ‘complication’?”
“I have underestimated the American. From the beginning I believed he was not the man he claimed to be. Today he introduced me to an accomplice: a man who represents himself as an agent of Jade, the Canadian arms dealer. Today I also learned that this accomplice, the man he calls Bogner, will accompany us to Ammash. I fear this will make it difficult for us to execute our plan.”
Solkov frowned, leaned back in his chair, studied his knife much as a surgeon would a scalpel, and swiped at his chin with his napkin.
“This Banks — he has never before mentioned this affiliation with Jade?”
Doronkin shook his head.
“And the other one, the one you call Bogner, do you believe what this man tells you?”
Doronkin’s expression betrayed his growing concern.
“Up until now I have been convinced that the American, Banks, was working on behalf of his government. Now I learn that is not the case.
If he is, as he claims to be, affiliated with the organization known as Jade, we are suddenly playing an entirely different game — a much more dangerous game, I fear. I have heard stories about Jade. I am told they regard their own not unlike a family. We could be asking for more trouble than we bargain for.”
Solkov’s tone of voice divulged his surprise at Doronkin’s sudden display of wariness. It was a side of the man’s personality he had not seen before.
It was this unexpected display of caution on Doronkin’s part that fostered an element of anger in Solkov’s voice.
“I do not understand your sudden quavering, Comrade. Would you withdraw simply because of things you have heard?”
Doronkin stiffened and waited, refusing to allow Solkov to intimidate him.
“I am not talking of withdrawing. I am speaking of perhaps the necessity of rethinking our plan. The entry of Jade into the equation concerns me.”
Solkov girded himself and laid his oversized hands on the table with the empty bowl between them.
“Look at it another way, my cautious friend.
Perhaps in the scenario of which you speak, there is even more of an opportunity to discredit the Americans than existed in our original plan. After Baddour is eliminated, it will be just as easy for you to report that the two men who committed the heinous act died trying to escape. One man or two men, what is the difference? We can report that these men were using the arms dealer. Jade, as their cover. You must remember our real purpose.
We have one objective and one objective only — to create a diversion, a smoke screen,” Doronkin looked around to make certain no one was overhearing their conversation.
“Perhaps I need to remind my comrade,” Solkov continued, “that it is our purpose to create a world-focused distraction. We do this to create further tension between the forces of Baddour and Abbasin. We have chosen to accomplish our objective by eliminating Baddour. Baddour’s staff officers will be told their leader died at the hands of American mercenaries hired by Abbasin. I think you will agree, when that happens war between the two factions is inevitable — resulting, of course, in world attention again being focused on the troublesome Iraqis. The concern of world leaders will be that Baddour’s forces will be prepared to retaliate using the deadly chemical weapons they have been perfecting.”
Doronkin was silent for several moments, thinking.
Solkov was right.
“You will meet us in Simak tomorrow night?” he finally asked.
“That could make them suspicious,” Solkov decided.
“You will have all the assistance you need when you arrive in Ammash. Our comrades will be notified of your impending arrival.”
“How will I know them?” Doronkin pressed.
“They will make themselves known to you at the appropriate time,” Solkov assured him. At that point Solkov appeared to relax and signaled the waiter.
“My friend and I shall drink a toast,” Solkov said to the waiter.
“Bring us each a glass of raki — and a glass of water, of course.”
Day 12
SIMAK
The flight from Istanbul to Diyarbakir was uneventful.
Bogner had crawled into his seat and feigned sleep the entire flight. By doing so he was able to avoid conversation and listen to what was going on around him. Banks, on the other hand, spent the time reading. Doronkin, sitting across the aisle from the two Americans, lapsed into conversation with the woman sitting beside him.
In Diyarbakir, Doronkin rented a car, and the drive to Simak was accomplished in less than the three hours he had estimated. He stopped twice, once to make a phone call and the second time to treat Bogner and Banks to one of the local delicacies, burma kadayif, a shredded-wheat pastry covered with nuts and honey.
At Simak he drove straight through the town, then followed a dusty, winding road, and some fifteen kilometers later, pulled into a small cluster of buildings close by a dirt airstrip. When Bogner stepped out of the car, he realized the temperature had dropped more than twenty degrees from the time they had boarded their flight in Istanbul. Doronkin opened the door of the Simca and gestured toward a row of mountains to the south. He was smiling.
“Soon you will see why it makes sense to fly the rest of the way,” he said.
The Simak airfield consisted of four neglected Quonset-type buildings and three aircraft. One was an ancient, dust-covered Sikorsky H-34/West land Wessex that Bogner figured had probably been flown at one time or another by the French in the Algerian War. The insignia had been painted over and the armament stripped out. It looked sadly in need of repair. Next to it, in the one building big enough to serve as a hangar, there was an equally ancient de Havilland Canada DHC-5 Buffalo. One of the General Electric turboprop engines had been removed. It was mounted on a repair stanchion at the far end of the building.
Doronkin buttoned his coat collar tight around his throat, hunched his shoulders against the steady fifteen-mile-per-hour wind blowing down from the mountains, and headed for the hangar.
As near as Bogner could tell, other than the tiny cluster of buildings and the airstrip, there were no other visible signs of civilization. Bogner leaned against the car and continued scanning their surroundings while Banks got out of the car and lit a cigarette.
“Smack dab in the middle of nowhere,” Bogner muttered.
“Why the hell would anyone be fighting over it?”
“Been going on for centuries,” Banks answered.
“These people don’t know any other way to live.”
Doronkin had disappeared into one of the smaller buildings and reappeared moments later, accompanied by a short, heavyset man wearing grease-stained coveralls. He walked with a pronounced limp. Unlike Doronkin, he appeared oblivious to the raw wind and the chill in the air.
“According to Kabak here, we made the right choice,” Doronkin said.
“It seems there’s a group of militant Kurds flexing their muscle along the border. Kabak says they’ve been exchanging gunfire for the past three days. Two days ago they attacked an NIMF border patrol and killed three men.
Jolo Kabak, a man with no teeth, and generous eyebrows guarding fidgety black eyes, nodded his affirmation. If he spoke English, it was on a limited basis. He managed to do most of his communication with a series of hand gestures and facial expressions. Each time he offered more, Doronkin attempted to interpret and relay the information.
“Kabak claims the border is closed,” Doronkin continued.
“The Turkish border patrols are turning everyone back since the shooting. They are telling everyone, even a U.N. inspection team, that the fighting between the Kurds and some of Baddour’s troops makes travel inside the Iraqi border unsafe.”
“When do we go?” Bogner pressed.
Doronkin and the mechanic engaged in an animated conversation that lasted for several moments before Doronkin answered Bogner’s question.
“He says the wind will bring much weather with it, perhaps even snow in the high country. He wants to know if we are prepared to go now. He believes that tomorrow such a flight will be even more difficult.”
“Tell him we’re ready,” Bogner said.
One hour later, Kabak and two dark-haired youths, neither of whom appeared to be interested in anything beside completing their chore and retreating to the warmth of their quarters, moved an Aerospatiale SA 341 Gazelle from its confines in one of the smaller buildings to an area in front of the hangar. Unlike the other two aircraft Bogner had spotted earlier, this one appeared to be in reasonably good condition. A red, white, and black Iraqi flag with green stars had been laboriously painted on the fuselage and the vertical stabilizer.
Kabak was obviously proud of his craft.
Bogner walked around the chopper taking inventory.
All of the armament had been stripped out and the area immediately behind the pilot was rigged to handle either passengers or cargo. The sling and hoist, standard on the Gazelle when it was built, were still intact.
“Looks a shade more dependable that the other two,” Banks observed.
“Let’s hope our man Kabak knows how to fly this thing.”
Doronkin overheard him.
“Despite his appearance, I have complete faith in him.” Then he muttered something under his breath.
“What was that last thing he said?” Bogner asked Banks quietly.
“Ma sha allah,” Banks repeated.
“I think it means, “God’s will be done.”
” Bogner choked back the inclination to ask Banks if his will was up to date. Banks already looked worried.
Day 12
IRAQI-TURKISH BORDER
Bogner was familiar with the performance parameters of the Gazelle. He recalled having flown one on at least two different occasions and neither time had he been overly impressed. At best he would have described the chopper’s performance and capacity as limited. It cruised at something around 150 mph, had a limited range of no more than two hundred miles or so, and its carrying capacity was restricted to roughly a thousand or so pounds. Doronkin and Banks were crammed into a makeshift passenger area that would have otherwise been used for cargo.
Jolo Kabak, Bogner decided, in addition to not only being equal to the challenge of flying the aging bird, was also innovative. In large measure, the flight deck of the thirty-one-foot-long SA 341 had been gutted. Not only had the armament been removed, but any avionics instrument that Kabak didn’t consider absolutely essential to the aircraft’s operation had been taped over or removed.
Kabak flew like one of the old county fair barnstormers Bogner had admired as a kid.
Now, less than thirty minutes into the flight, Kabak was coaxing the Gazelle between mountain passes, fighting erratic low-altitude winds, and taking the craft through cloud cover that ranged from overcast to thin. Bogner was able to catch occasional glimpses of the terrain below them. In the moonlight it was rocky, barren, and unappealing.
Through it all, Kabak kept up a steady line of chatter with Doronkin, frequently stabbing his finger at something in the darkness below them.
Each time Taj Ozal tried to explain.
“He says those ground fires we keep seeing means we are passing near one of the Kurd strongholds near the village outside Zahako.”
“Ask him why the hell he doesn’t take us up a couple of thousand feet to get out of this chop.”
Doronkin repeated the question, waited for Kabak’s answer, and leaned forward so Bogner could hear him better.
“He says that by keeping us low we are staying under the NIMF radar net.”
“Whose radar net?”
“Baddour’s border patrols. Kabak says he has heard Baddour’s helicopters are patrolling this region to keep track of Kurd militia movements—” All of a sudden, a spitfire flash of red-orange burst directly in front of them. There was no time to duck. The clear acrylic nose canopy of the Gazelle exploded, spraying the flight deck with char ds of supposedly bullet-proof three-quarter- inch acrylic. A muted emergency light in the cockpit went on simultaneously with a second burst of gunfire. Bogner saw Kabak’s hands fly to his face and streams of black-red jet between his fingers.
The Gazelle pitched violently, elevated, rolled over, and began spiraling down. Bogner managed to catch a quick glimpse of the control panel; it was on fire. The cabin began to fill with an acrid, choking smoke, and Kabak slumped forward with his hand on the cyclic control. The shattered nose of the Gazelle was pointed down, air was rushing in the hole of the cabin, and the thumping sound of the rotor was out of sync.
From somewhere in the smoke-filled chaos Bogner heard Banks scream. The chopper continued spiraling down and there was another hail of bullets. He heard the second volley rip into and gouge its way through the Gazelle’s control panel and fuselage. Fragments of shredded metal peppered him and the fire seared his hands and face.
He tried to reach for the cyclic, but it was too late.
The Gazelle momentarily regained its equilibrium, then corkscrewed down again before it slammed into the ground, ricocheting up and rocketing forward again. When it hit the second time, Bogner felt himself being catapulted out and down until he collided with the ground. He rolled over, tried to scramble to his feet, felt the air go out of him, and collapsed. It was as if all of his energy had been suddenly sucked out of him and he was paralyzed.
Even then he could still hear a chopper circling overhead. He could hear the ominous air-thrashing sound of the craft’s main rotor and see the beam of its searchlight sweeping back and forth. In front of him was the burning wreckage of the Gazelle, now little more than a twisted tangle of metal enveloped in a mind-numbing inferno of angry orange. Still the Iraqi gunship wasn’t satisfied. It hovered in the darkness, seeming to savor the scene like some kind of big cat appraising the efficiency of its latest kill.
The beam of the powerful searchlight continued sweeping back and forth, illustrating for Bogner what had become a kind of surreal nightmare.
When the chopper opened fire again, it belched torrents of machine-gun fire down into the flames.
Bogner, stunned and disoriented, somehow managed to claw his way deeper into the shadows.
He knew he had been lucky, if for no other reason than he was still alive. Exactly where and how bad he was hurt, he couldn’t tell. There was a ringing sensation in his head, his vision was blurry, and there was a dry, parched, burning sensation in his mouth and throat. When he thought he had crawled far enough, he managed to curl his battered body into a near-fetal position. He was either out of the line of fire — or he wasn’t. Either way, he knew he couldn’t drag himself any further.
The gunship unleashed another round of fire, and Bogner buried his face in the dirt. That was when he heard the explosion. The Iraqi gunfire had finally searched out the dying Gazelle’s soft underbelly — its fuel tank. Bogner squeezed his eyes shut to seal out the heat. When he did he found himself escaping into the muted, pain-free world of unconsciousness.
Day 13
AM MASH
Despite the hour, General Salih Baddour was unable to sleep. He had spent most of the evening going over staff reports, but discovered he still was not sleepy when he retired to his quarters.
There he found Medina. She was asleep. The light on the small table beside the bed was still on. She had been writing a letter, in English, as he had urged her to do.
“Someday, you will write the memoirs of Baddour,” he had promised her.
“Then the imperialists will know the heart of the true Baddour. But,” he cautioned, “they will read it only if it is in English. The enemies of Baddour are too arrogant to study in other than their own language.”
The letter was addressed to Medina’s mother.
Salih idly wondered if the woman, who Medina claimed was a nurse at a small hospital in the town of her birth, could read English.
He sat down on the edge of the bed and loosened his tunic. He was still in the process of undressing when the telephone rang.
“Baddour,” he answered. Despite the hour and the length of his day, there was no evidence of fatigue in his voice.
“Captain Oman,” the voice on the other end of the line said by way of identification.
“Colonel Fahid left instructions to report when Captain Nayef returned from patrol.”
“Excellent,” Baddour said.
“Tell Captain Nayef to report to my quarters immediately.”
Baddour hung up, rebuttoned his tunic, and checked to see if Medina was still sleeping. Now her eyes were open and she was smiling. Baddour bent down and kissed her gently on the forehead.
“Go back to sleep, my dove,” he whispered.
“I left word with the base duty officer to contact me if any of our patrols encountered evidence of Kurdish activity. He just called. I will return soon.”
Even in the darkness he could see her inviting smile.
“You will wake me when you return?” she asked.
Baddour smiled, traced the tip of his fingers down her soft cheek, turned off the light, and stood up.
“I will return,” he promised.
Captain Isaile Nayef had long been regarded as one of Salih Baddour’s most trusted officers. He was the lowest-ranking officer on Baddour’s staff, but held in the highest regard because of his military background — a background that included meritorious service in the Iraq-Iran war. Now he was standing before Baddour still attired in his flight gear.
“Have a cigarette. Captain,” Baddour urged.
“There is no problem. The base operations officer was instructed to have anyone report immediately if they encountered Kurdish activity. That is the case?”
Nayef, a lean, hard man with thinning hair, exhaled a haze of gray-blue smoke and settled into a large, overstuffed chair directly across the desk from his general.
“There was an encounter,” he admitted.
“We discovered a Kurd helicopter in the Koboli region. We asked it to identify itself, but it made no effort to respond. We fired warning shots, but it still did not make an effort to comply.
When it continued to try to evade contact, we destroyed it.”
Baddour was smiling.
“Most efficient, Captain Nayef. Were there any survivors?”
Nayef shook his head.
“None, General. We conducted a thorough post-encounter surveillance. I can assure you there were no survivors.”
“This area you refer to as Koboli, Captain — I am not familiar with it. It is remote? Thinly populated?”
“You are wondering whether or not the U.N. inspection team is likely to learn of the incident?”
“I am,” Baddour admitted.
“Extremely remote,” Nayef said.
“An area laced with canyons. We were fortunate to discover it.”
Baddour was pleased. He stood up, walked around from behind his desk, and stood in front of the officer.
“My congratulations. Captain. Perhaps there will be a day when the Kurds will finally understand the futility of their fight.”
Nayef smiled.
“The general is most kind,” he said.
Baddour waited for Nayef to leave, then went to the telephone.
“Tell Colonel Fahid to meet me in my quarters, first thing in the morning.”
Day 13
THE KOBOLI REGION
NORTHERN IRAQ
Bogner felt something. That was all he knew.
Something or someone had touched him. He was in an altered state of awareness, searching for a word, any word, that he could call out to let them know he was alive. He knew his inability to think clearly had something to do with pain — and something to do with confusion. The sounds, discordant and unduly loud, created patterns in his head — patterns without dimension, leaving him with little more than a montage of baffling and befuddling minds capes
Somewhere in the distance he thought he heard voices. Not real voices, more like made-up voices.
They talked in tones too hushed to hear and used words that had no meaning. Suddenly, though, one voice became clear. Only vaguely he thought he had heard the voice before, but he had no recollection of where or when.
Finally he managed to open his eyes, but when he did there was nothing to see. He was surrounded, blanketed, wrapped in a cloak of surreal darkness. He had assessed that much and no more when he felt the pain again.
“Stop kicking him!” the voice demanded.
“Can’t you see? He’s hurt.” It was a woman’s voice. Then he heard a man’s laugh, throaty and derisive. The man said something. As before, it was unintelligible, but there was the sound of more male laughter. The latter sounds were distant from the first, but equally contemptuous.
He felt something trying to work its way under his chest. Whatever it was, it was blunt and determined — prodding, pushing.
“Quit kicking him,” the woman’s voice repeated.
“Roll him over, let’s see how bad he is injured.”
When the male voice responded, it was with words Bogner failed to comprehend.
“Why are you making such a fuss over a damned Iraqi?” another voice said. His voice alone among the others, however many there actually were, came back at the woman in English.
Bogner felt himself being rolled over on his back, and a light was suddenly thrust down at him. He wanted to open his eyes, to tell them he wasn’t “a damned Iraqi.” But the words clawed their way up into his throat and stopped there.
The only sound he could make was some kind of unintelligible, garbled babble.
“Bury him along with the other ones,” the same male voice intoned.
“He would not survive the journey back to the encampment. He is too broken up. It is a waste of time. He will be dead by morning.”
Now Bogner realized that the sound he had been hearing was that of shovels gouging out the soil. There was an inconsistent rhythm to the sound. Sometimes they were in unison, sometimes not.
“Bring him over here,” the man said.
“Throw him in hole with the other two.”
“You can’t bury a man who is still alive,” the woman protested.
“If we do, then we are no better than the Iraqis.”
Bogner’s senses were slowly working their way back to him. He could smell the remnants of fire, of burned oil and flesh, of things charred — metal and wiring and… something else, but he was unable to hold the thought.
“Listen to me,” the woman shrieked.
“If we do this thing we are no better than our enemies.”
There was an uneasy silence before Bogner finally heard the shuffling sound of footsteps. They were coming toward him. When they were close by, they stopped. He felt unsympathetic hands work their way under his shoulders and feet. Then he felt himself being lifted up. The men had already made their concession. They were allowing him to live at least a while longer. He choked back the inclination to cry out, and moments later he was laid on the coarse board flooring of what had to be a cart or wagon of some type. He had been holding on too long. There was nothing he could do. Slowly, but inevitably, he began to sink back into the world of the unthinking and unfeeling.
He could feel the cart begin to move. He could feel cold and pain. And finally, he could feel no thins.

Chapter Five

Day 13
WASHINGTON
Clancy Packer had finished his coffee and had started back to his office when he saw Miller signaling him. Miller was holding his phone with his hand over the mouthpiece.
“It’s Joy Carpenter, Chief. She wants to know if we’ve heard anything from T. C.”
Packer took the phone, cradled it between his head and shoulder, and took out his pipe. He was stalling.
“Packer here,” he finally said.
“Clancy, it’s Joy.”
“Good morning.” Packer was doing his best to sound cheerful on a day that had started out all wrong. Sara was closing up the cabin in Vermont, his breakfast consisted of cold cereal, he had been caught for over an hour in traffic, he had already fielded two calls from Lattimere Spitz, the second informing him he was being summoned to a meeting later in the day — and now Joy. Joy had barely spoken on the flight back from Paris.
“I owe you an apology, Clancy,” she said.
“I acted like a spoiled child and I’m ashamed of myself.”
“I’m not certain I wouldn’t have acted the same way if someone had interrupted my vacation in Paris,” Packer admitted.
“Am I forgiven?”
“No apology necessary. Joy, you know that. I’m just sorry we had to bust in on you two like we did. The department owes you and T. C. one.”
“Actually, the apology isn’t the only reason I called, Clancy. I was wondering if you had heard anything from Tobias.”
Packer stalled before he answered.
“Unfortunately, no. We were expecting him to get through to us after he arrived in Istanbul. But so far, no word.”
“That isn’t like him.”
“I know,” Packer admitted, “but he probably has a good reason.” Packer glanced at his watch, it was only nine-thirty and he was already into his first hedge of the day. Even though it was what Sara called a “soft lie,” he disliked being less than honest with someone as close to him as Joy. Both he and Sara regarded Joy and T. C. as family.
“I know you can’t tell me where he is or what he is doing, Clancy, but will you do this for me?
When he gets in touch with you, call me. All I want to know is that he’s all right. We didn’t exactly part on a happy note, and I feel like a real bitch.”
“As soon as I hear something, I’ll call.”
There was a softly articulated “Thank you,” and Packer heard the phone click in his ear. As he walked away from Miller’s desk, he heard his longtime assistant mutter, “If I was in Paris with someone who looked like Joy Carpenter, Chief, you would have had a helluva time getting me to go to Istanbul.”
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KOBOLI
IRAQ
Bogner opened his eyes slowly, uncertain what to expect. The first thing he realized was that his vision was blurry. And then for some strange reason he thought about one of the lectures he had heard when he went through his Psych Warfare training in Nevada.
“Your an osmic senses are the first to return after a prolonged period of trauma,” the instructor informed them.
“Despite your injuries, you will reference odors, fragrances, and the like before anything else…” Now he knew the instructor was right. Bogner could smell something cooking. He wasn’t sure what, but it was definitely food.
He began trying to take an inventory, avoiding exertion but testing, trying to determine what worked and what didn’t. He started with simple moves like trying to flex his fingers and hands.
Then he wiggled his toes and tried moving his feet.
So far, so good. Then he rolled his head to the right toward the light.
A small, dark-skinned face with curtained features seemed to be staring at him. When he saw Bogner’s eyes open the child blurted out, “Shuismak?”
Bogner blinked.
“He wants to know what your name is,” a voice somewhere off in space said. Bogner’s vision finally cleared enough to see the vague image of a woman standing behind the child. As near as he could tell, she was smiling; a maternal smile, gentle and indulgent.
Bogner was tempted to shake his head — as if the gesture would clear his vision, his thinking, and enable him to speak — but he was eager to avoid the pain. Finally, in desperation, he tried, and though he had made the effort, what materialized was little more than muted half-words and punctuated sounds that even to him made no sense.
“Do not try to talk,” the woman warned. Her voice was soothing.
“I have been at this long enough that I can probably anticipate your questions.
My name is Andera. I am a nurse. And while you have no serious injuries that I can determine, you are suffering from multiple contusions, perhaps a concussion, and you have some distressing burns about the face and hands. Your vision will be impaired for a while.”
Bogner listened, closed his eyes, rested, opened them again, and tried to raise his head to get a better look at the woman.
“And the little boy who finds you such an object of curiosity is my son, Bondil. He thinks I brought you home to be his playmate. At the moment he does not understand why you don’t get up and move around. Forgive him, he is only five.”
Bogner ran the tip of his tongue over his lips.
They were cracked and blistered. He was recording half images and confusion. There was a fire and there were flickering images on the ceiling above him.
“Where — where — where am I?” he managed to ask. His voice sounded smothered.
“You are in a Kurd settlement known as Koboli.”
“An — Andera,” Bogner repeated, trying to hold on to the reality of the moment.
“How — how long — long have I been here?”
“A matter of hours — only since your helicopter crashed last night.”
One by one the pieces were starting to tumble into place. Bogner was beginning to sort his way through the web of his disorientation, and gradually what he was discovering was beginning to make some semblance of order.
“There-there were-were four of us. Did — anyone else — make it?”
The woman’s expression changed. The smile went away and she moved closer to him.
“One other survived. He was not seriously hurt.”
“What about — the others?”
“We buried them at the crash site.” The woman was matter-of-fact about what had happened.
“Both of them were badly burned. I do not think they suffered long.”
Bogner made another effort to move, winced, and sagged back again on his makeshift bed.
“Would you like something to eat? I have made a hot broth with lamb.”
Before Bogner could respond, he felt himself spiraling back into a gauzy world where time and space and pain lost their impact.
Andera Kritara, unlike most of the Kurd women she knew, had attained a position of some importance in the village of Koboli. Her strength, education, and determination had elevated her in the eyes of the village leaders. But because she was a woman, she had not yet been granted a place on the council of elders. Still, everyone in the small settlement recognized her as a voice who would insist on being heard.
Now, as she crossed the open area between her hut and that of Sairan Buk, she wrapped herself in a drab wool blanket and shawl to shield her from the raw mountain wind. She entered Buk’s hut and found him sitting at a table in front of the fireplace. The small portable radio she had purchased for him when she left Nasiriya had been turned off to conserve its batteries. With the border closed by the Turks, there was no telling when they would be able to cross over to Ishna to buy more.
“You sent for me?” Andera asked.
Buk looked up. At the age of eighty-three, he suffered from a legion of infirmities, the most serious of which was the fact that he was bent with arthritis and his vision was hampered by cataracts.
He was regarded as a wise man, and he ruled the village with the vigor of a man less than half his age.
“Sit down there,” he said, pointing, “so I can see you.” His words were labored.
Andera did as she was bid, and the old man gestured at the bowl of tun sitting on the table. Andera declined. Despite her Kurdish heritage she had never acquired a taste for the small fig like fruit.
Buk’s affection and admiration for the woman, who had finally returned to her village after completing her education as a nurse in Nasiriya, was evident.
“Tell me what happened last night.”
“You have Aman’s report,” she said.
“Why do you need mine?”
“Because I want the truth,” he said with a sigh.
“Aman is a good man and someday he may even be a wise man. But wisdom will come only when he recognizes that his mind is poisoned by his hatred for the Iraqis.”
“Are you saying then that you consider me wise, old man?” On occasion she enjoyed teasing him.
Buk managed a half smile. It revealed the spaces where teeth had once been, and Andera smiled back at him.
“All right, where do you want me to start?”
“I want to know what happened,” Buk repeated.
“You are aware that for the last several nights, Aman has taken a number of men with him to watch the pass. Last night I went with them. Aman believes it is only a matter of time until the NIMF patrols find the pass and discover our village—”
“I am aware of Aman’s desire to protect the village,” Buk interrupted.
“Last night, as we waited, we heard a helicopter.
But something was different. It was not like the normal Iraqi gunship patrols. It seemed to be threading its way through the ravines and passes-as though it was trying to avoid detection.”
The old man turned his good ear toward her.
“Go on,” he urged.
“Then, all of a sudden, another helicopter appeared.
Without apparent cause it attacked the one we had been watching. It opened fire. And soon there was a crash, no more than three kilometers from where we were.”
Buk reached for his cup of soda as he listened.
His fingers were gnarled and he accomplished the feat with great difficulty.
“Aman claims that it was an Iraqi helicopter,” he said.
Andera frowned.
“It was,” she confirmed.
“That is what makes the incident so difficult to understand.
One Iraqi helicopter shoots down another Iraqi helicopter; it does not make sense.”
Buk closed his eyes.
“And the survivors?”
“Two men, neither with what I would term life-threatening injuries. Nevertheless, Aman was determined to bury them both along with the two men who died in the crash. I am sure he told you I disobeyed his orders. I was finally able to persuade him to bring the two survivors back to Koboli.”
“It is as I would have expected of you,” Buk said, nodding.
“It is my hope that someday Aman too will have a regard for human life.”
“Then you agree with what I have done?” Andera asked.
Buk did not answer her. Instead he reached for a small metal box that was sitting on the table. He fumbled with the latch, finally opened it, reached in, and produced two leather wallets.
“Who do you think these men are?” he asked.
“They are not Iraqis,” she answered with a shrug.
“I know this because the one with the more serious injuries has regained consciousness. I have spoken briefly with him. He does not’ have the look of an Iraqi and he speaks English.”
“And the other?”
Andera shook her head.
“Not seriously injured, and Aman has confined him to the pit.”
Buk opened the wallets and laid them on the table.
“One of the men is a Turk.” He squinted into the flickering light of the candle.
“His name is Taj Ozal. The other currently resides in Bucharest.
According to his papers he is a Canadian national.
His name is Bogner.”
Andera was smiling. She had been right.
“I was certain they were not Iraqis.”
The old man held up his hand. It was palsied.
“Perhaps we would be wise to exhibit prudence in this matter of determining whether or not they are a threat. The Canadian carries a business card that indicates he is with a firm called Jade Limited.
Aman informs me that Jade is a weapons supplier. If that is the case, perhaps they were on their way to sell more arms to Baddour.”
“Then why would the Iraqi gunship shoot them down?” Andera asked.
Buk smiled at her.
“There are many things that I do not have answers for. Perhaps we will know the answers when they are recovered sufficiently to interrogate.”
Day 14
AM MASH
Salih Baddour managed to grope his way out of a night of unrewarding sleep an hour later than usual. He got out of bed, walked to the window, and stared out at a gray, overcast sky. Since childhood, Baddour had regarded the weather as an omen; he decided that, with slate being the dominant color, today would be a day of caution.
Baddour did not regard this as a coincidence because the vision that had troubled him in his sleep also decreed caution.
He stood appraising the day for several minutes before returning to his bed. He sat down and reflected on the disturbing apparition. Nayef’s report had troubled him even in his sleep. Now the apparition was materializing again as it had so many times during the course of his sleep. He could see men, unidentifiable by their garb and demeanor, milling around the wreckage of an aircraft.
There were bodies and shadows and conceits of the imagination that he did not understand. Even though he attempted not to, he found himself revisiting the vapory images again and again before he finally shook them off and decided to get dressed. Only then was he able to push the images from his mind.
It took almost an hour for Baddour to assemble the three men he knew would be able to diffuse the specter of his concerns: his chief of staff, Colonel Ishad Fahid; his security officer. Major Mustafa Jahin; and Captain Isaile Nayef, the highest-ranking flying officer at Ammash.
Fahid, the oldest of the trio, a bulky man with a prominent brow, was Baddour’s closest confident and a man considered unparalleled as a field tactician.
Mustafa Jahin was Fahid’s antithesis. He was the embodiment of the prototypical field commander, lean, hard, fearless, and dependable.
Nayef, the lowest-ranking of the three, was the man Baddour depended upon to both plan and implement the Ammash compound’s airborne border patrols.
The three officers waited while Baddour studied the map of the area where the encounter with the unidentified helicopter had taken place. When he finished he turned back to the table and looked at Nayef.
“Describe what happened. Captain.”
Isaile Nayef stood up, crossed the room to the wall map, and studied it for several moments before he pointed to a narrow pass between two four-thousand-foot mountains near Acrsya.
“We first picked the aircraft up on radar here,” he indicated.
“Our GTN-Q gave us a profile. We identified it as a type and nomenclature frequently flown by the Ba’thists. We made several attempts to establish contact, but there was no response.
However, our radar indicated that the target had begun to employ an evasive flight pattern after our initial attempts at contact.”
“You repeated your warning?” Fahid asked.
“We did, sir — several times. There was never any indication that they either heard or were willing to acknowledge the order to turn back.”
“From the location of the encounter they were clearly in Iraqi air space,” Jahin observed, “and according to Captain Nayef’s report there were no survivors. At the moment I am unclear as to why you are concerned. General”
“We monitored the scene for quite some time, Major,” Nayef said.
“The aircraft burst into flames on impact with no subsequent indication of any survivors…”
Baddour had taken a seat at the head of the table, listening.
“That is precisely the part of your report that troubles me. Captain Nayef. No indication of any survivors. How can we be certain?”
Jahin leaned forward.
“Other questions arise, General. For me they are quite disturbing. We must ask ourselves, was this an attempt by Ba’thist factions to penetrate our defenses? If so, who authorized it? And how closely are they monitoring its progress? Will they be alarmed when the occupants of the aircraft do not report back?”
Baddour nodded.
“Excellent, Major Jahin.
Those are precisely the questions I would ask.”
“Quite obviously then there are ways to answer these questions,” Jahin offered.
“I can arrange for a patrol to be dispatched to investigate the crash site.”
Fahid leaned forward, hunching his massive shoulders, pulling an ashtray toward him and lighting a cigarette. He was looking at Jahin.
“How long would it take such a patrol to get to the crash site and how many men would you send, Major?”
“First of all, I would propose dispatching a patrol of six men led by Captain Khaldun,” Jahin said, “and I would equip them with sufficient equipment to make certain there were no survivors and that the crash site was no longer visible from the air. The latter, of course, should be a primary consideration in the event the Ba’thists come looking for their errant craft. Then, while we are in the area, it will also give us an opportunity to check out rumors of a small Kurdish village in the vicinity of the reported crash site. It is said to be located near the Kaba River.”
“Excellent,” Baddour said.
“How soon will your patrol be ready, Major Jahin, and how soon may I expect a report?”
“The area where Captain Nayef reports the crash is rugged,” Jahin hedged.
“There are virtually no roads in the area. It will take us a day, possibly two, to get there. I will have a preliminary report within twenty-four hours.”
Baddour nodded in approval. He was pleased with Major Jahin’s plan.
Day 14
KOBOLI
It was late in the day before Bogner found the strength to get up and stretch his legs. He tried to recall how the Kurd woman had assessed his injuries.
Contusions? Was that the word she used?
Maybe — but what exactly did that mean? A couple of bumps? Some black-and-blue places? Wasn’t there something about a concussion? His head was splitting.
Because of his restricted vision, he forced himself to use mincing steps and worked his way across the cluttered room. Even as small as the area was, it was a challenge. Everything hurt — but as the woman had said, it didn’t feel like anything was broken. It hadn’t taken him more than a few steps to decide that if he had been back in Washington he would have insisted on a second opinion.
The legs somehow worked long enough to get him across the room and close enough to look into the only other room in the hut. There was a man in the room, lying on a bed. His face was swollen and discolored.
“He is a villager. He was shot by an NIMF patrol.
I’m afraid he has some internal bleeding,” a voice said.
“He is coughing up blood and there is little I can do for him.” It was a woman’s voice, the same one that had clawed its way through the cobwebs earlier. She had told him what her name was but he had forgotten. Bogner looked around a room draped in shadows and illuminated by one flickering candle beside the man’s bed. Finally he saw her; she was sitting in a rocking chair partially hidden by the darkness.
Bogner tried to bend over, felt the pain slam into the base of his skull, and realized he was too unsteady to continue standing. He sat down in the only other chair in the room.
“Did you try sending for a doctor?” he asked.
The woman’s laugh was small and musical.
“Mr. Bogner,” she said, “I am the doctor. I am also the nurse, the midwife, and occasionally the village teacher. Good or bad, I am the closest thing to a medical resource these people have.”
“Do I remember a little boy?” Bogner asked.
“Good, you are starting to recall, that’s a good sign. And the answer is yes, you do remember a little boy. His name is Bondil, my son, and I would be remiss if I did not again mention his disappointment in you as a playmate. He complains that all you do is sleep.”
It was the second time that Bogner was being forced to try to pull the pieces of his chaos together.
But this time there was a difference; he wasn’t starting at ground zero.
“You — you said you brought me here? Where is ‘here’?”
“To Koboli, Mr. Bogner. You are in a small Kurdish settlement. You and the man we have identified as Mr. Ozal are the only survivors of your crash.”
Bogner stared through his blurred vision trying to make out the woman’s features.
“How does it happen that you speak English?”
“My father was a doctor. A Turk by birth. We lived in Baghdad. He sent me away to study medicine in Nasiriya. Unfortunately, he died before I could complete my studies. So, like any enterprising young woman would do, I implemented Plan B, figured out how much money I had, took a shortcut, became a nurse, studied English, and dreamed of someday going to the United States.”
“So what happened?”
“I met a young soldier, fell in love, and got married.
It happens to many women. A year later my son was born.”
“Where’s his father now?”
“He was killed in a skirmish on the border one night. He died because there was no medical attention available.”
Bogner took a deep breath and winced. He was finally able to see the woman’s eyes in the candlelight.
“So you decided to come here to this village and see that at least some of the locals had medical attention. Right?”
The woman nodded.
“Why not? My son is a Kurd. This is the village of his father. This is where he should be. This is what I should do.”
Bogner tried to get up, sagged back in the chair, and gave up the struggle.
“I guess I’m a whole lot weaker than I want to think I am,” he admitted.
The woman stood up from her chair and stepped out of the shadows. Bogner was surprised at her beauty. She was tall and despite her crude attire, obviously feminine. Her eyes were soft and dark. It occurred to him that what life had hardened, the candlelight softened.
“You need rest, Mr. Bogner,” she said.
“You are right, you are not as strong as you want to think you are. Come, I will help you back to your bed.”
Bogner was surprised by the strength in her hands as she helped him to his feet. She lifted his arm, put it around her shoulder, and guided him into the other room. She sat him on the edge of his bed, helped him lie down, and covered him with a blanket. The last words he heard her say were, “You will need this. It gets very cold during the night.”
Day 15
KOBOLI
For Bogner, the return to consciousness was again accompanied by a snare of confusion. The first thing he could make out when he forced his eyes open was the square, brooding countenance of a man wearing a tattered hat reminiscent of something that might have been worn by Indiana Jones. He had secured the hat with a strip of wool over the top of his head and tied under his chin.
For the most part the face was hidden by a thick, black beard and an equally threatening mustache. He had deep-set opaque eyes and a thick nose. In the long shadows of the room he gave the appearance of being some kind of brutish animal. It didn’t take Bogner long to determine the man was both big enough and disagreeable enough to pose a problem. Even worse, he was glaring down at Bogner as if he had a grudge to settle.
Bogner tried raising his head, looking around the room, and quickly decided it wasn’t worth the pain. What little light there was emanated from a bank of dying embers in the fireplace on the far side of the room — and the only thing he could think of was he had no idea where he was or what was happening.
He waited several moments before trying to push himself up on his elbows again, but the man planted a hand in his chest and pushed him down again.
“Okay,” Bogner muttered weakly.
“It’s no contest.
You win.”
Husri Aman leaned close enough for Bogner to feel his breath.
“Stay,” he growled. He had one hand pinned against Bogner’s chest and the other was brandishing a wicked-looking knife. Under the circumstances, it didn’t take Bogner long to make his preliminary assessment. Whoever the guy was, he was big, smelled bad, and was obviously in a foul mood. The animal hissed his command a second time.
“You — stay.”
Bogner was still eyeing the six-inch blade and pondering his next move when he heard the woman’s voice. There was evident alarm.
“Aman!” she shouted.
“Leave him alone. He is still too weak to interrogate.”
The voice came from somewhere across the room and conveyed the tone of a reprimand.
When she came close enough for Bogner to see her, he recognized her as the woman who called herself Andera. She was wrapped in a blanket and the boy was with her.
“We should put him in pit with others,” Aman fumed.
The woman came close, knelt beside the bed, and laid her hand on Bogner’s forehead.
“Are you feeling better?” she asked.
“A lot better now that you’re here.” Even though it hurt to talk, Bogner was surprised by the renewed strength in his voice.
“I don’t think your friend here likes my looks.”
Andera looked up at the hulking figure standing beside the bed.
“Forgive him. He seeks only to make certain you bring us no harm.”
“Tell whatever his name is that I’m in no condition to do anyone any harm. And while you’re at it, you can also tell him to keep his big meat hooks off of me.”
The woman smiled.
“His name is Aman, Husri Aman, and while he has made an unfavorable first impression on you, he is the reason we were able to save you and your friend after your helicopter crashed.”
Bogner closed his eyes and opened them again.
He had forgotten about Ozal.
“My friend,” he said, “how is he?”
“He is better off than you are,” the woman replied.
Bogner tried to sit up again, and without the one she called Aman pushing him back down, he was finally able to make it.
“Move slowly,” she cautioned, “you are weak.”
Once again the boy was standing behind her, periodically peeking out from behind his mother’s skirt. Aman had relented and stepped back for the moment, but he was still glowering. She hesitated even longer before she said, “Aman believes that you are with the man who supplies Baddour with weapons. Is that true?”
Bogner started to deny it, then realized that all they knew about him was what they had learned from going through whatever they had salvaged from the wreckage. With that realization, another piece of the puzzle tumbled into place. As far as these unfortunate Kurds who had saved his life were concerned, he was a weapons merchant-not exactly what he wanted them to think. Someone in the village, probably Aman, knew what Jade was. No wonder Aman was ready to cut his throat. As far as any of the villagers knew, he was a weapons merchant to Baddour, a big contributor to their misery.
Bogner waited while Aman spoke. From the tone of his voice and the way he said it, he sounded as if he was both asking the woman a series of questions and making demands. Most of the conversation took place in what Bogner assumed had to be Kurdish. Banks had indicated there were over 130 regional dialects among the tribes. No doubt Koboli’s guerrilla leader was speaking in his native tongue so that Bogner couldn’t understand him.
When Aman finished, Andera turned to Bogner.
She worded her question carefully.
“Aman wants to know if you are selling weapons to Baddour.”
Bogner knew he had to be careful. He shook his head.
“Tell Aman I have never even met the man.”
Andera relayed the answer, and was about to repeat Aman’s next question when a young man Bogner estimated to be no more than fourteen or fifteen years of age appeared at Andera’s door. His face was flushed with cold and he was out of breath.
“Haja,” the woman said.
“What is the matter?” Even before the boy finished blurting out his message, Husri Aman had started toward the door. He shouted something back at Andera and was gone. The woman’s facial expression betrayed her.
“What’s happening?” Bogner asked.
“You had better rest,” she said. Her voice was strained.
“Lie down. I must go now. There is much to do.”
Bogner grabbed her arm.
“Not before you tell me what’s happening.”
“Haja is one of the men who—”
“What do you mean, one of the men? Hell, he’s just a kid.”
“Nevertheless, he is one of the lookouts at the pass. He has come all the way down to the settlement to warn us. An Iraqi patrol has been spotted.
He believes they are searching for the crash site.”
“Let ‘em find the damn thing,” Bogner said.
“If your people found our papers, there isn’t anything to worry about.”
Andera steeled herself.
“I am afraid there is much to worry about. If the patrol makes it to the crash site, they will surely be able to follow our tracks and discover the pass that leads to Koboli.”
Day 15
KOBOLI PASS
At age thirty, Captain Sharif Khaldun had on numerous occasions wished for an assignment that would take him far from the inclement weather of the high country in the predominantly Kurdish territory along the Turkish-Iraqi border. He had twice requested such a reassignment, and each time that request was denied by Major Jahin himself.
“There will be a day when we return to the mother city in triumph,” Jahin had promised him, “but until that day our mission is here in Ammash.”
Now Khaldun, who could claim no family and no real reason for his melancholia other than the loneliness and cold of his seemingly endless patrols, was again waiting. If Nayef’s calculations were right about where he had engaged the helicopter and shot it down, Khaldun’s patrol was no more than two, perhaps three miles from the site of the wreckage. But with daylight fading and an occasional spit of snow to contend with, the question in Khaldun’s mind was whether to press on to the site or set up a temporary camp and wait for morning light. His situation was further compromised by the fact that the spot where Nayef indicated he would find the wreckage was in an area where there were no roads. For the last several hours their Russian-built Kamikov Mt-4 had been forced to forge its way over terrain that was little more than a goat path. Moreover, his six-man patrol had wearied since their departure — a fact that was evidenced both by their slowing progress and their intermittent bickering.
Khaldun had halted his patrol on the pretense of rest, but his real purpose had been to insure the patrol’s safety. There had been repeated reports of Kurdish guerrilla activity in the desolate Koboli Pass region — and Khaldun had dispatched a two-man patrol to determine the advisability of continuing in the unforgiving darkness.
Even if the way was clear, there was still the matter of driving the Mt-4 over Koboli Pass. It presented as much of an obstacle as the cold and wind. What’s more, the pass lay straight ahead and meant a climb of another thousand feet or so before the patrol reached the crest and started down again.
Husri Aman’s small Kurdish contingent consisted of five men including himself. The oldest was twenty-two, the youngest was Haja, age fourteen.
They were armed with outdated weapons Aman had been able to purchase from a dealer in Dohuk, a small predominantly Kurdish town some sixty miles north of Mosul. The arms dealer, a man with the unlikely name of Arbil, had often expressed sympathy for the Kurd cause. Aman suspected that Arbil’s allegiance to the Kurd cause was more a matter of expediency, and that a far more likely reason for his willingness to deal with the Kurds was that the antiquated nature of the equipment determined the man’s market. The generally obsolete weapons were the only arms the Kurds could afford.
In the makeshift Kurd arsenal, Aman could count one Russian-made 7.62mm SGM medium machine gun, two Russian 7.62mm SGM Goryunova MMGs, a Tokarev Model 40 semiautomatic, and three bolt-action Mosins. He was the only one who carried a pistol, a Model 30 Tokarev Service Automatic, with an eight-shot magazine, that could easily have been fifty years old. The limited inventory of both arms and ammunition in large part determined how Aman handled situations.
Now, from a rocky outcropping a hundred feet or so above the pass itself, he watched the NIMF two-man patrol pick their way through the rock-strewn pass. Directly ahead of them, no more than fifteen hundred feet on the downslope of the trail, was the wreckage of the Aerospatiale Gazelle with the red, white, and black Iraqi markings. Aman doubted that the NIMF patrol could see the wreckage from its current vantage point.
He was equally aware that if the patrol was not already aware that the burned-out chopper was carrying Iraqi insignia, they soon would be. When they discovered that, they would doubtless assume it was the work of the Kurds — and be forced to renew their efforts to dispose of the remaining Kurdish settlements along the border.
Aman had been following the progress of the patrol for more than an hour. Their movement had been slower than he had anticipated, and now darkness was rapidly becoming his ally. When full darkness occurred, it would be easier for Aman and his men to maneuver among the rocks. At the same time, it would be more difficult for the NIMF patrol; they were obviously unfamiliar with the Koboli Pass terrain.
Despite that fact, Aman remained cautious.
Even though he could use the darkness to his advantage, the two-man patrol presented him with somewhat of a quandary. It would be a simple matter to take both of them out now. That could be easily accomplished with a minimum of risk.
Then the odds would be even; Aman’s five against the five remaining members that had remained on the downslope. But the rest of the patrol would become alarmed — and alerted, if and when the two men failed to return.
Aman had not yet made his decision when he realized that Mahmud, the youngest of his three brothers, had scaled down from his vantage point on an outcropping high over the pass.
“Now?” the youth asked.
“It would be easy. There are only two of them.”
Aman held his finger up to his lips.
“Keep your voice down,” he cautioned.
Mahmud frowned.
“If not now, when? They are close enough that I could spit on them.”
“Where are the others?”
“They are all in position.” Mahmud began pointing out the positions of each of Aman’s guards in the rocks above the pass.
“They are ready to attack. All I have to do is give the signal.”
“The very sound of your signal would warn them,” Aman noted.
Mahmud was shaking his head and smiling.
“They will hear no sound.” He reached inside his jacket, and his hand emerged clutching a small dove.
“When I release it, it will flutter away. The NIMF patrol will pay no attention. It will be the signal.” Mahmud was pleased with himself.
Aman was aware that time was running out and darkness was setting in — but it would make no difference because he had made his decision.
They would wait until the two scouts returned to their base unit — and they would wait until morning when they would launch their attack in the daylight — when all seven men in the patrol reached the crest of the pass.
“What is your answer? Soon it will be too dark for them to see the signal.”
Aman continued to wait. Finally the last rays of the sun lingering on the mountaintops to the west began to fade and the horizon began to darken.
“Now you may release you dove,” Aman said.
“But it is too late,” Mahmud protested.
“No one will see it.”
“As I intended,” Aman said. He turned his attention back to the two-man patrol. They had given up on their search and were turning back.
One of them had already started down the hill.
Somewhere behind him, he heard Mahmud release the dove. His brother was right, it would have made a good signal.
Sharif Khaldun leaned against the fender of the Mt-4 and spread his map out on the hood of the vehicle. The beam of his flashlight slowly traced the route they had taken from Ammash to the Koboli region. He had checked his position twice since arriving at the base of the narrow pass, each time attempting to verify he was precisely where Nayef had indicated he would find the wreckage.
“The patrol is returning,” one of his men shouted.
Khaldun turned off the flashlight and waited.
He knew now that even if his men had spotted the wreckage, it would be too dangerous to attempt taking the Mt-4 over the pass in the darkness. He had been in the business of eradicating Kurds far too long to walk into one of their traps. Unlike most of his fellow officers, he harbored no deep-seated anomosity toward the Kurds — and he had learned to respect their willingness to die for their cause. He had confronted them before, he knew how they thought and how they fought, and that was enough to convince him that Kurd guerrillas would be guarding the pass. He had made his decision; he would wait until the pass was bathed in sunlight.
Day 15
WASHINGTON
Clancy Packer had reached that stage in his life where it had become more important to get a good night’s sleep than it was to laugh at David Letterman’s monologue. His nightly ritual now included watching the ten o’clock news on one of the local stations, putting out the cat, and sitting down for a late cup of herbal tea with his wife, Sara, before going to bed.
He was on his way into the bedroom when the phone rang. Sara answered, put her hand over the mouthpiece, and motioned him to the phone.
“It’s Lattimere Spitz.”
Packer glanced at the clock and took the phone.
“You’re as bad as Robert Miller,” he chided.
“Don’t you have a life either?”
“Sorry, Pack, I hate getting calls myself at this hour, but I’m afraid I got caught with my pants down. I spent the entire day with a damn Chinese trade delegation and just got back to the office. I was going over tomorrow’s agenda, and the first thing I see is an eight o’clock meeting with the Main Man. I know one of the first things he’s going to ask about is what kind of progress we’re making on that situation in Ammash. He’s been getting some heat from the human rights people…”
Packer carried the phone into the bedroom with him and sat down on the edge of the bed.
“You’re not going to like what you hear, Lattimere, but there’s nothing to report. We haven’t heard from Bogner for almost four days.”
Considering the fact that it was Lattimere Spitz on the other end of the line. Packer was surprised at the protracted silence.
“No word? Nothing at all?” he asked.
“Banks reported in. We know he made it to Istanbul.
At that point everything was right on schedule. He met his contact. They were flying to Diyarbakir and driving to Simak, where they had arranged for a helicopter to take them to Ammash.
I personally handed him his papers and the Jade inventory before he left Paris. At that point all systems were go.”
Again there was silence on Spitz’s end of the line, and Packer could hear the President’s aide take a deep breath.
“So what do I tell President Colchin at that meeting in the morning?”
It was Packer’s turn to take a deep breath. He tried to hold the mouthpiece closer to his mouth so Sara wouldn’t hear him.
“Tell him the truth, Lattimere. Tell him we don’t know where Bogner is and we don’t know why we haven’t heard from him.”
Lattimere Spitz muttered something that sounded vaguely like a thank-you, apologized for the second time about the hour, and hung up.
Packer laid the phone on the nightstand, pulled back the covers, turned off the light, and crawled into bed. It was several minutes before Sara said anything.
“Is Toby in trouble?” she asked.
“Naw,” Packer said, “it’s probably just a—” Sara cut him off.
“Damn it, Clancy, I hate it when you try to be evasive. Tell me the truth. Is Toby in trouble?”
Packer waited for several moments before he answered. When he did, the answer was barely audible.
“I wish I knew, Sara. I wish to hell I knew.”

Chapter Six

Day 15
STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT SECTION
THE PENTAGON
Second Lieutenant Jarvis Reed was bored and there was still an hour to go. Thus far it had been what his shift chief. Major Carson, liked to call a “light night”—so light, in fact, that on this particular night he had finished filing the day’s reports an hour early. He had twice walked down to the vending area within the past hour, rummaged through the reading material in the dayroom, determined there was nothing interesting, and finally, primarily to stay awake, resorted to rerunning the day’s scanning reports on his computer.
Reed had never told anyone, at least not anyone with any bore and stroke in the assessment section, that he regarded reading the day’s reports as even less exciting than reading the list of contents on coffee-can labels in the canteen.
In the last two hours, he had double-checked the phone log, thumbed through the field reports and assessment files, and even looked up the name of the attractive brunette lieutenant in the admin section — the one with the cute little ass. The fantasy ended early on that one, though, not because she was married — but because her husband was a captain in the RTEP section. It was a revelation that caused him to spend several minutes trying to remember whether or not he had made one of his patented off-color assessments of the woman’s attributes to anyone else in the section. Like Bruno said, it was the little things that tended to get in the way of a man’s promotion.
Now, with less than forty-five minutes to go, he reached for the ringing phone to log in only his third call of the night. Reed answered, half expecting it to be Ty Murphy calling in to advise him he would be late for his shift. If Murphy did, Reed had already decided castration would be the only appropriate penalty. Jarvis Reed had every intention of stopping for a six-pack after work and watching what was left of the Knicks-Lakers game from the West Coast.
“This is Major Sanders at Rockwell,” the voice announced. Reed remembered. Sanders had one of those voices that sounded like it had been stripped out of a computer. There was no modulation, and no inflection.
“Lieutenant Reed here. Major. What can I do for you?”
There was a note of recognition in Sanders’s voice. “I believe you’re the same one I talked to a couple of weeks ago, Lieutenant.” Before Reed could confirm that fact, Sanders was already into the purpose of his call.
“If you’ll recall, the last time I called, I pointed out an anomaly in sector 77-T on one of our satellite photos.”
Reed remembered that too, but not for the reason Sanders would have imagined. The code name of the file at the time was Katcar, and Katcavage was the name of the brunette in the records section.
“I remember. That was the sheep incident on the Iraqi-Turkish border wasn’t it, sir?”
“Good memory. Lieutenant. Pull it up on your monitor. I want you to check something for me.
Compare the 21 OOGMT pass on the twenty-third and the same pass twenty-four hours later. Then tell me what you see.”
Jarvis Reed had learned to despise trying to find an anomaly on one of the satellite photos. He was never able to see what he was supposed to see. He referenced back and forth between the 21 OOGMT images on the twenty-third pass and the twenty-fourth several times. Finally, he saw it.
“I’ve got something. Major.”
“What’s it look like to you?”
Reed was glad the officer on the other end of the line couldn’t see him shrug.
“Well, sir, I’m looking at what appears to be an irregularity in a mountain region known as…” Reed’s voice trailed off as he looked for a reference.
“Is that Koboli Pass, sir?”
“You’re on target. Go to a second-level magnification, Lieutenant. See if you see the same thing I see.”
Reed brought the anomaly to an F-5 level and squinted at the white-and-black image.
“What is it, sir?” he finally asked. He could hear Sanders discussing the image with someone else on the other end of the line.
Sanders hesitated. “Best guess here is that it’s the wreckage of an aircraft — possibly even a helicopter.”
“One of ours, sir?”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Sanders said.
“NI has been in touch with us. According to the information they have, American personnel boarded a chopper in Simak, Turkey, three days ago. No flight plan.
Destination Ammash. As near as we can determine, the flight never arrived in Ammash. NI informs us there has been no further contact with any of the personnel aboard that chopper.”
“Think this is it, sir?”
“Can’t be certain, Lieutenant. We’ve plotted several different possible flight paths between Simak and Ammash. According to our computers, the Koboli Pass route represents one of those possibilities — and one of the shorter, if less desirable and more dangerous, routes. The NIMF choppers patrol that region heavily.”
Reed continued to appraise the image on his monitor, and finally decided the elongated object in the middle of what appeared to him to be nothing more than a pile of debris could be a helicopter’s main rotor.
“I’d like to show this to Major Russell when he comes on duty at midnight, sir.”
“Exactly what I was going to suggest. Lieutenant.
When he’s ready, have him get back to me. We’d like to make some kind of response to NI as soon as possible.”
Jarvis Reed waited until Sanders hung up before he turned his attention back to the intensified image on the monitor. The more he studied the shapes and shadows, the more he was convinced it was a helicopter rotor.
Day 16
ISTANBUL
Josef Solkov lived alone. At age fifty-eight, his focus in life had been narrowed to a single objective, insuring that the Party returned to its former glory days. He listened intently to every shortwave broadcast from Moscow, read voraciously the doctrines of his political beliefs, and sought out as companions only those who shared his passion for the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.
In a sense, Solkov had become a dichotomy. He lived modestly in a second-floor apartment near the Sirkeci railway station on his pension as a former KGB officer. He often played cards until the early hours of the morning with a group of men in the old Galta section of the city and caught the Banliyo tren to return home. Those who knew him, and they were few, would have agreed he was a socialist, yet they would have also readily admitted he cherished the finer things Istanbul had to offer. He attended the opera and ballet and was known to spend hours in the library.
His other passion was food. He had once informed his fellow cardplayers that if he could not be interred in his Russian homeland, he wanted to be buried at the Sakarya Caddesi, his favorite eating place in all of Istanbul. Now, however, four days after his last contact with Doronkin, he found himself returning to his apartment early each evening to listen to the news and wait for the call from Ammash.
On this particular night, he had read until well after midnight and fallen asleep in his reading chair sometime after that. He could remember catching fragments of the final state-owned newscast of the day.
Now, as he attempted to shake off the uncomfortable lethargy that follows shallow sleep, he pushed his bulk out of the chair, glanced down, and saw the red light on his phone blinking. He picked up the receiver, pressed the button on the voice recorder, and waited for the transmission to begin. The caller spoke in digits — a series of five digits per burst. The first five numbers in the sequence numbers were all threes, and Solkov knew it was a transmission from his contact in Ammash. He stopped the tape, pressed the button a second time, and waited for the transmission to run its course. Minutes later, the transmission was complete. The last three groups of five digits contained the date code and the time of the transmission.
Solkov checked his watch, reached up on the bookshelf over the television, took down his journal, and opened the well-worn book to page five.
Every third line was the key. He hit the playback button, jotted down the first group of numbers, deciphered them, and proceeded to the next. The task took almost an hour, but shortly after nine o’clock in the morning he had worked his way through the message. He was not surprised. When he had failed to hear from his contact within hours after Doronkin and the Jade representatives were due to arrive there, he had no other alternative than to believe something had gone wrong.
Solkov located his packet of maps, checked the location of Simak, and traced possible air routes from Sirnak to Arnmash. A crossing at Koboli Pass would have been the most direct route. As he looked at the map, myriad questions began racing through his mind. Disturbing, however, was the fact that at the moment, none of the questions had answers. He looked at the code, then the message, and reread the contents one final time:
…confirmed — unidentified helicopter downed in Koboli region four days ago. NIMF investigating…

After that, Josef Solkov stared at the message for a long time, lost in thought. For well over a year he and his comrades had carefully engineered the convoluted plot to assassinate the rebel Iraqi general Salih Baddour. They had done so in the belief that Baddour’s assassination would trigger an all-out war between the two Iraqi military factions. For months he had thought of nothing else — it had been in the forefront of his thoughts night and day — and now that plan was unraveling.
Day 16
KOBOLI PASS
Sharif Khaldun stationed himself on an outcropping of rock overlooking the crash site of the Gazelle, and watched his men systematically work their way over the last one hundred yards toward the site of the wreckage. Their progress up to that point had been considerably easier than Khaldun had anticipated. In addition, the NIMF captain had been equally surprised to discover that up until now there had been nothing to indicate that Kurd guerrillas were aware of their presence.
Khaldun, a veteran of many of these forays into what his men referred to as Kurd strongholds, had rousted and organized his patrol when the first rays of sun began snaking their way into the canyon just after dawn. Thus far, the patrol had gone smoothly. Even the anticipated difficulties in getting the lumbering M-4 truck with its 14.5mm antiaircraft gun through the narrow Koboli pass had failed to materialize. The wreckage of the downed helicopter had been discovered within a thousand or so yards of where Nayef had indicated he would find it. With its discovery, Khaldun had breathed a sigh of relief. The mission was progressing with a minimum of hardship. Only the two attempts to establish radio contact with Ammash had proved fruitless. Even so, the NIMF officer continued his vigilance, squinting into the sun and constantly exploring the surrounding rocks and ledges around the crash site for signs of the Kurds.
The sun was in full view by the time his patrol had worked their way to the crash site, encircled the wreckage, and begun sorting through the debris. Only Sergeant Atiz, Khaldun’s squad leader, was still exhibiting caution when Khaldun himself reached the wreckage.
“The Kurds have been here, all right,” Atiz announced.
“There is evidence?” Khaldun asked.
Atiz held up his hand, stepped toward the wreckage, and started to point out the freshly dug earth to his captain. Just then, the first shot rang out. Within seconds Khaldun and his patrol were caught in a cross fire. He saw one of his men clutch at his throat and drop to his knees. Another pitched face-first into the charred debris of the wreckage. Even Atiz was unable to get off a shot before he was hit.
With the first volley still ringing in his ears, Khaldun jerked his Steyr AUG 9mm around, dropped to his knee, and managed to squeeze off two bursts, but by that time, it was too late. The Kurds had ceased firing and there was an ominous silence. One by one he saw the Kurd guerrillas begin to emerge from their hiding places.
It did not take Khaldun long to assess his situation; he had allowed himself to be lulled into a trap. He could count at least five Kurd guerrillas emerging from their hiding places, and he had no way of knowing how many more were still concealed.
He held up one hand, slowly dropped to one knee, and carefully laid the 9mm rifle on the ground at his feet. Then he stood up with both hands elevated.
Aman was the first to reach him.
“Unbuckle your cartridge belt,” he ordered. As soon as Khaldun complied, fourteen-year-old Haja raced in, scooped it up, and handed it to Aman.
“It was only a matter of time,” Aman said.
“From experience we have learned that the NIMF patrols are predictable. We knew that sooner or later you would come to investigate the crash site.”
Sharif Khaldun stiffened and waited. He would refuse to give his captors the satisfaction of a reply.
At the same time he was expecting the worst.
His was not the first patrol to be captured by Kurd guerrillas. For months stories had circulated of captured NIMF patrols being forced to dig their own graves, then blindfolded, having rags stuck in their mouths and shot. When the bodies weren’t buried, they were burned. Now Khaldun watched stoically as Aman signaled to one of his men.
A grinning Mahmud Aman approached, and his older brother handed him the Tokarev automatic.
“Check the wounded. If they are able to walk,” Aman instructed, “we will take them back to the settlement with us. You know what to do with the rest.”
Khaldun continued to watch as the Kurd youth slowly picked his way through the charred wreckage of the Gazelle and inspected each member of Khaldun’s fallen patrol. There was no hesitation on. his part. Each member of the wounded NIMF patrol received no more than a cursory inspection before Mahmud bent, placed the muzzle of the Tokarev at the base of each soldier’s skull, and pulled the trigger. After each execution the youth used a rag to wipe the blood and bone fragments from the weapon. Aman could tell that when he was finished, he was pleased with himself. There was a smile on his face when he returned the weapon to his brother and announced that he had taken care of the matter. Each of the surviving NIMF soldiers, he informed Aman, had been sufficiently wounded that they would have been unable to survive the trek back to the settlement.
Khaldun was numbed by the scene. Through it all he had been forced to stand idly by while the young Kurd executed the remaining members of his patrol. It was, in Khaldun’s mind, an unthinking act of senseless slaughter.
Aman nodded, bolstered the Tokarev, and walked slowly toward Khaldun.
“I will make no apology for my brother’s judgment and his devotion to duty. Captain. Nor should you consider what you have just witnessed as — how shall I say it, barbaric? For us, killing a few Iraqis is a simple matter; for centuries we have been the ones who suffered abuse and extermination. Unfortunately for you and your men. Captain, centuries of being a people without a homeland combined with centuries of Iraqi oppression have made us the bitterest of enemies.”
Khaldun stared at his captor.
“If it is your intention to shoot me, Kurd pig, do it now.”
Aman laughed.
“You issue a most tempting invitation, Captain. I am certain any one of my men would welcome the opportunity and would derive a great deal of pleasure from the task. However”-he paused and studied the wreckage for a moment—“the decision is not mine to make. The matter has been taken out of my hands. Even a lowly Kurd like myself must follow orders. Our village is governed by wise elders who reason that an officer of-your rank may be far more valuable to us in other ways. In other words, you will undergo interrogation, and then”—Aman laughed-“you will be shot.”
“Pig!” Khaldun spat.
Husri Aman’s retaliation was swift. He caught the NIMF captain across the face with the back of his hand.
“Perhaps it is necessary to remind you, Captain, that you are in a most precarious position,” Aman said. A thin trickle of blood appeared at the corner of Khaldun’s mouth, and Aman stared at the NIMF captain for several moments.
“I could shoot you here and no one would be the wiser.”
Khaldun braced himself.
Instead Aman turned to Mahmud.
“Now we must finish the task, my brother. Do what you can to conceal their vehicle and bury the bodies. We do not want our enemies to think we are uncivilized.”
“But we can use the truck,” Mahmud protested, “the antiaircraft gun. We have nothing like it.”
“We will return for the truck later,” Aman assured him.
The small Kurd guerrilla band hurried to follow Aman’s orders while Aman tied Khaldun’s hands in front of him and circled around behind him. Then the NIMF captain watched Mahmud retrieve his automatic from his holster and examine it. The Kurd youth was proud of his new possession.
“You have a long journey ahead of you, pig,” Mahmud said with a laugh.
“Perhaps it will even be enough time to make your peace with Allah before I kill you.”
Aman spun Khaldun around and pushed him.
Behind them Khaldun could hear the sound of his men being buried.
Day 16
WASHINGTON
Lattimere Spitz had placed hurried calls to both Clancy Packer and Peter Langley within minutes after his morning briefing with the President. He had scheduled their one o’clock meeting in a small unnamed room adjacent to the China Room on the ground floor of the White House.
Spitz had discovered the small room only three weeks after his fellow Texan, President David Colchin, had appointed him an ex-officio Presidential aide. Spitz, a confirmed workaholic and a man who seldom evidenced humor, claimed the room as his own and surprised everyone by tagging it The Closet. Then he went a step further; with
White House security’s assistance, he made certain few people beside the President knew where he was. When Lattimere Spitz wanted time to think or have a meeting without being interrupted, only a handful of people knew where he could be found.
Spitz preferred the arrangement because the room held few of the accoutrements one would have expected to find in a more formal White House office. There was the mandatory conference table, six chairs, a side table, two phones, a television monitor wired for cable and White House security, a clock, and a wet bar. Spitz himself had built the bar over an old mop basin. Spitz was also known to claim he was the only one in Washington beside the President who knew how to make a truly dry Texas martini.
Flanked by both Langley and Packer, Spitz began promptly at the top of the hour.
“I think both of you need to be aware, this dammed Ammash affair is beginning to take on a life of its own. The President himself brought it up twice in our meeting this morning. He’s concerned.”
“Before we go any farther, Lattimere, who all was in that meeting?” Packer asked.
“Just the three of us, the President, Bob Hurley, and I. To the best of my knowledge, no one else around here knows how hot an issue this has become.”
“No one except the press and half the damn country,” Langley grunted.
“Hell, I heard someone referring to the gas attacks on PBS this morning.”
“They sure as hell don’t know any more than we do,” Spitz said with a scowl.
“Just because the damn press—” Packer held up his hand. “Before you get off on that kick, Lattimere, let’s get down to the subject at hand. Langley tells me he thinks his people have uncovered something that may explain why we haven’t heard from Bogner.”
“That’s exactly why we’re here, Clancy. When I called Peter this morning, he informed me that he had some interesting satellite photos he wanted me to see. When I heard what it was all about, I thought you should be brought up to date and then the three of us could collectively decide what the hell should be done about it.”
“Does the President know?” Packer pushed.
“At this point, no. I thought it best to wait until we had something concrete.”
Langley loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar.
“I have to give the people at Rockwell credit for this one, Lattimere. They’re the ones who discovered this. They went through channels, double-checked everything with the SAsC folks over at the Pentagon, and then got back to me.”
Packer leaned forward.
“This is about Bogner?”
“Maybe, maybe not. Pack.” Langley hesitated.
“That’s why I wanted you here. I wanted to make damn certain I knew exactly what kind of instructions you gave T. C. when you met him in Paris last week.”
Packer thought back. He wanted to make certain he wasn’t forgetting anything before he started.
“Let’s go back to the beginning. When we began receiving reports of further testing of some kind of what we now know to be cyanide-based gases by NIMF, we got in touch with our contact in Istanbul.”
“Name?” Spitz interrupted. As usual, he was taking notes.
“Our agent in Istanbul is Concho Banks. Banks informed us he had made contact with a man by the name of Taj Ozal. According to Banks, Ozal is a Turk and a self-styled information merchant with some high-profile contacts. This Ozal claimed he could get us into Salih Baddour’s NIMF compound at Ammash. Even though Ozal seemed confident he could arrange it. Banks wanted to make certain we didn’t step on our dingus if Ozal delivered. Meaning he wanted to have a damn good reason for a meeting with Baddour. Without one, he was convinced Ozal wouldn’t go through with it.”
“Makes sense,” Spitz said.
“Go on.”
“We put our heads together and decided to use the Jade operation in Canada again. We’ve used it before. At the same time we also decided that Banks wasn’t the man for the job. That’s how Bogner got involved. We doctored the necessary documents, fortified T. C. with an arms inventory that would have enticed Abbasin himself, and sent him to Istanbul.
“Bogner met Banks and Ozal in Istanbul, they made arrangements to fly to Diyarbakir, and then drive to Simak, where Ozal claimed he had made arrangements with some local chopper jockey to fly them to Ammash.
“Banks contacted us after their meeting with Ozal in Istanbul. He indicated all systems were go and gave us their itinerary.”
“And that’s the last time you heard from either of them?” Spitz asked.
Packer nodded.
“That was four days ago. Nothing since.”
“And that’s where N1 comes into the picture,” Langley said.
“A routine review of satellite photos at Rockwell noted an anomaly in sector 77-T.”
“And 77-T is?” Spitz asked.
“The same region where we discovered further evidence of NIMF testing a little over two weeks ago. Rockwell has been routinely monitoring that whole area ever since.”
“Back to the anomaly,” Spitz said.
Langley opened his brief case, took out a large envelope, and placed three eight-by-tens on the table in front of Spitz.
“What you’re looking at, Lattimere, are three different satellite photos of a region known as Koboli Pass, no more than thirty miles inside the Iraq border. These images are from the 21 OOGMT passes of one of our satellites on the twenty-third and the twenty-fourth. The third image is simply an enhanced version of what we discovered on the twenty-fourth.”
“What exactly am. I supposed to be looking at?”
Spitz asked.
“We are ninety-nineandfortyfouronehundredths-percent certain that what you’re looking at, Lattimere, is the wreck of a helicopter. How certain are we? Certain enough to tell you we have identified it as a French-built Aerospatiale SA 341 Gazelle. How do we know? We did some further digging. We’ve been able to verify a helicopter of that nomenclature was flown out of a small airport in Simak late in the afternoon on the twenty-fourth. According to one man we questioned at the airport, there were four men on board when it took off.”
“And you think Bogner was one of them?” Spitz said.
“We believe that to be the case but we can’t verify it. The wreckage is inside Iraqi territory. If we ask them to investigate, and they find the wrong things, we could have another U2 incident on our hands.”
Spitz put his pen down and rubbed his eyes.
“Let me ask the question another way, Peter. Do you think that it’s probable this is the same chopper that left Simak?”
“Before I answer, Lattimere, there’s one more piece of information. I showed a map of the area to some of my pilot friends over at N1. I asked them to study the region and tell me what they thought would be the best way to fly, undetected, from Simak to Ammash. Three of the four said that, given the right weather conditions, they would probably take it across at Koboli Pass.
Why? Because Baddour’s radar would be hampered by the mountain terrain.”
“And you double-checked the weather?”
Langley nodded.
“It was good enough to tackle the pass.”
Spitz resumed taking notes. When he finished, he laid his pen down again and leaned back in his chair.
“Admittedly this is way to hell out of my bailiwick — but it sounds pretty damn conclusive to me. The question, however, is, if we think this is Bogner, what the hell do we do about it? Hell, we don’t even know if he’s dead or alive. Just how much are we willing to stick our necks out? How much do we let the Iraqis know we know? They know we are monitoring them, but we don’t think they know to what extent.”
Langley looked across the table at the ISA chief.
“I know this is a tough one for you personally, Pack. But we’re up against it on this one.”
Packer fumbled through his coat pockets until he found his pipe and tobacco pouch.
“How much do we really know about this area?” he finally asked.
“How hard would it be to go in there and check things out?”
“Without help, damn near impossible,” Langley assessed.
“The Turks have some seven thousand men stationed at various points along the border, primarily to keep the Kurds from crossing the border.
Baddour’s men patrol the other side. The only difference is, he does it with a fleet of helicopters.
Even if we got past one group, we would have a tough time getting past both of them unnoticed.”
“Can we get any help from the Turks?”
“I don’t think so, but I can make some inquiries.”
Spitz leaned forward.
“All right, let’s try to forget for the moment that we’re talking about someone we know. Keep in mind the bigger picture. In my opinion, the Turks won’t be willing to risk it-at least not officially. If Baddour caught either us or the Turks poking around inside his territory, he might just feel justified in ordering his NIMF pilots to unleash some of those damned cyanide weapons he’s been testing. Not only that, if he knew we were involved, it could deflect some of the heat we’ve been giving him through the U.N. for testing the so-called Gehenna gas. And I can flat guarantee you one thing, gentlemen. The President would not be willing to risk that.”
Packer was scowling.
“Wait just a damn minute, Spitz. Are you telling me we aren’t willing to make an attempt to find out what happened to Bogner because of a few supposed risks?”
“They aren’t supposed risks, Clancy. They are very, very real. I don’t like it any better than you do, but the risks are a helluva lot greater than you realize.”
“Risks? You talk about risks? Hell, Bogner is the one that’s been taking the risks. We owe him something.”
Spitz, famous for his volatile temper, was remaining surprisingly calm.
“I don’t think I need to remind you, Pack, Captain Bogner knew the risks when he signed on with the ISA—” Langley slammed his fist down on the table.
“Hold on, Lattimere, Clancy’s right. There’s got to be a way to find out if T. C. is still alive — and if he is, then we’ve got to figure out a way to get him out of there.”
Spitz closed his eyes and braced his hands against the edge of the table.
“Let me repeat what I just said. Under the circumstances, we cannot afford to and will not do anything to jeopardize our—” Langley’s face was flushed.
“We’ll do something, all right, Lattimere, you can bet your last goddamn dollar on it… and it won’t be anything that compromises our—” Spitz’s shoulder sagged, but there was a barely perceptible smile at the corners of his mouth.
“And just exactly what do you propose I tell the President?”
“You tell President Colchin you assigned Pack and me to figure out what the hell our alternatives are. And when we’ve got something, we’ll get back to you.”
Lattimere Spitz slid the three satellite photographs back across the table at Langley and kept his voice low.
“Listen to me and listen to me good both of you. You’ve had your warning. The President doesn’t want or need anything right now that’s likely to turn into another pissing contest with the Iraqis. Got that?”
Clancy Packer settled back in his chair, relit his pipe, and looked across the table at Peter Langley.
“Got it.”
Day 16
KOBOLI
Sharif Khaldun estimated that his forced march back to the Kurd settlement had taken the better part of six hours. The Kurd leader had stopped only once during that time, and then, within sight of the village, he’d ordered Khaldun’s blindfold removed and instructed one of his men to assist the NIMF captain into a cave. One man kept him covered with a rifle while another untied his hands and forced him to climb down a narrow, makeshift ladder into a darkened pit at the back of the cave.
Moments later Khaldun heard the ladder being removed and the metallic sound of some kind of covering being dragged into position over the entrance to the pit. He waited several minutes for his eyes to adjust to the blackness, and even then there was only the faintest trace of light. Still cautious, he waited several more minutes before he finally began groping his way along the pit wall.
Only then was he aware that there was someone else in the pit with him. When the man spoke, Khaldun knew he was not an Iraqi.
“I fear, my friend,” the voice said, “you will soon discover the futility of trying to find a way out. I have been searching for days and I can assure you that the walls of our cell are quite solid.”
With the sudden realization that someone was in the pit with him, Khaldun turned abruptly, backed up against the wall, and braced himself.
He squinted into the darkness, but there was nothing to see.
“Identify yourself,” he demanded.
The laughter surprised him.
“Under the circumstances, does it matter who I am?”
“You are a Turk?” Khaldun asked.
“And it is equally obvious that you are an Iraqi,” Doronkin said.
Even though Khaldun was unable to see him, the sound of the man’s voice betrayed the fact that he was standing no more than a few feet in front of him. Still Khaldun waited.
“Given time, the darkness pales,” the man said.
“The eyes are quite remarkable; they soon adjust to what little light there is. Very soon you will be surprised at how much more you are able to see.”
“Who are you?” Khaldun repeated.
“I, like you, am also a prisoner of the Kurds. My captors, if I can believe what they tell me, say that I have been here for three days. I admit, however, that it seems a great deal longer.”
“Three days,” Khaldun said.
“And you are being held captive for what reason?”
The moment he asked the question Khaldun detected a slight hesitancy in the way the man responded.
Finally the voice admitted, “I–I was brought here after the accident.”
“Accident?”
Doronkin continued to ramble, oblivious to the question.
“There — there were four — four of us. I am told only two of us survived.”
“And where is this other one they tell you survived?”
Khaldun pressed.
“This survivor, he is here with us?”
“I–I do not know where he is. I am told he was injured. I have not talked to him — nor have I been allowed to see him. The one who brings the food twice a day, she tells me what little I know.”
“What crash?”
“Our aircraft was shot down.”
“This aircraft of which you speak,” Khaldun probed, “it was a helicopter?”
Suddenly it was Doronkin who was exercising caution. When it became apparent the Turk had become reticent, it was Khaldun who began to push.
“I am Captain Sharif Khaldun of the Northern Iraqi Military Force,” he said.
“I was dispatched to Koboli to investigate reports of a helicopter that had penetrated our airspace and was shot down by one of our helicopter patrols.”
In the darkness Doronkin moved closer to Khaldun and lowered his voice.
“You are from the NIMF installation in Ammash?”
Before Khaldun was able to respond he heard the same grating metallic noise he had heard shortly after he was ordered into the pit. The cover was being removed and the beams of several flashlights were suddenly stabbing down into the blackness. Khaldun and Doronkin found themselves staring up into the sudden wash of light, and Khaldun recognized the voice of the Kurd guerrilla leader, Aman.
“Get the Iraqi pig out of there,” he shouted.
“Leave the other one there. We already know his fate.”
Outside the cave, Khaldun found himself surrounded by a handful of taunting Kurd youths.
Then he was blindfolded, a lead rope looped around his neck, his hands cinched behind him, and he was led down a long rocky incline into the center of the settlement. Each time he stumbled and fell, one of the young Kurds used the occasion to kick him and jerk him to his feet. When he reached the bottom of the hill, he felt himself being led up more steps and pushed into a room.
There, Aman removed the blindfold, grabbed him by the shoulders, and shoved him into a chair. His hands were still tied.
The small room was crowded, there was the acrid smell of chip smoke, and despite the Kurds’ attempts to illuminate it, the room remained little more than a montage of suspicious shadows. Candles had been strategically located throughout the room, but the shimmering flames created little more than a sense of foreboding.
It took several moments for Khaldun’s eyes to adjust to the flickering light. When he was finally able to see around the room, he realized he was surrounded by a small army of men. The identity of one of the men was concealed by a hood that covered his face; the rest were bearded and their faces masked by shadows. As near as Khaldun could determine, most of them, even the one called Aman, were dressed in the Kurdish attire of their ancestors. Despite the occasional shuffling of feet, the room was eerily quiet.
Finally, an old man was led into the room and seated at the table directly in front of him. He was flanked on one side by the guerrilla leader who had taken him captive and on the other by a woman. To his surprise, when she stood up and started to speak, she spoke in his native Iraqi.
“I am told that your name is Sharif Khaldun and that you are an officer in the Northern Iraqi Military Force of General Salih Baddour. Is that correct?”
Only then did Khaldun realize that one of Aman’s young guerrilla band had moved in behind him. As soon as the woman asked the question, the youth began prodding him with the butt of his rifle.
“Answer,” the youth insisted, “now.”
“I–I am Captain Khaldun.”
“And these. Captain”—the woman made a sweeping gesture with her hand—“are your judges, the Council of Elders in the Kurdish settlement known as Koboli.”
“Judges?” Khaldun said.
“For what crime am I being judged?”
The woman waited. Finally she said, “You are accused of the crime of genocide against the Kurdish people.”
Khaldun made the mistake of trying to stand up and protest the charge at the same time. The sudden movement alarmed his young Kurd guard, and he responded by clubbing the Iraqi captain in the small of the back with the butt of his rifle.
Khaldun felt the wind go out of him, dropped to his knees, and tried to suck in his breath.
The woman walked slowly around the end of the table and to where Khaldun continued to kneel.
“Three-four days ago a helicopter carrying a Canadian arms dealer and three others crashed near here, Captain. Their intention, we are now convinced, was to travel to Ammash and sell weapons to the armies of General Baddour.”
“I know — know nothing of any such arrangement to sell weapons to the NIMF,” Khaldun protested.
“Would you still deny these charges when we tell you that we have papers to prove these charges?” the woman asked.
Khaldun was still trying to regulate his breathing.
The woman moved closer, slowly circled him, and appraised him. Then she looked at Aman.
“Take the hood off the other prisoner.” The guerrilla leader stood up, walked over, and removed the hood. Bogner’s eyes blinked, trying to adjust to the light. His face was bruised and swollen and his mouth had been taped shut.
“Once again, Captain Khaldun, do you still deny that you know this man?”
“I–I have never seen him before,” Khaldun said.
The woman continued to stare at him. Finally she turned, walked slowly back to the table, sat down, looked at the old man sitting beside her, and nodded. Khaldun was aware that the room had somehow grown even quieter.
Even with the help of a cane and the assistance of both Aman and the woman, the mere act of trying to stand erect proved difficult for Sairan Buk. The old man’s eyes were rheumy and his hands trembled. He looked slowly around the room, making contact with each member of the council before he began. When he did, there was a tremor in his faltering voice. For Khaldun the words were a confusing tangle of both Kurdish and Arabic.
“When — when a man gets to be my age, Captain…”
Buk’s voice cracked and he paused momentarily to catch his breath.
“He develops a — a regard for the troubled journey we know as life.
Life is Allah’s precious gift. In depriving others of this gift, you have sinned against Allah.”
Khaldun’s eyes shifted from the old man to the woman, and finally to Bogner. The one the woman had accused of being an arms dealer was staring back at him, but it was hard to read what was in his eyes. What little strength there had been in Buk’s voice when he began was eroding rapidly.
Still, Khaldun was somehow aware that the old man had turned to Aman and pronounced his judgment.
Husri Aman lumbered to his feet and like Buk, slowly surveyed the room, pausing as he looked at each man, reading their eyes. Unlike Buk, his voice was strong, and Khaldun knew what the verdict was even though it was delivered in Kurdish.
“Stand up,” Aman ordered, and Khaldun was prodded to his feet.
“You have been convicted of the crime of murder — the murder of innocent Kurdish men, women, and children. You have plundered our land and sinned against Allah. The council of elders of this village have decided your fate. Despite this judgment and the wishes of the council of elders, the wisdom and goodness of Sairan Buk has directed that you be given sufficient time to make your peace with Allah.”
Khaldun took a deep breath.
Aman continued.
“It is the judgment of this council then that you, Sharif Khaldun, and your colleagues in the misery of our people be returned to your cell and executed by a firing squad when the glory of Allah is revealed in the first light of the new dawn of your second day.”
Khaldun felt himself being shoved back down into the chair and restrained as the council shuffled from the room. He watched as Aman assisted the old man from his place at the council table to a bench close by the fireplace and stoked the fire.
Then the woman crossed the room until she was standing in front of Bogner. She touched his hand and her eyes searched his face. Only Bogner heard her utter the words “I am sorry.”

Chapter Seven

Day 16
NIMF HEADQUARTERS
AM MASH
Salih Baddour had constructed the Nasrat Pharmaceutical compound in Ammash to serve more than one purpose. The two above-ground stories actually accommodated the production of a variety of pharmaceuticals shipped to and sold in six different Middle East countries. Western observers believed Baddour used profits from the sales of these pharmaceuticals as well as sympathetic anti-Abbasin oil money from nearby countries to fund his military buildup as well as support and underwrite Rashid’s research efforts.
While the underground levels concealed a modern research and development center for the work of Rashid and his staff, the lower levels also served as the nerve center of Baddour’s military command post. From the outset in his campaign to bring down Abbasin, Baddour had displayed an entrepreneur’s zeal, frequently allying himself with any anti-Abbasin faction with money. The Russians, despite their reeling economy, helped him engineer, design, and fund the construction of the pharmaceutical company’s manufacturing facility. Iranian oil money was used in the construction of the infrastructure, and fragmented interests centered in other oil-producing parts of Iraq, eager to see Abbasin’s death grip on the Iraqi economy lessened, were all eager to contribute.
But in the end it had been the development of Rashid’s cyanide-based weapons that had given Baddour his real power. With Rashid at his disposal, Baddour was on the verge of being able to stand alone. The desires and ambitions of his former associates were no longer a concern. With his inventory secure and rapidly developing derivations of Gehenna poisons at his disposal, Baddour’s power continued to grow.
Now, as the hour approached nine o’clock, Baddour finished his inspection and took the elevator up to the G-3 level of the compound to wait for his small Ammash staff. Fahid and Jahin were already seated at the table. Nayef was on the telephone.
A young militiaman, obviously new to the duties of an orderly, moved nervously around the table serving cay laced with sut, a drink Baddour had embraced during his travels in Turkey.
Baddour dismissed him when Nayef returned to the table smiling.
“You have good news. Captain?”
“Yes, General. I just spoke to Lieutenant Ibrahim. He has just returned from his patrol. They have located Captain Khaldun’s truck. He indicated that it appeared an attempt had been made to conceal it in the rocks just south of Koboli Pass.”
“Ibrahim is certain of his report?” Jahin asked.
Nayef nodded.
“His recon photos are being developed as we speak.”
Fahid, meanwhile, had stood up, walked to the large surface map on the wall behind Baddour, and pointed to the location of the pass.
“Is this where you indicated the wreckage of the helicopter you shot down can be found?”
Again Nayef nodded.
“And we have not heard from Captain Khaldun since last evening?” Baddour asked.
“No further contact. General.”
Baddour took a sip of his cay and studied the map.
“Precisely where are the Kurd settlements in the area. Colonel, and what do we know about them?”
Ishad Fahid, unlike his fellow officers, needed no map to serve as a reference. The Bull, as he was known to the younger officers in the NIMF, was not an articulate man, but he had spent his youth in the Koboli region and he knew the area well.
“Within a few kilometers of the crash site there are two and perhaps three. General. All are quite small, with the one at Koboli being the largest.
They are of little consequence.”
Baddour took another sip and set his cup down.
“Have we noted any activity — anything that would indicate they are aware of our recent tests in nearby areas?”
Jahin studied the map and pointed again.
“Our most recent tests were in a region considerably to the south of Koboli. It is doubtful they would be aware.”
Fahid laughed. The gesture was both unexpected and out of character.
“I am afraid our Major Jahin underestimates the Kurds, General. I have spent a lifetime with these people. Exterminating Kurds was a passion with me in my youth, but even then I learned to respect their toughness and their cunning. They are not fools, and it is folly for us to believe that even an isolated settlement like Koboli or even the two smaller villages to the north and west are unaware of our tests.”
“They do not have weapons,” Jahin countered.
“Captain Khaldun’s squad was equipped to handle—” Fahid took out his cigarette case, selected a cigarette, and tapped it on the table.
“I would also caution the major to think about this. If Captain Nayef reports that his patrol has located Captain Khaldun’s truck in the Kolobi Pass, that it appears to be abandoned, and that there is no indication of the whereabouts of the men assigned to that patrol, perhaps it would be wise for Colonel Jahin to consider the possibility of a Kurd trap.”
“But Captain Khaldun is a—” Fahid held up his hand.
“If Captain Khaldun walked into a trap, it matters not what he was-the fact is, he is probably dead — or soon will be.
The Kurds know their territory well.”
Baddour had heard enough.
“Enough discussion.
Whether Captain Khaldun is alive or dead is of little consequence. I am more interested in hearing your recommendation, Colonel.”
The usually reticent Fahid studied his cigarette and watched the smoke curl over the table.
“It would seem that Captain Nayef and his people have taken the first step. They have located the truck, reported that it is still intact, and since there has been no contact from Captain Khaldun’s patrol since last evening, we have sufficient reason to send a patrol to investigate what happened.”
“Do you concur, Major?” Baddour asked.
“The colonel knows the territory better than I do,” Jahin admitted.
“I place great faith in his judgment.”
Fahid directed his attention to Nayef.
“Do you think you can find a place to put one of your helicopters down close to the crash site, Captain?”
Nayef studied the map and the terrain below the location of the pass.
“I believe so,” he said.
“It will be difficult but it can be done.”
“What about it. Major?” Baddour pressed.
“With the general’s permission, I will order a dawn departure under the direction of Lieutenant Illah, six men in addition to Captain Nayef’s crew.
That should be sufficient to handle anything.”
Baddour leaned back in his chair.
“And your orders will be. Major?”
“I will make the appropriate response if necessary.
If there are indications of Kurdish interference with Captain Khaldun’s patrol, I will see that action is taken.”
“And that action would be. Major?”
“Extermination of everyone in the settlement, General.”
Baddour was smiling.
“Excellent, Major, excellent.”
Day 16
WASHINGTON
Peter Langley inched his gray four-door Chevrolet through the downpour and over to the curb.
Packer was waiting. By the time the ISA chief managed to get his umbrella down and enter the car, he was soaked.
“Damn it, Peter, why all the mystery? I thought this clandestine bullshit went out with Nixon.”
Langley held his finger up to his mouth and jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. When Packer turned around he saw the small figure of a man wrapped in a raincoat huddled in the corner of the backseat.
“What Mikos has to say is not exactly something I want monitored or taped on a damn telephone, Pack. I know a place where we can talk.”
Langley pulled back out in traffic, headed up Georgia, passed the bus depot, pulled onto Belcher Street, drove six blocks, and pulled into the drive of an all-night convenience store.
“What the hell is this, a coffee stop?” Packer groused.
Langley was smiling.
“Where’s your sense of adventure, Pack? In the old days you would have loved it.”
“Adventure, hell. At my age and at this hour I should be home in bed curled up next to Sara.”
Langley hustled the two men through the rain, into the store, and through a door marked “Employees Only” into a room with a bank of telephones.
“What the hell is going on here?” Packer demanded.
Langley peeled out of his raincoat, helped the one he had introduced as Mikos out of his, and motioned for Packer to have a seat.
“Clancy, I want you to meet Dr. Mikos Asonokov. According to the dossier we’re passing around, Mikos is a visiting professor of mathematics at Georgetown-at least that’s what we’re telling everyone.”
Packer was still fretting and trying to get out of his raincoat when there was a knock on the door.
The door opened and a black man Packer figured was al least as tall as the Washington Monument and weighed close to four hundred pounds threw a deck of cards on the table along with a fistful of fives, tens, and twenties, and spilled out the contents of a box of poker chips.
“Look busy,” he growled.
“A couple of the regulars just phoned in, said they would be stopping by. I’ll tell them the game is closed but I want them to hear some chips rattlin’.”
Langley nodded. When the door closed, he explained, “Old Navy buddy. Name’s Koko. A conduit.
He’ll’keep the gawkers out.”
“At the risk of sounding redundant, Peter, just what the hell is this all about?” Packer complained.
“I haven’t played poker since Sara made me give up cigarettes.”
Langley picked up a stack of chips, let them filter through his fingers, and began to deal the cards.
“I’m back at the beginning. When we left Lattimere’s office earlier today I contacted Mikos.
He agreed to meet with us tonight. By way of explanation, Pack, Mikos is in out of the cold. N1 ordered him home six months ago. His field of expertise is the Middle East. His job was to keep track of what was going down in Iran, Iraq, Jordan, and Yemen. At our request he still keeps in touch with his old contacts. According to Mikos, his former Russian cohorts are monitoring that area pretty hard.”
Packer had taken out his pipe and lighter.
“Contacts?
What kind of contacts?”
“Not only does he have contacts, with a little official departmental encouragement Mikos here has also been keeping up a steady dialogue with some of his former Communist colleagues. They think he’s in Canada, hiding.”
“Cut to the chase, Peter. Does he know how to get us into northern Iraq without getting our damn heads blown off or tipping our hand about our concerns in Ammash?”
Asonokov cleared his throat.
“Perhaps it would save time if you directed your questions to me, Mr. Packer. Most Russians speak English, many of them far better than some of the people I have had the misfortune to encounter since I arrived in your country.”
Packer made no effort to mask his surprise. Mikos Asonokov had a directness and an imposing voice that was all out of concert with his small stature.
“I’ll be happy to do that,” Packer said.
Some of the testiness had disappeared.
Langley smiled and picked up a handful of poker chips.
“Why don’t you start by telling Clancy what you told me earlier today, Mikos.”
Packer laid his pipe on the table.
“Before you do. Dr. Asonokov, my apology. I assure you, we appreciate any help we can get. But I feel certain you can also appreciate that this whole meeting has caught me a bit off guard.”
It was Asonokov’s turn to smile.
“That is good.
If you suspected nothing, my years of training in the KGB serve me well. I am glad I do not look or act like an agent.” The little man picked up one of the poker chips, inspected it, and laid it back on the table before he continued.
“If I fully comprehend that which Captain Langley has told me, you and your colleagues have an urgent need to get past the NIMF air patrols as well as the Turkish border guards. The purpose of which is to inspect the wreckage of a helicopter you believe to have been carrying two of your agents when it crashed.
Is that correct?”
Packer glanced at Langley. Asonokov was the one who had cut to the chase. He was already into it. Obviously Langley trusted him.
“Precisely,” Packer said.
“On the other hand, we don’t even know if anyone survived that crash.”
“Which means you are looking for a confirmation of their fate. What else do you seek?”
“Obviously, if they are alive, we need to get them out of the country. If not…” Packer’s voice trailed off.
“I’m sure you understand.”
Asononkov sat with his hands folded on the table.
“We will start with your first problem. First of all, let me assure you, there are ways of getting your people to the crash site. This much I have already confirmed. Iraq, for all intents and purposes, is a closed country, and there are men who make their living defying the border patrols.
“After my conversation with Captain Langley earlier today I was able to contact some of my former comrades. They assure me General Baddour’s methods have not changed. You see, Mr.
Packer, General Baddour is Oxford-educated. He now thinks like an Englishman. He places great value on routine and structure and control, and he demands great discipline from his men. That discipline, as you well know, Mr. Packer, equates with predictability. For some time now NIMF helicopter patrols have followed the same routes, at the same hour, every day. To fly an aircraft into NIMF territory and remain undetected requires only an awareness of NIMF patrol schedules and the cooperation of Turkish border officers. Then all one has to be concerned about is Ammash radar — and it is of little use in the Koboli Mountains.”
“Then you believe we can get Turkish cooperation?”
Packer pressed.
“Turkish border patrols are there primarily to insure that their borders are guarded against further Kurdish migrations. As for the Turks’ relationship with NIMF, it can best be described as distant. Both sides avoid contact, but there is, how do you Americans say it, no love lost?”
“Then it is not impossible. If we were able to obtain permission from our authorities, how soon could we make such arrangements?” Packer asked.
“Before I answer that, Mr. Packer, there is something else you should know. I have not discussed this matter since my arrival in your country because I did not believe it would come to pass.
Suffice it to say, this area of the world, like yours, is not without its intrigues. As you well know there are those, many in fact, who wish to see the Party return to power in my former country. However, these same people are aware that your country will do everything in its power to insure that it does not happen. To that end, they need and have been planning a distraction of some kind to divert your country’s attention from what is about to take place in Russia.”
“I don’t believe I understand,” Packer said.
“Shortly before I left my country,” Asonokov continued, “I learned of a rather bizarre plot to assassinate General Salih Baddour. The belief was that such an action would create a civil war within Iraq. The scenario as it was originally designed would go something like this. General Baddour would be assassinated. When that happened, the
Northern Iraqi Military Force would conclude, of course, it was the work of Abbasin loyalists. In turn they would rally behind Baddour’s chief of Staff, Colonel Ishad Fahid. The resulting conflict would be the focus of world attention, leaving my former comrades free to overthrow the current Russian president and return the Party to power.”
“What makes your former colleagues so certain a civil war in Iraq would create the diversion they need to pull the coup off?”
“Without Baddour’s wisdom to temper such an action, Fahid would be at liberty to use his arsenal of cyanide weapons. Can you think of anything that would alarm world powers more?”
“Hell, he’s already using the cyanide weapons on the Kurds,” Packer countered.
“Testing weapons against a handful of homeless Kurds is one thing, Mr. Packer. To use these weapons in an all-out war would be quite another.”
Packer sagged back in his chair and stared at the table for several moments before he looked at Langley.
“Who else knows about this plot?” he asked.
Langley shook his head.
“That’s the sixty-four-dollar question. Pack. Based on what Mikos is telling us, it would appear that it’s not well known-especially by our own intelligence people. It’s beginning to look like we blundered into something beside Baddour’s cyanide tests, and maybe even played right into the Russians’ hands.”
Packer looked at Asonokov again.
“What makes you think this so-called plot to assassinate Baddour and trigger a civil war in Iraq is going to happen?”
“My former colleagues tell me the zero hour of their plot to assassinate Baddour approaches.”
Packer was momentarily distracted by the sound of voices in the hallway outside the room.
He could hear Koko’s voice above the rest.
“Sorry, gentlemen, I’ve been told to tell everyone the game is closed.”
There was grumbling and a shuffling of feet until one of the men wanted to know if Koko would be willing to see if the room’s current occupants would open the game to newcomers.
“Tell ‘em you found some fresh money,” one of the men suggested.
“Not this time, man,” Koko grunted. Then Packer heard him lower his voice and confide that he thought it was some kind of a grudge game.
“There’s some heavy muscle in there.” There was more grousing and complaining, but eventually the commotion in the hallway died away.
“So — what do you think. Pack?”
Asonokov’s unexpected revelation of the assassination plot complicated matters.
“I guess I’ve been kidding myself, Peter. Up until a few minutes ago I thought there might be a way to salvage this mess. I keep thinking we’re going to find a way in there and find T. C. in one piece. Up until a few minutes ago I was even thinking there had to be a way to turn him around and still get him into the compound at Ammash. But if what Dr. Asonokov says is true…”
“Let me clarify, Mr. Packer,” Asonokov said.
“I will tell you the same thing I told Captain Langley.
If you decide you must proceed in order to determine the fate of your colleague, I feel confident there will be little difficulty in getting Captain Langley into the crash site. But you need to be aware that you could be playing right into my former countrymen’s hands.”
For the second time in less than thirty minutes, Packer had been caught off guard.
“Langley?” he repeated. He looked across the table.
“You, Peter?
Why you?”
“Got anyone else in mind?”
Packer shook his head.
Langley was grinning.
“Why not — and who better?
While Mikos makes the arrangements, I request an emergency leave. I’m in Istanbul by Friday morning, make contact, get in, find out what happened to Bogner and Banks. If they’re vertical, I bring them out with me, and…” Langley’s face sobered.
“If they aren’t, we at least know what happened to them. Either way, I come out.”
“What about Spitz? What do I tell him?”
“If I pull this off, Spitz can tell the President it was his idea. If something goes wrong. Spitz and the President are your problem.”
Day 17
KOBOLI
Bogner had been awake for several hours. The throbbing headache that had hounded him for the last few days had subsided to a dull, numbing sensation that was accentuated by even the slightest movement. For that reason he was careful to restrict his range of movement to the absolute minimum.
He allowed his eyes to slowly scan the darkened room, first to what remained of the fire in the fireplace, and finally into the room’s long shadows. His vision was still blurred. He tried to shift on his bed, realized that his hands were still tied, and moaned involuntarily.
“You are awake?” he heard the woman say. She sounded pleased.
Bogner recognized Andera’s voice.
“May — may I have a drink of water?” he managed to rasp.
The woman stood up, crossed the room, dipped the tin cup in the bucket, and brought it to him.
She lifted his head, cradled it gently in her arms, and held the cup to his mouth. Bogner felt the cooling sensation on his blistered lips, and it trickle down his burned throat. Despite the pain, he managed several swallows. When he finished, the woman turned the straw pillow over and helped him lay his head down again. Bogner muttered a muted “Thank you.”
When she finished, she crossed the room again, this time to get a candle. When she returned, it was lit. She placed it on the floor beside the bed and sat down.
“You did not rest well,” she observed.
Bogner wanted to tell her that being condemned to death by a council of men he didn’t know, in a land that he knew even less about, wasn’t exactly the sort of thing that contributed to a good night’s rest. The lingering nightmare of the past few days had eroded whatever sense of reality and need to communicate was left in him. Instead he labored to form the words that would inform her that the pain of swallowing the water had lessened — and that he could actually tell he was getting stronger however miniscule that progress was.
As he lay there, he saw her hands were folded and her eyes closed. She was praying again. Finally he asked what she was praying for.
“I am praying for you,” she said.
“I am praying that Allah will embrace you and forgive you.”
As Bogner listened to the woman, his mind began to wander into the same chaotic patterns that it had for the past several hours. There were sporadic thoughts of Joy, of his daughter, Kim, of the tenderness and intelligence of this woman who had cared for him, and even of the fate of Banks and the helicopter pilot. The montage of disconnected thoughts continued until he again heard her soft voice sift through the tangle of his thinking.
“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” she said.
“I don’t mind.”
“Tell me about your home in Canada.”
At first Bogner was tempted to correct her, to tell her that his home was really in America, and the temptation was even stronger to tell her that everything she thought she knew about him was a lie. Instead he labored to describe the scene at twilight in the Laurentians and the beauty of the river that flowed through them. Finally he said, “I will miss it.”
“And why do you sell weapons to men like Baddour?” she asked. This time there was an edge to her voice.
There was no answer and Bogner knew it. He waited. After a while, he said, “And now it is my turn. Tell me about the one you call the Turk-and the Iraqi officer who stood trial with me today.
What will happen to them?”
The woman turned her head away. When she turned to look at him again, there were tears in her eyes.
“It is the decision of the council that the three of you will die for your crimes against the Kurdish people.”
Bogner tried to wet his lips, slowly trailing his tongue over the blisters and cuts, but the salt burned.
“The — the other two men,” he said, “where are they now?”
“There is a cave, not far from here. Aman and his men have constructed a pit. They will remain there until it is time.”
Before the woman was able to finish, Bogner realized he was losing his tenuous grip on consciousness.
Once more he felt himself sinking into another dimension where the whirling, discordant sounds in his head served only to block out the gentle voice of the woman. He tried repeating her name, trying desperately to hold on to the last vestiges of coherence — but at the same time feeling himself slip beneath the surface of whatever constituted awareness. In the finality of that gossamer moment, he thought he felt her lips brush against his tortured face.
From where he was to where he was going was like sinking in quicksand. Mentally he struggled.
Physically he surrendered.
Day 17
KOBOLI PASS
Lieutenant Kashic Illah was twenty-one years old and a raw recruit in the Iraqi Army when he learned that one of Anwar Abbasin’s senior officers had ordered the execution of his father for crimes against the republic. That night, Illah fled his barracks in Baghdad and joined the rebel force of Salih Baddour.
Now, two years later, he stood beside one of the four largest helicopters in Baddour’s NIMF helicopter wing, while the pilot feathered the two Isotov TV2 engines and gave him the all-clear signal.
Jahin had instructed him to select a six-man squad for the express purpose of investigating the fate of the missing patrol led by Captain Sharif Khaldun. The assignment pleased Illah. He relished the chance to see action and had followed his major’s directive to the letter. Jahin had personally ordered the quartermaster to see to it that Illah’s patrol had at their disposal two Soviet-built 7.62mm SGM medium machine guns and that each man was issued a 9mm FN High Powered Mk 2 automatic. Illah himself carried the NIMF standard officer’s issue, a Soviet 7.62mm AK-47 assault rifle with a thirty-round clip.
Now, with the charred wreckage of the Aerospatiale Gazelle visible from where he was standing, he deployed two-man patrols to scour the outcroppings for Khaldun’s truck, and sent his two remaining men to examine the crash site. The two men had been working their way through the debris at the crash site for less than twenty minutes when one of them signaled him.
“Over here, Lieutenant.”
By the time Illah arrived, the man had used his hands to scoop away enough dirt to reveal the body of one of Khaldun’s patrol.
“His name is Naji,” Illah was informed.
“I know him. We talked together only a few days ago.”
Illah surveyed the site and sent back to the helicopter for shovels. Thirty minutes later they had recovered all six of the bodies that had constituted Khaldun’s patrol and the bodies of both the Gazelle’s pilot and Concho Banks. Now, with the bodies fully exposed, Illah walked away from the scene of the carnage in an attempt to regain his composure. He had trained with three of the men.
It bothered him even more that each member of the NIMF patrol had been shot in the back of the head — just like his father.
He rumbled through his pockets until he found a cigarette, lit it, inhaled, and waited for the warm sensation of the smoke to fill his lungs and distract him. The mountain air was cold and he shivered as he waited for the report. Finally a bearded young corporal approached. The man’s voice was subdued.
“We have identified all the men wearing uniforms. Lieutenant. Those that we could not identify by recognition, we authenticated by their identification tags. They were all members of Captain Khaldun’s patrol.”
“You are certain?” Illah asked.
The corporal pointed to the rocks where the NIMF truck still sat and then at the bodies.
“We are certain, sir, that is Khaldun’s truck, and there are the bodies. Even though there is evidence that some of the men also sustained other wounds, all of the men were shot in the back of the head at close range.”
Illah turned away and slowly surveyed the terrain leading up to the pass. He studied the entire area for several minutes before he turned back to the corporal.
“It would be a simple matter to ambush an unsuspecting patrol from almost any place in these rocks, would it not?”
The young man with the beard agreed.
Illah finished his cigarette, dropped it, and ground what was left of it into the dust with his boot.
“Bury the dead,” he said, “and praise Allah that we were able to find them.”
The corporal hesitated.
“But we have not found the body of Captain Khaldun.”
Illah sighed.
“That is because in all probability it is not here. Corporal. Major Jahin suspected that would be the case if we found evidence of Kurdish involvement. Now we must do what I had hoped to avoid. We will search the Kurd villages in the area.”
“Shall I alert the men. Lieutenant?”
Illah pulled the map from his packet and studied it for a moment.
“The village of Koboli is due south of here, no more than five kilometers. That will be our first objective.”
From the position of the sun, Kashic Illah realized that he would soon be losing the favorable lighting.
That concerned him. When the sun disappeared behind the highest peaks, the shadows in the hills would begin to lengthen and when they did, it would give his adversary the advantage.
“Stop here,” he ordered, and his men rested, each of them searching out a place where the warming rays of the sun still traced their way into the valley.
“How far to the village?” his squad leader asked.
Illaf took out his map, referenced the two highest peaks, and mentally triangulated their position.
“Straight ahead. Corporal. Over that rise we should find a small patch of meadows and beyond that, Koboli — perhaps another hour unless we encounter one of their guerrilla bands.”
“I am surprised that we have not encountered them already,” the corporal admitted.
Illah selected a large nearby rock, propped his assault rifle against it, sat down, and again surveyed the narrow expanse ahead of them. The next few hundred yards would be tantamount to crawling through a minefield. The narrow strip of land was bordered on two sides by sheer walls of granite — low enough to enable the Kurds to get off good shots, high enough to conceal the guerrillas until it was too late. Again he rumbled through his pockets until he found his cigarettes, offered one to his squad leader, and continued to scour the rocks and boulders for any sign that they were being watched.
The young squad leader knelt down, scooped up a handful of soil, and inspected it.
“The ground is worthless,” he observed.
“The grass is sparse, the dirt consists of mostly pebbles and rocks.”
“When it is all you have, you will defend it fiercely,” Illah replied. He finished his cigarette, and was in the process of reaching for his rifle when the first shot rang out. The corporal, sitting less than ten feet from him, tried to rise up, duelling at his stomach. It was already saturated with an ugly black red smear. Illah reached for him, but the young soldier spun away, dropped to his knees, and toppled over into the dirt.
“The shot came from up there, Lieutenant!” one of the men shouted. He was pointing at a small ridge no more than thirty yards from where Illah was standing. Then, a second shot rang out and ricocheted in the rocks behind him. Illah spun just in time to see a figure scurry between boulders.
The NIMF lieutenant grabbed his rifle, crouched, and waited. When his target tried to scurry to another outcropping that offered more protection, Illah was ready. He aimed, squeezed off several rounds, and saw the figure stagger backward with his arms flailing. Then there was silence.
Illah continued to wait, crouching and counting.
If there were more of them, especially one or two on the other side of the narrow gorge, his patrol was caught in a potential cross fire. More than ten minutes passed before he gave the order for two of his men to work their way up to where the Kurd had fallen. In the meanwhile there was nothing for Illah to do but wait. He had taken a calculated risk and he had lost. He had decided to investigate the Kurd village on foot. He had reasoned that a helicopter would give the Kurds too much of a warning. By the time Nayaf had been able to find a place to put the chopper down, the Kurds would have dispersed, hidden in the maze of hills and caves, and Khaldun’s fate would still be unknown.
Finally he heard one of the men shout down from the west side of the gorge.
“He is dead. Lieutenant.”
“Bring the body down,” Illah ordered.
Minutes later one of the members of his patrol dragged the body of the Kurd into the small clearing.
Illah rolled the body over with the toe of his boot. Most of the flesh on the Kurd’s face had been abraded where he had been dragged over the rough terrain. Still, Illah was able to determine that the body was that of a mere youth.
“How old would you say he is?” Illah questioned.
The soldier briefly studied the body sprawled at his feet and hunched his shoulders.
“He is not very old,” the man finally said.
Illah shook his head, kneeled down, cupped his hand under the youth’s chin, and looked at the bloodied face.
“No more than twelve,” he estimated, “but old enough and skilled enough to kill Corporal Isr with one shot.”
“Do you think there are more of them?” the soldier asked.
Again Illah looked up in the rocks and shook his head.
“Yes, but not here. This boy was most likely a shepherd. Someone gave him a weapon and he used it. No doubt he saw us and believed he could both stop us and warn his village at the same time.” Illah knelt down and examined the body again.
“Now, unfortunately, we no longer enjoy the advantage of surprise. There can be little doubt they heard the gunfire in the village.”
“What do we do now, Lieutenant?” the soldier asked.
“I will radio back to Captain Nayef. I will tell him we have been ambushed and that we have suffered a casualty. Then I will ask him to strafe the village and when he is confident we will encounter no more than minimum resistance, land as close to the site as possible until we complete our sweep of the village.”
Day 17
KOBOLI
Illah’s patrol was in position, looking down from its vantage point on a small incline no more than four hundred yards from the village, when the attack began. Nayef’s Russian-built Mi-24 emerged like a great predator from the darkening shadows over the Koboli settlement and made its first pass. It swooped down on the village with its 12.7mm four-barrel remote-controlled turret-mounted gun bent on destroying everything in its line of fire. If the Kurds had heard the gunfire an hour or so earlier, there was no indication.
Illah watched as men, women, children, and animals were gunned down before they could seek cover. The attack lasted no more than a few minutes. Nayaf made a second sweep and then a third. After the third pass, the carnage ceased.
Nayef’s voice crackled down over the field radio and Illah gave the signal to cease fire. The giant helicopter gunship broke off and began its search for a landing place. In the strangled silence that followed, Illah could hear the cries of the wounded. One by one the fortunate few who had survived began to emerge from their hiding places to check on the injured. Within minutes, the sounds of crying children had been drowned out by the plaintive wailing of the adults that remained.
Illah and his patrol climbed down from the rocks and he signaled for his men to begin the sweep of the village. His orders were clear.
“Shoot anything that moves, and burn the rest.” There was no hesitation; his patrol did as they were instructed.
He heard the women screaming hysterically as his men forced them to kneel beside the wounded before they were sprayed with gunfire.
By the time he reached the center of the village, his men had begun their search of the still-standing sod-walled huts. Those that were empty were burned. If the patrol found someone hiding, the unfortunate one was dragged into the clearing and shot.
Illah looked at his watch. Jahin would have been proud. The entire operation had taken less than seventeen minutes. He closed his eyes and said a prayer, thanking Allah for the safe deliverance of his men.
“Report,” he shouted, and one by one, the five remaining members of his patrol reported their findings.
By the time Nayef had landed the gunship and approached him. Lieutenant Kashic Illah was congratulating himself. He could report that the Kurdish village had been destroyed with only the loss of one NIMF soldier. Major Jahin would have been pleased indeed. Illah’s first real battlefield encounter had been a success.
Nayef approached, stood beside him, and studied the results of the brief encounter.
“Well done, Lieutenant.”
Illah was still smiling when he saw one of his soldiers leading a woman toward him at gunpoint.
A small boy walked beside her. The child was crying.
“Why do you bring her here?” Illah demanded.
“You have your orders. Shoot both of them.”
When the young soldier hesitated, Illah drew his automatic.
“If you are too much of a coward, I will show how it is done,” he snarled.
“There — there is something — something you should know, Lieutenant,” the soldier stuttered.
“There is a man in the hut where the woman and child were hiding. He — he is wounded. The woman says he was injured in the crash of the helicopter.”
“It is not Captain Khaldun?” Illah asked.
Andera Kritara slowly maneuvered the small child around behind her until he was hidden by the fullness of her skirt. She stared back at the man holding the gun on her and Bondil, resolving not to let him see her flinch or blink. Despite the way he threatened her, beyond the display of bravado, she was convinced he looked nervous and uncertain. She vowed she would do nothing to provoke the young officer.
Illah approached her until his face was less than a few feet from hers.
“Who is this man you are trying to conceal?” he demanded.
Andera’s voice was steady. “I have not been t concealing him. I have been caring for him. He is injured.
I am a nurse.”
“I do not care whether or not he is wounded,” Illah spat.
“Who is he?”
“He is a Canadian,” Andera said.
Illah’s eyes narrowed. He looked flustered.
“I know nothing of any Canadian,” he said.
“What is he doing here in Koboli?”
Kashic Illah was keenly aware that one of Baddour’s most trusted confidants was observing him closely, and he was equally certain Nayef would soon be informing the general how well he had handled the situation. Because of that he was eager to erase any lingering doubts the flying officer might have had about his ability to handle a face-to-face confrontation with the Kurds. If he handled the situation properly, Nayef was in a position to recommend a promotion. Illah reasoned that all he had to do was impress the captain and the promotion was assured.
“Let me see this man,” Illah demanded.
“Take me to him.”
The soldier pointed at one of the small cottages.
Illah had already taken several steps toward it when he realized the soldier and his two captives were not following. His focus was on the woman.
“Bring her, leave the child.” When Andera hesitated, he became impatient.
“Tell the woman she will follow me or I will shoot the boy.”
Andera bent down and whispered in the child’s ear. He was trembling.
“Please, sir,” she pleaded.
“Do you not understand? The boy is terrified.”
“Shoot the child,” Illah demanded. As he did he saw Bogner standing in the doorway of the hut, and he waved off the command. Bogner was no longer blindfolded, but his vision was still hampered and he was unsteady. He groped his way down off the porch and limped in the direction of the voices. The NIMF officer could see the tortured nature of Bogner’s injuries, but he was approaching Illah with his hands up.
“You are the Canadian?” Illah asked. His English was fragmented but understandable.
Bogner managed a barely perceptible nod and stopped. He was less than fifteen feet from the Iraqi lieutenant and the officer had his automatic aimed at him.
“Why you are here?” Illah demanded.
Bogner’s voice was weak and he hoped the Iraqi officer could understand him.
“I was — I was being flown to a meeting with General Baddour when-we were attacked and shot down.”
“You lie,” Illah blustered.
“If you were on way to meet with General Baddour, our patrols would have escorted you, not shot at you.”
Bogner faltered. He had asked Ozal the same question while they were still in Istanbul, and Banks’s contact had told him the Turkish authorities would not permit the filing of a flight plan that would eventually carry them across the border between the two countries.
“We had — no way of informing General Baddour,” Bogner said.
Illah again felt the irritating presence of Nayef at his side. Nayef kept his voice low.
“Ask him for what purpose he seeks to meet with General Baddour.”
Bogner understood well enough to answer.
“I am with a firm called — Jade.”
“The name means nothing to me,” Illah declared.
As he did, Nayef leaned toward him again and whispered. The expression on Illah’s face changed.
“You have credentials to prove you are what you say?”
“No,” Bogner admitted, “they were destroyed in the crash.”
“We destroyed his credentials,” the woman interrupted.
“He is who he says he is.” The confirmation surprised Bogner.
Illah turned abruptly and glared at the woman.
“Why should I take the word of a Kurd whore?”
he sneered.
Andera waited until the wave of anger began to subside before she answered.
“He is not the only one who survived. There is another — he, like the Iraqi officer we captured, is still alive.”
Illah’s eyes narrowed.
“Iraqi officer? Where is this Iraqi officer?”
“They are in the pit,” Andera said.
“I will show you in exchange for your promise to let my son live.”
Illah turned to Nayef and began to laugh.
“Do you hear that, Captain? The Kurd whore tries to bargain with me?”
Unlike Illah, Nayef saw no reason to smile. He was slowly surveying the Kurd settlement and the steep, nearly impassable inclines that protected the village on two sides. The woman could be telling the truth or she could be lying. The Kurds were clever; the rocks were laced with literally hundreds of places where someone could be hidden.
He wondered if Illah understood that if they were unable to discover where the prisoners were being detained, it could be too late.
Nayef stepped forward, knowing that when he did, Illah would be embarrassed in front of his men.
“What business do you have with General
Bogner, unable to see clearly, knew that he needed to protect the Kurd woman.
“My company — Jade — sells weapons,” he managed to say.
“I was being flown to Ammash to do business with the NIMF.”
Nayef folded his arms.
“I can understand why you would choose not to file a flight plan with Turkish authorities. But I do not understand why you did not go through Iraqi authorities to obtain permission to travel to Ammash.”
Bogner thought the reason was obvious, but he explained anyway.
“Because the authorities in Baghdad would have detained me and interrogated me about the nature of my business in Ammash.
When they found out I was with Jade, they would have turned me away.”
Nayef stepped back and again lowered his voice as he spoke to the lieutenant.
“If Khaldun is alive, we must find him. Tell the woman you will permit the boy to live if she reveals the whereabouts of the two men.”
“The whore lies,” Illah seethed.
“It is nothing more than a stall tactic.”
Nayef continued to frown as he approached Bogner.
“Tell me, Canadian, you were alone on this flight?”
Bogner shook his head, and with the rush of pain wished he hadn’t. His reward was an instant headache.
“No. There were four of us, a man by the name of Ozal, who informed us he has had prior contacts with the general, a colleague of mine with Jade, and the pilot. The woman tells me that my associate and the pilot were killed in the crash.”
Nayef waited several moments before he turned to face the woman.
“We will make a deal with you,” he said.
“We will allow you and your son to live. In exchange for your lives, you will tell us where the two prisoners are being detained.”
By the expression on Illah’s face, Nayef could tell that the young lieutenant was incensed over the fact that his orders had been countermanded.
“How do I know you will keep your word?” Andera asked.
Nayef waited.
“You don’t,” he said candidly, “but what choice do you have?”
Bogner moved closer to the voices. He knew he had to play his cards carefully. Much of the byplay between the two men had been in Arabic and he was guessing at parts of their conversation.
“If it were not for the woman’s intervention, we would all be dead,” he said.
“She pleaded with the village elders to spare our lives as well was that of the Iraqi officer.” Then he gambled.
“It seems like a fair exchange, the life of one of your officers for the life of the boy, and then when I am with the general I can tell him how shrewdly you negotiated.”
Nayef was still exercising caution. He motioned the woman toward him.
“I will send two of my men with you. Free the captives and bring them to me.” Then he glanced at his watch.
“You have twenty minutes, no more. If you have not returned with the prisoners by then, I will order Lieutenant Illah to shoot the boy.”

Chapter Eight

Day 17
WASHINGTON
Sara Packer was still sipping her bedtime cup of tea when she walked back into the bedroom. Unlike most nights, she was frowning. Clancy Packer looked up from his book.
“Who was that on the phone?” he asked.
“I heard that intense conversation and I figured it must be one of your sisters or one of your girlfriends.”
Sara shook her head, sat down on the edge of the bed, took the book away from her husband, and laid it aside.
“No, that wasn’t one of my sisters or one of my girlfriends and you know it. It was Joy. She said she hesitated to call, said she hated to bother us, but she was wondering whether we had heard anything from T. C.”
Packer had muted the television while he waited for the eleven o’clock news, but he stared at it anyway and pursed his lips. It was a subject he had hoped to avoid, especially with Sara.
Clancy’s wife of thirty-nine years cleared her throat.
“Hey, it’s me, Sara, remember? What’s wrong? You aren’t usually like this. You buried your nose in that book after dinner and you haven’t said a word since. Something is bothering you. What is it?”
Clancy had gone from pursing his lips to chewing on his lower lip. It was a habit his wife had come to know meant he was worried about something.
More specifically, he was worried about something he either didn’t want to talk about or felt he couldn’t.
“Come on, Clancy. Level with me. You know something about T. C. and you’re not telling me, right?”
“You know I’m not at liberty to discuss some of the things that go down in the agency,” he reminded her.
“I also know you weren’t at liberty to tell me about the Bay of Pigs invasion, or the U2 incident, or the missile crisis down in Cuba, but you did, so why is this suddenly any different?”
“I guess it isn’t,” he said with a sigh.
“I just didn’t want you to be upset or worry.”
Sara sat her cup down on the nightstand.
“I’m a big girl now, or haven’t you noticed. You know something about T. C.” don’t you?”
Clancy pushed himself up in bed, turned off the television, and studied his wife’s face. After all these years and everything they had been through, Clancy still believed she was the most beautiful and caring woman he had ever known.
“Yeah,” he said with a sigh, “I think we know something about T. C.”
“I know you too well. You put special emphasis on the word think. Why?”
“Because at this point we can’t be certain about anything.” He paused to reach for his pipe, tamped it, and laid it down again without lighting it.
“We know where T. C. was last Monday. He was getting on a plane to fly to a small village in southern Turkey with another agent and a man who was going to arrange a meeting with a rebel Iraqi general by the name of Salih Baddour. Then they were supposed to take a helicopter across the border into northern Iraq.”
Clancy saw his wife stiffen. She knew from the way he was systematically recounting the chain of events for her that he had begun to anticipate the worst.
“What happened?”
“We’re fairly certain that helicopter crashed somewhere just inside the Iraqi border. We don’t know when or why.”
“Toby was on that helicopter?”
“We can’t even be certain of that.”
“What do you mean, you can’t be certain?”
“T. C. was still in Istanbul the last time Banks contacted us. We agreed there would be no further word unless it was through our office in Bucharest.
I’ve had Robert monitoring that damn line for the last seventy-two hours, but we haven’t heard anything. Did the chopper make it through to Ammash, drop T. C. off, and head back, only to be shot down as it tried to fly back into Turkish airspace? Or worst case, shot down or had an engine failure of some kind on the way in with both T. C. and Concho onboard?”
“And there isn’t any way to get help from either the Turks or the Iraqis?”
“Not that we know of. Either way you look at it, we were violating border agreements that are already tenuous at best. The Turks don’t want anything to do with the Iraqis and vice versa. No help, no word, no knowledge.”
“So how do you know the helicopter actually crashed?”
“We’ve got satellite photos of a crash site in an area known as Koboli. What really makes me nervous is, it would appear to be the same kind of helicopter T. C. and Concho were planning to use to get to Ammash.”
“You can tell all that from satellite photos?”
“I’m afraid so. Those photographs are good enough that we can even detect the fact that there is fresh-dug ground near the wreckage, which would indicate someone has visited the crash site and maybe buried the bodies.”
Sara’s face turned an ashen gray.
“Bodies,” she repeated.
“Are you telling me you think Toby may be dead? You can’t just do nothing.”
“Damn it, Sara, we’re doing something,” Packer said, bristling, “but we’re being forced to do it without any kind of official sanction. The fact of the matter is, Lattimere Spitz has distinctly warned us not to get involved. The Administration thinks the current situation with the Iraqis is too dicey.”
Sara Packer waited for what she considered a long time before she asked the next question. She knew Clancy trusted her, but she also knew that when her husband was involved with something that didn’t have the stamp of approval by whoever authorized such matters, he was reluctant to talk about it.
“Let me ask it this way then. Is someone doing something?”
Clancy had picked up his pipe again. He was chewing on his lower lip again.
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re like a bulldog when you’re after something?” he teased.
“The reason I was late getting home last night is because Peter Langley and I had a meeting with a man by the name of Dr. Mikos Asonokov. Asonokov is a WPP but he still has connections. He believes those connections can get us into the crash site to investigate what happened.”
“Just exactly what do you mean by us?”
“Don’t worry, us doesn’t include me; I’m getting too old for that sort of thing. Peter Langley volunteered.
This is right up his alley. He left early this morning. If everything goes the way he planned, he should be at the crash site sometime tomorrow morning.”
“When will we know something?”
Packer shook his head.
“Peter promised he would get back to me as soon as he learned something concrete.”
From the tone of his voice, Sara Packer knew her husband had revealed as much as he felt comfortable telling her. She was equally confident that when he knew something definite, he would tell her. She finished her tea, pulled the covers back, and crawled into bed.
“Let’s pray that Peter gets there safely and learns that T. C. is all right,” she said.
“That’s what I’ve been doing,” Packer said.
“No you haven’t, you’ve been reading.”
“I was faking it, I didn’t want you to worry.”
Day 18
NIMF COMPOUND
It was a curious sensation. Bogner knew there were people in the room and that they were talking to him, but he was unable to understand what they were saying, and he was unable to see because his eyes were still bandaged.
From across the room he could hear Ozal’s voice. Sometimes he made sense, at other times he didn’t. But now Ozal was moving closer to him, speaking in English, and he understood.
“He does not speak Arabic,” Ozal assured the others.
“I speak English. Tell me what you want to know and I will ask him.”
In another part of the room, Bogner could hear another conversation, this time between three or possibly more, at least one of which was a woman.
By their inflection Bogner knew they were asking Ozal questions. The next time Ozal spoke, Bogner knew the man was standing very close to him, close enough that he could hear him breathing.
“Where am I?” Bogner managed to whisper.
“You are in the military hospital at Ammash,” Ozal said.
“We were brought here by helicopter.”
Bogner was again trying to piece the fragments together. The last few hours were little more than a chaotic collection of disjointed scraps of awareness.
He remembered being led down a path, walking past bodies, and the smell of smoke.
Somewhere entwined in all of the meaningless pieces was the recollection of Andera’s voice. He recalled gunshots, children crying, and men shouting — but nothing made much sense.
Now he heard steps in the room and realized someone else was approaching. Like Ozal, the man spoke English, not as well as the Turk, but well enough for Bogner to understand.
“I am Doctor Khan,” he explained. There was a hesitation before he went on, as though he was checking with someone to see if he was permitted to continue.
“As your colleague has already informed you, you are in an Ammash hospital. So far we have time only to conduct initial tests. However-tests seem to reveal nothing seriously wrong. You have second-and third-degree burns on your face, hands, neck, and shoulders. All will heal — but will take time. There is some damage to your throat but that is — I believe the word in your language is superficial. In time you will be quite well.”
“What about my eyes?” Bogner asked.
“They too will be fine in time,” Khan assured him.
Even before the doctor had finished explaining, Bogner heard someone else approaching.
“Let me introduce myself, Mr. Bogner. I am Major Mustafa Jahin of the Northern Iraqi Military Force.”
Jahin had a strong voice and his English was crisp. Like the doctor, he appeared to be considerably more at ease with the language than the ones back in the village.
“I can understand your confusion and perhaps I can clear up a few things for you. First of all, you were transported from a Kurd village where you have been held captive since your helicopter was shot down by one of our gunships nearly three days ago. Admittedly, we have had some difficulty putting the pieces together, but it would appear that you did not make the necessary arrangements to cross over into Iraqi airspace. Consistent with orders from General t
Baddour himself, any aircraft that violates our airspace is to be destroyed. Furthermore, it appears that you, along with your colleague Mr. Ozal, would have been executed by the Kurds if it had not been for the fortuitous sequence of events that followed the capture of Captain Khaldun.”
There was a pause, and Bogner could hear someone lighting a cigarette. When the voice continued, it was Jahin again.
“Perhaps that will answer some of your questions.
But for the moment, we will leave you to rest now. Mr. Ozal informs us that you represent the highly respected Canadian weapons merchants known as Jade. While you rest, we will contact your company and let them know you are alive and likely to recover. In the meantime I suggest you get some rest.”
Bogner tried to form some kind of response, but succeeded only in asking for the doctor. When he could again feel Khan leaning close to him, he asked for a drink.
“Thirsty,” was the only word he rasped.
Bogner felt a hand slip under his head and a glass being held to his lips. He took several swallows and then the lights went out.
Mustafa Jahin found his general waiting in a small room just off the corridor outside Bogner’s room.
“What were you able to learn?” Baddour asked.
Jahin lit another cigarette and sat down.
“You are familiar with a man by the name of Taj Ozal? He is a Turk.”
Baddour nodded.
“We met only once — in Istanbul.
But he has since contacted me by telephone.
A curious man, he calls himself an information merchant. He claims he makes his living by establishing contacts for people who have need of his services.”
“A curious profession,” Jahin observed.
“If we can believe what he tells us, he was contracted to bring the one called Bogner here to Ammash.”
“For what purpose?”
“You are also familiar with a Canadian weapons dealer by the name of Jade?”
“Of course,” Baddour admitted.
“According to Ozal, the one called Bogner was on his way here to do business with you. Ozal claimed he saw documents that indicated he was carrying an extensive inventory of arms to discuss with us.”
“And where are these documents now?”
Jahin finished his cigarette and shrugged.
“Apparently they were destroyed along with their other effects when the helicopter crashed. General.
Captain Nayef and Lieutenant Illah assure me they conducted a thorough search of all the Kurd buildings still standing after the assault. We found nothing to support the man’s claim. I will, of course, attempt to verify what they are telling us.”
Baddour began pacing back and forth and changed the subject.
“About the village, Major?”
“Captain Nayef reports that the village was totally destroyed. Lieutenant Illah supervised the burning of all structures in the village and his men saw to it that all Kurd villagers who survived Captain Nayef’s initial assault were eliminated, and that their herds were likewise destroyed.”
“And what about Captain Khaldun?”
“He has been returned to Ammash and has been confined to his quarters. According to Captain
Nayef’s report, Khaldun’s entire patrol was wiped out at the site of the crash. Captain Khaldun has already admitted that the Kurd guerrillas took him and his patrol by surprise.”
Baddour straightened his shoulders. “Most unfortunate, a waste of good men and resources.”
“He will be reprimanded,” Jahin assured him.
“Perhaps you should consider something more than a reprimand for Captain Khaldun,” Baddour suggested.
Day 18
WASHINGTON
Robert Miller had been in his office for less than thirty minutes; just enough time to turn on his computer and check the overnight mail pouch.
He had been awakened earlier than usual by the sound of a heavy predawn rain hammering against his bedroom window, a rain steady enough and intense enough to convince him to forgo the pleasures of his usual morning jog and the equally predictable coffee and bagel breakfast at Furman’s. Worse, as far as Miller was concerned, weather forecasters were calling for the rain to turn to snow later in the day. If the snow materialized. Miller realized his entire daily routine would be in jeopardy.
Now, with the morning paper spread out on his desk and a cup of lukewarm vending machine coffee in hand, he was doing his best to salvage what was left of his quiet time before the rest of the staff arrived.
He had just turned to the editorial page when he heard the bell on his computer. When the seven-digit intra-agency code appeared on his screen, he put down his coffee and keyed in his own code. The message was time-dated 0459. He glanced down at the slip of paper taped to his telephone.
It contained the two names Packer had scratched down during his conversation with Mikos Asonokov. The first of the names appeared on his screen.
Subject: Taj Ozal Born: 06/06/55, Gratis. Turkey.
Father: Colonel, Tactical Reconnaissance Turkish Army.
Mother: Professor of Mathematics, Technical Institute of Istanbul.
Educated: Belediye Institute (2 years).
Occupation: Unknown.
Current Status: Deceased.

Miller read the message through twice, picked up the phone, and dialed the Resources Section.
“Amy Sabato, please.”
Amy Sabato was the supervisor of the Resources Section. Miller considered the veteran twenty-one-year keeper of ISA’s files and records one of his most reliable tools. Like him, she was a workaholic. Unlike him, she was gregarious and had a keen sense of humor. Despite the hour, when she picked up the telephone, she sounded her usual upbeat self.
“Good morning, Robert,” she said.
“The girl who answered the phone recognized your voice. What’s up?”
As usual, Miller dispensed with the small talk.
“I’m double-checking your rundown on message 447M41A date-coded 0459 this date.”
Miller could hear the woman’s fingers promenade across her keyboard while she retrieved the data.
“Referring to Taj Ozal. Right?”
“I’m double-checking the last line,” Miller said.
“It says here that the subject is deceased. Can you verify or add anything to it?”
There were more sounds from Sabato’s end of the line, phones ringing, background conversation, and an indication that she was working her keyboard. Finally she said, “Just how dead do you want him to be, Robert?”
“Dead enough not to be up, walking around, and chartering helicopters.”
“I’m scrolling back. Ginny said she found this in a recap report dated 12/07.”
Miller took a sip of his coffee and waited.
“Ah, here it is. The deceased’s body was found in an apartment fire. No autopsy. Cause of death sounds pretty evident to me. Apparently four other people died in the same fire. Let’s see what else it says.” There was another delay.
“Here it is.
Suspected cause of fire, arson. What else do you need?”
“That’s it,” Miller said. It was his first coup of the day. He was proud of himself. He even remembered to thank the woman before he hung up. He had penned the relevant dates on a scratch pad and now he reviewed them.
Thirty minutes later Packer strolled into the office.
He still had his raincoat on when Robert Miller walked into his office and closed the door. His greeting was cursory at best, but for once he was smiling.
“Chief, you know those names you wanted me to check out?”
Packer nodded.
“What about them?”
“Tell me again about the one named Ozal.”
Packer finished taking off his coat, moved around his desk, sat down, and looked over his notes from his meeting with Asonokov.
“Let’s see, he’s Turkish, lives in Istanbul. No apparent occupation other than he seems to get around, knows everyone, has good contacts, and is known to travel extensively. He capitalizes on his connections. Why?”
“That’s a fairly ambitious agenda for a man that died in an apartment fire several weeks ago.”
Packer’s frown was apparent.
“What do you mean, died?”
“I came in early this morning and read the Resources report on the two names you told me to track down. Amy Sabato assures me Taj Ozal died in an apartment fire. Cause of fire, arson.”
“Impossible. Ozal is the one who made arrangements to get T. C. and Banks into the NIMF compound in Ammash.”
Miller shook his head.
“I don’t think so, Pack.
I’ve already talked to the authorities in Istanbul.
They verified everything in our files. They were, however, quick to point out that Ozal isn’t all that unusual a name. The problem is, everything Banks gave us in the way of background information matches up with what we were able to come up with in our data files: birthplace, background, education, even the bit about no specific occupation and no discernable source of income.”
Packer sagged back in his chair.
“Damn,” he muttered. “First, there’s this screwy situation with the downed helicopter, and now we discover this guy Ozal may be a counterfeit. What the hell is going on?”
Miller waited. He knew the old man’s pattern.
First came denial, followed, of course, by gradual acceptance of the information, and finally, a t decision on what he wanted done. At the moment he was still in the denial stage.
“I don’t suppose we’ve heard anything from Langley yet?”
Miller shook his head.
Day 18
SAKARYA CADDESI
ISTANBUL
Despite the fact that Josef Solkov had been awakened from a sound sleep by the arrival of the communique in the middle of the night, he was elated at the news. The coded message from Ammash was more complicated than usual and had taken him an unusual amount of time to translate.
When he finished, disregarding the hour, he immediately phoned Grenchev and arranged a meeting in the small cafe across from the Sakarya Caddesi.
Despite the nature of the news, he had agreed to a meeting time an hour later than he had hoped for and now, as he sipped his cok sekerii, he repeatedly checked his watch and watched for Grenchev’s arrival. When Solkov wasn’t checking his watch, he occupied himself watching the workers scurry through the city’s chill air. Grenchev was running late, a not wholly unexpected occurrence.
Solkov suspected that the perpetually late Petr Grenchev had probably been late for his own birth.
Finally, though, Grenchev appeared. He stepped from the bustling entrance of the train depot with his coat collar turned up and hat pulled down. Solkov watched him thread his way through the hopeless tangle of Istanbul’s traffic, and when he entered the cafe, he caught Solkov’s discreet wave.
“I came as soon as I could, Comrade,” Grenchev complained as he wormed his bulk into the chair across the table from Solkov. He waited until he was seated to take off his hat and gloves.
“So what is this news that is so important you could not tell me over the telephone?”
Solkov reached inside his overcoat pocket and produced a folded sheet of paper.
“You will know what is so important, Comrade, when you read this.” He handed the paper across the table and Grenchev put on his glasses. The contents were in Russian and Solkov waited for his comrade’s reaction.
A cumbersome smile encased Grenchev’s craggy face as he read the contents of the communique a second time. By the time he finished, there was a look of relief on his face.
“When you called I expected the worst,” he admitted.
“When did you learn of this?”
Josef Solkov surveyed the network of lines in his friend’s coarse face. To Solkov’s KGB-trained eyes, Petr Grenchev was a man whose conduct would have betrayed him and made him suspect in any country other than socially and politically corrupt Turkey. Petr Grenchev made little effort to hide his loyalty to the Party; he looked, frequently discussed, and seemed to think only about matters of concern to the Party. A one-time member of the Presidium, he still maintained important contacts in the motherland, and it was Grenchev who had both helped develop the plan and obtained Party backing for the plot to assassinate Solkov considered the man a dichotomy. On one hand he was an inarticulate bull of a man who grunted his way through most of their discussions, yet it was the same Grenchev who had been the one to see to it that Sergi Doronkin’s physical likeness was sufficiently altered to make him able to pass for Ozal and ultimately trained to take over the role of the Turk. After that, it had only been necessary to keep the man he had arranged to become Ozal away from those who knew him best until it was time to initiate the final phase of their plan. In the teeming city of Istanbul, that had proven to be far easier than either of them had anticipated.
By the same token, it was Grenchev who had decided there would be no contact with Solkov until the final phase of their plan had actually been implemented. Now, sitting in the cafe, the two men were meeting for the first time since Doronkin had arrived in Istanbul and assumed Ozal’s identity.
“Everything is in place?” Grenchev asked. For Grenchev, he was exhibiting an unusual amount of caution.
“Da,” Solkov assured him.
“You will also be pleased to know that our comrade in Ammash has not yet revealed his identity to Comrade Ozal. This too is according to your instructions.”
Grenchev nodded, continued to smile, signaled to the waiter, and like the man sitting across from him, ordered a cup of the cok sekerii and a borek pastry. With the news that their man had finally arrived safely in Ammash, he felt suddenly somehow compelled to be even more furtive than usual.
“You have instructed Ozal that he will wait until he is given the order to proceed?”
Solkov nodded.
“He understands. There are others who must be notified, da?”
Grenchev took a sip of the sweet coffee and began to enumerate the members of the Party who had to be notified. The list was not that long, but in Grenchev’s mind, it was the sequence in which the individuals had to be informed that mattered.
Finally, he estimated that Ozal could be given the order to proceed within thirty-six hours.
When Solkov heard Grenchev’s estimate of time, he leaned back in his chair and smiled. Then he lifted his cup in a toast to his comrade.
“To the plan,” he said.
Grenchev looked quickly around the room to make certain his comrade had not drawn undue attention with his toast.
“And to the Party,” he added.
After that, both men sat in silence, savoring the hour that had finally come.
Day 18
KOBOLI
The stubby, Russian-built Kamov Ka-25 Hormone helicopter hovered at an altitude of five hundred feet over the burned-out village while the pilot scanned the terrain looking for a place to settle his aircraft. He had already made several passes over the village and each time Peter Langley was more appalled at the extent of the devastation. Finally, Langley pointed to an area several hundred yards downwind of the village and his Turkish pilot, a man by the name of Kizil Burgaz, acknowledged and gradually began to maneuver the Glushenkov-powered craft toward the clearing.
For Peter Langley it had been a frantic thirty-six hours spent mostly in the air. He had pulled a few strings and collected on a couple of overdue
IOUs to pull it off, but the real break came when Burgaz turned out to be exactly what the doctor ordered. Mikos Asonokov had described Kizil Burgaz as a Cold War-vintage mercenary with the courage of a bush pilot, the agility of a mountain goat, and the cunning of a weasel. Burgaz had turned out to be all of that and more.
Taking off before dawn from a secluded landing strip near the village of Pasabachi, Burgaz had somehow threaded the Hormone around squads of Turkish border guards, avoided Baddour’s air patrols and radar, and finally sneaked through the narrow Koboli Pass to the site of the crash. They had already landed once for Langley to inspect the wreckage and then taken off again in search of the nearest village. Through it all Burgaz was grim and taciturn, but he was still everything Asonokov had promised.
Now, as Burgaz cut back on the power and squinted into the morning sun, he reached out for Langley’s arm as a warning. His English was barely decipherable, but the signal was something Langley understood. Burgaz used his index finger to make a circling gesture at the side of his head.
“Kurds — they sometimes…” He was searching for the right word. Finally he blurted out the words “non compos mentis.” That as much as anything told Langley something about his compatriot’s mental agility; in the short span of one sentence he had gone from a fractured kind of English to Latin, all in an effort to make certain Langley understood. Then, as Langley opened the door and started to jump down, Burgaz unbuckled his harness, reached behind his seat, unstrapped a Russian 5.45 mm light machine gun, and handed it to him.
“Need — maybe,” he warned.
Burgaz was right. The first shot whistled past Langley and ripped into the Hormone’s fuselage as he swung down from the flight deck. He managed to drop to the ground just as the second shot gouged out a hole in the ground near his feet. It had happened too late for Burgaz to alter his plans, Langley heard the chopper settle and the rotor begin to slow. At the same time he saw Burgaz hit the floor of the flight deck and point toward the village.
“There,” he shouted, “from near husea.”
Langley hugged the ground and waited for several minutes before he moved. There had been two shots, both close — but neither had done any real damage. He blinked into the sun, trying to estimate the distance up the rocky slope to where Burgaz indicated the shots had originated. At the most he figured it was two hundred yards. If whoever had fired the shots had been any kind of marksman or even halfway serious about what they were doing, they were close enough to have hit what they were aiming at. Langley was guessing that the shots had been a warning. He turned and looked back up into the Hormone’s flight deck at Burgaz. The Turk had an RPK74 and he was sighting.
“Hold your fire,” Langley shouted.
Burgaz slipped his finger away from the trigger and waited.
Langley reached around, fished his handkerchief out of his pocket, laid his weapon on the ground in front of him, slowly worked his way to his knees, and stood up. He held the handkerchief over his head and waved it in a slow circular motion.
Behind him, from the uncertain safety of the Hormone’s flight deck, Burgaz was muttering a string of what Langley figured was obscenities prefaced by the word “American.” The rest of the pilot’s tirade sounded mostly Turkish.
Several minutes passed and Langley figured he had waited long enough. He took a calculated step forward, still waving the handkerchief and continuing to scan what was left of the ravaged village.
There was a pile of sheep carcasses less than fifty yards from where Burgaz had set the Hormone down, and a crude line of what appeared to be grave mounds. He waited several more minutes before he shouted again.
“We come in peace! We mean you no harm! We are looking for someone!”
Behind him he could hear Burgaz climbing down from the flight deck of the Hormone amid another barrage of profanity. Even with the warmth of the sun, the cold wind whistling down from the pass seemed to be making the Turk even more surly.
“They — they probably do not understand Ingleezi,” Burgaz warned.
“They are Kurds.” He made the circling motion at the side of his head again.
Langley took a deep breath and continued his slow pace up the hill, aware that each time he took a step he was taking a calculated risk. With each step he continued to scan what was left of the village.
He had been unable to detect any kind of movement until a dog emerged from one of the burned-out huts to stand sentinel on what was left of a lean-to porch.
Only then did he see the silhouette standing half hidden in the doorway of the building. The figure was barely noticeable, a shadow within the shadows, but twice Langley caught the fleeting glint of the sun on the barrel of the shadow’s weapon.
Langley took another deep breath, held it, and continued to move forward. He had already calculated that if he had been a praying man, by this time he would have been well into his third rosary.
If the silhouette decided to open fire now, Langley was the proverbial sitting duck. He raised both hands.
“I mean no harm,” he repeated.
“I’m not armed. I’m looking for someone.” At the same time he was hoping that whoever it was that had fired the shots could understand English.
The silhouette moved cautiously from the shadows into the sun, and he could see that it was a woman. She was wrapped in a blanket and she had a rifle aimed at him.
Langley tried again, “Look, I’m not armed. I need information.” The woman stepped down from the porch and finally spoke as she moved closer.
“Who are you?” she shouted. To Langley’s astonishment, she spoke excellent English.
By Langley’s estimate, it had taken the woman the better part of an hour to trust him enough to begin to explain what had happened. As she talked, a small crowd of Kurds gathered. They were the ones, Andera explained, who had escaped into the hills and somehow managed to survive the NIMF surprise attack on the village. They were mostly children along with a handful of women. Langley counted only three men. Yes, she confirmed, there had been a helicopter crash, and yes, there had been survivors; survivors the village elders had decided to hold until they could be judged for their crimes against the Kurdish people. There were other things she did not have to explain; she had paraded him past freshly dug graves while she recited the names of Aman, Mahmud, and the village’s elder, Sairan Buk — explaining that those who had not died during the NIMF helicopter t attack had been rounded up and shot after she revealed the whereabouts of the Iraqi officer, Khaldun, and the helicopter survivor, Ozal.
Langley was painstaking in his probing, asking each question slowly and carefully articulating each word to be certain the Kurd woman understood him.
“You said there was a third man, that he was injured, that he was neither Iraqi or Turk.
Tell me about him.”
Andera nodded.
“He was a Canadian. His name was Bogner. He was condemned to die because it was his intention to sell weapons to the Iraqis.
He was not kept with the others because he was injured in the crash.” Before Langley could ask, she went on to explain that he had received second and third-degree burns to the face, neck, and shoulders.
“It was difficult for him to talk and see,” she concluded.
For a moment Langley was tempted to reveal Bogner’s true identity and the real nature of his mission, but he was aware the NIMF patrols could return and under intense interrogation the woman might disclose the information. Instead he tried to summarize what she had told him.
“Then as far as you know, both the one you call Ozal and the one you call Bogner, along with the Iraqi officer, were put aboard the helicopter before it left.”
The woman nodded. She was crying. The tortured words came out in fragments.
“The Iraqi captain gave his word that in exchange for revealing where the prisoners were being kept, my son would be allowed to live. As soon as the helicopter took off, the lieutenant who remained ordered his men to destroy what remained of the village. They rounded up my people, formed a firing squad, shot the remaining men first, then the women, and finally the children, before they killed the livestock…” She was reliving the nightmare and despite her strength, her voice trailed off into sobs.
“Someday I will return to Ammash and I will make them pay for their…”
“You are familiar with the complex at Ammash?” The woman nodded.
“I worked at the hospital there for a brief time before I met my husband.”
Langley looked around for the boy.
“You were able to save your son?”
The woman pointed to a mound of fresh earth near where the others were buried.
“That is his grave,” she said.
“I buried him… and then I cried.”
Day 18
For the past several days the return to consciousness for Bogner was tantamount to having to claw his way up out of a black pit. But this time there was a difference. Bogner realized that someone had removed the gauze strips from his eyes and he could see better than he had in days. Images were still somewhat vague, blurry, and indistinct, but now they were identifiable at least by shape and color. He raised his right hand and looked at it. It was nothing more than a clump: a white, bandaged club shape with no real definition.
His movements triggered a series of sounds from the other side of the darkened room, the sounds of someone suddenly alert, of someone aware that he had slipped back into the world of the sentient, of wakefulness and awareness. He heard small footsteps, and the approaching gossamer image gradually materialized into that of a woman walking toward him; she was carrying a tray.
Her voice was small but she spoke in English.
“We have removed the compresses that were covering the eyes,” she informed him.
“The doctors have advised me to keep the room dark and increase the light level gradually. The bandages on your hand will come off tomorrow.”
Bogner rolled his head toward the woman and looked at her. For the first time in days he accomplished the move with a minimum of pain. The woman was wearing a white starched smock with a bib, her hair was tucked under a cap, and she was smiling. Despite his confusion, he sensed her concern.
“Do you know where you are?” she asked. She was aware that Doctor Khan had already asked her patient the same questions, but she had been told about the ongoing disorganization and confusion that accompanied the journeys in and out of her patient’s awareness. When Bogner failed to respond, she went on.
“You are in the hospital at the NIMF compound in Ammash.”
“How long have I been here?” Bogner finally asked. He was surprised at the increased strength in his voice and the lessened pain in his throat when he spoke.
“Only a matter of hours,” the woman said.
“You were brought in yesterday evening.”
Bogner tried to think back. This time the pieces were coming together: mental snapshots of the Kurd village, of a woman who called herself Andera, of being led sightless into a room full of men and the indistinct murmur of their muted voices.
Those images were overlaid by the sounds of gunfire and the pungent smell of smoke. He tried to sit up, made it as far as propping himself on his elbows, and heard the woman caution him.
“Be careful,” she warned.
“You are still weak.”
Bogner ignored the warning, pushed himself into a sitting position, and inched his legs over the side of the bed. Finally, he found the courage to push, and in the process forced himself to stand up. The woman was right. His legs were rubbery and unsteady when he took his first step. He held on to the bed and walked slowly around it, gaining confidence — now convinced he felt strong enough to try walking over to the only window in the room. When he got there, he pushed back the heavy curtains and looked out on a darkened scene: a broad expanse of featureless, colorless landscape surrounding a clutter of modestly lighted, single-story, and equally featureless buildings. In the distance he could see the broad expanse of a tarmac dotted with a handful of aircraft.
The scene brought with it a new awareness; he was where he was supposed to be. There were names like Packer and Miller, and a purpose to where he was. Hours of confusion and muddled thinking were melting away. He was on a mission; Packer wanted him to do something. What was it?
There was something about cataloging an inventory and finding out what went on there — but for the moment there was no connection. There was still too much going on in his head to think clearly.
He turned away from the window and looked at the woman again.
“Did they tell you why I am here?” he asked.
The woman shook her head. She had overheard some of the officers talking, but she chose to remain silent.
“I’m here because I have business with General Baddour,” Bogner said. There, he had said it. It sounded right.
The woman’s faint smile reappeared.
“I have not been told why you are here. I know only that Colonel Fahid left instructions; he is to be notified when you have strength enough to talk. I will call him now if you feel strong enough?”
Bogner tried shaking his head and got away with it.
“Can’t say that I’m ready for that,” he admitted.
“I still feel a little disconnected. You can tell him that much.”
The woman nodded, reached for the tray on the nightstand beside his bed, opened a small bottle, and handed Bogner two capsules.
“This should help,” she said.
“You have done enough for now.
What you need now is rest. Tomorrow morning you will be able to think even more clearly and you will then be ready to talk to Colonel Fahid.”
Colonel Ishad Fahid had waited until dark before sending for Taj Ozal. Up until the moment when the guards arrived to escort him to his meeting with Fahid, Ozal’s only contact with any of Baddour’s staff had been two brief sessions with one of Baddour’s officers, a man by the name of Major Mustafa Jahin, in a small room adjacent to the room where he was being kept. The Iraqi major had interrogated him in much the same fashion Ozal figured an Iraqi officer would question a prisoner.
Still, Ozal felt as though he had handled each of the sessions well, carefully answering each question, always taking time to think back to the grueling information sessions conducted by the men whose job it was to prepare him for the mission.
When the sessions with Jahin ended, the Iraqi officer seemed satisfied.
Now two NIMF guards were parading him across an open courtyard to a poorly lighted, single-story, brown building with nothing to distinguish it from the other similar buildings in the compound. He was led through a stark entrance and down a long corridor until they came to a door with Fahid’s name on it. One of the guards knocked and Ozal heard the word “Enter.”
While the sessions with Jahin had been something he had not anticipated, Solkov had thoroughly prepared him for Fahid. In Fahid he knew what to expect. Fahid fit the description in the carefully worded dossier; he was a short, barrel-chested man with a tight, scowling face encased in a fleshy, somewhat oversized head. Even more striking were his black, penetrating eyes, thick lips, and huge hands. He was the antithesis of his military counterpart, Jahin.
Fahid’s quarters or office, Ozal wasn’t certain what the room was supposed to be, was furnished with a minimum of creature comforts. There was a nondescript metal desk, two chairs, what appeared to be a standard bunk, a unit that obviously served as a closet, and a small basin. The desk top, with the exception of an ashtray, was bare; no desk lamp, no papers, no telephone. The only light in the room came from a small incandescent bulb in a ceiling fixture hanging directly over the desk.
“Sit down, Mr. Ozal,” Fahid wheezed. When Ozal was seated, Fahid walked around him, studying him. Then he went around behind his desk, opened a drawer, and took out a cigar. Ozal waited while he clipped off the end and lit it.
“Your Russian comrades have done a good job,” he said. He reached in his desk, took out an envelope, removed a photograph, and laid it on his desk so that the man masquerading as Taj Ozal could see it. It was a photograph of the real Ozal, the man Sergi Doronkin was replacing.
Ozal breathed a sigh of relief. Contact had been established.
“Your earlier sessions with Major Jahin were a necessary precaution,” Fahid revealed.
“Military protocol, you know.” He leaned back in his chair and continued to study his guest.
“I too must exercise a degree of caution. Comrade, and I would ask how is it that you know our General Baddour.”
Ozal knew exactly how Solkov wanted him to answer.
“I had the good fortune to meet General Baddour when he was in Istanbul a little over a year ago. I was invited to a small reception in his honor at the South African consulate.”
Fahid exhaled a cloud of slate-gray smoke and it languished in the air over their heads.
“Excellent,” he assessed.
“And do you recall the names of some of the others who were in attendance at that reception?”
Ozal began reciting the carefully rehearsed names of individuals, their titles, and their importance.
Again Fahid approved. When he finished, Ozal said, “And now I have a question. Will General Baddour recall that when the real Ozal informed him of the nature of his business, he invited Ozal to visit him in Ammash if he believed his endeavors could be beneficial to both of them?”
“He will remember,” Fahid said.
“That is why I had Solkov arrange to make the phone calls.”
“Phone calls?” Ozal repeated.
Fahid nodded.
“Twice within the past two weeks. General Baddour has received calls reminding him of your impending visit on a matter of extreme importance. As you can see, Comrade, nothing has been left to chance.”
“Then I can assume that the general is familiar with Jade?”
Fahid studied his cigar and indicated mild amusement.
“Suppose I told you, Mr. Ozal, that I believe Jade has nothing to offer us; that Jade’s real purpose, if they came to Ammash, would be not to sell weapons but to buy them. We are aware that Dr. Rashid’s work is well known and would be worth a great deal of money to certain governments.”
“Then you have more recently been in contact with Comrade Solkov?”
“As recently as yesterday I informed him that you and the one called Bogner had survived the unfortunate incident in Koboli Pass. As for that incident with your helicopter, I can assure you that Captain Nayef is not one of us and is unaware of your real purpose here.”
“But the plan is still intact?”
Fahid continued to savor his cigar.
“Before we proceed, Comrade, there is more you should know. Originally, the plan was to blame General Baddour s death on a coup attempt by his junior officers. In that plan you would have killed Baddour and wounded me, thus exonerating me of any involvement. However, when Comrade Solkov informed me that you had been contacted by Americans agents who wished to gain access to our compound in Ammash, we recognized immediately that such a development could work to our advantage; we could, in announcing the assassination of General Baddour, place the blame for Baddour’s death on the American government — a much stronger and more unsettling situation than a mere coup attempt by junior officers. We could even go so far as to say that the Baghdad government and the Americans were in collusion in the heinous act. I feel certain you realize that having the Americans involved has the potential for causing even more of an upheaval.
In their attempt to learn more about Ammash, it would appear that the Americans have unwittingly played right into our hands.”
“But the one called Bogner is not an American, he is a Canadian,” Ozal reminded him.
Fahid continued to exhibit his amusement.
“Despite what seems to many our apparent isolation here in Ammash, Comrade, we have developed a highly effective way of obtaining information. Because of that, we have learned that neither the unfortunate Mr. Banks nor your Jade representative, Mr. Bogner, are who they claim to be. They are both, in fact, Americans and agents for the Internal Security Agency.”
Ozal tensed.
“Then we must—” Fahid held up his hand.
“On the contrary. Comrade, what we have learned about Mr. Bogner changes nothing. In fact, when word of General Baddour’s death becomes general knowledge, we will simply inform the world that his assassin, a man by the name of Bogner, was a mercenary hired by the government in Baghdad, and supplied by the United States in return for certain unspecified concessions to the U.N. by the government in Baghdad. The Americans will, of course, deny this. But we will produce documents that prove Bogner was an ISA operative, which will only lend credence to our story and drag the Americans deeper into the affair despite their protests.”
“You can produce such documents?”
“There is an old saying in my country. Comrade.
What one does not possess, one can always steal.”
“I am curious, Colonel. Just exactly what do you gain from all of this?”
“I get what I want and need, Mr. Ozal, a conduit of arms and weapons from the Party when it is once again in power in your beloved Russia. And your country in return reaps the benefit of Dr. Rashid’s work. To put it in simple terms, Mr. Ozal, I, as the new leader of the Northern Iraqi Military Force, will get guns and planes, plus the assurance that your country will not intercede on behalf of the government in Baghdad. And the Party, what will it have? It will have at its disposal one of the most deadly weapons on earth, the cyanide formulas perfected by the NIMF.”
It was the first time Ozal had been apprised of the full details of the plan. He had been trained for and focused on this single mission for two full years, but not until now was he able to put the pieces together. He suspected now that other than Solkov and Fahid, with the possible exception of Grenchev, no one, not even the Party’s power brokers in Moscow, knew exactly how Baddour’s death would be arranged. Now he understood Fahid’s importance and why the plan was so convoluted.
Even now, Fahid would be his only witness. He waited several moments before he asked, “When do we begin?”
Ishad Fahid pushed his bulk away from his desk and stood up. He moved around his desk until he stood close to Ozal and lowered his voice.
“You will be glad to know that we have already begun, Comrade,” he said.
“In the meantime, you must prepare for your meeting with General Baddour tomorrow.”
“One more question,” Ozal said.
“You know that this man Bogner is not who he represents himself to be. What about General Baddour, does he know?”
“Do not concern yourself, Comrade. You and I and our comrades in Istanbul are the only ones who know.”

Chapter Nine

Day 18
NIMF COMPOUND
When Ishad Fahid opened the door, the woman stood up. Despite his bulk, the man who served as Baddour’s chief of staff and senior advisor moved almost catlike to the side of Bogner’s bed. The woman followed him and turned on the small lamp on the nightstand beside the bed.
“You gave him the sedative?” Fahid asked.
“Three hours ago,” the woman said.
“There is no danger of him awakening. He will be in a deep sleep until the early hours of the morning.”
Fahid rummaged through the pockets of his heavy coat until he found a pair of thin goatskin gloves and put them on.
“You have observed he is right-handed?”
Again the woman nodded.
“Take the bandages off,” Fahid ordered.
There was no hesitation. The woman slipped Bogner’s hand from beneath the sheets and began to peel away the wrapping. When she finished she held Bogner’s hand up for Fahid’s inspection. It was still swollen and covered with a network of burns and cuts.
Fahid wasted no time. He reached into the pocket of his greatcoat a second time and produced a 9mm Mk 2 automatic. He was careful to wipe it clean of fingerprints before pressing it into the palm of Bogner’s hand, coiling Bogner’s swollen finger through the trigger guard and pressing it against the trigger. When he finished he placed Bogner’s hand back on the bed.
“Bandage it,” he ordered.
The woman did as she was instructed.
Day 18
WASHINGTON
Over the years Clancy Packer had learned that phone calls in the middle of the night were just part of the job. In the early years, when he had first taken over as chief of the Washington bureau of the ISA, he’d feared the worst every time he picked up the phone even though it was seldom the case. In more recent years he had developed a ruse; he feigned being sound asleep and Sara answered the telephone.
Now, as the phone continued to ring, he listened for the familiar sound of Sara picking up the phone and the conversation that followed. This time, though, Sara was the one who sounded confused.
She asked questions that Packer, still half asleep, could not understand. Finally, he heard her say, “One moment, I’ll get him.”
The rest of the routine Packer knew well. The call was for him and Sara was turning on the light.
“It’s an overseas call. I can barely understand the operator,” she admitted.
Packer sat up, took the phone, and immediately understood his wife’s dilemma. The operator was informing him he had a person-to-person call, and suddenly he recognized the voice of Peter Langley.
“What time is it there, Pack?” he asked.
“Midnight, but—” Packer broke off and began his own barrage of questions.
“What have you found out? Were you able to determine what happened to T. C. and Concho?”
“I’ll tell you everything I know. First, T. C. is alive, or at least he was when a northern Iraqi military helicopter flew him out of here two days ago.” Packer, eager to get all of the details, started to interrupt, but Langley cut him off again.
“The rest of the news isn’t so good. It appears that Banks died in the crash. I located a Kurd woman who claims that two people, apparently Banks and the pilot, were both killed when the helicopter crashed.”
Packer could feel the lump starting to form in his throat. Theirs was a business full of risks and he realized that fact as much as anyone; still, as it would have with any of his people, the news about Banks hit him hard.
“Are you certain about Concho?”
Langley’s voice crackled on the other end of the line.
“As certain as I can be under the circumstances.
The Kurd woman assured me there were only two survivors, Bogner and Ozal.”
Packer put his hand over the mouthpiece while he regained his composure. Part of it was his age and he knew it; life had a way of taking on more value than it had in his early days. Finally he said, “Where are you now?”
“At a small airport just inside the Turkish border, near some little town the name of which I can’t even pronounce. I doubt if it’s even on the map. I’ve got a young Turkish border guard, a lieutenant, I think, standing next to me and I’m getting a ration of shit for crossing over the border without Turkish authorization. At the moment he’s threatening to hold me until his superior officer gets here in the morning.”
Packer could picture Langley’s predicament.
There was an element of humor in it; Peter Langley, long considered one of the best-connected and most articulate men in a city that thrived on connections and rhetoric, was finding himself in a situation he couldn’t talk his way out of.
“How much of this do I tell Spitz?” Packer asked.
“For the time being we tell him nothing. Assuming I can get this guy to cooperate and not wait until morning to let me out of here, I should be back in the States within twenty-four hours. Then we can put a story together and bring Spitz up to speed…”
Packer had already decided there was no need to tell Langley what Miller had learned about the real Taj Ozal; there was nothing he could do about it even if he knew. Even though he was closer to Ammash than anyone else involved, there was no way he could get through to Bogner. Besides, it was the only element of the entire affair Langley wasn’t aware of. Both of them had heard Mikos Asononkov reveal what he knew about the ongoing rumors of the Russian plot to assassinate
Baddour, and now he knew both Bogner and Ozal had been taken to Ammash. It wasn’t much, but Bogner was alive and they knew more than they had forty-eight hours earlier.
“I’ll call you as soon as I’m on the ground in Washington,” Langley promised before the line went dead.
Day 19
It was the second meeting between Fahid and Ozal, and Ozal was aware that, like the first one, it was being conducted under the guise of an interrogation session.
Ozal had been awakened an hour earlier by two guards and instructed to get dressed. He was allowed a short time to eat, prepare himself, and again be escorted to Fahid’s quarters.
Fahid began by informing Ozal that everything was now ready. The people in Istanbul had been informed and they in turn would notify their comrades in Moscow.
“Our instructions are to proceed,” he told him. Then he reached into his desk and took out the 9mm Mk 2 automatic and a pair of gloves.
“Handle it carefully,” he said.
“You will note that it is somewhat tarnished with our friend Mr. Bogner’s fingerprints. We are fortunate. The cuts and abrasions on Mr. Bogner’s hands are still weeping. As a result, as well as his fingerprints, there will be both traces of his blood and the medication I had the nurse apply to his hand to promote healing.”
The man who was impersonating Taj Ozal was impressed. He reached into his pocket for his pen, inserted the barrel of the pen into the muzzle, lifted it from Fahid’s desk, and inspected it.
“It is loaded and ready?”
“All you have to do is aim and pull the trigger,” Fahid confirmed.
“When?”
“I have checked the general’s schedule. He plans to meet with you later this afternoon — perhaps early evening. During your meeting you will, of course, discuss why you have brought the Jade representative here to Ammash. You have rehearsed what you will say?”
“I am ready,” Ozal said, “Solkov has prepared me well.”
“General Baddour has developed the habit of holding meetings with visitors following the evening meal, a meal which both you and Bogner will be expected to attend. This of course will be your second meeting with the general and will provide you with the opportunity to introduce your colleague from Jade. I will be present at that meeting as well. The meeting, following dinner, will take place in the general’s office. When the opportunity presents itself, you will use the weapon I have just given you and you will shoot the general. You will fire two shots, no more. Then you will shoot me, once in the leg and the second shot should be to the left shoulder. Do you understand?”
Ozal was frowning, but he acknowledged his understanding.
Fahid continued.
“Both shots fired at the general must be capable of inflicting a fatal wound. I would suggest the chest and throat. As you fire the first shot, I will draw my own weapon in an obvious attempt to thwart your efforts. I will manage to get off one shot before you fire at me. After
General Baddour, you must kill Bogner. As soon as you have determined that he is dead, place the gun in his right hand. I will, of course, have Mr. Bogner’s nurse see that his bandages are removed prior to his meeting with the general. By then the general’s guards will have arrived — and even though I am wounded, I will manage to tell them what happened.”
“There will be enough time?”
“You must understand that the general is a man of habit. It is the general’s practice to lock the door to his office at all times. It is automatically locked from the inside and controlled by a small button on his desk. The doors are very heavy; without someone to unlock the doors for them, it will take the guards some amount of time to force their way in.”
“Do you have a sketch of the general’s office?”
“I have prepared one,” Fahid said as he unfolded the crude drawing.
“Study it carefully, so you will know where everything is located.” Then Fahid began to point.
“The general’s desk is here, and I will be seated across from him. You and the Jade representative will be sitting across the desk from the general.”
Ozal studied the drawing for several moments and handed it back.
“I know what to do,” he said.
“Good,” Fahid said.
“Now we must wait.” Ozal was aware that throughout their conversation, Fahid’s stoic expression had not changed. He called for the guards and instructed them to return Ozal to his quarters. The day when Ishad Fahid would assume control of the Northern Iraqi Military Force had finally arrived.
Day 19
NIMF COMPOUND
It was the first meeting between General Salih Baddour and the man who called himself Taj Ozal. Ozal waited while Fahid handled the introductions and the general took a seat behind a large, ornate desk in the middle of his spacious office.
“First, Mr. Ozal,” Baddour began, “I must apologize for what I am certain you regard as a lack of hospitality on your first visit to Ammash.”
Ozal searched Baddour’s face for some sign that would indicate he did not recognize him as the man he had met in Istanbul a full year earlier. So far there had been nothing to indicate that was the case.
“I must admit, Mr. Ozal, that I was somewhat surprised when one of your associates contacted me and informed me that you wished to visit Ammash.
I am sure you can understand when I say it is not usually in our best interests to indulge foreign visitors. Setting all of that aside, however, I do remember our brief conversation at the South African consulate. It is not often that someone approaches me at such affairs and introduces himself.
Perhaps I should also admit that when I inquired about your occupation, your most candid description of what you do for a living was what intrigued me.”
“I feel most fortunate that you recall our encounter, General,” Ozal said.
“As you have already indicated, our meeting was at best brief. Let me add to that, I accept your gracious apology. I understand your reluctance to allow just anyone to take up your time.”
Ozal was pleased with himself. The words had come easier than anticipated. Their initial encounter had gotten off to a good start — due mainly to the efforts of Solkov, who had spent hours carefully rehearsing him for his first meeting with the NIMF general. It was going well.
“I am also told,” Baddour said, “that you have already had conversations with Colonel Fahid, and it was his recommendation that I meet with you. He informs me that you are presenting us with an interesting opportunity.”
“Colonel Fahid is kind and I am grateful to him,” Ozal said.
“When I mentioned that Mr. Bogner was a representative of Jade, he indicated he would speak to you on our behalf.”
Baddour appeared to be at ease.
“I am curious, Mr. Ozal, just exactly how did your initial meeting with Jade come about?”
“Several weeks ago I was unexpectedly approached by a man by the name of Concho Banks, who sought me out because of my line of work.
He inquired if I could arrange to introduce him to you. He indicated he had heard about our meeting at the South African consulate.”
“Your reputation precedes you,” Baddour observed, and Taj Ozal knew that this would be the difficult part. He had to be onehundred-percent believable. The pieces, even the tiniest ones, had to fit like the pieces of an intricate puzzle for Baddour to believe him. Even if Baddour didn’t quite recall what Ozal looked like, he remembered the meeting.
“I indicated that I had met you only once and that you had graciously invited me to Ammash if and when there was an opportunity for us to mutually benefit from such a meeting. At the time I did not know why the gentleman desired such an audience, but when it was later revealed he was with the organization known as Jade, my associates and I redoubled our efforts to contact you.”
“And wisely so,” Baddour concluded.
“But you indicated you were contacted by a man called Banks. I am told our other guest goes by the name of Bogner.”
“Mr. Bogner was brought into the matter at the last minute,” Ozal admitted.
“It was explained to me that he is a weapons expert and comes prepared to discuss the Jade organization’s entire inventory.”
Then he added, “Mr. Bogner has also indicated an interest in opening talks relative to procuring some of your own weapons.”
“And this Mr. Bogner, he is who he claims to be?” Baddour pressed, looking at Fahid.
At that point, Fahid injected himself into the conversation for the first time.
“I personally have checked on the man’s credentials,” he lied.
“I am told he has been with the organization for a number of years and is quite competent to open discussions with us.”
Baddour leaned back in his chair.
“You will soon learn that I am a curious man, Mr. Ozal, and because of that curiosity I must ask what makes you think that the Jade inventory would include anything that would be of interest to the NIMF?”
It was the question Ozal had been waiting for and the one Solkov had cautioned him would be most difficult to answer. They had discussed it at length when Solkov learned that Bogner would be representing Jade.
“If you will forgive me. General.
It is not so much that Jade may have weapons or weapons systems of interest to you as what you have that would be of interest to them. I am told Jade can be quite generous when purchasing sophisticated weapons systems.”
Baddour smiled.
“I congratulate you, Mr. Ozal, you have done your homework. You are speaking of course of the weapons systems developed by our esteemed Dr. Rashid.”
“Many governments would be interested in the doctor’s work,” Ozal said, “providing you would be willing to sell such information.”
Baddour pulled himself back up to his desk and leaned forward. There was a noticeable change in the intensity in his voice.
“I have already indicated that I am extremely cautious, Mr. Ozal — and even more cautious when it comes to discussing the work of Dr. Rashid. Selling information is of little interest to me. Selling a fully developed chemical weapons systems to another government, however, may be of some interest. In that way I can control the amount of GG-2 any one government has in its possession. I’m certain you would agree there is a certain wisdom in such an approach.”
Ozal waited, and the intensity in Baddour’s voice gradually reverted back to its original level.
“On the other hand, I must confess that I am interested in Jade’s inventory for the simple reason the firm has chosen to also do business with the administration in Baghdad. Perhaps we can learn something from each other in our discussions.”
Baddour paused.
“At the same time I am assuming the Jade representative has in his possession copies of his inventory so that we can discuss this matter in detail.”
“That may not be possible, General. I am told most of our papers and personal effects were destroyed in the fire when our helicopter crashed,” Ozal said.
“A pity,” Baddour countered.
“Such documents would have made our discussions easier.”
From years of experience Fahid was aware that the meeting was coming to a close. He stood up and looked at Baddour, waiting for the inevitable invitation.
Baddour was still smiling.
“I would like to have you and Mr. Bognerjoin us for dinner tonight, Mr.
Ozal. Dr. Rashid will also be there. We can continue our discussion after dinner and it will give the Jade representative an opportunity to speak for himself.”
“Your invitation is most gracious,” Ozal replied.
Day 19
Despite his long day, Bogner could feel himself getting stronger. For the first time in days he had been able to shower and shave. After breakfast, Major Mustfa Jahin, at Baddour’s direction, had surprised him with a visit and brought him clothes. The clothes were not unlike the service fatigues Bogner had been issued years earlier when he first joined the Navy.
There had been an abbreviated tour of the Ammash complex, and Jahin had even engaged him in a lengthy conversation that compared the lifestyles in their two countries. Late in the afternoon, Bogner was returned to his room in the compound’s hospital and the bandages were removed from his right hand. On balance, he felt better than he had in days. As he looked back over the day, he felt he had held up well and the fresh air had invigorated him.
Now, hours later, Bogner found himself sitting at a long dinner table while two women, both dressed in clothing similar to the attire worn by his nurse, busied themselves clearing away the dishes after their meal. Dr. Zilka Rashid had been sitting next to him throughout and had occasionally made a valiant effort at conversation. It was difficult for Bogner to understand Baddour’s chemical weapons expert because of the man’s limited knowledge of English. Fahid and Ozal were seated across from him, and Baddour, as Bogner would have expected, led most of the conversation from his place at the head of the table.
Thus far Baddour had proved to be a witty and charming host. At various times during the evening he’d reflected back on his days at Oxford and as the evening wore on, allowed himself to comment on a British lifestyle he considered to be both frivolous and decadent. Finally he said, “And now, gentlemen, I suggest we get down to the real purpose of the evening. I refer, of course, to the business that brings us together. You will excuse us. Dr. Rashid?”
Rashid looked relieved as he pushed himself away from the table, nodded politely in Bogner and Ozal’s direction, and left the room.
“I have become a creature of comfort”—Baddour smiled—“and I believe you will find the comforts of my office more accommodating.”
As they made their way from the dining room to Baddour’s office, Bogner found himself walking next to the general.
“I hope you will forgive me for not inquiring about your health earlier, Mr. Bogner.”
Baddour said, “but the mere fact that you are up and about would seem to indicate that you are feeling better.”
Through it all, Baddour’s English had been impeccable, and at times Bogner marveled at his engaging manner. The general led his party into his office, offered each of them cigars, saw to it that they were comfortable, and took his place behind his desk. He was looking both at Bogner and Ozal as he began.
“It occurred to me while we were at dinner that perhaps both of you gentlemen are still somewhat in the dark as to why the Northern Iraqi Military Force even exists. If that is the case, perhaps I can help you understand. If I could take you back to the summer of 1990, you would be viewing a scenario in which the Iraqi government was making certain demands on the government of Kuwait.
These demands called for the rectification of certain Kuwaiti injustices. But as you well know, those negotiations broke down, and our superior Republican Guard retaliated by capturing the Rumaila oil fields and invading Kuwait City. At that point, our objective had been achieved. Achieved, that is, if it had not been for the intervention by both American and Saudi Arabian forces. When momentum shifted to the side of the U.N. forces, I encouraged then-President Hussein to use our storehouse of chemical weapons. As you gentlemen well know. President Hussein, for reasons known only to him, declined to use those weapons.
“I saw then what destiny held in store for me. I protested his decision and the rift between us grew. Finally I was assigned to Ammash, declared my independence from Baghdad, and with the aid of others both inside and outside Iraq who were sympathetic to my views, separated from the government in Baghdad and formed the Northern Iraqi Military Force.
“In nine short years the Northern Iraqi Military Force has grown from a small handful of loyal supporters to a force of over seventy thousand men. We are now large enough and powerful enough to withstand even the elite Republican Guard of our new president, Anwar Abbasin.”
Bogner noted the passion in the general’s voice.
At that point Baddour paused long enough for the orderlies to respond to his request for a light dessert to be distributed to his guests. Each received what Baddour considered to be his favorite, ample servings of baklawah and kinaafa, before the general turned his attention back to Bogner.
“And now, Colonel Fahid, let us hear what our friend from Jade has to offer us.”
Bogner cleared his throat.
“I am sure the general realizes I am somewhat at a disadvantage in that the lengthy inventory I was carrying at the time was lost in the crash of the helicopter bringing us to Ammash.”
“Never mind the detailed inventory, Mr. Bogner.
As I am sure Colonel Fahid has already indicated, we are interested primarily in aircraft.”
“What kind of aircraft?” Bogner asked “Helicopters, both cargo and attack, cargo planes, or fighters…?”
“Perhaps I should make myself clear,” Baddour countered.
“Our need is for aircraft that will enable us to engage the Republican Guard if and when the Guard initiates such an engagement.”
“Before I can answer that I would have to know more about what is available to President Abbasin.”
Baddour turned to Fahid.
“That is a question for my chief of staff to answer.”
Fahid thought for a moment.
“The most recent audit of the Republican Guard’s air capability by our agents indicates they have in excess of some thirty thousand men and a hardware stockpile of six hundred to seven hundred combat aircraft.
They also indicate that, of that number of aircraft, some one hundred or so are combat-ready helicopters.
“In addition they maintain two bomber squadrons, which are comprised primarily of Russian-built Tu-22’s and Tu-16’s. Their air defense, on the other hand, consists mostly of a variety of MiG 25’s, MiG 21’s, and MiG 19’s, and he continues to purchase Mirage Fl’s…”
Bogner’s attention was still focused on Fahid when he heard the first shot. He wheeled, trying to see where the shots were coming from, just as Ozal managed to fire the second round. Both shots hit their target; Salih Baddour rocked back in his chair clutching at a gaping hole in his throat as he took the second bullet in his chest. The force of the two bullets spiraled him backward out of his chair and he fell to the floor.
From that point on, for Bogner it was all survival instinct. He hit the floor, rolled over, looked up, and saw Ozal aiming the 9mm at him. Suddenly Bogner’s world went into freeze frame — solitary microseconds began spilling out images and sounds. First there was the dispassionate, stolid, expression on Ozal’s face, followed by the rasping sound of Baddour’s craving for air, and the even more discordant sounds of chaos and confusion.
There was the sensation of shock and the hole in reality before Fahid finally managed to get off two shots of his own. Both of Fahid’s shots ripped into Ozal. As Ozal stumbled and dropped to his knees, what was left of his face was twisted into a mask of disbelief. Ozal, unlike Baddour, had taken both of Fahid’s shots to the head, and the left part of his face had been blown away.
Bogner rolled over a second time and tried to scramble to his feet, but it was too late. Fahid had already kicked him. His boot caught Bogner in the chest and sent him tumbling backward. By the time he regained his equilibrium and started to recover, Fahid was bending over him, pinning him to the floor and burying the muzzle of his automatic against Bogner’s throat. Fahid’s face was covered with a thin sheen of sweat.
“And now, my American friend, you should congratulate yourself.” Fahid was breathing hard.
“You have just taken center stage on this day in Iraqi history. Oh — I can assure you there will be an end to your misery — eventually you too will die — but not just yet. You see, I still need you. But to insure that you are further incapacitated, I must make it look like you struggled…”
Fahid squeezed off two more shots. The first ripped into the meaty part of Bogner’s upper left arm and the other creased his cheek. Fahid straightened, cocked his head sideways to admire his handiwork, and smiled to himself.
Day 20
WASHINGTON
Robert Miller was keenly aware of the fact that in recent weeks he had developed several regrettable habits. Most of them had evolved from a lingering cold. He would come home from his office at ISA, sleep for two or three hours, then sufficiently rested, would have trouble sleeping through the night. The habit had become even more lamentable when he gave in to his sleepless nights by sitting up to watch late-night television.
He had dozed off while watching an old movie, and the ringing of his telephone startled him. He made a feeble swipe at the phone on the first try before he managed to pick it up on the second.
“Miller here,” he grumbled.
The caller was Stu Priest, one of the agency’s night crew.
“Robert, hate to call you at this hour of the morning, but you better turn on CNN. I think someone’s in deep shit.”
Miller dropped the receiver, surfed to CNN, and listened in astonishment as the commercial faded and the cameras panned in on the newscaster:
“This hour’s top story… This late-breaking story from Ammash in northern Iraq… Call Mahmand, a spokesman for Northern Iraqi Military Force Radio, is reporting that Iraqi rebel leader General Salih Baddour was assassinated last night shortly after eight P.M. Iraqi time…”
Miller was stunned. He watched while a map appeared on the screen and pinpointed the site of the seven known NIMF military installations in the northern part of Iraq and then highlighted Ammash. The map dissolved and the newscaster continued.
“General Baddour declared his independence from the Hussein administration following
Iraq’s defeat in the Gulf War ten years ago…
Preliminary reports from. Ammash indicate Baddour was assassinated by an American mercenary said to be hired by Abbasin loyalists in Baghdad…
In other news this hour…”
Robert Miller glanced at his watch, made note of the time, and reached for the phone again.
Packer needed to know. He lost count of the number of rings before Sara Packer finally picked up the phone.
Day 20
SAKARYA CADDESI
ISTANBUL
Peter Grenchev had learned of Baddour’s death shortly after waking. Now, some two and a half hours into his day, he found himself sitting across the table again from Josef Solkov as the two men congratulated themselves. Because they were in the second day of the ninth month of the Muslim calendar, the holy month of Ramadan, the cafe and the square were less busy than usual.
Instead of talking, Grenchev read the accounts of Baddour’s death in the various morning papers and Solkov watched the news on TRT, the government-funded Turkish television network.
The news of Baddour’s assassination was confined to small sidebar stories in the newspapers, but TRT was giving the story extensive coverage. It was only when Grenchev finally put down his paper that Solkov turned his attention away from the newscast.
“Then you have spoken to directly to Colonel Fahid?” Grenchev asked.
“Da,” Solkov confirmed, “early this morning.
We spoke even before the news of Baddour’s death was broadcast on the television.”
“Everything went according to plan?”
Solkov nodded again. The usual dour expression was gone.
“Fahid indicated he was most pleased. He is convinced Comrade Ozal suspected nothing right up to the very moment when Fahid shot him. It went exactly according to our plan.
Already he is telling the press that NIMF counter-surveillance agents have uncovered the plot in which two mercenaries, an American and a man carrying Turkish citizenship papers, were employed by Abbasin loyalists to assassinate General Grenchev drained the last of his kahve and continued to probe for details. He was relishing the moment. He could only assume his comrades in Moscow were equally pleased.
“What about the American? Where is he now?”
Solkov likewise was enjoying the moment.
“Later today the American will be put on display for the international as well as Iraqi press and Fahid will further reveal what he has learned. He will say the American has confessed it was the Americans who approached the government in Baghdad with the plan because they were eager to put an end to both the development and testing of chemical weapons by Baddour and Rashid.”
Grenchev allowed a rare smile to play with the corners of his mouth.
“Our comrades in Moscow, they knew of the assassin’s fate when he was selected for this mission?”
Solkov dismissed Grenchev’s concern.
“What is one man? Sergi Doronkin was expendable. Besides, it was Colonel General Drachev himself who decided his fate. When we informed him that we had learned Bogner was in reality an American agent posing as a representative of the weapons merchant, he saw the opportunity to implicate the Americans. Brilliant and most fortunate for us, da?”
“Most fortunate indeed,” Grenchev agreed.
“What happens now?”
“Fahid will proceed with phase two of our plan.”
Grenchev marveled at both the simplicity and workability of Colonel General Drachev’s quickly revised plan now that it had actually been implemented.
There had been four men in the room; two were dead. Dead men could reveal nothing.
All that remained was the accused and his accuser — and, as he knew Fahid was viewing it, the sacrifice of a goat was a small price to pay for such a momentous reward.
Day 20
For Bogner the events of the previous evening were still a confusing tangle of reality and nightmares.
He had been confined to a cell after the shooting but had not slept. The same doctor who had treated him earlier had come to assess his wounds and bandage them, then left. This time, however, he had not spoken to Bogner as he had earlier. Afterward, Bogner had sifted and resitted through the bizarre events of the last twelve or thirteen hours as he tried to find a thread of meaning for all that had transpired.
He could still see Fahid walking calmly around the desk to press the button that would open the door for Baddour’s guards and pointing to him as the man who had shot their general. Fahid had handed them an automatic he had taken from the fallen Ozal, and even though everything Fahid was telling the guards was in Arabic, Bogner knew Fahid was explaining how he had shot both Bogner and Ozal, wounding the former and mortally wounding the other.
Piece by piece Bogner was putting the fragments together, but the thing that bothered him was that none of it made any sense.
Day 20
THE WHITE HOUSE
In the small, starkly appointed room where Lattimere Spitz usually retreated to get away from people. Spitz found himself surrounded by Peter Langley, Clancy Packer, Bob Hurley, and more important, the President himself. David Colchin wore the expression of a man already embattled and about to be more so.
The five men watched as the TRT satellite relay through to CNN gave them an all-too-vivid picture of Bogner being led down a hall through a crowd of men into an even more crowded room and seated in front of a long conference table. The voice of Fahid’s English translator droned on, overlaying the voice of Baddour’s former chief-of-staff as he recounted the events of the previous evening:
General Baddour and his dinner guests retired to his office following dinner. At that point, an American who has since been identified as one T. C. Bogner, an Internal Security Agent for the United States, opened fire on General Baddour. The American managed to get off two shots, both of which hit and mortally wounded General Baddour. The fourth man in the room at the time was a man by the name of Taj Ozal, a Turkish citizen, and an accomplice of the American. He, like Bogner, was part of the plot between Abbasin loyalists and the American government to assassinate General Baddour.

At that point the camera panned over to Fahid holding up the 9mm automatic he claimed showed traces of blood as well as the fingerprints of the assassin, Bogner.
As the translator droned on, Packer looked across the table at the President. David Colchin’s expression divulged both his concern and anger.
When he finally looked back at Packer he said, “Does someone want to tell me how the hell we got tangled up in this one?” He was shaking his head.
“It looks like we really stepped on our dicks this time.”
Clancy Packer had known the President since the early days of his political career when Colchin was the junior senator from Texas. Over the years Colchin had been a staunch supporter of the ISA, and knew Bogner as well as any man in the room.
Packer weighed his words before he began.
“As you are aware, Mr. President, we have been tracking Baddour’s program of chemical weapons development for some time now… and following evidence of several recent poison gas attacks on the Kurds in northern Iraq, we decided to send Bogner in to see what he could learn about t
Baddour’s Ammash facility. We have every reason to believe, based on recent satellite photos, that General Baddour is using Nasrat Pharmaceutical as a cover to develop and test weapons developed by Dr. Zilka Rashid.”
Spitz had spent most of the morning preparing for their meeting. He handed Colchin copies of the satellite photos.
“You’ve heard of GG-2, Mr. President?”
Colchin nodded.
“The one they call the Gehenna gas, right?”
“That’s the one,” Spitz confirmed.
Colchin looked up from the photos at Langley.
“And how the hell do you fit into all of this, Peter?”
Peter Langley gave a painstakingly detailed report of his last thirty-six hours and concluded with: “Bottom line, when we got to Koboli we were able to confirm that it was the chopper Bogner and Banks were on. I visited the Kurd village where they were taken after the crash. The people in the village confirmed that two days later an NIMF helicopter came in and after destroying the village, flew Bogner and a Turkish national, Taj Ozal, on to Ammash—” Spitz was nervous, and cut in before Langley finished.
“The situation is further compounded by the fact that we’ve since been able to confirm that the man representing himself as Taj Ozal wasn’t the real Ozal. The real Ozal died in a fire the Turkish authorities believe to be arson a few weeks ago.”
“Meaning?” Colchin pressed.
“It’s only speculation at this point, Mr. President, but the man representing himself as Ozal may actually have been part of a Communist plot to assassinate Baddour. At least Dr. Asonokov believes that to be a possibility.”
Colchin held up his hands.
“Wait a minute, dammit. Is there anyone here who can boil all of this down to where I can get a handle on what the hell is going on?”
Spitz looked skeptical.
“Unfortunately, this whole affair is still unfolding as we speak, Mr.
President. We believe members of the Communist Party in Russia are involved but at this point we can’t prove it. How it all ties together, we’re still not certain…”
“It was my idea to send Bogner to look into the Ammash situation, Mr. President,” Packer admitted.
“You and I both know Bogner had nothing to do with shooting Baddour just as sure as we know that this whole thing is a setup.”
“Okay,” Colchin said calmly, “so we know it’s a setup. And we know Bogner is being framed. The fact remains that we’ve got this guy Fahid telling the whole world Bogner is the one who pulled the trigger, and he’s even showing the world the weapon with Bogner’s fingerprints and blood samples on it. On the surface, at least, that’s one hell of an indictment. At eleven o’clock this morning, the press secretary is going to have to give the media some answers, and we’re going to look like a pack of idiots if we can’t answer their damn questions any better than you can answer mine.
Right now I don’t hear any of you giving me any answers, at least not the kind of answers that can satisfy the press.”
Clancy Packer cleared his throat.
“Mr. President, we know what at least two of those questions are bound to be. One, what was Bogner doing there, and two, what are we doing to get him out of there? To the first question, the answer seems obvious. Everyone knows the Abbasin government as well as the NIMF have stonewalled the U.N. inspection teams every time we’ve attempted to determine what’s going on over there. After the most recent GG-2 attack on the Kurds, we can tell them we decided to try to find out. With limited options available to us, we decided to send Bogner in to investigate. As for the second question, we can tell them we are still exploring our options. If we’re going to figure out how to get T. C. out of there, we need to buy ourselves some time.”
Colchin looked around the table and shook his head.
“If any of you have any ideas on the second question I sure would like to hear ‘em.”
“We’ll get back to you, Mr. President,” Spitz said. Then he looked at the others seated around the table.
“When?”
“Within a matter of hours.”

Chapter Ten

Day 20
NIMF COMPOUND
It was late afternoon when the same two NIMF guards who had escorted Bogner to his earlier session with Fahid reappeared and ordered him to another round with the colonel. Now, in an austere, smoky room containing nothing more than a small, scarred table and two chairs, Bogner sat across from the man who only hours earlier had proclaimed to the world that he was guilty of assassinating General Salih Baddour.
On the table was an envelope. Bogner knew what it contained without opening it. It was the only thing Fahid didn’t have, a signed confession.
As usual, Fahid wasted little time. His voice was gravelly and he was obviously fatigued from the previous long night without sleep. “So, Mr. t
Bogner, you find yourself in the middle of an intriguing scenario, do you not?”
Bogner stared back at the man, for the moment declining to answer. Instead he watched as Fahid leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs.
“I long ago learned that Americans, by their very nature, suffer a curious malady. For some reason, they feel it is their duty to involve themselves in matters that are of no concern to them. I say that because that is the case here. If it were not for your misguided regard for a people who have no legal claim to their land, you would not be in this predicament. The Kurds are nothing to you. Why does your country choose to make them your responsibility?”
Bogner could feel himself becoming progressively more tense — and angry. His arm hurt where Fahid had shot him, it was a struggle just to stand up, and it was hard for him to think of any part of him that didn’t ache or need some kind of repair or attention.
“Let’s knock off the cat-and-mouse game. Colonel. You know damn well I didn’t kill Baddour. Ozal is the one who pulled that trigger. So why the hell don’t you tell me what’s going on here?”
Fahid found Bogner’s rancor amusing.
“What’s going on, as you put it. Agent Bogner, is that within a matter of hours you will be tried by an Iraqi tribunal for the death of General Salih Baddour. During the course of that trial I will produce evidence that you and your colleague, Mr. Ozal, acting as agents hired by the current government in Baghdad, conspired to kill General Baddour, committed the heinous act, and then when you are found guilty, you will be sentenced to death by an NIMF firing squad. And that — is what’s going on.”
“All cut and dried, huh?” Bogner fired back.
“I am merely telling you how the scenario will play out,” Fahid said, “unless, of course, you decide to exercise your second option in this decidedly sordid matter.”
“Since when do you give people you’ve already condemned to death options?” Bogner snarled.
Fahid inched himself closer to the table and lowered his voice.
“Even though I hold all the cards, Agent Bogner, I am prepared to make a deal with you.”
“What kind of deal?”
“In return for your signed confession that the American government, working in collusion with the current Iraqi government in Baghdad, did in fact send you to Ammash along with Mr. Ozal for the express purpose of killing General Salih Baddour, I am willing to, how shall I put it, give you a chance.”
“You’ve already announced to the world that I’m your man, Fahid. What makes a confession so damn valuable?”
“I suggest that you listen to what I have to say,” Fahid said. The NIMF colonel pushed himself away from the table, stood up, locked his hands behind his back, and began to pace back and forth in the tiny, cell-like room.
“You see, I have no quarrel with you. Agent Bogner, because in actuality when you shot and killed General Salih Baddour, you did the people of Iraq a great favor. In other times and under other circumstances, you might even have become a kind of hero to the people of my country. For several years now, Salih Baddour has had the resources to attack, conquer, and dispose of the corrupt and inept government in Baghdad. Believe me when I tell you that armed with the weapons systems developed by Dr. Rashid and his associates, victory would have been both swift and assured.
“Unfortunately, Baddour chose not to act and the people of my country have suffered innumerable hardships as the result of trade embargoes and U.N. sanctions which have allowed us to sell only enough of our natural resources to provide the Iraqi people with only the most meager existence.
“Now, with General Baddour out of the way, I can initiate actions which should have been taken years ago.”
“By using the GG-2,” Bogner countered.
“Why should you or your government care how I do it?” Fahid fumed.
“At this very moment the entire world views you as nothing more than an unfortunate and inept lackey of your meddling government. Unless you sign this document, you will die at the hands of an NIMF firing squad within forty-eight hours. I would ask you. Agent Bogner, what purpose do you serve in dying?”
“If I sign the paper I go free?”
Fahid smiled.
“I am afraid it is not quite that simple. In return for you signing a simple piece of paper in which you do nothing more than admit that you were carrying out the orders of your government, I am prepared to look the other way while you make an attempt to escape.”
Bogner continued to stare back at the colonel.
He knew there was a great deal more to Fahid’s proposal than what he had revealed so far.
“I don’t get it. What exactly do you get out of this?” Bogner demanded.
“The admission of an agent of one of the most powerful nations on earth that his government was involved along with the Baghdad government in this heinous act. And I have both the control and loyalty of the seventy-thousand-man Northern Iraqi Military Force and its resources.”
“Let’s get this straight, Fahid. If I remember how you worded it, you said ‘attempt to escape.”
“Opportunities are not without risks. Agent Bogner. An escape from Ammash would require a certain amount of courage and resourcefulness.
You will receive no help. I will raise no hand to accommodate you — in fact I will do everything I can to hunt you down. If you do manage to escape you will face certain hardship and perhaps even death. But… there is even more certainty of your fate if you face the firing squad.”
Bogner waited while Fahid sat down again, pulled himself up to the desk, and opened the envelope.
The confession was exactly as he had pictured it: a one-page document written in Arabic.
Fahid lowered his voice again as he began.
“When the guard brings you your evening meal, a resourceful man would have an opportunity to disarm him. How you do it and where you go after you accomplish this is, of course, up to you. I can tell you only that the guard is expected to stand outside your door while you eat. You will have fifteen minutes. At that point, the guard will reenter your cell, pick up your tray, and return to food services. We too are a cautious people. Agent Bogner. If the guard does not return within a certain amount of time, we will send someone to investigate.”
“And all of this happens only if I sign that piece of paper?”
“Weigh your odds carefully,” Fahid warned.
“There’s not a hell of a lot to weigh,” Bogner answered him. He reached across the table and took the piece of paper out of Fahid’s hands.
“Where do I sign?”
Major Mustafa Jahin was in the middle of reviewing the previous day’s reports when he was informed that Fahid wanted to see him. Ten minutes later he was in Fahid’s office waiting for the colonel to return. When Fahid entered the room, he ignored Jahin’s greeting, went straight to his desk, and sat down. Again he wasted no time on amenities.
“I have just come from a rather lengthy session with the American,” he began, “and I have introduced the possibility of his escape.”
Jahin looked puzzled.
“An escape?”
“Do not be alarmed. Major. It is in our best interests for the American to attempt an escape. If and when he does, I want you and your security guards to hunt him down and kill him.”
Jahin looked puzzled.
“I am afraid I do not understand,” he admitted.
“The reason is quite simple, Major,” Fahid said.
“To put the American on trial, even though he was foolish enough to sign a confession admitting his duplicity in General Baddour’s death, will raise the are of the Americans. We can logically expect some sort of censure, retaliation, or perhaps even an ill-conceived and ill-advised attempt to rescue him. That would be at cross-purposes with our objective.
“The world will view an escape attempt by Agent Bogner as little more than still another confirmation of his guilt. Less than an hour ago I contacted the Jordanian embassy in Damascus and informed them that it was our intention to turn Mr. Bogner over to them if the Americans would guarantee that he would stand trial for General Baddour’s death. We have made our offer — and while the Jordanians are in the process of contacting the Americans, the assassin, unaware that we have made this offer, attempts his escape and is shot and killed in the attempt. Simple, and efficient.
Timing, of course, is critical. It was imperative we let the Jordanians know of our intentions before he attempted his escape.”
Jahin was beginning to grasp Fahid’s convoluted plan. He was still pulling the pieces together as Fahid continued.
“Unlike America’s current relations with Baghdad or General Baddour, our offer to the Jordanians will demonstrate evidence of new thinking in Iraq and the NIMF’s willingness to cooperate with the world community.”
“Most astute, Colonel,” Jahin observed, “and it will likewise avoid the necessity of permitting observers, some of whom may be friendly to American interests, to be present at the trial of Agent Bogner — observers, obviously, who would be willing to divulge what they saw and learned here.” Jahin’s scowl had become a smile as Fahid’s explanation unfolded.
“A well-devised plan,” he said.
Day 20
Bogner, operating without a watch, was forced to guess at the time. For the most part it was a dull gray, overcast day with no way to track the progress or location of the sun. The task of estimating time had been made somewhat easier, though, because during the course of the late afternoon he had two visitors. The first was the same woman who had taken care of him when he was first brought to Ammash and confined to his room in the medical complex. Now, instead of a smock, the woman was wearing a cape and arrived carrying a small satchel containing medical supplies.
She examined the gunshot wound to his left arm, redressed it, and inspected where the bullet had creased his face. When she was finished she gave him a foul-smelling salve for the latter and rubbed some on his hands. Finally she inquired about his vision and asked if he had any questions.
“Only one,” Bogner admitted.
“At times I think I hear things and every now and then I think I hear a train. Is it a train or just my imagination?”
The woman apparently saw no harm in answering the question because she informed him that there was a small rail switching yard just a few hundred yards from where he was being detained.
After that Bogner quizzed her about the time, and she had informed him that it was late afternoon. Moments later the guard returned for her and she left.
Still later, the two guards that had earlier escorted him to Fahid’s quarters opened the door to his room and conducted a brief inspection. Bogner was frisked, and the two men inspected the two eight-by-sixteen-inch windows in the room, conducted an ongoing dialogue in Arabic during the process, and left laughing.
As far as Bogner was concerned, Fahid had already made one crucial mistake. He had given him time to think and plan — and that plan, admittedly still shaky, was beginning to take shape.
While the two guards had conducted their inspection, Bogner had had more than enough time to get a good look at the way they were equipped.
Each of the men carried a side arm, caliber and type unknown, but Bogner figured a reasonable assumption was that the weapons were 9mm, and probably Mk 2’s. Someone had once commented that Mk 2’s seemed to be more plentiful than sand in the Middle East.
In addition, each of the guards were carrying a sheathed field knife — and there was a kind of reassurance in the realization that all of Fahid’s troops Bogner had seen thus far, including these two guards, wore camouflage uniforms with cartridge belts, canvas aux packs, and field boots. He had managed to get a reasonably good look at the aux packs, and was guessing they were standard military issue: small tools, wire, fuses, and other articles a soldier might need in the field.
It wasn’t until after the guards finished their inspection that he pulled a chair up to the windows and got his first real look at the surrounding terrain since he had looked out of the window during his hospital stay. The gray-brown mountains in the distance ran north and south, which told him he was looking directly west from his cell.
At that point Bogner sat down on the edge of the table and began to review what he had learned thus far. The airfield, the expanse of tarmac, and the hangars had to be to the east, on the other side of the confinement quarters, out of view. Still, he could tell from the sound of the aircraft both arriving and departing that the airfield was close. If it was that close, the building housing the Nasrat
Pharmaceutical complex was also close by. The switching yards, on the other hand, had to be situated to the north. He could see one set of tracks running parallel to a seldom-used paved road that was briefly visible between two buildings similar to the one where he was being confined.
Bogner wasn’t certain what good the information would do him, but at least he had some idea of what he would find when he finally managed to get outside the building.
All of this brought him to the point where the chess game began. He knew Fahid’s offer was a setup and that Fahid was banking on him both being predictable and at the same time making a mistake. Should he make his move, as Fahid had suggested, when the orderly brought his evening meal — or could he figure out a way to take Fahid by surprise? There was still time.
So far he had determined he had two options, neither of which sounded overly promising. He needed a third. In the first option, the moment he managed to get out of the cell, he bolted for the first door that would get him outside the confinement building. In all probability, that was exactly what Fahid expected him to do. The second obvious option was to get out of the cell but hide somewhere in the building. But that plan had an equally obvious weakness. In a two-story building there weren’t that many places to hide. Fahid could comb the building until he found him. What he needed was a third option, one that was completely unanticipated.
Again he began to review what he knew. The doors were constructed of steel and the walls of rough masonry bricks. Apparently the only people who had keys were the guards. The nurse had been forced to wait until someone unlocked the door for her. The two windows had steel casings and were too narrow for him to crawl through.
The only other opening into the room was the metal grate covering the opening to the ventilation system. It was located in the ceiling, in the center of the room. He hadn’t figured out how, but there was a possibility he could worm his way through the opening and into the vent tunnel. In order to do that, though, he needed something to pry the grate loose.
Bogner started to grin as the idea began to take shape. He had listened carefully to what the two guards did when they finished their inspection of his area. They left and worked their way down the hall, and it was several minutes before he heard them stop and unlock another door to conduct still another inspection. Conclusion number one.
There was no one in the cell adjacent to him. Conclusion number two. If he had the guard’s key, he could get out of his cell and into the adjacent cell. All he needed was something to make the guards believe he had escaped. With that, the second and most important piece of the plan had just tumbled into place. Now, all he had to do was pull it off.
What little daylight there had been coming through the windows had disappeared when Bogner finally heard him coming. With any luck at all the routine would be the same. There would be a guard and there would be a cart. The guard would unlock the door, open it, take a metal container off the cart, walk into the room, and set the container on the table. Bogner would then be informed he had approximately fifteen minutes to finish. At that point the guard would turn, walk out, lock the door from the outside, and proceed to the next occupied cell.
Fortunately for Bogner, the sequence played out pretty much as he hoped it would. The guard was the same one who had brought his meal in the morning. Compared to the two that had conducted the inspection, this one was obviously not one of Fahid’s finest. He shuffled into the room, set the tin container on the table, gestured at his watch, and left. By the time Bogner heard the door lock he had already opened the canister, removed the utensils, crawled up on the table, and was using the blade of the knife to loosen the screws on the cover to the vent. He laid the vent on the table, peeled out of the camouflage uniform top Jahin had given him, and began to unwrap the gauze the nurse had used to cover the bullet wound in his left arm. Then he laced the gauze back and forth through one of the openings in the center of the grate, lifted it back into place, tightened the screws just enough to hold it in place, and waited.
The stage was set when he heard the guard returning.
At the last minute he placed the lid of the food container close to the edge of the table, spilled some of the canister’s contents onto the tin plate, and waited. He sat down at the table with his back facing the door, then heard the key in the lock, the door open, and the guard’s footsteps as he crossed the room. Bogner held his breath — this was it — the next twenty seconds were going to determine whether he faced Fahid’s firing squad or pulled off a scheme that in all probability had less than one chance in ten of succeeding.
Bogner knew the guard was as close as he was going to get, so he bumped the table with his knee and the canister lid clattered to the floor. Some272 where, sometime, an Iraqi mother had trained her son well; the guard bent over to pick up the lid-one of the irrefutable laws of physics — an action and a reaction. Bogner sprang to his feet and before the guard could react, Bogner had leaped on him, encircled the man’s neck with his wounded left arm, shoved his knee into the small of his back, pulled him backward, grabbed his face with his right hand, and jerked. There was a ugly, semi-muted cracking sound, followed by a series of maniacal gulps for air before Bogner jerked the second time and released his grip. The guard’s final protest was manifested by a series of momentary twitches. When he slumped to the floor, his neck was broken.
Bogner reeled backward with pain shooting up his left arm. He realized now that if the man had been able to put up any kind of resistance at all, he might not have been able to pull it off. He bent down, removed the guard’s watch and the cartridge belt with the aux pack, pulled off his jacket, and searched through his pockets until he found his keys. Bogner took a deep breath; phase two had worked even better than phase one.
He paused just long enough to regain his equilibrium, picked the man up, and lifted him from the floor to the table. Bogner knew that as weak as he was, this was going to be the hardest part of all. He crawled back up on the table, straddled his victim, released the grate over the vent for a second time, picked up the guard, strained, and finally managed to get the man’s head and shoulders through the opening. After that the task became even more difficult. Every article of the man’s clothing seemed somehow destined to catch on the edges of the vent system. Bogner t continued to lift and push until the hips were through — but he could feel his arm throbbing and he was getting both weaker and more unsteady as he struggled. The last hurdle was the feet. Bogner could feel the sweat running down his face as he pushed the man’s body further into the vent system.
He gave the body one final shove, and realized he had it far enough in that he could put the vent grate back in place. He tied one end of the gauze around the man’s boot and pulled the gauze knot into full view so it would appear that he had crawled into the ventilation system and pulled the vent up and into place after him.
When he jumped down off the table, he had to hold on for several moments while he collected himself and regulated his breathing. When he looked up, the gauze knot was visible, but not obvious.
He was in luck. Phase three had been accomplished but he had paid a price. His arm was throbbing and his face burned where the salty sweat had run down through the still-healing network of cuts and blisters. Anytime now, someone was going to realize that the guard had not returned on schedule and would come looking for him.
Bogner unlocked the door, made certain the corridor was clear, moved to the cell adjacent to his, unlocked the door, went in, and locked the door behind him. He had guessed right. The cell was empty. Now it was all up to to Fahid. He was banking on the NIMF colonel reasoning that no man who had just escaped would promptly lock himself in the next cell.
Bogner didn’t have to wait long. Soon there were voices. He could hear them shuffling up the hall, laughing. When they stopped, he knew they were close. He heard the key being inserted into the lock, the sound of the door being opened, and finally the surprised expressions of men who realized there was no one in the room.
“Get Lieutenant Illah!” Bogner heard one of the men shout in Arabic.
Day 20
Lieutenant Kashic Illah stood at attention while Fahid remained seated on the only chair in the room that had been Bogner’s cell up until an hour earlier. If someone had asked the young officer, he would have admitted astonishment at his colonel’s lack of outrage to the news Bogner had escaped.
It seemed almost as if Fahid had expected it.
Now, at Fahid’s request, he prepared to repeat his report for a second time. As he began he managed to steal an uneasy glance at both Jahin and the two guards standing near the door to the cell.
“Corporal Mafraqi has been assigned duties here in the confinement area for the past several months,” Illah stated.
“Currently there are only three detainees—”
“I am well aware of how many men are currently confined to this section. Lieutenant,” Fahid grunted.
“Proceed with your report.”
There was less confidence in Illah’s voice when he began again.
“I have checked with the kitchen personnel and they inform me Corporal Mafraqi came for the food service cart at the usual time and began his rounds. I am also told that it usually took him thirty to forty minutes to complete his rounds. When he failed to return in the usual amount of time, I was informed and sent Corporals Riyadh and Fujairah to check on his whereabouts. When they opened the door to the American’s cell, they found him missing.
“Corporal Fujairah reported the missing prisoner and I ordered a thorough search of the building and grounds. As I indicated to Major Jahin when I reported the incident to him, we have completed our search both in and around the confinement area and there is no sign of either the prisoner or Corporal Mafraqi.”
Fahid looked quickly at Jahin as he stood up.
“And you are quite certain. Lieutenant, that the prisoner escaped?”
“So far we have not been able to locate him,” Illah admitted.
Fahid’s expression revealed sardonic amusement with the young lieutenant’s assessment of the situation.
“Tell me, Lieutenant, do you consider yourself to be a good officer, both thorough and observant?”
Illah hesitated before he answered.
“I do, sir,” he finally said.
“If that’s the case, look up. Lieutenant Illah, and tell me what you see.”
The young officer quickly scanned the ceiling of the room, and failed to notice that the vent covering was being held up by the strips of gauze interlaced in the grate’s openings.
“I do not understand,” he said.
“Give me your side arm. Lieutenant.”
Illah handed Fahid his Mk 2 and watched while his colonel aimed the weapon at the ceiling and squeezed off three rounds. The sound of the shots reverberated around the cinder-block walls of the room.
“Now, Lieutenant, I think, if you will inspect the ventilation system, you will find your prisoner.”
Illah instructed one of the guards to get up on the table and remove the vent. When the man did, Mafraqi’s boot was visible.
“And there, Lieutenant, I believe is your—” Fahid’s words caught in his throat as Mafraqi’s body was lowered first to the table and finally to the floor. Finally he said, “Our American is more clever than I gave him credit for being.”
Fahid continued to study the body.
“Still, it is only a matter of time. But now that you are able to get a better look at Corporal Mafraqi’s body, Lieutenant, what else are you able to observe?”
Illah hesitated. He was well aware that another careless observation was likely to raise his colonel’s are. “I–I,” he stammered, “I am not certain what the colonel means.”
Fahid took the toe of his boot and nudged the dead man’s head, and it rolled easily to the side.
“Corporal Mafraqi’s neck is broken. Lieutenant-an indication that while we already know the prisoner is hampered by a bullet wound in the left arm, he is still quite capable of administering a lethal blow. Secondly, you will notice that your guard is no longer wearing his aux pack and his side arm. That tells you that the American is now armed with the same weapons you have at your disposal. The advantage you once had is now lost — he will be twice as dangerous as before-and twice as difficult to recapture.” Fahid ordered one of the guards to search the dead man.
The guard rolled Mafraqi over on his back and rummaged through his pockets.
“I find nothing, sir,” the guard reported.
“From that we can assume our American friend also has Corporal Mafraqi’s keys, can we not, Lieutenant?” Fahid said.
Illah remained silent, chastising himself for his lack of attention to detail.
Fahid stepped around the body until he was standing only inches from the young officer.
“And now. Lieutenant, I believe I have not only found the body of one of the two men that only moments ago you were ready to assure me was not on the grounds, I have also made it quite clear what you are up against. Now… do you think you can find the American or should I assign the task to another officer?”
Illah was humiliated. Not only had Fahid discredited him and made a fool of him in front of his immediate superior officer. Major Jahin, but he had been belittled in front of two of his guards as well. He squared his shoulders and looked blankly back at Fahid.
“We will find him, sir,” he said.
Fahid backed away.
“I would caution you, Lieutenant.
You are not dealing with one of the nomadic and unschooled Kurds against which you appear to have enjoyed so much success. You are dealing with a professional killer, handpicked by the Unites States government to disrupt our mission here in Ammash. You cannot be too careful.
Is that understood. Lieutenant?”
Fahid started for the door and stopped. He looked back at Illah.
“A little advice. Lieutenant.
When you find the American, shoot him. Dead men are incapable of giving you further grief.
Have I made myself clear?”
“Quite clear, Colonel, quite clear.”
“Then find him. Lieutenant, and kill him. I will expect your report within the hour.”
It was less than thirty minutes later that Captain Call Mahmand, Fahid’s public relations officer, stood in front of his colonel’s desk while Fahid briefed him. “In our little chess game with the world. Captain, it is time for us to move another pawn,” Fahid said.
“You will inform your sources that the man accused of assassinating General Sahh Baddour has signed a confession admitting his duplicity in the plot. You will also inform your sources that Mr. Bogner has managed to escape and in the process has killed his Northern Iraqi Military Force guard.” Fahid thought for a moment before he added, “Perhaps it should also be noted that now General Ishad Fahid, Commander in Chief of the NIMF, has given instructions that the prisoner is to be shot on sight.”
Mahmad waited to see if there were any further instructions before he saluted his new general and made ready to leave.
“You wish these announcements to be released immediately. General?”
Fahid preened at the sound of his new title.
“Without delay,” he confirmed.
Bogner had been crouching in the darkness for over two hours when he was no longer able to detect the sounds of the guard detail searching the building. Twice NIMF guards had unlocked the door, poked the beam of their flashlights into the room, made several cursory sweeps across the floor of the room, and decided there was no reason to probe further. Each time Bogner had been ready with the knife from Mafraqi’s aux pack just in case. Now it was time to move out. He was counting on the dim lighting and the fact that the guards, having already conducted two sweeps of his end of the building, would have moved on. He managed to inch his way to the service door at the end of the hall, unlocked it, and discovered a steel staircase leading down one flight to a lower level.
His main concern now that he was in the basement of the building was whether or not the guards had already conducted their search of the lower level.
At the bottom of the stairwell was another series of steel-reinforced doors. The entire structure had the look of something Baddour had designed and constructed to withstand the kind of missile attacks the Iraqis had been subjected to in the Gulf War some ten years earlier and the more recent Desert Fox attacks. To Bogner’s left there was an open, oversized service door monitored by an electronic sentry. It led to a twenty-foot-wide underground concrete-reinforced passageway that had been designed to accommodate supply and personnel movements that would go undetected on the surface. Undoubtedly it was connected to a network of similar accesses to other buildings in the complex.
At the same time, the ceiling of the twelve-foot-high tunnel was laced with a latticework of heating and water pipes, control valves, and electrical conduits. Good old Robert Miller — Packer’s man Friday had guessed right again. From the outset it had been Miller’s contention it wasn’t what was on the surface of the Nasrat compound that should be concerning them, it was what was going on underneath.
To Bogner’s right there was another series of steel doors spaced at roughly twenty-foot intervals on each side of the passageway that led back under the confinement building. Bogner’s first impulse was to ignore them and find out what was at the other end of the tunnel… but that would require finding a way to bypass the electronic sentry.
To do that he needed both tools and a gimmick of some kind. Instead he followed his second option, and the one he knew made more sense; make certain he knew what was where — particularly if this was where he had to survive until he figured out a way to get out of the complex.
One by one, Bogner began systematically checking out each of the rooms. The first gave him access to the boiler room and the second appeared to be nothing more than a cluttered storage area for surplus furniture along with a few cardboard boxes, empty crates, and the like. Neither appeared to offer much in the way of materials he could use. It was in the maintenance and supply rooms, just moments later, that he found the kind of supplies he was looking for. While Fahid was busy posturing and waving the bogus confession around, Bogner was finding what he needed to give his Iraqi hosts a couple of king-size headaches.
And to do that, all he needed was a little time and a little Yankee ingenuity.
The last two hours hadn’t been wasted. Not only had Bogner stayed hidden and made certain the guards didn’t discover his whereabouts, he’d also had time to do a little scheming of his own — and the plan was finally beginning to take shape. The entire effort had to revolve around being able to ferret out the information he had come for — and the thought that maybe he could throw in a little Bognerlike bonus: finding a way to put a serious crimp in Fahid’s Nasrat operation. In order to be effective, though, phase one of his “serious crimp” had to involve something more than just a couple of superficial dings in Fahid’s armor. It had to be something that gave the NIMF leader real operational problems.
He closed the door to the maintenance room, locked it, and began sorting through the supplies.
It didn’t take long for Bogner to find enough to get him started. He located three quart glass bottles of cleaning fluid, emptied them, and refilled them with a mixture of two-thirds gasoline and one-third lubricating oil. Then he took a cleaning rag, tore it into strips, soaked the strips in gasoline, and stuffed one end of the strip in the opening of each bottle to act as a fuse. He finished by putting the caps back on the bottles, wrapped them in rags, and finally, used more rags to construct a crude carrying case.
Through it all, Bogner continued to think about what he had to work with. The inventory of usable components was limited, but there was some consolation in the fact he had already figured out how to use what he had. To start with, he had the contents of the aux pack he had stripped from the NIMF guard. There were two boxes of twenty-four rounds of ammunition, a field knife with a heavy six-inch blade, a small spool of wire, wire cutters, and two lovely antipersonnel grenades. In addition he had the guard’s Mk 2 automatic, a flashlight, a supply of batteries he had found in the maintenance room, and a good idea where and how he intended to use most of it. The only hurdle he hadn’t cleared was how to get past the multitude of electronic sentries and negotiate the length of the subterranean passageways between the buildings.
The tunnels presented him with a major obstacle.
There was no place to hide once he got past the electronic sensors, and he would be vulnerable to anyone opening the doors at either end and opening fire.
Finally, there was the matter of targets to consider.
While he had been forced to wait for the guards to complete their bumbling search of the confinement area, he had tried to figure out which of the areas were most critical to Fahid’s operation.
The primary target was obviously the area where Fahid’s people were producing the chemical and biological weapons. But that, he figured, would be the most difficult to get to, a real long shot. In his briefing, Miller had indicated he was convinced the production area was beneath the main Nasrat structure. If that was the case, it would be well fortified, well protected, and extremely difficult to penetrate. Less difficult to accomplish and with a higher probability of success would be knocking out some of Fahid’s fleet of helicopter gunships — not exactly a crippling blow, but Bogner figured it would annoy the hell out of Fahid.
The choice of targets was further complicated by the fact that until he could figure out how to find his way through the labyrinth of underground service tunnels, he was going to have to conduct a series of hit-and-run operations. If that was the case, he was most likely to be successful if he focused on acts that disrupted essential services: base power, communications, maybe even Fahid’s radar installation. Finally, there was the long-shot possibility of being able to get to Dr. Zilka Rashid or even Fahid himself.
Bogner was still toying with his options when he picked up his bag of Molotov cocktails, checked for sounds outside his door, opened it, and peered out into the dimly lit corridor. When he did he could hear the sound of footsteps in the confinement area on the floor above. Bogner held his breath. If the guards were backtracking and double-checking their first two sweeps through the building, there was no reason to assume they would not eventually work their way down to the lower level. He backed into the room, closed the door, cleared off one of the workbenches, removed the small glass covering over the wall thermostat, cupped it in his hand, smeared the convex side of the glass bubble with a thin coating of the light lubricating oil he had used to make the cocktails, and waited.
The wait didn’t last long. He heard more footsteps, this time on the steel staircase leading down to the lower level. Moments later he could hear them milling around in the passageway outside the door. Based on what he could hear he was convinced there were two of them. What seemed to be passing for communication between the guards consisted mostly of monosyllabic grunts.
From the sound of their voices he could tell they were close. He heard the door across the passageway being opened — a pause, then being shut. Finally he heard the key being inserted in the lock and saw the knob turn on the door to the room where he was hiding.
Bogner was ready. He crouched with the knife in one hand and a fistful of rags in the other. The door swung open and Bogner bolted forward, throwing his shoulder into the guard’s midsection.
He heard the air go out of him and something resembling a protest as the NIMF guard fell backward and slammed into the wall. Bogner’s foot caught the man flush in the crotch; the man yelped like a kicked dog, doubled over, and Bogner brought the knife up like a fulcrum catching the man in the throat. There was an ugly, guttural sound that trumpeted the fact the NIMF guard was struggling to get air past the gaping hole in his throat. It was a sound Bogner had heard before in the muddy waters of a rice paddy in Vietnam.
When Bogner looked up he realized the second guard hadn’t moved. He was standing just inside the doorway, silhouetted by the light in the passageway, and seemingly paralyzed. The man had seen everything. Bogner grabbed him, locked his hands behind the man’s head, jerked him forward, brought his knee up, and felt the force of the blow splinter bones in the man’s face. The guard’s 9mm Uzi clattered to the floor and he sagged to his knees, his face already a smear of blood. Bogner straightened and waited, hating what he knew he had to do next. He plunged the blade of the combat knife in the back of the guard’s neck and twisted. This time there were no sounds.
Suddenly it was Bogner’s turn. He slumped to his knees trying to catch his breath. The bullet hole in his left arm was bleeding again, his shirt sleeve was saturated, and he used what was left of the oily rag to make a tourniquet. His scuffle with the two guards had taken more out of him than he had bargained for. He slumped back against the wall, and nearly blacked out before he found the strength to get to his feet again. He pulled the two bodies into the room, checked to make certain they didn’t have anything else he could use, then removed the first guard’s glasses and the second guard’s Uzi ammo clip before he stuffed the two bodies into packing crates and stacked empty boxes both in front of and on top of the makeshift coffins. While he was doing it, the thought occurred to him that someone, sometime, was going to walk into that maintenance room and get one hell of a nasty little surprise when they opened those crates.
For the third time in the last fifteen minutes, Bogner found himself laboring to regain his composure as he listened for any further signs there might be more guards in the area. He hooked the Uzi ammo clips on the belt of the aux pack, snapped a lens out of the frame of the guard’s eye glasses, and used it to make a reflective prism in the glass thermostat housing. It was crude, but in theory, at least, it had a good chance of working.
He opened the door and stepped cautiously back into the passageway. This was the iffy part of his plan, and he knew it. If the makeshift prism didn’t work and he couldn’t find a way to get past the electronic sensor guarding the entrance to the tunnel, it was back to square one.
He studied the electronic sentry, carefully counting the pulses and pauses, and quickly determined the surveillance camera was programed to scan the entrance only when the sequence of pulses was interrupted. That meant it was one of the old Soviet red-light green-light systems that triggered security’s attention only when the camera was activated. The pulse count cycled three, then five, three, then three, and repeated the cycle.
Holding the prism housing steady while he slipped under the pulsating beam was going to be the tricky part. He began counting along with the pulse, cupped the housing in his right hand, and held his breath. It cycled one more time before he reached in, stabbed the prism in front of the beam, and saw the signal reflect back. He was still holding his breath, but so far the feedback was working. He watched the beam bounce off the makeshift prism in the thermostat housing several more cycles, waited for the long three-five cycle, dropped to his knees, exhaled, inhaled again, and held his breath as he crawled under.
It worked. He was through and he was in the passageway. The camera hadn’t moved, the security monitor was still dark, and Bogner could feel his heart pounding.

Chapter Eleven

Day 20
WASHINGTON
Clancy Packer, Peter Langley, and several others waited in the red-carpeted ground-floor corridor of the White House, and watched the parade of officials walk grim-faced out of the earlier meeting.
Packer recognized Ambassador Aldrich, Senators Hawkins and Potter, Defense Secretary Snow, Vice President Blanchard, Chief-of-Staff General Harlan Mayfield, and two of Colchin’s longtime security advisors. There was a handful of others he did not recognize.
The general, Harlan Mayfield, the only one Packer knew personally, paused under the portrait of Rosalynn Carter and spoke briefly with one of the Secret Service men before he nodded in Packer’s direction. The two men had not seen each other in quite some time, but Packer was aware that under the circumstances there would be little opportunity for socializing.
Moments later, Lattimere Spitz walked out of the meeting, nodded in Packer and Langley’s direction, and motioned for the two men to follow.
By the time they had fallen into step with the ex-Marine, Spitz was hissing out information.
“The President wants us in the Roosevelt Room for a closed-door session — pronto. Needless to say, he’s pissed at this most recent announcement about Bogner’s confession…”
By the time the three men arrived at the Roosevelt Room in the West Wing, many of the attendees had already arrived and seated themselves.
The Roosevelt Room, usually reserved for White House staff meetings, was dominated by a long, formal conference table that easily accommodated twelve people, and a formal fireplace over which hung Dumaresque’s painting The Signing of the Declaration of Independence. Packer had heard President Kennedy used the room to let hostile callers “cool off” before he sat down with them.
Some said David Colchin had been known to do the same thing.
Only Chet Hurley, the President’s other acknowledged unofficial aide along with Spitz, wasn’t present when everyone began milling around the table and took their seats. When Colchin arrived, though. Hurley was with him and he was carrying a stack of papers and maps. Both men had shed their coats and removed their ties, and their shirt sleeves were rolled up. When Packer saw the expression on Colchin’s face, he knew Spitz had understated the President’s mood.
What was the phrase Sara used?
“Not a happy camper.”
When the meeting began Colchin was still standing, waving a piece of paper, when he zeroed in on Packer.
“All right, Clancy, what the hell is going on? Spitz brought me up to speed. I know about Bogner and I’m also aware of Captain Langley’s little unauthorized side trip. But what about this damned announcement coming out of Ammash now?”
Packer knew what the President was referring to. He had first seen the now-infamous fax some two hours earlier when Miller called him to warn him it was coming. Even as he was getting ready to respond, Kearsey McWhorter, the President’s secretary, appeared and began circling the table distributing copies. Packer suspected everyone in the room had already had a chance to see it in the previous meeting, but he waited anyway. He knew there was no way to defuse what he had to say.
“We learned of Bogner’s confession less than two hours ago ourselves,” he admitted.
Colchin’s face was drawn and he looked frustrated.
He read the document aloud and finished by slamming the piece of paper down on the table.
“What in the name of everything that’s holy would possess Bogner to sign a damn confession like this in the first place?” he thundered.
“Surely he had to realize that the minute he signed it he was playing right into Fahid’s hands and forfeiting any chance we had of negotiating his release. What the hell was he thinking?”
Packer shook his head.
“This isn’t like T. C. You know him as well as anyone in the room, Mr. President.
All we can do at this point is hazard a guess; either his back was up against a wall, Fahid had a gun to his head, or he was trying to buy some time — your guess is as good as mine.”
“Jesus H. Christ,” Colchin fumed, “a goddamned confession!” He slammed his fist down on the table again, this time just as Kearsy McWhorter slipped back into the room and discreetly handed him another piece of paper. Colchin read it and passed it to the Vice President. The expression on both men’s face softened and Colchin leaned forward; he was looking at Spitz and Hurley.
“We’ve just received confirmation of that earlier report from our embassy in Amman, gentlemen. They say they are continuing to monitor reports being broadcast by NIMF Radio in Ammash that claim, and I’m quoting, “The American mercenary who has confessed to assassinating General Salih Baddour managed to escape when he killed an unarmed NIMF guard. NIMF Radio is claiming that the new head of NIMF, General Fahid, has given orders to shoot the American on sight.”
“It sure as hell didn’t take Fahid long to promote himself,” Spitz drawled, “and how many of you want to take bets on that guard being unarmed?”
Colchin held up his hand.
“All right, we can sit here all night and fret or we can do something about it. I’ll start with you, Lattimere. What’s your best guess? Can we put any stock at all in these NIMF radio broadcasts?”
Spitz hedged and looked at Langley.
“You know as much about what’s going on in that part of the world as anyone, Peter. What do you think?”
“It smacks of a setup,” Langley said.
“And what about you, General Mayfield?” Spitz asked.
“I’ll have to defer to someone else, Lattimere. I knew Salih Baddour just as I know most of the key figures in the presidential palace in Baghdad, but I don’t know this guy Fahid.”
“What about you, Pack?” Colchin pushed.
“What does ISA have on this guy?”
Packer shook his head. Miller’s briefing had been sketchy at best.
“Not much, Mr. President.
Up until now Fahid has been pretty much of a shadow even though he was Baddour’s chief of staff up until the assassination. We know he is a Baddour loyalist, mid-fifties, and a longtime officer in the Republican Guard until the rift developed between Hussein and Baddour. There are also some indications he has leanings toward the Communist Party. He’s made several trips to Moscow in recent years. But based on everything we know, up until now he’s been pretty much of a nonentity.”
Colchin turned back to Spitz.
“All right, Lattimere, you’re the one with the Machiavellian mind around here. Let me ask the question another way. Is there any reason to believe Bogner did get away?”
“It depends on how you define jaway,” Mr. President,” Spitz replied.
“Is NIMF Radio saying he somehow got out of his cell and escaped, or are they saying he somehow managed to get out of Ammash? There’s a helluva difference. The way I see it, if this guy Fahid is any kind of strategist at all, he has to realize he’s playing hardball with the same people who buried him and the Republican Guard ten years ago. He has to be aware that if he puts Bogner on trial for Salih Baddour’s assassination without some kind of international presence at the trial, the whole process is going to look more than a little bogus.”
“Keep going,” Colchin said.
Spitz closed his eyes.
“Let’s look at a hypothetical scenario, Mr. President. Suppose there are four men in a room, you, the Vice President, General Mayfield, and me. All of a sudden you’re dead, Mr. President, and so is General Mayfield — both of you shot by someone in that room.
“Now, when you think about it, you realize the Vice President and I are the only ones in the room who are still alive and able to tell what really happened.
So let’s play this little drama out to its logical conclusion. We’ve got two dead people in the room and two that are very much alive. Suppose then that the Vice President accuses me of assassinating the President — then what?”
Mayfield shifted in his chair.
“What you’re saying is, there’s no one to dispute the Vice President’s word. Right?”
“Exactly,” Spitz agreed.
“Ask yourself who has the most to gain in this scenario. In the scenario I just described it would have been the Vice President; over there it would have been Fahid. With Baddour dead, we now learn Fahid, as chief of staff and the former number-two man in the Ammash hierarchy, has just taken command of the seventy-thousand-man Northern Iraqi Military Force.”
“Interesting thesis,” Mayfield assessed.
“But what exactly does Fahid have to gain from Bogner’s escape?”
“When you really think about it, Harlan, he has everything to gain and damn little to lose,” Spitz said.
“If one of his soldiers just happens to shoot an escaped prisoner, a trial is avoided, and Fahid doesn’t have to answer any embarrassing questions from outsiders.”
Mayfield loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar.
“What you’re saying is, if Baddour loyalists discovered one of his own officers shot him, Fahid could have an uprising on his hands.”
“Exactly,” Spitz said, “and what better way to make certain that doesn’t happen then to make sure the alleged assassin is killed before he’s able to be interrogated by outsiders?”
The Vice President had been waiting for his turn.
“Tell me, Mr. Clancy,” Blanchard said.
“I gather you and several others in this room regard this man Bogner as a resourceful individual. I would think his chances of survival would be minimal if he is, in fact, trapped inside the NIMF facility as he is reported to be. If that’s the case, how long do you think he can avoid being caught or killed?”
“Longer than most,” Packer muttered.
“The man is clever.”
“That’s an understatement,” Spitz said with a smile.
“I’ve worked with Agent Bogner before. He seems to thrive on getting himself into and out of sticky situations. This time, however, it appears he may be in over his head.”
As Colchin listened, it was obvious he was becoming more impatient.
“Let’s assume the radio reports being picked up by our embassy in Amman are true and Bogner is both still alive and still inside the compound; what would it take for us to go in there and get him?”
The President’s question caught most of the people in the room off guard. Colchin was not known as a risk-taker.
Mayfield was the first to respond.
“Risky — with a low probability of being able to pull it off,” he said.
“Okay, I’ll buy the fact that it’s risky,” Colchin countered.
“But assume for the moment I’m willing to take a few risks, Harlan. How would we go about it?”
Mayfield shook his head.
“Well, we start by recognizing that it’s risky and a long shot,” Colchin added.
“Nevertheless, Harlan, I want you and your people to put your heads together with Captain Langley, pick his brains, see what you can learn.
“NI has been following this situation for some time now, and Captain Langley knows as much about Ammash as anyone in this room. See what you and your people can come up with.” Colchin paused and looked at his watch.
“How soon can we get back together?” Before Mayfield could respond, Colchin suggested they meet again at 2100 hours. Then he added, “Think you can come up with something?”
“With Captain Langley’s assistance we’ll have something for you to look at, Mr. President,” Mayfield said.
By the time Mayfield and Langley reconvened the meeting it was a few minutes after nine o’clock, and two things were apparent from the outset. A great deal of work had been accomplished, and the number of people involved had increased.
Mayfield was now accompanied on one side by Colonel Norcross and on the other by Colonel Bravort Rogers, a steel-jawed man with a Special Forces patch on his shoulder. In addition to Hurley, Blanchard, and Spitz, Packer also recognized Bert Hampton, Colchin’s National Security Advisor, along with two of his aides. The President was ready. He had shed his earlier attire and was wearing his University of Texas sweatshirt.
Packer, like several others in the meeting, had spent the last two hours working the telephones.
Packer had again been briefed by Miller, and both Hurley and Spitz had been on the phone to the embassy in Amman to confirm the contents of the last two Ammash transmissions — going through them word by word. At the same time the President acknowledged he had been in contact with both the Saudis and the Israelis.
When Colchin settled into his chair at the head of the table and tented his fingers. Packer knew they could be in for an all-night session.
“Let’s cut to the chase, Harlan. What have you got for us?”
Mayfield stood up, briefly introduced his aides, and informed the President they had come up with several options. Then he turned the presentation over to Colonel Bravort Rogers. Rogers had a thick Southern drawl, and he was prepared with a series of maps and charts that he spread out on the table.
“Both General Mayfield and Captain Langley thought it would be a good idea if I made certain you all were familiar with the terrain in the subject area before I got started.” He began by pointing to Iraq and then the location of Ammash in relation to Baghdad.
“Ammash is headquarters for the Northern Iraqi Military Force. Based on satellite photos and information supplied by N1, we know the Ammash facility covers approximately three thousand square miles and appears to be dedicated to weapons development, both biological and chemical. Best estimates of personnel count is estimated to be somewhere between eight hundred and one thousand, many of which are scientists, engineers, and the like, many of which we believe to be involved with the primary Nasrat mission of weapons development.
“Most of the balance of the NIMF force of an estimated seventy thousand men is fairly well distributed in three bases located in cities to the south of Ammash. There are seven NIMF installations in all, and Ammash is reputed to be their nerve center.
“As I indicated earlier, Ammash is also known to be the location of Nasrat Pharmaceutical, which we now have every reason to believe is nothing more than a cover for NIMF’s efforts to develop and test both chemical and biological weapons.
“From a tactical standpoint, Ammash’s location presents us with somewhat of a problem. It is some forty kilometers inside the Turkish Iraqi border, and north and east of Baghdad. There is a range of mountains to the north and another range somewhat further west. So our first hurdle is to find a place from which to launch our recovery team. If we take that approach, we have two options, both of which require flight over what we would have to classify as hostile or noncooperative territory.
“If we launch this mission from Saudi territory, we will have to get clearance from both Jordanian and Syrian authorities. There’s a major plus and a major negative to this option. On the positive side, the equipment and men we need for this mission are already based at Adridah north of Sakakah.
Colonel Norcross assures me that if we launch our effort from Adridah, we could have a strike force airborne within sixteen hours. The negative aspect to the Saudi option is the mission time. If we launch from Adridah, it’s going to take us longer, by tour, possibly five hours to fly from the launch point to Ammash.”
Rogers then drew a line from the base’s location in Saudi Arabia to Ammash to point out the mission path.
“The hitch in this option evolves out of the equipment we will be using. It gives a lot of people a lot of time to not only discover what we are up to, but to initiate countermeasures.”
“You mentioned equipment limitations. Colonel,” Hampton said.
“Perhaps you can enlighten us.”
“Both Adridah and the Israeli facility can accommodate us with Sikorsky S-6 IN Mk Us. These aircraft have a range of approximately eight hundred forty kilometers and a cruising speed of approximately one hundred forty miles per hour. We can, of course, enhance the range, but not the airspeed.”
“You indicated there were both positive and negative considerations for both locations. Major, but you failed to indicate what was negative about the Israeli launch point.”
“The biggest one is a longer flying time over Syria, Mr. Secretary. A direct flight path would take us right over Damascus — and Damascus is fortified with some of the best radar in the area. The S-61 Us aren’t exactly stealth technology. We would have to request airspace and when we do that, we’re opening ourselves up to losing the element of surprise. If, and we have to consider this a possibility, there are unknown sympathizers of either the governments in Baghdad or Ammash, we could be sitting ducks at Ammash.”
Colchin, himself a former chopper pilot in Vietnam, had been listening carefully; he had a feel for how risky the mission would be.
“Have you calculated how many men you would need for such a mission, Colonel?”
Rogers was nodding yes before Colchin finished his question.
“Colonel Norcross and I have discussed this, Mr. President. We both agree that for a kiss-and-tell operation of this nature, optimum strength would be ten men, all Special Forces, of course. They’ll be traveling light: flak vest, night-vision capability, 9mm H&k Mp5 H3 submachine guns with a maxi clip, mask and respirator, and some Dartcord. Our only question now is, how soon do you want us to go in, Mr. President?”
Colchin held up his hand and looked at Langley.
“I notice you haven’t said anything, Peter. What’s your take on all of this?”
Langley hesitated.
“You’ll recall that General Mayfield said we had developed several options.
So far you’ve only heard two. With all due respect to General Mayfield and Colonel Rogers, Mr. President, I think we have a third and even more viable option. First off, there is a whole lot about Ammash we don’t know. We don’t really know what we’re getting ourselves into and we could be jeopardizing the lives of a dozen men or more. As you are aware, Mr. President, as recently as seventy-two hours ago I was able to get, undetected, within thirty kilometers of the Ammash facility by helicopter. Based on that, I think a small team of three or four men, outfitted as Colonel Rogers proposes, would have an even better chance of getting into Ammash, locating Captain Bogner, and getting out of there.”
Packer could see Mayfield stiffen. What Langley was proposing would take him out of the picture.
Mayfield spoke.
“As you pointed out. Captain Langley, despite your acknowledged familiarity with the weapons testing being carried out at Ammash, you are not any more familiar with the actual layout of the base than the rest of us. How are you and three or four men going to t accomplish something that a strike force led by Colonel Rogers could not accomplish?”
Langley knew what he was about to propose could make him open to ridicule.
“There is a small Kurd village called Koboli within an hour’s flying time from Ammash. This village is the site of recent NIMF atrocities. In talking to the survivors of those atrocities, I met a former Iraqi nurse who’d worked at the Nasrat facility for three years. It was through her that I learned Bogner and two others had been taken to Ammash. I propose we return to Koboli and enlist this woman’s assistance to help us find our way through the complex.”
“And what makes you think this woman could or even would be willing to help us. Captain?”
Mayfield sneered.
“Because the NIMF killed both her husband and her son. General. She buried her son — and then she had the strength and courage to bury most of the men in her village.”
Mayfield looked at Colchin. His face was flushed.
“Mr. President, I admire Captain Langley’s sense of decency and compassion, but I hardly think a mission of this magnitude should be predicated on the cooperation of a—”
“Of a what. General?” Colchin scowled.
“A long time ago, back in my Vietnam days, it was a woman who helped dig me out of a goddamned tangle of metal that used to be my chopper. I lay in that woman’s hut for two months before a recovery team found me. While I was lying there several things crystalized for me. First, when you need help, you don’t look at the color of a person’s skin and you damn sure don’t quibble about their gender. Second, once you’ve made your mind up, put your best man on the job, and third, don’t waste time second-guessing yourself.
“Time is of the essence here. I was talking to Vice President Blanchard earlier. General, and he thinks Captain Bogner will be damn lucky if can survive ten, twelve hours at the most. Expressed in odds, we’re dealing with something like one chance in a hundred. I want to make damn certain we do everything in our power to lessen those odds. To me that means we play our trump card and we do it as soon as we can put the pieces together.” Then Colchin lowered his voice and looked across the table at Langley.
“This is about trying to get Bogner out of Ammash, Captain, but if you have doubts about pulling this off with this unorthodox approach, express them now, because you are leaving me open to a great deal of second-guessing. No matter how this turns out, I’m bound to catch a ration of shit from our fair-weather friends over at the U.N. and a whole lot of second-guessing from the media. Do what you can to make this as clean as possible.”
Day 21
Bogner had lost track of time. At the same time he realized he had been lucky. Early on he had discovered how Fahid’s men, many of them illiterate according to the Kurd woman, found their way through the underground maze. At each major intersection in the tunnels there was a detailed, color-coded diagram painted on the concrete walls of the tunnel. The descriptions were in Arabic, but the accompanying icons in each of the drawings gave him some idea of what was located directly above or just ahead of him.
Each time he referenced back to the view outside the window in the room where he had been confined, and each time the distances were greater than he had anticipated.
For the most part he was forced to work through the tunnel in the dark, using a flashlight only when he had to, and keeping to the primary service passageway to avoid as many of the electronic sentries as possible. Twice he had ventured into what turned out to be service junctions and found himself all but trapped in a labyrinth of narrow crawl spaces designed to carry essential services into other parts of the complex.
It wasn’t until he again successfully manipulated the electronic sentry with his makeshift refractor and climbed the access ladder into a large open supply bay that he realized he had actually found his way into the essential service access to one of the hangars. The hangar was dark except for a well-lighted area at the far end of the bay, and there was a large service door, which he assumed opened into an elevator. Baddour had been clever. Most of what Bogner had been able to uncover so far would have been hidden from the prying eyes of the satellites.
At the far end of the hangar he could see two men dressed in coveralls. They kept up a steady line of chatter as they worked on a catwalk around an engine stanchion positioned some fifteen or so feet above the floor. Across the bay from the two men was a MiG-25 Foxbat minus an engine, and behind it, three Soviet built Mi-8 Hip helicopters and two Kamov Ka-25 Hormones. Bogner picked his way along the far side of the hangar until he was close enough to the two 302
Hormones to disable them. He got down on his hands and knees, crawled under the fuselage, pulled the wire cutters out of the aux pack, and began clipping anything that looked like it might be a hydraulic or fuel line. Then he worked his way to the Mi-8’s and repeated the operation. He was still cutting on the second Mi-8 when he suddenly heard a door open. Two guards, both carrying Uzis, came through a service door on the far side of the building and shouted at the two mechanics.
For the next several minutes the four men carried on an animated conversation punctuated with frequent laughter, what sounded to Bogner like grousing, and hand gestures. Bogner reasoned that the mechanics might just have been told he had escaped.
He inched his way as close to the four men as he thought he dared, trying to determine what they were saying, but the exchange was all in Arabic and he was able to pick up on only fragments of their conversation. He heard one of the men say ana af-ham, which he knew meant the listener understood, and another used the term as-sa a kam, which he assumed to have some kind of reference to time because each of the men looked at their watches when he did. The exchange lasted no more than a few minutes, and the guards began milling around the hanger, making what Bogner believed to be another halfhearted search effort.
In the process, one of the guards came within twenty feet of him at one point, and Bogner was forced to reach for the Mk 2, but at the last minute the man turned, walked back across the hangar, and resumed his conversation with the two mechanics.
While the four men continued to talk, Bogner had a chance to take an inventory. In addition to the Hips, the Hormones, and the disabled Foxbat, there were two light, single-engine trainers and several crates of engine parts. In the far corner of the building he could identify six Chinese-built Silkworm missiles with the explosives bay still open. From a distance they appeared to be unarmed.
Next to the missiles was a GAZ-66 truck with the rear-mounted 14.5mm antiaircraft gun removed. It appeared that someone had converted it into a supply truck of some kind.
To Bogner, much of what he was seeing didn’t make sense. The Silkworms had been primarily designed for use against naval targets, and Ammash was a long way from where the missiles would have been useful. The same went for the two Hormones. Hormones usually were armed with AS torpedoes or depth charges, and the Hips were primarily built to carry cargo or troops. If Baddour’s long-range plans included launching an offensive against the government in Baghdad, the selection of hardware seemed curious. Judging by what he could see, only the thirty-year-old Foxbat seemed to have any kind of practical application.
Bogner continued to make mental notes on what he was seeing until he again heard the four men laughing. Finally, the two guards left through a service door at the front of the building, and moments later the mechanics donned jackets and followed. When they left, Bogner was still wondering how far he could get with the truck.
Ishad Fahid, with Mustafa Jahin standing beside him, glared at his young lieutenant. Only Jahin recognized how much the disposition of the self304 appointed new leader of the Northern Iraqi Military Force had deteriorated in the last hour.
Fahid’s voice was strained and despite his already dark complexion, his face seemed somehow darker.
“I am losing patience. Lieutenant,” he growled.
“This should have been a simple task and you have bungled it. Your efforts thus far have been less than acceptable and this will go on your record.”
Fahid walked around to his side of the desk and sat down.
“Is it necessary for me to remind you that we are dealing with just one man, a man, I might add, who is totally unfamiliar with his surroundings, a man who is operating at less than full capacity because of a gunshot wound that I personally inflicted, and a man who up until now has made a fool of you and your security guards? Do you realize that he has managed to elude you now for well over five hours?”
For Kashic Illah, Fahid’s appraisal of his efforts amounted to a stinging rebuke, and was coming on the heels of a mission he felt had earned him respect in his superior’s eyes, the sacking of the Koboli village.
“We will find him. General,” Illah promised.
“I am convinced he is hiding somewhere in the four buildings in Sector B. Like a dog he has found a place to hide and is licking his wounds. There can be little doubt he has lost a great deal of blood and by now is very weak. It may even be that he is dead.”
“If he is dead bring me his body,” Fahid thundered.
Illah braced himself as Fahid fumbled through a cluttered drawer in his desk until he found a small knife and clipped the end off his cigar. He lit it, inhaled, pulled the ashtray toward him, and paused to savor the aroma. Then he held the cigar at some length and studied the object of his pleasure much as he would have a beautiful woman.
“As I sit here. Lieutenant, I am wondering if you realize what is at stake.”
“We know the American cannot have gotten far, General. It is only a matter of time.”
Fahid leaned forward.
“Let me tell you something, Lieutenant. Less than four hours ago we informed the world that the man who assassinated General Baddour had escaped by killing his unarmed guard. By revealing that the American had escaped, I was setting the stage for what becomes a vital component in how the world perceives the drama unfolding in Ammash. Some may consider it a bit melodramatic perhaps, but it is part of a carefully designed and implemented plan that when it is brought to its inevitable conclusion will change the balance of power in this part of the world. Can you comprehend the importance of what I am telling you. Lieutenant? I am talking about the balance of world power.”
Mustafa Jahin understood what his new general did not. Kashic Illah was a simple man, a foot soldier, a man unable to grasp concepts. He lived in a world of direct orders, total compliance, and devotion to duty. He was not used to hearing the man his fellow officers claimed to be little more than a killing machine philosophize and strategize about theories and abstraction, things of which he knew nothing. More to the point, even now he did not understand why Fahid was so angry.
To him it was a simple matter. The American would be found, and most likely he would be dead when they found him. In his own mind events were only matters of time.
Fahid wasn’t finished.
“This is all part of a plan, Lieutenant, a grand and glorious plan. It requires vision. When you bring me the body of General Baddour’s assassin, we will put his body on display for all the world to see. It is imperative that we show the world that we cannot and will not be bullied by those who seek to interfere in the internal affairs of Iraq. Do you understand what I am telling you?”
Illah nodded. The gesture was less than convincing.
“I do not think you do. Lieutenant, so to insure that it happens as I have envisioned it, I am ordering you to report your progress to Major Jahin every hour, on the hour. Is that clear?”
Again Illah nodded.
“You are dismissed, Lieutenant,” Fahid said.
Bogner waited for what seemed like an eternity before he decided between taking the truck and going back to the tunnel. As for the truck option, the most difficult and clearly the riskiest part of the operation would be the simple matter of opening the hangar doors so he could drive the truck out of the hangar. The risk was compounded by the fact that he knew the mechanics could return at any moment.
His string of good fortune continued when he discovered the GAZ had a toggle-switch ignition and the engine was still warm. At least he knew it could run — whether it would or not was another matter. With that much in his favor, he made certain he knew how to get the hangar door open, went back to the truck, stowed the aux pack, and took even more time to search the workbench for anything else he thought might come in handy. He grabbed a can of gasoline, a jacket that had been left behind, and a pair of gloves.
As an extra precaution, he went to the service door, peered out into the night, made certain no one was in sight, and decided to go for it. Between the NIMF uniform Jahin had given him and the cover of darkness, he thought he just might be able to make it. He returned to the truck, crawled up in the cab, began flipping switches, and held his breath until the GAZ fired.
He was about to kick it in gear when he saw the service door fly open. The mechanics had returned, and it didn’t take them long to size up the situation. Bogner rammed the GAZ into gear, then tried to maneuver the truck out into the open bay past the missiles, but one of the men leaped on the running board, reached through, and grabbed the wheel. Bogner threw his elbow and caught the man in the throat. Both men, the mechanic and Bogner, let out a yelp. The mechanic because he had suddenly and unceremoniously had his air supply cut off, and Bogner because he had used his throbbing left arm to club the man. A stabbing pain started at the place where Fahid had shot him, spiraled up Bogner’s arm, and plowed its way into his brain. The difference was the Iraqi flew into space, hit the floor, rolled over, and lay motionless.
Bogner somehow managed to keep going.
The second mechanic was less brave. He cowered behind the Foxbat, waiting to see what Bogner would do next. Bogner jerked the steering wheel to the left, took out the left landing gear of the Foxbat, crushed the grille and hood of the GAZ, and ripped a hole in the wing of the MiG. He leaped out of the cab of the truck just as the second mechanic lumbered to his feet. Then Bogner took three quick steps, threw his best shoulder block into the man, and ended up on top of the mechanic with the business end of the Mk 2 buried in the meaty part of the man’s throat.
“Take it real slow and real easy, little man, hear me, slow and easy,” Bogner was being careful to enunciate each word.
“Now — if you understand any English at all, you’ll do just exactly what I tell you — and if you do, maybe, just maybe, I won’t have to pull the trigger on this thing and splatter your brains all over that Foxbat.”
Bogner waited before finally pushing himself up and off the mechanic. He stood up and waited for his quarry to scramble to his feet. Behind him, Bogner could see the first mechanic still writhing on the hangar floor. Bogner was certain he wouldn’t present a problem until he found a way to start breathing again.
“Let’s start with the simple stuff, whatever the hell your name is,” Bogner said slowly.
“First of all, do you understand English?”
“Sagheer.” The man managed a kind of sickly grin. He held up his hand with a small space between his thumb and index finger to indicate how much sagheer represented. His hand was shaking and his eyes were glued to the automatic.
“Okay, we’re getting somewhere. If you understand it, do you speak it?” Bogner pushed.
The mechanic shook his head.
“La, la ingleezi.”
“La means no?” Bogner asked.
The little man was still nodding.
Bogner stepped up and nudged the barrel of the automatic closer to the man’s face.
“What you’re telling me is you understand a little bit of English but you don’t speak it. Right?”
The Iraqi was still nodding, but Bogner’s automatic was scaring him.
For the first time in a long time Bogner was holding all the cards. The Iraqi mechanic was a slight man weighing no more than 140 pounds and he was at least six inches shorter than Bogner.
He stared back at his captor with an expression that was a mixture of bewilderment and fear. Bogner shouldered his way past the man, settled for a roll of duct tape when he couldn’t find rope, and pointed at the mechanic’s fallen companion.
“I want your friend’s hands taped behind his back, legs taped together, and a strip of tape over his mouth. And while you’re at it, tell him if he starts thrashing around I’ll shoot him. Understand?”
Bogner was acting out his instructions, at times feeling like he was playing a game of charades.
When the little man finally caught on, he took to the task, and when he was finished, stood over his handiwork as if he was waiting for Bogner’s approval.
“Now, lift your buddy up on the back of the truck, and cover him with this.” There were more gestures, and Bogner held up a piece of oil-stained canvas for the covering.
To Bogner’s surprise, the little Iraqi almost seemed to relish his assignment. He struggled with the lifting, but finally managed to get his partner up on the truck bed and covered with the canvas. By the time he finished he had quit most of his shaking, but Bogner could tell he was still nervous about the Mk 2.
“Now we come to the hard part,” Bogner said.
“Second question. Do you drive?” He pointed to the cab of the truck and the steering wheel. Before he could complete the pantomime the little man was nodding vehemently.
“Aiwa, aiwa.” He started to reach in his pocket for proof of his skill, but stopped when Bogner held up his hand and shoved the muzzle of the automatic close to his face again.
“You’re doing fine. So far, so good,” Bogner said.
“Now this is how we’re going to do it. You’re going to be doing the driving and I’m going to be sitting next to you with this thing buried in your ribs. One wrong move and you’re going to meet Allah a helluva lot sooner than you planned.”
The little man looked at Bogner, and the terrified expression on his face told Bogner all he needed to know. The little Iraqi was doing his best not only to painfully process Bogner’s instructions from English into something he could understand, but also to let Bogner know he intended to cooperate.
“Drive? Me?” the Iraqi repeated. He seemed elated at the prospect of having learned a new word in English.
Bogner nodded.
“You got it. Now all you have to do is climb up in the cab, start the engine, and wait until I get the hangar door open. When I do, you pull out and you wait. I’ll close the door and then you and me are going to take a little ride.
Understand?”
Bogner waited, but all he got in return was another uncertain nod. This one was even less convincing than the previous ones.
Day 21
WASHINGTON
Washington was caught in the grips of a winter storm. The previous day had started with a cold, irritating drizzle, and progressed through periods of freezing rain and sleet before finally evolving into full-fledged heavy snow. Clancy Packer had left the White House after a brief follow-on meeting with Hurley and Spitz, and decided to drive to his office. Along the way he called Sara, assured her he was okay, and told her that if the weather continued to worsen he would tough out the storm in his office.
In the nearly empty parking lot of the ISA building, the snowplows had already finished their job, and there were five-and six-foot mounds of snow to attest to it. Packer parked, entered the building through the main lobby, checked with the night security guard, and decided against venturing down in the basement where the ISA night crew was monitoring the bureau’s computers and communications.
He took the elevator to the third floor, and walked through a maze of darkened offices until he heard Miller talking on the telephone.
The Georgetown grad was frantically scratching notes on a yellow tablet when Packer entered his office.
“Got it,” Miller confirmed.
“The only thing I didn’t get was their ETA in Pasabachi.”
Packer could hear a woman’s voice on the other end of the line, but was unable to determine what she was saying. Miller made note of the time and when he finished, hung up, leaned back in his chair, and handed Packer his thermos.
“Don’t turn your nose up. It’s fresh. The girls down in the commissary made it for me less than an hour ago. It’s not the greatest, but it’s hot and it’ll keep you awake.”
The longtime ISA chief slumped down in a chair across from his assistant, poured himself a cup, took a sip, and closed his eyes.
“Long day, huh?” Miller said.
“Which prompts me to ask, why the hell aren’t you home in bed?”
Packer nodded, took another sip of coffee, and sighed.
“I didn’t think there would be much use in driving all the way out to the house. By the time I got there, Spitz would have called two or three times, Sara would be a basket case, and I’d have to come back into the office anyway. Now when he tries, the calls will be forwarded here and at least someone in the family will get some sleep.”
Miller shoved the tablet he had been taking notes on across the table. Packer picked it up, tried to read it, scowled, and dropped it back on the table. Over the years Miller had developed his own cryptic kind of shorthand when it came to taking notes and Packer had never mastered it.
“So what’s the latest?”
“They’re moving fast. I called Ginny Harper over at N1. She said Langley and some guy by the name of Rogers had most of the details worked out by the time they got to Boiling. Rogers is taking three of his best men, they boarded their flight, and by now they’re somewhere over the Atlantic.
I put my best moves on Ginny, even offered to buy her dinner, but she was tight-lipped. She said Langley was getting top billing, even to the point that for a while the air traffic control at Boiling was taking their orders from a General Mayfield.
The only thing she would confirm, though, was their destination was Gaziantep and Langley was having someone from Pasabachi meet him there with a chopper. She said if you needed to know more you’d have to get your information from Admiral Stanton.”
At this stage of his life, Clancy Packer had conquered most of his vices. The only one he hadn’t been able to overcome was his pipe. While Miller waited for some kind of response, Packer took out his favorite pipe, filled it, tamped it, and lit it. The whole process took little more than a few seconds, but it gave him time to think.
“You know something, Robert? For the first time in a long time, I’ve got that old pit-of-the-stomach feeling that maybe we’ve overlooked something… something very important. There’s a real question in my mind whether we’re going to be able to get Bogner out of this one. I don’t like our odds.”
“The President is taking a lot of heat, isn’t he?”
“Damn right he’s taking a lot of heat. Not only that, I think he’s digging himself into a hole. On this one, I question his judgment. If Langley and Rogers aren’t able to pull this off, he’s opened himself up to a great deal of second-guessing.”
“Sounds like one of those damned-if you-do, damned-if-you-don’t situations,” Miller observed.
Packer finished his coffee, and was still in the process of standing up when the phone rang. Miller answered, grimaced, and handed the phone to Packer.
“It’s Joy, Chief.”
By the time Packer had the receiver up to his ear, Joy was already well into what she intended to say.
“Sara said she had just talked to you and you were planning to stay at the office tonight… and I remember Tobias told me the only time you stayed at the office was when there was a crisis. Is this about Tobias?”
“You probably know as much about what’s going on as I do,” Packer stalled.
“What are you getting over the wire services?”
“Dammit, Clancy, you know what we’re getting.
We’re getting reports out of Amman, Jordan, that Tobias killed his guard and somehow managed to escape.”
“Then you know everything we know. Joy.
We’re still trying to verify that report. Tell me where you are and I’ll give you a call if I learn anything.”
“Are you stonewalling me, Clancy? Why did Donald Freeman schedule a news conference for the morning?”
Clancy Packer hated the fact that he couldn’t level with Joy. He couldn’t tell her what he had learned in the two meetings earlier that evening, nor could he tell her that an attempt was being made to rescue her former husband.
“Joy, I didn’t know Freeman had scheduled a news conference.”
There was a prolonged silence on Joy’s end of the line. Finally she said, “Give me your word-you’ll call me if you hear anything.”
By the time Packer came up with the necessary assurances and hung up, Miller’s other phone was ringing. He answered it, handed it to Packer, and said, “It’s Spitz.”

Chapter Twelve

Day 21
According to the watch Bogner had taken from the guard in his cell, he had already managed to elude NIMF’s security guards for the better part of an additional three and a half hours. Three times during that period the Iraqi mechanic had driven the GAZ from one section of the Ammash compound to another, and each time the guards waved them through when they saw one of their own driving the maintenance truck.
During the course of those three and a half hours Bogner had learned a great deal of what he felt he needed to know about the layout of the complex. In addition, he had learned that his driver had a name. The little man with the big eyes and expressive face was called Matba.
Matba, in an ongoing spirit of cooperation that
Bogner attributed mostly to the fact that he kept the Mk 2 visible, talked a great deal, unwittingly pointed out strategic features of the NIMF complex, and even displayed a sense of humor from time to time. When Bogner inquired about Fahid, Matba had scowled, hunched his shoulders forward, and uttered mish kwayyis, finally leading Bogner to the English word Matba was searching for, “bad.” Though he spoke very little English and time was lost while Bogner tried to decipher what the man was saying, Matba had, to some extent, made the long night’s meandering vigil through the Ammash complex somewhat tolerable.
During the course of the night, the temperature had remained somewhat steady. Bogner estimated it to be somewhere in the forties, but as the wind picked up, it felt colder. The blowing sand often reduced the visibility, and the combination of darkness and poor exterior lighting on most of the structures made it difficult for Bogner to make out pertinent details.
It wasn’t until Matba drove them out of the military complex and through the gates into the Nasrat facility that Bogner was finally able to understand how Ammash and Nasrat were linked.
When that happened, Bogner understood the connection between the NIMF operation and the pharmaceutical company.
The main building in the Nasrat Pharmaceutical complex was a sprawling two-story structure that, according to what Matba knew about the installation, was where most of the people in the compound worked. It was the three stories below, Matba revealed, that housed the production area where biological and chemical weapons were manufactured.
At one point Matba drove them around to the shipping docks and Bogner could see where the rails cars were loaded and unloaded. Mentally he traced his way back across the main road between the two facilities to the switching yards, where Matba had pointed out the aging steam locomotive moving boxcars to the Ammash warehouse and supply depot.
While they watched, one of the two steam engines worked its way into the complex, coupled up with three boxcars from inside the Nasrat complex, and hauled them back to the switching yards, where a decidedly more modern diesel engine with several cars already attached was waiting.
What Bogner was seeing was now beginning to mesh with what he had learned in Miller and Langley’s briefing sessions.
Bogner broke the silence with a question, “Do you know a man by the name of Rashid?”
“Rashid?” Matba repeated.
“Aiwa.”
“Do you know where we can find him?”
Matba was eager to show Bogner he understood.
He nodded, smiled, and reiterated the word “aiwa” several times.
“Show me where I can find him,” Bogner said.
Like a compliant child, Matba jammed the GAZ into reverse, pulled away from the parking place where they had been observing the Nasrat shipping docks, and headed back across the road again into the NIMF military complex.
Back inside the military complex, it took Matba the better part of ten minutes to maneuver his way through a complex of featureless buildings and drive to the housing area where Rashid and most of the personnel involved with Nasrat were housed. The housing consisted of nondescript, long, low gray-stone structures, delineated only by their small front-yard gardens and private entrances.
Matba slowed, wheeled the GAZ into a parking space, and pointed.
“Ghurfa sifr arab’a.”
“Number 04?” Bogner asked.
The little man nodded.
“Rashid, ‘al tuul.” Bogner studied the front of the building for several moments.
“Here’s the way we work it. If for any reason we get stopped, we tell them we’re here to repair something in the housing quarters.
You’ll tell them that Dr. Rashid called maintenance.
Got it?”
It was obvious from Matba’s reaction that he had managed to grasp most of what Bogner had said. He even glanced down to make certain Bogner still had the Mk 2. He pointed at the automatic and rolled his eyes.
“Got it,” he repeated.
“Let’s do it,” Bogner said, reaching for the door.
Just as he did, he saw an NIMF security vehicle round the corner and begin panning the beam of its searchlight along the facades of the row of quarters. Bogner reached for the toggle switch, shut off the engine, ducked, and pulled Matba down on the seat beside him. The security vehicle passed and moved on up the street.
Bogner opened the door of the GAZ and prodded Matba out, and the two men walked up the brick walk and Bogner tried the door. When he saw it was locked, Matba quickly took out his pocket knife, manipulated the lock, and opened the door. Even in the less-than-adequate light from the street lamps on the corner, Bogner could see Matba smiling. Whatever his motivation, the little man was doing everything he could to keep from getting shot.
“Ila henak Metba said, pointing down a narrow hall leading to the back of the quarters.
“Rashid, hen ak
In the darkness, Bogner moved cautiously up the hall, prodding Matba ahead of him. The door to the Rashids’ bedroom was open, and Bogner was able to make out two figures in the bed. He stepped into the room, moved to the side of the bed, pulled back the covers, and carefully nuzzled the muzzle of the automatic against Rashid’s throat. That was all it took. Zilka Rashid slowly began clawing his way out of his sleep just as Bogner had expected him to. Rashid’s first impulse was to try to brush away the annoyance with his hand; that was when the realization hit him. He opened his eyes, stared up at Bogner, and started to protest, only to have Bogner clamp his hand over his mouth.
Bogner’s voice was little more than a whisper.
“This time I don’t have to ask. Doctor. I already know you understand English. Now, nice and easy, get out of bed, stand up, and fold your hands on top of your head. You and I have lots of work to do.”
Zilka Rashid, like Matba, was a slight man. He needed thick prescription glasses to compensate for his failing eyesight. Bogner would have guessed the man’s age at somewhere in his late fifties or early sixties. In the darkness Rashid fumbled on the nightstand for his glasses and struggled to gain his composure.
“What is this?” he demanded. As he picked up his glasses he turned on the small lamp beside his bed and saw Bogner for the first time.
“You — you are the American.
How did you get in here?”
Bogner ignored the question, glanced at the ill-at-ease Matba standing by the door, and ordered him to stand next to the doctor.
“Just in case, I need an interpreter,” he growled. Matba complied.
By then Rashid’s wife was awake. She sat up in bed and started to protest, but Bogner waved the automatic in her face and it was enough to quiet her.
“What do you want?” Rashid asked.
Bogner backed away until he could see all three of his hostages without turning his head.
“First of all, Doctor, tell your wife that as long as she keeps her mouth shut and doesn’t do anything foolish, about the only thing that’s going to happen to her is she’s going to be tied up for a while. On the other hand, if she decides to give me some grief, I won’t hesitate to use this thing.” He made certain both Rashid and his wife got a good look at the Mk 2.
Rashid turned to his wife and repeated Bogner’s instructions in Arabic. Then he looked at Bogner again.
“I demand to know what you want,” he repeated.
“It isn’t a case of what I want. Dr. Rashid. It’s a case of what you’re going to do, and you are going to find a way to get me inside the Nasrat complex.”
“And if I refuse?”
“Then you. Doctor, are going to be the second to die, and you’ll be second only because I intend to shoot your wife first. Under the circumstances you may want to reconsider.”
Day 21
TRAXELKOV STREET
MOSCOW
Josef Solkov had landed at Sheremetyevo Airport, was questioned at length by a Russian customs t official because that was the nature of current Russian-Turkish relations, and finally found his way to a taxi.
“Seventeen Traxelkov Street,” he told the driver, and settled back for the ride into the central part of the city. Along the way Solkov could not help but note the changes; there were more cars, more neon signs, and despite the bitter cold weather, more people on the platforms at the train stations. The posters and banners exhorting the people to embrace the idealism of the Party, however, were gone, the economy was in ruins, and the strength of the Party in shambles. Solkov counted back and realized he had been away from his beloved Moscow for more than ten years; the changes were too numerous, and most of them, he felt, were for the worse. Soon, however, with what was happening in Ammash, he was convinced that things would improve.
The meeting he was scheduled to attend had been called by former Colonel General Drachev, the man most responsible for overseeing Sergi Doronkin’s training and identifying Taj Ozal as the man Doronkin would replace — the man whose assignment it would be to assassinate Salih Baddour. Now that had been accomplished, and as far as Solkov was concerned it had come off exactly as planned, with the exception of the last-minute involvement of the Americans masquerading as Jade representatives. Baddour was dead, Fahid was in charge, and the scene was set — soon the Party would have access to Rashid’s weapons.
Drachev’s plan, in Josef Solkov’s estimation, had been brilliantly executed.
He climbed the wide marble stairway to the old opera theater and headed to the mezzanine where the offices were located. He entered Drachev’s office and was confronted with the one thing he had not anticipated, a conclave of many of the still-active Party power brokers. He immediately recognized Moshe Milstein, Gorge Miktin, Gennadi Beppaev, and the former GRU director, Arvo Kanican.
In addition there were several others he did not know. A frowning Drachev, instead of greeting him, motioned Solkov to take a seat.
In the far corner of the room, two younger men were monitoring a broadcast on a shortwave radio.
All in all, Solkov decided, it appeared to be neither the setting or the kind of gathering where he would be rewarded for his participation in the long-developing plan.
Drachev looked at Solkov and scowled.
“You bring with you the latest news from Ammash?” he asked.
Solkov probed the legion of stern faces around the table before he answered.
“Only the reports out of Amman, Comrade. They are claiming the—” Drachev cut him off.
“We know what the reports from Amman are telling us, Comrade Solkov. The question is, has Colonel Fahid been in contact with you since he informed you of General Baddour’s death?”
“Nyet,” Solkov said, “I have heard nothing further.”
It was obvious now that Drachev was angry.
“Are you aware, Comrade Solkov, that our sources tell us the President of the United States is prepared to disavow any involvement in what has transpired in Ammash? We are further being told that there soon will be an announcement forthcoming.”
Solkov was caught completely off guard. He had been en route to Moscow for the last several hours and he knew nothing of what Drachev was telling him.
“In deviating from our plan. Comrade Fahid has bungled the situation,” Drachev thundered.
“He is jeopardizing everything we have worked for these last two years. By allowing the American to escape he has created a melodrama that all of the world is now following.”
Solkov’s voice was reduced to timidity.
“I am not sure what the Colonel General means when he says, ‘allowing the American to escape.”
“Do not be a fool, Josef. The council has discussed this matter at length prior to your arrival.
We realize, even if you do not, what Fahid is doing.
He has allowed the man he accuses of assassinating General Baddour to escape in the belief that when he is caught and killed by NIMF guards, Fahid will avoid the otherwise inevitable scrutiny and subsequent revelations about Rashid’s chemical weapons program.
“From the outset, we agreed to supply NIMF with the necessary hardware and supplies to conduct a successful campaign against the government in Baghdad in return for access to the work of Dr. Rashid — a campaign, I might add, that General Baddour seemed reluctant to wage. When the Americans stumbled into the picture, the success of such a venture was virtually assured. While the world, and particularly the United States, was distracted with what everyone would have considered a most volatile situation in Iraqi, we would have the opportunity to restore the Party to its former glory.”
“Is that not still the case?” Solkov said.
“Fahid has deviated from the plan!” Drachev shouted.
“He cannot be trusted! He has strayed into uncharted waters. The question arises, now that we have provided him with his avenue to power, will he honor his agreements with us?”
Solkov was stymied. He did not know how to answer Drachev’s assertions and he did not understand why the former colonel general seemed to be holding him responsible. Finally he said, “I know of no reason why Fahid would not hold to his contract with us.” After he said it he realized his voice had conveyed little in the way of conviction.
The tone of Drachev’s voice when he finally spoke again had lost some of its rancor.
“We have decided that you will remain in Moscow until events in Ammash have played out. Comrade Solkov.
Success has its rewards and failure is also appropriately rewarded. It was you who first advanced the idea of a liaison with Colonel Fahid in his bid to gain control of the Northern Iraqi Military Forces. The Party has invested heavily in your scheme, not only in resources, but time as well — and you have continually assured us of its eventual success. If it fails, Comrade Solkov, you will be held accountable. And you will not like the consequences.”
Day 21
WASHINGTON
Joy Carpenter waited outside the White House press room talking to colleagues. She had requested and received the necessary credentials to attend the mid-morning briefing by Colchin’s press secretary, Donald Freeman. Freeman was an old friend, and Joy had every intention of collaring him after the briefing, reminding him that she and Bogner had once been married, and promising him that nothing he revealed would go any farther.
When she saw Freeman cross the corridor leading from the West Wing into the back room behind the briefing room, she broke off her conversation and found a chair in the rear of the room.
Donald Freeman was a tall, angular man with snow-white hair and a keenly honed Mississippi drawl. Unlike many of his predecessors, he enjoyed the give-and-take of the sessions as well as a healthy, no-holds-barred reputation. It was general knowledge around town that the Washington press corp had ordained him the most cooperative press secretary in the last twenty years.
Joy watched her longtime friend walk to the podium, straighten his papers, and survey the crowd before he began.
“I’ll try to be brief and I’ve allowed some time for questions and answers at the end of the briefing. Okay?
“Three days ago we learned that General Salih Baddour, the leader of the rebel Northern Iraqi Military Force in Iraq, had been assassinated. The alleged assassin is said to be a man by the name of Tobias Carrington Bogner, a longtime agent with the United States Internal Security Bureau.
Subsequent to that announcement we have learned through Jordanian sources that the alleged assassin managed to escape, and a spokesman for NIMF indicated that Colonel Ishad Fahid had given orders to have the alleged assassin shot on sight.
“Agent Bogner was sent to Ammash, Iraq, at the discretion of the United States government to verify rumors and inspect, if possible, evidence of the repeated use by NIMF forces of biological and chemical weapons against Kurd tribes in northern “Contact with Agent Bogner was last established five days ago and he has not been heard from since. The only thing close to verification we have that Agent Bogner ever actually arrived in Ammash was obtained two days ago when poor-quality videotapes showing a man reputed to be Agent Bogner and identified as General Baddour’s assassin were supplied and subsequently broadcast over both Jordanian and Syrian television.
“Since the United States has no formal diplomatic relations with the government in Baghdad and there is no chain of communication between Baghdad and Ammash, it has been difficult to verify these reports. We have asked diplomatic sources in both Jordan and Turkey to intercede on our behalf and determine the validity of these charges. To date, the governments in both Jordan and Turkey have been unsuccessful in obtaining further information.
“The President is currently reviewing other avenues of possible intervention into the matter and wants me to assure you that we are doing everything within our power to resolve this matter-and if the allegations are true, insure that Agent Bogner receives appropriate legal support.”
Freeman stopped, restacked his papers, and looked over the gathering of reporters as hands flew into the air. A reporter in the front of the room asked, “Is there any truth to the rumor that the real purpose of the attempt to get Agent Bogner inside Ammash was to disrupt or somehow deter further development of chemical and biological weapons by NIMF?”
“Agent Bogner was sent to Ammash to evaluate the situation and weigh our alternatives,” Freeman answered.
Joy listened while the barrage of questions continued, each amounting to little more than a slight variation on previous questions. Joy commented to a colleague that Freeman was good at his job, pointing out that after twenty minutes of intense questioning, the reporters had been able to glean little more in the way of information than they’d had when he finished his prepared statement.
When Freeman left the podium. Joy worked her way into the corridor to try to intercept him before he returned to his office in the West Wing. A Secret Service man stopped her, and only by chance did Freeman see her waving frantically to get his attention. When he approached he was all smiles.
“I saw you in the back of the room,” he admitted, “and I was more than surprised when you didn’t have one of those typical Joy Carpenter penetrating questions for me.”
Joy ignored the compliment.
“You know about Tobias and me, don’t you?”
“I know that you two used to be married.”
“I’m worried,” Joy admitted.
“You have every right to be. The President is concerned as well.”
“Look, Donald, I give you my word that anything you tell me doesn’t go any farther,” Joy pleaded.
“How bleak is it?”
Freeman checked to see if there was anyone close enough to overhear their conversation.
“All I can tell you, Joy, is that the President has a plan.
I’m not privy to the details. He’s holding the cards on this one close to his chest. I can tell you, though, that we’re examining every conventional option and a few that even if they don’t work, we’ll still be able to say we did everything in our power to get T. C. out of there.”
“I was hoping for more,” Joy admitted. She forced a small smile to show Freeman she wasn’t serious.
“You know, something like the President was sending in a battalion of Marines to get Tobias out of there.”
“Sorry, Joy, I’ve told you all I can tell you. Except to say there is a helluva lot going on that I’m not at liberty to discuss.”
Day 21
AM MASH
Salih Baddour, Bogner learned, had long been paranoid about the possibility of an aerial attack by the government forces in Baghdad. As a result, he had built his Ammash complex accordingly; even the living quarters for the engineers, technicians, and scientists he had recruited to work on Rashid’s GG-2 project were constructed over well-fortified bomb shelters.
The shelters consisted of two rooms, walls of eighteen-inch-thick concrete, the necessary food stores, electrical appliances, and an assortment of other creature comforts.
With Matba doing most of the heavy work, his mechanic companion, who had been bound and gagged and riding around in the back of the GAZ during their night-long odyssey, was unceremoniously dumped into the shelter under Rashid’s quarters. He was left there, still taped and still gagged to wait out the rest of Bogner’s plan. Bogner’s threat to shoot Zilka Rashid’s wife first and him second if the doctor failed to cooperate had worked. After an initial display of mulishness Rashid had decided it was best to cooperate. Thus far he had followed instructions and continued to encourage his wife to do the same. Talia Rashid, on the other hand, turned out to be Bogner’s real bonus. Educated in the United States, with degrees from two American universities, she appeared to know almost as much about her husband’s work at Rashid did. She spoke fluent English, and Bogner learned she had assisted her husband in every phase of the development of the cyanide-based weapons Baddour had been testing on the unfortunate Kurds. Not only did she speak English better than her husband, there was one more bonus. She was as concerned about her husband’s welfare as he was hers.
As it turned out, getting into the Nasrat facility had likewise been a great deal less difficult than Bogner had anticipated. Using the car that Baddour had assigned to his head of research, and with Matba playing the role of chauffeur, they drove through the south gate of the Nasrat complex, past two security guards who apparently recognized Rashid’s car, and into a secured parking area. It occurred to Bogner that apparently Fahid’s security people still thought they had him confined to the cell complex. Sooner or later, though, he knew the search would be expanded.
Despite the early hour, some of the Nasrat workers were already starting to filter in as well.
It helped that Baddour hadn’t confined his recruiting efforts to his native country. As far as Bogner could determine, Nasrat personnel included Orientals and Caucasians, as well as a healthy cross section of Middle Easterners. Still wearing the uniform fatigues Jahin had provided on the first day, Bogner, carrying a metal toolbox and walking in tandem with Matba, looked very much like a facility maintenance man. Along the way he picked up fragments of conversation spoken in German, French, Turkish, and the inevitable Arabic. Most of what Bogner was able to pick up amounted to little more than comments on the weather and early morning small talk.
At one point Rashid balked when two NIMF officers passed the foursome in an upper-level corridor, and Bogner was forced to nudge him with the muzzle of the automatic. They boarded an elevator and descended three levels. Bogner determined that if they were going to go any further, he would have to persuade the Rashids to get him past a series of security doors. Each time they moved deeper into the complex, Rashid seemed to be less willing to cooperate. He was getting braver.
“Don’t stop now. Doctor,” Bogner warned.
“We’re just getting to the good part.”
“Just what is it you expect to see?” Talia Rashid demanded. Her voice, like her husband’s, exposed her growing nervousness.
“You, Mrs. Rashid, are going to show me what our satellites can’t see. When you do that, you’ll be done, and I’ll see that you get back to your little concrete quarters unharmed,” Bogner said.
Talia Rashid, a small, middle-aged woman with olive skin and intense brown eyes, stared back at Bogner with obvious contempt.
“Americans amuse me, Mr. Bogner. They operate on the assumption that we fear death as they do. I do not fear for my own life. If it were only myself that I must consider, I would say go ahead and use your weapon. My faith has taught me not to fear death.
I am cooperating only to spare the life of my husband.”
“As long as you both do what I tell you to do, you can express all the contempt you want to, little lady. Just show me what I want to see and you might live long enough to tell your grandkids about this whole affair.”
The woman moved past Bogner and laid her hand on a small illuminated glass plate under an acrylic covering. The device read her palm imprint, a green light went on, and the door opened.
Inside they were a number of laboratories and at the end of the corridor, another door with a sign over it. Pravitsa.
“What’s in there?” Bogner asked.
Talia hesitated.
“That’s all I needed to know,” Bogner said.
“Open it.”
Talia Rashid hesitated again, glanced at her husband, then finally opened the door and the lights went on automatically. Bogner knew immediately he had hit the mother lode. The area was climate-controlled, warning signs were everywhere, and there were more security cameras in this one area alone than he had seen in any other part of the Nasrat facility.
“Before we go in, is there any way to turn off the security cameras?” Bogner asked. Even before he had finished asking, Talia Rashid was shaking her head. “I am afraid you have outsmarted yourself.
When the door is unlocked and the lights go on, all security cameras in this holding room are activated.”
Talia Rashid had opened the door to an elaborate mini-warehouse. There were six open bays, each a twenty-foot cube, some filled with cartons, some with twenty-gallon metal drums. They were all marked with Nasrat labels, but the chemical designations on the barrels told Bogner all he needed to know.
Bogner opened his toolbox, handed Matba a wrench, and instructed the little Iraqi to step into the room, stay where the camera could see him, and act like he was working on something. Matba followed his instructions to the letter. He dropped to his knees and began working with one of the emergency water valves. Then Bogner pulled Rashid’s wife around so that she was facing him and instructed her to gesture with her hands. He had no way of knowing how realistic it was going to look to some guard watching a monitor somewhere in the bowels of Nasrat, but he needed time to look over the woman’s shoulder and get some idea of the NIMF inventory. He was banking on the monitor guard assuming they were deep in conversation. Talia Rashid obviously hadn’t taken acting lessons, but she did as she was told and it was at least good enough to temporarily fool whoever was watching the monitors. Only then did Bogner get his first good look at the Rashids’ playthings.
The first bay, marked with the Arabic symbol for one, contained a number of ten-gallon drums with VX painted on the side of the container,in large red letters. Bogner knew VX to be a highly lethal nerve gas, lethal enough that a small dose, something like ten milligrams as he remembered it, was deadly enough to kill an average adult. If it was dispersed by a Scud-type missile, or even from artillery shells, Fahid had enough VX in that one bay alone to make any war with the government in Baghdad, or anyone else for that matter, a very short war.
In the second bay were several drums marked VM-50. His knowledge of VM-50 was limited, but he did know it was a gelled form of the nerve gas Soman, a derivative variant of VX. In the other bays he identified containers, mostly small drums, marked to indicate such deadly contents as Sarin, Anthrax, Clostridium, and mustard gas. Miller and Langley had guessed right. Baddour not only had stockpiles of chemical weapons, but with the help of the Rashids, he was developing his own, even more deadly, variations. And he had enough to sell to nations friendly to the NIMF cause.
For the first time, Bogner was beginning to understand the full impact that Baddour’s GG-2 project would have on anyone who crossed swords with the NIMF. The NIMF may have been outnumbered, underfinanced, and poorly equipped, but it had more than enough GG-2 weapons. Scud missiles, and enough short-range hardware to deliver any kind of misery it desired. It was also fairly evident at this point why Baddour hadn’t been more aggressive in launching his own campaign.
To go beyond the borders of Iraq or counterattack anyone other than his immediate neighbors, he needed a way to deliver his long-range biological and chemical weapons. To the best knowledge of those who monitored the NIMF situation, that meant ICBMs and/or long-range bombers, something the NIMF so far didn’t appear to have in its inventory.
Bogner backed out into the hall, out of the range of the main security camera mounted over the door, and looked at Rashid’s wife.
“That wasn’t so difficult, was it? Sorta like a game of show-and-tell.”
Talia Rashid allowed a furtive smile to erode what had been up until that moment a primarily petulant frown.
“Do not assume you have seen even a small amount of our preparation. There is a warehouse on the level below these laboratories that houses many interesting and, I might add, far more efficient variations on what you have just witnessed. Even if you were fortunate enough to live long enough to tell your government what you have seen here, it would serve little purpose.
“I tell you this because your notion of escape is little more than a foolish fantasy. You will no doubt be captured and shot long before you can tell others what you have seen.”
This time it was Bogner who indulged his own small smile.
“We have a saying in my country, Mrs. Rashid. We tell people not to count their chickens before they hatch. Which is another way of saying your so-called Nasrat security people haven’t caught me yet.” Then he turned to Matba.
“Look around, see what you can use to tie up our friends.”
“You go back on your word,” Mrs. Rashid bristled.
“You said you would return us to our quarters.”
“Apparently you didn’t learn too much about Americans when you were going to school in the States,” Bogner said with a grin.
“If you did you would know we tend to be somewhat spontaneous.
We have a tendency to change plans every now and then, and in your case I’ve just changed mine. My little Iraqi friend and I have decided to leave you two here with all your toys. But just to make certain you two don’t run out and start activating security alarms, we’re going to tie you up and put you somewhere where it will take your colleagues a while to find you.”
Bogner turned off the lights and with Matba’s help, the Rashids were bound, gagged, dragged into the laboratory, and left on the floor in a place where they would be in plain sight when the lights were turned on.
Outside, in the central corridor leading away from Rashid’s laboratories, Bogner, with Matba still in tow, followed the diagrams to the service elevator and took the lift up one level to the supply access tunnel. When they got off the elevator, Bogner programed it to return to the laboratory level, waited until the light went on, pried the cover off the elevator’s service panel, tore out the wiring, and shorted out the controls.
“The way I’ve got it figured, it won’t be long until someone discovers the Rashids. The minute they do, they’ll hit the alarm system and this place will be flooded with your security guards — which is exactly what I need, another diversion. In the meantime, we’re headed back to the hangar. From there I can get to the switching yards.” Bogner paused and bolstered the Mk 2. He realized he had been talking far too fast for Matba to understand everything he was saying. He measured his words before he added, “From here on, little man, you’re on your own. This could get a little dicey.”
Matba obviously didn’t understand; like so many other terms Bogner had used, the word “dicey” was new to him.
“You mean you go home?
Home is America?” he asked.
Bogner weighed each word in an effort to make certain the little man understood him.
“America,” he said, “home.” Then he added, “But that’s a long shot. First I have to finish my work here. Then I worry about getting out of here.”
Matba pointed to himself.
“I help — sagheer.” Once again he was holding up his thumb and forefinger to let Bogner know how much sagheer meant.
“Then we need the quickest way back to the hangar. When they hear that security alarm in the Nasrat complex they’ll figure that’s where they’ll find me.”
Once again it took several moments for Matba to process what Bogner had just said, but finally he began pointing. Just as they did they heard the first security alarm.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Bogner shouted.
Day 21
KOBOLI
In all, there were six of them, Langley, Rogers, Kizil Burgaz, the Turkish Hormone pilot who had eluded Baddour’s patrols on Langley’s first trip to Koboli, and Rogers’s three handpicked Incursion Squad members.
The six men stood huddled around a crude, handmade table while two of the IS men held flashlights on the map Andera was sketching for them. She was painstaking in detail, pausing frequently to remind them it had been several years since she had worked at the Ammash facility.
“Take your time,” Langley cautioned.
“Anything and everything you can remember can and will help us.”
As the Kurd woman drew, Rogers compared her sketch to his series of satellite photos. Thus far
Andera had been accurate on everything she was telling them. The location of the hangars, the roads, and the location of the rail switching yards.
“Focus on the Nasrat building,” Rogers told her.
“How many entrances and where are they located?”
Andera pointed to her sketch.
“As I remember, there is an entrance here, on the southwest. It is the one used by most of the people who work there. One gate gives access to the traffic leading in and out of the village. It is seldom used. In the old days, the people who were stealing materials and medicine from Nasrat said that it was the easiest to get in and out of because there was only one guard.” Then she added, “Now very few people from the village work at Nasrat. Baddour has brought in people from other countries.”
“Is this the rail access?” Rogers asked.
Andera nodded and pointed.
“That is where they load the boxcars with the medicines Baddour sells. Most of the people that work at Nasrat are good people; they know nothing of what goes on in the lower levels of the building. They know only the rumors — rumors that Baddour makes and stores his weapons there.”
“Then you’ve never actually seen where the weapons are made?”
Andera admitted that she hadn’t.
“I heard one of the guards talking one time, and he said there was a network of underground supply tunnels that ran to all the buildings. They could be anywhere inside the complex.”
Langley, like Rogers, was beginning to understand how what was now Fahid’s operation worked. The NIMF made its weapons and transferred them via the underground tunnels to the hangars or wherever the tests were to be conducted, and the Nasrat employees as well as the people in Ammash were none the wiser. It also helped to explain why Baddour had had so few troops at Ammash. First, he had not needed all that many to conduct the tests: a handful of pilots, ground support personnel, and security. Second, by holding the number of people actually involved, it was easier to control how many actually knew about the real mission of Nasrat.
Baddour had been clever in more ways than one. By keeping the bulk of his troops and their command at three larger bases to the south, the Ammash/Nasrat complex had remained largely unnoticed until N1 and the people at Rockwell took notice of the anomalies in the satellite photos.
“That explains a lot of things,” Langley said with a sigh.
“It explains why the majority of his aircraft are helicopters and why most of them are Hormones at Ammash. That’s all he needed to conduct his tests. He used the Hips to handle his patrols and everything else was incidental. It also explains why we were never able to get any satellite shots of activity on the tarmac or any kind of operations moving between Nasrat and the airstrip.
It was all taking place underground.”
Rogers went back to the sketch.
“Our sources estimate that Baddour — or rather, Fahid — had anywhere from eight hundred to one thousand men stationed at his Ammash facility. Can you verify that?”
Andera shook her head.
“I would be surprised if it were that many. At the hospital where I worked we seldom saw men in uniform.”
“What about all the housing units you show here on your sketch?”
“Those are maintained for the personnel Baddour recruited to work at Nasrat. Many of them are from other countries. They are mostly scientists and technicians.”
Langley looked at Rogers. He was smiling.
“So far I like what I’m hearing.”
When Andera stepped back from the table she looked tired.
“I believe I have told you everything I can that will help you,” she said.
“Do you have any more questions?”
Rogers shook his head, and laid the satellite photos on top of the sketch.
“According to what your people at N1 are telling you. Captain Langley, these images we see on this photo are all Hormones, correct?”
Langley nodded.
“If I remember correctly, the count runs from nine to twelve.”
“Good. That’s going to make it easy to accomplish the first part. Tell your friend Mr. Burgaz that when we get there, we want him to set his Hormone down on the tarmac just like he belongs there. What’s one Hormone more or less?”
“What about their radar and air traffic control people?” Langley asked.
“Baddour isn’t the only one that recruits scientists and engineers. Captain. We do a little of that ourselves,” Rogers said before turning to Burgaz.
“How high will that chopper of yours go?”
Kizil Burgaz shrugged.
“I do not know, I have never tried to find out.”
“Now we get into our own bag of tricks,” Rogers said with a grin.
“When we’re fifteen miles out from Ammash, we will create a little diversion of our own. We will drop a rat pack, a device that will make our friends in the Ammash radar center, depending on how paranoid they are, think they are dealing with some kind of emergency or incursion. Then we fly directly south from that point, Mr. Burgaz, and we drop another one. Result, confusion. While our NIMF friends are trying to determine what the hell is going on, you will maximize your Hormone’s altitude and we will discharge enough RI particles to drive their air traffic people up the wall. Result, even more confusion.
At that point our NIMF friends won’t know what the hell is going on.
“After releasing the RI particles, we’ll make one or two passes over the base and we’ll borrow a page from our British friends. We’ll take out everything on the tarmac with high-velocity, shoulder-launched missiles. Then we land and do what we can to locate Captain Bogner. At that point, Captain Langley, it will be up to you to figure out how we find him. That shouldn’t prove so difficult being that you’re both Navy men.”
Peter Langley was reasonably certain he could detect the traces of a smirk in Rogers’s voice. He was savoring the moment.
Rogers began stuffing the satellite photos back in his attache case as Langley continued to study the Kurd woman’s sketch. There was a raw wind training down from the Koboli Mountains and it permeated the wall of the crude structure. Langley shivered and as he did, Andera reached out and laid her hand on his arm. “} hope you find your man Bogner,” she said, “and perhaps you will be able to put an end to this madness.”

Chapter Thirteen

Day 21
NIMF COMPOUND
For Bogner it soon became obvious that Matba was an old pro at working his way through the maze of access tunnels under the surface of the combined Ammash/Nasrat complex. He was twice able to guide them past security monitors and on the one occasion when he couldn’t, Bogner successfully used his crude reflector to interrupt the pulse beam. Within minutes after disabling the supply elevator accessing the supply tunnel to the Nasrat facility, Matba had led them to the supply elevator that carried them up and into the main hangar again.
Bogner was getting weaker. The continued bleeding from the bullet hole in his left arm was beginning to take its toll. For the first time since he had struggled to stuff the security guard’s body in the ventilating system of the incarceration unit, he was beginning to experience doubts, doubts that he could hold on long enough to do what he felt had to be done. Twice during their sprint from the bowels of the Nasrat unit he had been forced to stop long enough to regain his steadiness, and each time Matba had had the opportunity to go on without him. Each time, though, the little man with the big eyes had stood by him — waiting for more instructions.
Now they were standing in the shadows of the darkened hangar, and Bogner knew this step of the operation had to be as carefully thought out as all the others. He wanted to leave Fahid something to remember him by. He worked his way back to the two Hormones that he had disabled earlier, crawled in one of the cabins, searched through the Em-paks until he found a flare gun, made certain it contained the two cartridges, shoved it in his jacket, crawled out, and returned to Matba.
“Now we go to work,” he said. Earlier, when he had cut the hydraulic and fuel lines, he had made note of the fact that there were several drums of aviation fuel stored near the back of the hangar.
In that same area the NIMF mechanics had also stockpiled their oil and lubricants.
With Matba’s assistance, he opened the pet cocks on several of the fuel drums, tipped them over on their sides, and rolled them across the concrete floor of the hangar, each spilling out its contents as it rolled. Within minutes the only thing the two men could smell was the acidulated aroma of the aviation fuel.
“Now, little man, which door do we use to get out of here? The closer we are to the switching yards the better.”
Matba was staring back at him with an expression that conveyed his lack of understanding again.
“Train,” Bogner repeated.
“Where from here?”
Matba’s face lit up; he understood and he pointed.
“Then we go out that door. How about guards?”
Even as Matba was shaking his head, Bogner could hear a chorus of security sirens wailing in the background. The two men moved to the back of the hangar near the exit door. Bogner opened it to make certain the way was clear, and was in the process of surveying the number of vehicles parked just outside the building. When he saw the lights approaching, he figured his luck had just run out. An NIMF security vehicle similar to the one he had spotted in the personnel quarters was patroling the parking area less than fifty yards from them, the beam of its spotlight trailing back and forth as it slowly worked its way through the hangar’s parking lot.
“Start waving your hands,” Bogner whispered.
“Get their attention.”
If anything, Matba appeared to be even more perplexed than before.
“Get them over here,” Bogner said.
“When they get out of their patrol car, tell them you think the guy they are looking for is in the hangar.”
Somehow the message had gotten through.
Matba began waving his arms, and Bogner ducked between two nearby vehicles with the Mk 2 ready. The security truck rolled to a stop, two guards jumped out, and Matba pointed frantically through the door. What Bogner heard was nsomething that sounded like hen ak hen ak and a good bit more that he couldn’t decipher.
The guards, both armed with short-barreled Uzis, bolted through the door and into the hangar.
Matba was still pointing and shouting, “Henak, hen ak
The minute the guards disappeared into the hangar, Bogner came up out of his hiding place.
He waited until the men had worked their way well into the hangar, took out the flare gun, and fired it. He watched the flare ricochet off the hangar ceiling and plummet to the floor while still illuminating its trajectory. For the two stunned NIMF security guards there was no time to react.
The moment the phosphor flare hit the floor of the hangar already bathed in aviation fuel, it became an instant inferno. A searing ball of angry red-orange flames hawked its way upward and outward from the point of impact. Bogner thought he heard screams, but the wall of heat had already started to mushroom toward him and he was forced to turn away.
“Head for their security vehicle!” he screamed.
By the time he did, Matba had already started to sprint. The little Iraqi crawled behind the wheel, slapped the truck into gear, and peeled out of the parking lot. Bogner had barely managed to make it.
Major Mustafa Jahin, along with a small detail of NIMF guards, had been the first to arrive at the Nasrat complex when the alarms went off. He had ordered the gates closed and locked with instructions that no one be allowed to leave and only additional Ammash security personnel be allowed to to enter. He followed that with an order to t conduct a floor-by-floor search of the complex. By the time he reached the laboratory and weapons storehouse area, the Rashids had begun to regain their composure. Talia Rashid, more than her husband, was able to give the NIMF major a rational, but rambling, account of what had happened.
Jahin’s first question surprised her.
“How bad was he hurt?”
“He gave no indication that he was,” she said.
“I saw the blood on his sleeve, but I did not know where it came from and he did nothing to indicate that it was troubling him.”
Jahin moved cautiously, retracing the events that had led to the sounding of the alarms.
“Did he say what he wanted?”
“He demanded to see the chemical and biological weapons development area,” the woman said.
“And you permitted him to see them?” Jahin said.
“We had no choice. Major. The American was holding a gun on us. I have no doubt that he would have used it without the slightest provocation. At times he seemed quite agitated.”
Jahin was still in the middle of his interrogation when he was interrupted by one of his men. The man informed him that they were unable to operate the supply elevator. When he heard that, Jahin smiled.
“Then he is trapped somewhere in the building. Sooner or later our American will run out of places to hide.”
Moments later, while Jahin was still on the telephone, informing his commander that the American assassin of Salih Baddour was trapped somewhere inside the Nasrat complex, he heard the muffled but distinct sound of a distant explosion.
The lights flickered in the laboratory area and the room went black for several seconds before the standby generators kicked in.
Ishad Fahid was standing at the desk listening to Jahin’s report, in what had once served as Salih Baddour’s office, when the explosion occurred.
The floor beneath him buckled momentarily and the room’s two windows looking out over the base imploded. The blast sent shards of flying glass cutting through the air like a million tiny razors, and Ishad Fahid instinctively hit the floor. He felt the needle-pointed splinters of glass gouge tiny holes in his face and hands as he sought to protect himself.
There was a second explosion, followed by a third that was even more powerful than either of its predecessors. Even with the first rays of the early morning sun beginning to shred the darkness of the Ammash night, the sudden eruption painted the walls of the room with an eerie luminescence.
Fahid rolled over, his face tattooed with pinholes of blood, staggered to his feet, and managed to claw his way through the debris into the hallway outside his office. He was screaming for his security guards.
For much of the time since Kizil Burgaz had lifted his battle-scarred Hormone out of the rubble that had once been the village of Koboli, he had maintained just enough altitude to clear the terrain and avoid detection by NIMF air patrols. It was only when he took the twin-Glushenkov-engine aircraft up to an altitude sufficient to clear the last range of low hills west of Ammash that he began gesturing and pointing.
Some fifteen miles directly east of them, the sky had turned a savage orange. By the time Langley had worked his way from the back of the aircraft to the flight deck, the speculation had already begun.
“What the hell do you make of it?” Rogers grunted.
Burgaz shook his head, handed Langley a set of battered binoculars, apologized for the scratches on the left lens, and brought the Hormone around so that Langley could get a better look.
“If that’s Ammash,” Langley muttered, “someone has a big problem.” By then Rogers had worked his way forward and trained his own field glasses on the spectacle.
“Is Ammash, all right,” Burgaz confirmed. He pointed at his radio.
“Burgaz hear them talking to their air patrols. They are ordering their patrols in. They say big explosion in hangar.”
Rogers was still assessing the spectacle.
“We may not actually need those rat packs now, but we’re going to drop the damn things anyway.” He tapped Burgaz on the shoulder, and the Turk gradually pulled back on the cyclic to start the Hormone’s climb. Langley moved back so Rogers could move into the copilot’s seat. He watched as the unexpected display of orange and the billowing clouds of black smoke began to choke the sky over Ammash. From here on out it was all Rogers’s show. To Langley, the colonel’s muttering sounded as though the IS squad leader had decided to milk something else out of his plan. When he wheeled around he began growling orders.
“We stay with the original plan, but in that first pass I want one of you to take out their control tower as well. Got it?”
Langley leaned back against the bulkhead of the
Hormone’s fuselage and braced himself. The rat packs were being dropped and there was nothing to do now but wait for Burgaz to take them in over the base at Ammash.
Bogner and Matba had driven from the chaos of the hangar inferno to the rail switching yards, ditched the security truck, and began threading their way first through a maze of outbuildings near the tracks. Matba located an empty boxcar in a holding area no more than fifty yards from where the switch engine had stopped to watch the pyrotechnics. They crawled in the boxcar and waited for their opportunity.
Everywhere they turned there was a chorus of confusion: wailing sirens, security alarms, and men shouting. Amidst it all there was a succession of explosions as first the hangar was rocked, then the aviation fuel shed at the rear of the building erupted. At first it had been a thunder-flash, with brilliant orange-blue flames shredding the early morning sky. Then came the billowing clouds of acrid black smoke that only occasionally revealed the intensity of the furnace roaring at the smoke’s source.
At first Bogner had seen only a few pieces of firefighting equipment. Then more arrived. But it was obvious now that any effort the NIMF made was going to be a case of too little and too late. Crowds of men milled around and as near as Bogner could determine, they were doing little to combat the blaze. The roaring hangar and the fuel depot had become a death spectacle.
Both Bogner and Matba watched the display for several minutes before Bogner moved to the other side of the boxcar and began studying the switching yards. From their vantage point now they were less than fifty yards from where they had earlier watched the switch engine moving freight cars back and forth between the Nasrat complex and the rail yards. Even then the less-than-clear pieces of Bogner’s plan had started to crystalize. Now, as he looked at Matba, he wondered just how far the little man was willing to go along with him. When Matba finally spoke he caught Bogner by surprise.
“You finish here, you go back to America?”
Matba asked. The Iraqi’s question came across choppy and disconnected, but Bogner understood him.
“That’s the plan,” Bogner grunted.
“Right now that’s a damn big if, though.”
“Matba’s sister in America. You take Matba with you? Ten years since I see sister.”
Suddenly everything was making sense: the big-eyed little man’s cooperation, his refusal to leave even when he had the chance, and the risks he had taken. He saw Bogner, if the American was lucky enough to make it out of there, as his ticket. Bogner’s sweaty smoke-and smut-caked face furrowed into a half smile. How many times had he heard Packer say to plan it down to the last detail and then pray for a helluva lot of luck? In a hostile country halfway around the world, on an Northern Iraqi Military Force installation where they had orders to shoot him on sight, he had unwittingly stumbled onto what in all likelihood was the only man in Ammash who was willing to help him.
“You got yourself a deal, little man. If I make it out of here, you go with me.”
For once there was no need to repeat it a second time. Matba indicated he understood. He smiled back at Bogner, reached out, and timidly patted his ticket out of Ammash on the shoulder.
“Good, good,” he repeated.
“Before that happens, though, you and me still have a helluva lot of work to do. We’ve got to find a way to get across the clearing and out to where that engine is sitting. Understand?”
Matba mulled the words over, and finally the puzzled look on his face brightened.
“Ah, I get-you want Matba walk out to train and ask about boom at hangar.” Matba tried to repeat the word “understand.”
When Bogner acknowledged the attempt, Matba leaped down from the boxcar and started across the switch yards toward the engine. The little man was a born actor. He was playing it to the hilt, waving his arms and shouting. Behind him, the flames from the hangar fire, spurred on by continuing fuel-fed eruptions in the gasoline shed, was creating a choking pall of heavy, black, oil-saturated smoke. That smoke was now hanging over the entire Nasrat/Ammash facility.
Suddenly Bogner heard another sound, this one distinctly reminiscent of some kind of mortar fire, and the almost instantaneous explosion that followed.
The sounds seemed to be coming from the tarmac in front of the hangar. He moved back to the other side of the boxcar and looked out just in time to see one of the NIMF Hormones parked on the tarmac burst into flames. Then there was another.
He saw a fire-trailing mortar rip through the blanket of heavy smoke and claim still another of Fahid’s aircraft. Whoever or whatever it was coming from, someone had created all the distraction he was going to need. He leaped down from the boxcar, felt the pain shoot up his arm again, staggered momentarily, regained his balance, and raced across the clearing toward the switch engine.
By the time he got there, Matba had already crawled up into the cab and along with the engineer and fireman, was standing between the engine cab and the tender engrossed in the fireworks. Bogner managed to pull himself up into the cab, and shoved the muzzle of the Mk 2 in the engineer’s ribs. If the switch engine’s two crewmen had suspected anything, their reaction came too late.
“Ask them if they speak English,” Bogner snarled.
Matba repeated the question.
“Btah-ki/hal tatakallam inglesy?”
One of the crewmen squinted at Bogner; the other shook his head.
“Yes or no, damn it,” Bogner barked.
“Aiwa or la?” Matba repeated. Bogner thought it lost something in the translation, and he brought the Mk 2 up where the man could see it.
“Sagheer,” the men admitted.
This time it was Bogner who understood. He grabbed one of the crewman by the front of his shirt, spun him around, and shoved him off the platform. The man lit in a heap, let out what Bogner figured was some kind of obscenity, rolled over, managed to scramble to his feet, and started running.
“Now,” Bogner said, “tell your countryman that I want him to get this damn thing rolling and headed for the Nasrat loading docks.”
Matba hesitated just long enough to go through the deciphering process. Bogner pointed.
“Nasrat.
Dammit. Go. Now.”
There was another exchange between Matba and the engineer. The conversation was all in Arabic, during which Matba continually pointed to Bogner’s automatic in an effort to impress upon the man the seriousness of the situation.
“He say they closed gates,” Matba explained.
“Never mind the damn gates,” Bogner fumed.
“Just tell him to get a death grip on that throttle and get this chunk of steel rolling.”
Bogner held his breath, and watched the Iraqi engineer begin twisting valves and release the vacuum brake lever. He gripped the throttle, and opened the regulator to allow a flow of steam to the cylinders. Then Bogner heard the wheels begin to grind and the locomotive responded with an abrupt surge forward. They were moving.
“Faster!” Bogner shouted.
“Tell him to open that damn throttle all the way.”
Matba had trouble repeating the command.
Bogner leaned out of the window and watched as the locomotive began to gain momentum. The Nasrat gates were less than three hundred yards ahead of them.
“Now. Tell your Iraqi friend if he doesn’t want to go up in flames he better get the hell out of here — and now,” Bogner shouted.
Matba never hesitated. Instead of repeating Bogner’s command, he shoved the man. The Iraqi crewman stumbled backward, started to get up, and Matba kicked. He rolled over, slipped sideways and off, and Matba watched him hit the ground. “Now you,” Bogner screamed.
“Jump!”
Matba grabbed the handrail, glanced back, mumbled something in Iraqi, and jumped. Bogner hoped it was a prayer.
By the time Bogner got back to the controls, the old engine had worked up a head of steam. He was now less than 150 yards from the gates, and was digging through the aux pack for the two percussion grenades. He found them, pried open the door to the firebox, pulled the pins, and hung the grenades on the inside of the firebox door. Then he pulled the throttle into the full open position and jumped.
Bogner hit the ground hard, rolled over, again felt the searing pain in his left arm, but still somehow managed to spin himself around quick enough to see most of what happened. He saw it from the prone position in the gravel and dirt, lying beside the rails just outside the Nasrat gate, but it was all he hoped for and more. The aging switch engine plowed through the gate, and still gaining speed at the time of impact, rammed into the Nasrat shipping docks. The grenades did exactly what Bogner hoped they would. The firebox erupted, the superheated tubes inside the flue tube exploded, and the salvo that followed triggered one continuous chain of destruction. It had worked just like a giant shrapnel bomb. Chunks of jagged hot metal ripped through the walls of the building, and he watched parts of the roof of the structure erupt in flames while other sections collapsed on impact.
When the switch engine plowed into the docks it had taken out the entire shipping area and ignited an instant inferno. Whatever supplies Fahid had sitting on the docks only contributed to the fury of the fire.
Finally Bogner tried to get to his feet, and for the first time realized there was nothing left; the well had finally gone dry. His legs were rubbery, his knees buckled, and there was nothing to do but sink back to the ground. As he lay there he could hear the sounds of the chaos and the destruction.
He closed his eyes momentarily in a futile effort to rest, then opened them to see a man holding an automatic rifle — and it was pointed at him.
Day 21
Carbonate ammonium, the way the military uses it, is devoid of the genteel fragrances used in more civilized circumstances. The military gives it to you straight up: no flowers, no pleasant aroma, just a sudden jolt. Bogner had been brought around that way more than once. He inhaled, once, twice, felt his head snap to one side, and began clawing his way out of the shapeless abyss where he had been mentally curled up in the fetal position trying to escape reality. He opened his eyes, recorded foggy, half-blurred faces, and heard the sound of a chopper rotor.
His first attempt at speech materialized in some kind of rambling that even he realized made little sense.
“Easy,” he heard a voice say, “take it easy.
You’re okay. You’re just fine. You’ve lost some blood, but…” The voice trailed off and Bogner closed his eyes again.
“How’s he doing?” he heard another voice say.
For some reason he thought that perhaps in some other time and some other place he had heard it before. Recognition came and went. He opened his eyes again, but the world was dark with eerie red. There were blinking lights and sounds of static. He could smell smoke and more carbonate ammonium. Then he heard his name.
“T. C.,” the voice said, “T. C.” can you hear me?”
The man who was talking moved closer, and for the first time Bogner could see the face behind the voice. It was Peter Langley. His face was blackened and he smelled of smoke.
“Can you understand me?”
Bogner was grasping.
“Lang — Langley?” he finally coughed out. His voice was dry and brittle; he recognized the face but nothing else made sense.
“H — h—how did…?”
Suddenly there was another voice and face to contend with. The new voice was clipped. The face was one he didn’t recognize.
“I’m Colonel Rogers,” the image informed him.
“We’re just a few minutes out from the landing strip at Pasabachi in Turkey. We’ll be landing in a few minutes. The pilot has radioed ahead and they’ll have some medics standing by to…”
Whatever else the man had to say, Bogner never heard. At that point, he began the dizzying spiral back into his other world and the man with the clipped voice ceased to exist.
One more time Peter Langley sagged back against the bulkhead of the Hormone’s fuselage and asked for a cigarette. When Rogers handed him one, he admitted that he hadn’t had one in years.
“In view of the fact we probably don’t have any scotch on board,” Langley said with a sigh, “one of these will have to do.”
Day 22
SHIMITOV STREET
MOSCOW
It was an old building, in deplorable condition, not at all like the newer, more modern apartment complexes that had been built in the last eight to ten years. It was likewise a section of the city where there had been a great deal of crime in recent years: gang wars, a flourishing black market, drug deals, rapes, and not all that infrequently, a murder.
Like most officers in his department. Homicide Detective Kuri Lyalin, and the two uniformed officers who assisted him, knew this section of Moscow well.
The three men from the Sector 5 precinct trudged up the three flights of stairs looking for the woman who had called just after their lunch hour. They found her standing on the landing at the top of the stairs, waiting.
“What took you so long?” she complained. “I called you over two hours ago.”
Lyalin mumbled something that was intended to serve both as an apology and a rebuff and moved past her.
“Do you know the victim?” he asked.
“The room is rented by the day,” the old woman snapped.
“I do not get names, I get money in advance.”
“How long has he been here?” Lyalin pushed.
“Two days and he only paid for one. That is why I came up here today. He owes me money.” The woman had a crooked mouth and had obviously been drinking. She slurred her words.
“Tell me what happened?”
The woman shrugged.
“What is there to tell? He came here with a small suitcase and a radio. The first night he played the radio all night and the woman next door to his room complained. I don’t know why she thought she had the right to complain, what with her having a parade of men in and out of her room all night. She is a whore but she pays her rent in advance.”
Lyalin waited for the woman to finish.
“Which room?”
“That one.” The woman pointed. “3B.”
“Open it.”
The old woman grumbled, fumbled in her apron pocket for the key, found it, and opened the door. The heat had been turned off and the room was cold. On the bed was the body of a man with a bullet hole in the middle of the head. The muzzle had obviously been held close to his head when the weapon was fired. There were powder burns.
Lyalin knew at a glance that the killer had used a gas silencer. The enlarged bruise on the victim’s forehead and the size of the hole told him everything he needed to know. He looked at the two assisting officers and observed that the victim had been killed in his sleep.
“Did he have any visitors?” Lyalin asked.
The old woman shrugged.
“Do you think it was a woman who did this?”
“Men have men visitors too. It could have been anyone, a man or a woman.”
“See the blood on the wall?” the woman complained.
“Who is going to clean it up? I can’t rent this room again until it is cleaned up.”
Lyalin sat down on the foot of the victim’s bed, took out his notebook, and began jotting notes to himself. While he did he instructed one of the officers to see if they could find some sort of identification in the man’s belongings. Moments later the officer handed him a tattered billfold and a passport. Lyalin thumbed through the contents and threw the wallet on the bed. The old woman snatched it up, looking for money.
“He owes me a night’s rent,” she reminded the detective.
After that, the detective walked back over to the bed and pulled the covers up over the victim’s face.
“Rest in peace, Josef Solkov,” he said.
“We will probably never know why you were killed or who pulled the trigger.”
Day 22
PASABACHI
TURKEY
Trauma disrupts time; minutes are hours, days have no beginning or end, and the voids in memory only add to the overall state of confusion. Bogner had been there before. Time, meaningless.
Continuity, non-existent. He was never really awake or asleep. At times he could hear voices. At times there was a tomblike silence. At first he could hear Langley, even see his face, but there was nothing to tie him back to the events of which his friend spoke or the sounds he was hearing.
Meaningless words. Bogner would listen. Then he would escape. Listen, try to comprehend, escape; a pattern. Painkillers.
Now Langley was sitting beside his bed again.
How to describe him? Rigid? Troubled? Anxious?
Not worried, but concerned? He handed Bogner a glass of water — water Bogner had already forgotten he had requested.
“Drink all of it,” Langley was saying.
“The doctor says you’re dehydrated.”
Bogner was mentally preoccupied with taking some kind of census, making a kind of statistical analysis, establishing an index, plowing a furrow back to reality. A nurse had shown him what he looked like in a mirror. His face was a patchwork of abrasions and cuts: puffy, red, swollen. His lips were blistered. His left arm had a bullet hole in it and it was bandaged from the shoulder to the elbow.
And he had furthered his misery when he jumped from the locomotive, picking up a few more scrapes and bruises in the process. As Bogner viewed it, if it was somehow attached to him, or in any way a part of him, it hurt.
He could hear Langley talking again. Some of what the man was telling him made sense; much of it didn’t. Langley, he realized, had no way of knowing this and continued on.
“… the Kurd woman was able to give us a pretty good idea of the layout of the complex. She was even able to clear up some of the things that weren’t apparent from the satellite photos…”
Langley’s voice faded as Bogner slipped into still another of his brief withdrawals, then returned moments later.
“… by the time Burgaz was able to put us down on the tarmac, half of the damn base was on fire.
One of Rogers’ men saw the whole thing at switch yards..”
Langley’s voice again deteriorated, something Bogner would identify as little more than an unpleasant hum before he caught on again.
“There — there — was a — was another man?”
Bogner managed to ask. He had finally been able to string some semi-coherent words together. It was a hollow victory — but it was a victory.
“Man?” Langley repeated.
“What man?”
Bogner struggled, finally pushing himself into a sitting position before momentarily closing his eyes. For that brief moment he was lucid.
“There was an — an Iraqi in the cab — in the cab of that engine with me…” His voice trailed off and he came to another fork in the road. Even under the heavy influence of the painkillers he knew he had to find a way to stay with it. He had to know. Finally he managed, “He — he helped me.”
Langley’s smile was involuntary. It was like talking to a drunk.
“I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about, T. C.”
“The — the man who — who jumped from the train…”
Suddenly Langley thought he understood what Bogner was asking him.
“Are you talking about the two bodies we found along the tracks? If that’s what you’re talking about, sure, we found them; or at least what was left of them. Rogers and I started putting the pieces together. We figured you threw them off to get control of that switch engine. Right?”
Bogner shook his head.
Langley sagged back in his chair.
“Yeah, if that’s what you’re talking about, they were both dead when we found them. One of them had a broken neck.”
Day 22
WASHINGTON
For Robert Miller it was something of a biweekly ritual. As far as he was concerned, Ryan’s Bar and Grill on Runyon Street had a lot going for it; it was less than two blocks from his apartment and on Wednesday nights. Pat and Carrie Ryan served the best corn beef and cabbage in town.
He shouldered his way to the bar, gave Carrie his order, and found a table close enough to the television that he could hear over the din. It was a different network and a different channel but in content, what he was hearing was much the same as the earlier newscasts he and Clancy had watched in Pack’s office while they were waiting for rush hour traffic to thin. At the table next to him two men were engrossed in conversation, and in a nearby booth, a man and woman were equally engrossed, all four obviously oblivious to what was going on in the world around them.
When Carrie appeared with his beer, he asked her to turn up the volume, and settled back in his chair.
“… unconfirmed reports out of Baghdad tonight claim that the Republican Guards of Anwar Abbasin have attacked and destroyed the Northern Iraqi Military Force complex headquartered in Ammash…”
Carrie Ryan cocked her head to one side.
“Hey, Robert, isn’t that the same place where they were saying that some American was supposed to have been sent to assassinate some general or something?”
“I think so,” Miller said.
“They aren’t saying anything about him, though,” Carrie added.
“Last I heard he had escaped or something like that. Makes a body wonder what happened to him, don’t it?”
Robert Miller shrugged, took a sip of beer, cut into his corn beef, and took a bite. It had been a good day. No harangues out of Lattimere Spitz.
In fact, Miller hadn’t heard from him since noon the day before when Spitz called to inform them that Bogner was banged up but safe in Pasabachi and that the Republican Guards in Baghdad were claiming they had wiped out the NIMF installation in Ammash. Yes, sir, all in all, it had been a pretty good day.
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