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Chapter One

 


Nawwaf bin el-Serif meant to punish her,
Janan knew. For being five minutes late.

She hurried beneath a blazing sun—the outside
temperature had reached a sweltering 116—and rushed up the steps of
the private Canadair Challenger jet. Her elderly Filipina maid,
Louisa, followed. Sayyid, the stout, middle-aged pilot, stood on
the top step, holding the door open for them and smiling
magnanimously.

Janan paused, confused by the unaccustomed
smile. Her father’s pilot normally refused to look at her. The few
times he had cast his dark gaze on her person, it was with
unmistakable disdain—her shame, no doubt. Yet now he nodded,
grinning as she and Louisa disappeared into the cabin.

The young woman recognized the malice behind
the smile a second too late. The door closed behind them, and the
heat inside enveloped her instantly with smothering weight. Like a
furnace! She drew the hot air into her lungs and expelled it in a
gasp.

“My God!” Louisa exclaimed in English as she
stumbled back against the wall. The heat was a physical force; each
breath delivered a blow.

Janan turned quickly to the exit, but Sayyid
had already locked the door. She pounded on it, speaking in rapid
Arabic, “Please Sayyid, open the door until the air conditioning is
on!” There was no answer. Frantically, she rushed to a window and
peered out, only to see Sayyid strolling calmly back to the
terminal, no doubt to wait with Nawwaf el-Serif in the cool
air-conditioned lounge as she and Louisa baked.

“For being a few minutes late,” Janan
whispered, wondering why such cruelty continued to amaze when she
had encountered it in a myriad of ways, both large and small
throughout each of her entire twenty-four years. She scanned the
quiet cabin of twelve wide-bodied light brown leather seats, as if
taking stock of their predicament.

The heat seemed to shimmer in waves.

Each breath felt drawn from fire. Small
trails of perspiration trickled between her breasts and under her
arms and legs, though these signs of discomfort remained concealed
beneath her long, black abayas.

“You could not help being late,” Louisa said,
wiping her brow with her headscarf. “Crusty old bastard, that
one.”

“And you are being punished with me. It is
not fair.”

Louisa shrugged. “Ah well. We will make do,
no?”

Janan nodded, but watched worriedly as Louisa
made her way to the rear of the plane—women had to sit in back—and
lowered her bulk into the seat. At what point did heat become
dangerous?

She had read somewhere that in extreme heat
the brain melted like ice beneath a hot sun. She offered a bottle
of water to Louisa. “Here, this will help,” she said.

Louisa shook her graying head and fanned her
perspiration-streaked face with surprising vigor. “I will just
close my eyes and escape into dreams.”

Janan sat down too, determined to endure
Nawwaf ibn el-Serif’s childish vindictiveness with as much
composure as possible. Anger would only fuel the merciless heat
that seemed to pulsate through the small cabin, intensifying with
each strained breath.

“My chest,” Louisa complained in a barely
audible whisper.

Concerned, Janan turned to her friend.
“Louisa, are you all right?”

Louisa nodded before she closed her eyes and,
just like that, fell asleep.

Janan stared with incomprehension. How could
anyone possibly sleep in this heat? If only she could do the
same!

With a sigh, she finished nearly all of the
water, then doused a cotton cloth with the rest and soothed it over
her hot face, neck and arms. Beneath the abayas, she wore cotton
shorts, a red tank top, and white sneakers, all improperly
immodest, but she always reasoned that if no one witnessed the
immodesty, it didn’t actually exist.

Janan felt her heartbeat escalate, then slow,
as if unsure of the exact nature of this emergency. She wiped at
her face again. She closed her eyes and began to breathe deeply,
calmly, concentrating on evoking beautiful images of swimming
pools, and for nearly fifteen minutes, as the heat seemed to build
unmercifully, the clear blue waters of her imagination provided
transcendence.

Then dizziness washed over her, and breathing
became difficult. She opened her heavy, burning eyes and peered
through the window at the air-conditioned terminal fifty yards
away.

Oh, please end this stupid game!

The hot Shamal wind dusted the tarmac with
small sand drifts, creating an arresting pattern of black and gold,
but where the sun blasted the black concrete, heat rose in
shimmering waves. Only two other airplanes sat on the tarmac. Not a
soul about. How long would Nawwaf force this? How hot could you be
for how long before you died?

Did he intend to kill them?

The idea scared her; she wondered if he
could. True, she was the widow of Prince ibn Allami Saud and the
daughter of the King’s number one physician, Mohammed Akbar, but
everyone would believe whatever story Nawwaf concocted to explain
the two women’s death. No one would even think to question it.

As another powerful wave of dizziness flooded
Janan’s senses, Nawwaf Serif and Sayyid finally moved toward the
plane. Finally! She withdrew her book from her large straw purse. A
leather cover of a prayer book concealed Somerset Maugham’s The
Razor’s Edge.

The light plane registered each of Nawwaf
Serif’s heavy footsteps up the stairs. Feigning imperviousness to
the torment, Janan met Serif’s narrow amber eyes squarely and hoped
she only imagined his features registering sadistic amusement as he
assessed the effects of the heat on his victim. He stood there for
a moment, staring, and his expression turned to one of
consternation in the face of her apparent impassivity.

He sat in the front seat and signaled the
pilot to take off. Within minutes the plane lifted off the ground,
and merciful cool air flowed into the interior.

Janan drew her first easy breath and looked
out the window, always thrilled by the way the world shrank from
view during takeoff. In the corner of her vision, two dark-skinned
men watched the plane lift off. One nodded as he spoke into his
cell phone, while the other tracked the plane with binoculars.

Once they stopped climbing, the world leveled
out into an endless vista of sunlit desert, the largest sand desert
on earth. Soon Nawwaf Serif’s loud snores resounded jarringly
through the cabin, and Janan escaped into The Razor’s Edge for the
next half hour.

The interruption landed like a thick book on
a hard floor. Sayyid’s panicked voice sounded abruptly over the
intercom: “Fasten seat belts! Fasten seat belts! Emergency
landing!”

Janan’s hands flew to her already fastened
seat belt. She looked back at Louisa. “Wake up!” she shouted.
“Louisa! Wake up. Emergency landing!”

Louisa did not move.

Janan unbuckled her belt and rushed to
Louisa’s side. She shook her, but there was no response. “Louisa,”
she said very softly, but she already knew.

With not a second to lose, Janan raced back
to her seat and buckled her seat belt, pulling it tight across her
lap. Unbelievably, Nawwaf el-Serif still slept. “Emir Serif!” she
screamed.

He woke with a start as the plane jerked
violently and swooped crazily, then started to dive.

Terror strangled Janan’s capacity for
rational thought. Every sensation heightened and stung: her
crackling ears, her dry mouth and eyes, the frantic beat of her
pulse. She couldn’t cry out; she couldn’t move, paralyzed as she
was with the idea of death, her death, her life lived for nothing.
Regret, swift and powerful, swam through the fog of her fear and
momentarily claimed her.

She had never known passion; she had never
learned to swim.

As she watched the earth rush toward them,
she bargained with fate for another chance: please, let me
live!

 


The jeep’s speedometer hit its limit, but
Jack Montgomery never noticed. His gaze was on the sky. The
landscape flying past was nothing but an endless expanse of flat
gold-colored plains. No plant life, save for the occasional scrub
bush. The only thing here was the most expansive horizon on
earth.

Saudi Arabia, a place like no other.

Back at Army Intel headquarters at Embassy
Row in Riyadh, the whole team—Chinny, Linc, Sam, and
Tennessee—listened on the speakerphone, connected to Jack, their
CO, through his specially outfitted headphone. They had been
monitoring Dr. Mohammed Akbar’s, physician to the King, every move,
since discovering fifty million missing and unaccounted for from
his plump bank account of two hundred plus million dollars. The
whole of intel was searching for this missing money. A missing
fifty million would not be a mere suicide bombing; it was in
another league entirely. Fifty million bought membership into the
most elite club on earth—the nuclear club. Fifty million bought a
nuclear bomb.

Despite Dr. Akbar’s close association with
the royal family, he and an Imam named Kedar ran a group of Islamic
Brotherhood mosques where suspected Al Qaeda members hung out.
Altair, Jack’s best friend in this life, worked undercover inside
the mosques. Intelligence indicated that this group was in the
early stages of yet another plot to overthrow the royal family and
take over the oil fields along with the all-important religious
sites—Mecca and Medina.

One of their paid informants had delivered
the information on the intended assassination of el-Serif in a
plane crash. It was probably unrelated to the missing millions, but
no matter. Two small bombs placed inside the engines would detonate
exactly thirty minutes into the flight. Two innocent women were on
board, the doctor’s daughter one of them. With just this much
information and the GPS, Jack and his team had estimated the point
of detonation.

Jack now attempted to do the impossible—reach
the crash before the fuel tanks exploded. The engine’s roar nearly
drowned out Linc’s pessimistic assessment, delivered in a voice as
deep as the Grand Canyon, “Even you can’t make it, Jack.”

“I’ve got to at least try. It’s why we’re the
good guys.”

“We are? Jesus,” Linc swore, “Sam, Chinny,
did you know that? That we’re the good guys?” Jack heard the
collective muffled laughter of his team, laughter that spoke of the
weary cynicism of all soldiers. “Sam wants to know what’s your
evidence? He seems to think—“

“Just give me the GPS!”

“Four degrees north. It should be coming into
view within—actually Jack, you should be lookin’ at it.”

Jack veered slightly north, his entire being
focused on the sky above, searching for the plane. One mile off in
any direction could prove disastrous–yet, there she was—

“Bless your bald head, Linc!” Jack shouted.
“I got it!”

The men’s laughter sounded at the other end.
“You’re one lucky SOB!” Chinny said.

“But Jack, if you get yourself killed, I
swear I’ll . . .”

Jack never heard Linc’s threat. He tore off
his earphone and pressed hard on the gas, the jeep bouncing over
the rough landscape. The desert flew past on either side, but he
kept his gaze on the prize, the jet speeding earthward at a
disastrous angle. He estimated the point of impact and turned
again, aiming some two miles north. It typically took four minutes
for the fuel tanks of a Challenger to blow. Four minutes to rescue
two women. Not the best odds, but then he never picked the
odds.

The sun, more formidable in Saudi Arabia than
anywhere else on earth, sank eerily toward the horizon, a blazing
dark orange ball. Brilliant shades of red streaked the sky, but
Jack ignored the sight, ignored everything but his goal, plunging
ever closer into view.

The jet hit the ground, bounced, and went
down nose first. For a minute, maybe more, it disappeared in a
cloud of dirt and sand as Jack approached at breakneck speed.
Gradually, as if a fog were lifting, the crash came into view. The
cockpit was crushed like an accordion—the pilot would be dead.

Jack slammed on the brakes, underestimating
his speed as usual. The jeep spun in three tight circles, tilting
right and then left before settling on all four wheels. His boots
hit the ground before the jeep stopped moving.

Within a minute he had hoisted himself onto
the crumpled left wing. He grabbed the red emergency handle in its
small recessed well, and yanked it with a clockwise twist. Jammed.
He pulled out his Glock and shot it open. Hydraulic pressure did
the rest, unlatching the lock on the inside.

The clamshell door opened outward and
down.

Three minutes and counting.

With gun still in hand, he pushed his way
inside. Smoke filled the cabin. The old man was still alive,
moaning in a state of semi-consciousness.

The women first, he knew. The directive
condemned Nawwaf el-Serif to death, but that wasn’t his doing. The
Saudi Arabian royal family engaged in a fierce and furious battle
to save its crown from rebellious factions within and the methods
the King used were the age-old tools of all tyrants, and this
included what he was looking at—assassination.

Three more steps brought him to the veiled
woman, slumped unconscious in a black heap.

He held his breath, unwilling to scourge his
lungs with any more smoke, as he holstered his weapon.

He spotted the second, older and a glance
told him she was almost certainly dead. He reached her side,
checked her pulse, and cursed, before returning to the pile of
black cloth. He slit the seat belt with his knife, and lifted the
bundle effortlessly into his arms.

Fire licked at the edges of the door, but he
had no time to think how much he really hated being burned. The
plane would blow within seconds. He rushed through the plane,
cursing as the ridiculous abayas caught fire. Holding tight to his
burning package, he leaped to the ground. Six steps brought him to
the jeep, and in one swift movement he pounded out the flaming
garment and shoved the woman underneath the jeep. Covering the
still unconscious form as best he could, he started counting: “Ten,
nine, eight—“

The fiery explosion shot steel, titanium, and
plastic two hundred feet in the air. For maybe three minutes—it
felt like an eternity—the sky rained searing hot debris. A thick
plume of black smoke rose from the red flames as the surrounding
landscape settled back into grim stillness. Smoldering fragments of
rubble littered the parched ground over a three mile radius. No one
would ever be able to discern the cause of the accident. A
perfectly executed assassination.

Jack rolled out from under the jeep and stood
up, dusting the sand from his clothes before retrieving his cell
phone. The setting sun brought relief; he was light sensitive from
decades surfing beneath a bright sun. The light in Saudi Arabia,
indeed in so much of the Middle East, was too harsh and sharp—the
sun always felt just a few feet away. He had to wear dark glasses
to protect his vision almost constantly now.

“Jack?”

“I’m still here.”

“And it’s a fucking miracle, too. We heard
her blow.”

“I got one of the women out. She’s younger,
so it is probably the doctor’s daughter.”

“The other one?”

“Dead when I reached her—“

“The crash?”

“Didn’t seem like it. Maybe fright, the poor
old girl. Jesus,” he swore, as he noticed smoke rising from beneath
the jeep. He dropped the cell phone again, bent down and threw sand
over the still smoldering abayas before pulling the unconscious
body out from under the vehicle. He used his knife to rip open the
abayas and stomped on its smoking folds.

Only to find himself staring at the beautiful
body of a young woman. Fair-skinned, tall, maybe five-seven or
eight, slim—too slim for his particular tastes but graced with
impossibly long legs, a quality to which he was particularly
susceptible. Curious now, he removed the head getup and veil. She
had delicate features with the kind of symmetry found in high
fashion models. Lustrous light brown hair arranged in an ample bun.
A beauty, for sure. The doctor’s daughter and some muckity-muck’s
favorite wife, no doubt. Nawwaf el-Serif’s?

He hoped not, for her sake.

Still staring, he heard a distant, tinny
sound; Linc was calling his name. He retrieved the cell again.
“Minor difficulties, Linc. I better get the young lady to the
hospital.”

“Now she’s young?”

“And definitely unconscious. I’m out of
here.”

Janan painfully pried open her eyes to see
two large worn black boots protruding from under the cuffs of faded
blue jeans.

“Gorgeous blue eyes, to boot. Colored eyes,
as you people call them. Where did they come from?”

She first thought she must be dreaming. The
voice sounded rich, deep, edged with humor. Definitely
American.

She tried to sit up, making it to one elbow
before a small cry escaped her lips and she collapsed again in
agony. Her neck felt like it was cast in cement. Pain radiated from
her shoulders.

“Jesus. Here,” Jack said, or rather ordered,
“let me help.” He knelt down and slid his arm around her shoulders,
lifting her head off the ground. With effort she achieved an
upright position. “Easy does it,” he said.

Janan had an uncertain impression of height
and graceful limbs before she found herself staring at his face:
both wide and long, with a large, crooked nose, a shadow of beard
over tanned skin, and the corners of his mouth lifted with a grin.
He had short dark hair and thick brows that arched wing-like over
his most arresting feature—dark blue eyes, full of intelligence and
curiosity and . . . arrogance. Enough arrogance to fill the royal
palace.

“Where am I? Who are you?”

“We’re about a hundred and twenty-five miles
north of Riyadh. Your plane crashed. I pulled you out. I’m Jack.
Jack Montgomery.”

“The plane . . . ?” Janan ventured a slight
twist of her neck but could see only the side of the jeep.

“It blew up. There were no survivors but
you.”

The news registered vaguely as she gave up
and collapsed against his arm. “Louisa . . .”

“The older woman? Unfortunately, she died
before I reached her.”

The sympathy in his voice penetrated her
dazed senses and she whispered, “Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi
rajiun.” Then, in English, “He killed her . . .”

“Who killed her?”

“Nawwaf bin el-Serif. He was punishing me,
but Louisa paid the price.”

A strange intensity entered his voice as he
asked, “How was he punishing you?”

She closed her eyes as if to shut out the
memory. “He had the pilot lock us inside the plane on the tarmac.
Before we took off. It was so hot; we could barely breathe. Louisa
must have suffered a heart attack or a stroke,” she explained
softly. “I thought she had been sleeping, but realized she was dead
just before the plane crashed.”

Janan could not register the look in Jack’s
eyes as he absorbed this information, for a wave of dizziness
submerged her in a swirling haze of varying shades of gray. She
opened her eyes again, to find herself in the passenger seat of the
jeep. The man stood at the side, staring at her solicitously. He
offered a canteen of water. “This might help.”

Dark glasses now hid his eyes, giving him a
rather menacing appearance.

Ferociously thirsty all of a sudden, she took
the canteen and consumed its contents. She gently twisted her neck
this way and that. Pain, but not as intense. A miracle, all things
considered.

Oh but—poor Louisa. She had just arrived two
months ago from the Philippines to replace her younger sister who
had returned to their country for the birth of a grandchild. The
family would be devastated! And now, her murderer was dead as
well.

She consulted her feelings about Sayyid and
Nawwaf’s death but found nothing. No feelings, not even gladness.
She knew little about Sayyid, her father’s pilot and even less
about Nawwaf el-Serif, except that he was a very important Imam in
the country, a close associate of her father and extremely
devout.

She was not so simple minded as to believe
Allah stole their lives in punishment for taking Louisa’s but
still, it was strange how fate orchestrated their deaths so soon
after their murderous act.

The man’s brown shoulder harness and gun came
into sharp focus. Americans loved guns, she knew, but they were not
allowed to carry them in Saudi Arabia; such a transgression could
mean a long prison sentence. She next became aware of how he was
staring, or at least she thought he was staring—it was hard to tell
with the dark glasses. “My abayas!” she said, horrified, suddenly
realizing she was practically naked before the eyes of a
stranger.

“Ah,” he nodded, “the black getup.” He bent
over and swooped up the tattered and burnt remains of her abayas.
He shook his head, expelled an exaggerated sigh, one full of a
sarcasm even she understood. “Gone the way of all things. But don’t
worry on my account. The package might be pretty, but to an
American, the sight does not often incite a barbaric response.”

The words hardly registered, his verbosity
even less. Shame, bright, hot shame flared up from the tips of her
toes to the roots of her hair. She had only one thought: “My father
will kill me.”

A surprised brow lifted from behind the dark
glasses. “He’ll kill you? Because your abayas caught on fire?” He
opened his mouth to condemn this very idea, but shook his head.
“I’ll never understand how they manage to persecute half the
population here! Don’t you think—” he broke off. “What’s your
name?”

“Janan.”

“Don’t you think, Janan, that your father
will be overjoyed that his daughter survived an otherwise fatal
plane crash, and in one piece?”

She understood his incredulousness, but he
did not know her father. He was so strict about the abayas! They
were alone and unchaperoned. While it was obviously no fault of her
own, the fact remained and her father was a stickler for the
facts.

Ever since a trip to Paris some ten years
ago, she no longer even believed in modesty as a necessary tenet of
her religion. She’d seen thousands of women immodestly dressed—even
in the beautiful cathedrals!—all going about their happy, carefree
existence. Would the masses of uncovered women all be condemned?
Surely not! And nowhere in the Quran did the Prophet himself say
that all women must be veiled; he specified only that his wives
should be veiled. The wearing of the abayas should be a choice,
rather than the law.

Like many people, especially those who
cherished books, once she began questioning one aspect of her
religion, Janan found herself questioning many things. A hundred
doubts plagued her thoughts, especially of late. Each question
seemed a fertile seed that gave birth to new questions and
troubling ideas. Her father and brothers’ answers seemed woefully
inadequate, although thee answers promptly ended any further
debate.

Jack withdrew an army blanket from the back
of the jeep. “Here,” he said, handing it to her before returning to
the driver’s side. Instead of using the door like a normal person,
he hopped in like a gymnast, demonstrating unusual agility for a
man his size. “I better get you to a hospital.”

Janan draped the blanket gratefully over her
shoulders as the engine hummed to life and they took off. The top
of the vehicle opened to the sky and the warm wind brought some
minor relief.

“What’s your last name?” He pressed a button
on the dashboard.

The question momentarily confused her, so
consumed was she by thoughts of how her father would respond to the
impropriety of this situation—however unavoidable—and how hard
Louisa’s relatives would take this tragedy. “Janan ibin-Akbar.” She
did not add that her father, Dr. Mohammed ibn Akbar, was a second
cousin and the exalted private physician to his royal highness, the
Crown Prince.

“You’re Dr. Sans-Akbar’s daughter?”

“You know my father?”

“I’ve heard of him,” he said vaguely, as he
started driving again. “So, was Nawwaf el-Serif your husband?”

“No, no. He is a friend of my father.”

“Was he? See him at the house all the
time?”

“Not all the time, no, but once in a while.”
Why was he asking for so much information? “You ask many questions,
Mr. Montgomery.”

“Just curious. I’ve been here less than two
months—”

“You work the oil fields, I presume?” Most
Americans in Saudi Arabia worked the oil fields or were in banking,
though that would not explain his guns. She noticed the deep and
terrible scars covering his left arm. It looked as if it had been
torn to shreds at one time, or burned to a crisp, or . . .
both.

He cast her a crooked smile. “Yeah, I work
the oil fields.” This seemed to amuse him. “So, why was Nawwaf
el-Serif punishing you?”

She dismissed it shyly, embarrassed. “Oh, it
was a minor thing.”

“Minor,” he nodded. “And yet it had the power
to kill an innocent human being.”

“He did not intend to kill Louisa!” She clung
to the rail with one hand, to her sore neck with the other. The
American drove so fast!

“No, of course not. He only meant to punish a
helpless young woman. And what was your crime? You haven’t
said.”

Unable to bear his scrutiny, much less this
interrogation, Janan grabbed her neck and gazed out over the
desert-nothing but an ocean of sand washed in the lingering glow of
the setting sun. The sky turned violet; the first star appeared on
the distant horizon. She closed her eyes and made the familiar
wish.

“So?” Jack’s voice shattered her reverie.

“I kept him waiting.” Thinking of Louisa,
suddenly thinking if she hadn’t kept Nawwaf el-Serif waiting,
Louisa might still be alive. “It was just a few minutes, no
more.”

Jack slammed on the brakes. The jeep came to
an abrupt halt, but because she was still holding her neck, Janan
weathered the jolt with no pain. The American turned to her with
outrage, his blue eyes peering over his dark glasses.

“Tell me that you understand—at least!—how
criminal it is to lock two women in a boiling hot plane for some
imagined infraction like being a few minutes late. He could have
killed you! Jesus, today hit 116!”

His anger took her aback. “Well, yes, it did
seem unnecessarily cruel, especially because Louisa was made to
suffer my punishment with me.”

“It was cruel, period, Janan. If you had kept
the bastard waiting till hell froze over, he still did not have the
right to punish you like that.” Quietly, but with conviction, he
added, “He especially didn’t have the right to hurt you.”

Janan stared at the folds of the blanket and
nodded. Of course she agreed. She wished every man felt that way.
Back when her father still practiced medicine she often overheard
his assistants, all doctors, discussing the cracked ribs, broken
bones, bruises, and burns various women had received at the hands
of their husbands, a pervasive problem in all countries, but
especially Saudi Arabia where women had no rights and certainly no
recourse. She could not imagine her father or any of her brothers
ever hurting a woman, but she knew it happened in other
families.

She did remember though, the time her father
locked Rida, his second wife, in her apartment for six months. Six
long months. Rida had not been allowed to leave or have any
visitors, which had been devastating, as Rida was the only mother
she had ever known. Her father had even forbidden his own son from
seeing his mother.

She never did find out why.

“So, why were you late?”

For some reason, perhaps for no other reason
than that the American seemed so forthright, blunt,
direct—characteristics Americans were famous for—she found herself
telling him about her weekly visits to her younger brother Ali, who
suffered a mental deficiency and lived in a hospital in the nearby
town of Dhahran. She explained how she had found mysterious bruises
on his arms and one leg and how she had spoken to the director
about it, which caused her lateness.

Again he evinced a surprising interest. He
asked Ali’s age, questioned her about his condition, and then:
“What did the director say about the bruises?”

“That like many of his kind Ali was clumsy,
that he must have taken a fall.” She shook her head, “Ali is not
clumsy, and this is not the first time I have seen bruises on him.
The bruising seemed to be getting worse. I was concerned.”

“Surely your father could intervene?”

She shook her head with a sad smile. “My
father is . . . well, I think he is ashamed of his youngest son.
It’s almost as if he feels Ali’s troubles are his fault, the result
of some weakness of his instead of an accident of fate. He does not
even like me visiting Ali; he often tries to discourage me. No one
thinks Ali is even aware of my visits. He barely ever speaks, you
see. But they do not know him as I do.” She cast a quick glance at
Jack’s face, which to her surprised revealed only sympathy. “It’s
as if everyone else would like to pretend Ali doesn’t exist.”

They drove in silence for some time before
she heard, “How old are you, Janan?”

“How old are you?” she countered.

“Thirty,” he replied, removing his glasses.
An inky blackness had spilled over the desert sky. Twilight brought
an intense stillness to the landscape, as if the earth were waiting
breathlessly for the relief of night.

She would have guessed that he was older. “I
am twenty-four.”

“Twenty-four,” he repeated. “You must be
married then, right?”

“I was . . . for more than ten years. My
husband died not long ago.” She waited for an expression of polite
sympathy.

Instead, an incensed exclamation burst
through the desert stillness: “Jesus, that means your father
married you off when you were what? Thirteen? Fourteen?”

She had been shy of her fourteenth birthday,
but that was her business. The man’s bluntness began to grate. Was
there nothing Americans would not say out loud? Did he have to be
so . . . forthright, so bold, so incredibly rude?

“We are not like you Americans, who believe
that love comes first, then marriage. We believe love comes from a
good marriage, and good marriages are best arranged by families,
rather than by an individual’s whim.” She regretted the words as
soon as she uttered them; they sounded pat and ill-considered, like
a child’s recitation of verse, a thing repeated over and over
without any real comprehension. Many arranged marriages were happy
ones, but most women would still desperately prefer to choose their
husbands.

Jack’s expression betrayed his contempt. He
did not even try to hide it. “Right,” he said. “So you had a good
marriage?”

Blood warmed her cheeks, and she looked away,
choking on the familiar knot of shame. She couldn’t have answered
even if she wanted to. No wonder women were not allowed to talk
freely with men! It was nothing but disastrous. She could not
remember the last time she had been so uncomfortable.

She instinctively reached for her roll of
lifesavers—the candy comforted her in times of distress—only to be
reminded of her missing abayas. Nervously, she clutched the folds
of the blanket even tighter.

“You can’t answer that, I see. And if it
wasn’t bad enough to send your daughter, who most people would
consider a very young girl, into a strange man’s bed, bottom dollar
says you were the second or third wife and the ‘husband’ was at
least twice your age.”

Her blue eyes widened as she absorbed his
words. She had been Prince Abdu Allami’s fourth wife, and he had
been fifty-five when they married, but it was such an honor for a
member of the royal family to ask for her hand! The day of her
marriage had been the most terrifying day of her life. She still
did not understand exactly what had happened, only that it had gone
horribly wrong.

“You know nothing about me.” She bristled
defensively. “I do not think I should speak to you anymore.”

“Oh? Was I wrong?” he asked, in a pretense of
surprised innocence. “Your husband was a young man, and you were
his only wife?”

He understood nothing, but why should he? He
was an American and a man, and as such he was as free as a falcon
to choose his path. It was not so with her.

“Our customs—”

“Your customs leave a lot to be desired,
sweetheart,” he said brusquely. “And I for one wish to hell you
people would stop excusing everything with ‘it’s our custom,’ as if
a custom is a thing to be respected despite its inherent barbarity.
Handing over a thirteen-year-old kid to a greedy old bastard to use
as a plaything under some archaic religious pretense of marriage is
not okay. Not now. Not ever.”

The sound of the engine and of the tires on
sand became a backdrop for the loud ringing in her ears as
embarrassment, and its close cousin, shame, fueled the hammering of
her heart. The awful heat, the crash, Louisa’s death, and now this
insufferable American who with one string of words had managed to
reduce the sanctity of her marriage to travesty, all of it gathered
in a tight knot in her chest.

In Saudi Arabia the legal marrying age for
women was nine. It had to be nine because the Prophet himself had
taken Aisha, a girl of nine in marriage, and despite her tender
age, Aisha had been the Prophet’s favorite wife. True, Janan had
never known a girl of that age being married. Most Saudi women did
not marry until they were fourteen or fifteen, and lately more and
more women married even later, but then most women were not sought
by a member of the Royal family. She never had a choice.

A small red light flashed on the dashboard,
and Jack reached across to retrieve a phone the glove compartment.
“Yes?” He smiled, “Altair . . .”

The American’s face lit up and his voice
softened as he spoke. “I got it. Coordinate with Sam.” He laughed
at some unheard communication, his whole expression changing. “Soon
Altair, soon,” he said, and replaced the phone in the glove
compartment.

As if in answer to the new silence, Jack
punched a button, and the most beautiful music Janan had ever heard
poured from the disc player. It was complex and haunting, and for
several long minutes she remained still, entranced by the lovely
sound.

Softly, “What is this?”

Jack heard the reverence in her voice.
“Handel’s Water Music. Haven’t you ever heard it before?”

Janan shook her head, afraid to tell him that
both her father and husband approved only of Arabic music. One
should ideally listen only to the melodic hum of the Quran being
read aloud. She had rarely heard music from other countries.

Dust rose behind them as he slowed the jeep.
“I’m sorry,” he said, turning to her. “I know I sound . . . harsh.
You must understand how different it is in America and other parts
of the world. We have laws prohibiting underage marriages and
multiple wives.”

His sincerity broke through her apprehension,
and she nodded quietly. “Yes, I know. I have read many English
books, hundreds of them. I have read Huck Finn and Moby Dick and
all the novels of John Steinbeck. The idea of America. It always
seems so . . . like a dream, the land of so much freedom.”

A lone tear stole out from behind closed
lids. He reached a finger to it and gently wiped it across her
cheek. She opened her eyes to meet his stare, which was filled with
sympathy and concern.

“Janan, have you ever thought of
emigrating?”

To his surprise, she laughed, lightly,
girlishly. “Oh my father would never permit that!”

The words never registered, as the thrumming
of a helicopter’s blades dispelled the quiet of the night, the
pilot no doubt tracing their tire tracks in the desert sands. The
headlight shone much brighter than the first stars.

What happened next would live forever in her
mind.

Jack stopped the jeep and quietly, quickly,
removed his shoulder harness. He withdrew one of the two guns,
slipping it between his Levis and his waist. She watched with
wonder and no small amount of fear as he pulled a hidden metal box
from beneath the seat and deposited the second gun, the shoulder
harness, and his phone. He pocketed one of three passports from the
box. He withdrew a knife from his boot and deposited it.

The helicopter was descending some fifty
meters from the jeep.

Jack pulled on a shirt to hide his weapon. He
cast Janan a quick grin and gave the universal signal for secrecy,
a finger to the lips. “My life is in your hands, Janan.”

Her heart pounded, matching the helicopter’s
thudding in response to yet another emergency.

“Here, I want you to have this,” he said,
pressing another button. The disc popped out. He slipped it into a
cover and handed it to her before she could refuse. She pulled the
blanket up over her head and mouth as the wind whipped around them.
The noise grew deafening as the helicopter hovered twenty meters
off the ground. She closed her eyes and felt Jack’s hand press her
shoulder, gently urging her down.

The helicopter landed. Two policemen,
machine-guns in hand, and an unarmed man emerged and approached the
jeep. For one wild moment Janan thought the police would open fire,
but instead they ordered Jack in Arabic to step out and put his
hands in the air. Jack complied, leaping out of the car. The man
apparently had no use for doors.

As one policeman kept a gun trained on him,
the other frisked him but failed to find the gun. Jack lowered his
hands as the policemen turned to search the jeep.

The unarmed man spoke in Arabic. “Your
name?”

“Donald Bell,” Jack replied.

Janan stifled a gasp.

“And why are you driving Madame Akbar, Mr.
Bell?”

In heavily accented Arabic, Jack explained
that he was driving across the desert when he witnessed the crash
and rushed to the site and managed to carry Madame Akbar to safety.
No one else survived, he explained. The young woman had been hurt,
so he was taking her to the hospital.

The man turned to Janan. “Please come with
us, Madame Akbar. We will take you to the hospital. Your father is
anxiously awaiting news of you.”

He escorted her to the helicopter, still
wrapped in Jack’s blanket. Just before she disappeared inside, she
saw the policemen conclude their search of the jeep, apparently
finding nothing. Why she felt relief she could not say, except that
Jack Montgomery—or Donald Bell—had saved her life, and she owed him
much.

 


*****

 



Chapter Two

 


To: CMontgomery@saintmarys.org

From: JC493@pax.com

Dear Mom:

Everything here is going fine, or as fine as
one might expect in a country of nothing but sun, sand, and oil,
run by a bunch of corrupt Bedouin billionaires who not so very long
ago traded their camels for Mercedes and who now, when not spending
their billions in Paris, Geneva or New York, turn terrified eyes
toward their population of fundamentalist whackos.

Even after the hardships of Afghanistan and
Iraq- this place sucks. The sun feels as if it is feet away, the
air is as dry as—well, never mind that! Riyadh is like one giant
construction site, choked with half-finished buildings and
abandoned projects—it seems nobody pays their bills here. There are
mosques and McDonald’s, side by side, on every corner.

The people are another matter entirely. They
are almost universally warm, friendly, and generous to a fault. The
other day I was in a small café, and I complimented the owner on
the coffee. He took me back, gave me a lesson on selecting the
right coffee beans, and insisted I take two pounds of his special
blend with me. And last week I pulled over to help a man change his
flat tire—a dangerous activity in 115 degree heat—and within the
next hour I was sitting at his dining room table with his lovely
family enjoying one of the best dinners I’ve had since coming here.
Things like that happen all the time.

There remain only about a hundred troops here
these days; Eslan village, the old army camp, looks like a ghost
town. CIA and Army Intel have moved back to Embassy row in Riyadh.
Now, Linc and I occupy an apartment above our team’s small, cramped
quarters—a two thousand square foot house that use to be servants’
quarters. We have a nice size pool in the back, which will be great
in the winter but the water is too hot right now.

Linc and I are feeding information to Amnesty
International, collecting signed testimony from victims and
witnesses for their annual report. The last case was tragic; a
Kafkaesque nightmare. Abdul, a middle age immigrant from Syria, got
a good job here and began sending money back to his wife and kids.
Everything was fine until his employer, a member of the royal
family, asked Abdul to provide false testimony in a business deal.
Abdul refused for religious reasons. The next day he’s arrested for
witchcraft, if you can believe that. In jail they tied up and beat
the poor guy until he signed a confession. He only signed it in
hopes that as soon as he got in front of a judge, he could tell his
side of the story and be released. No such luck, not in what is the
most bizarre judicial system in the world. A bribe to a guard got
us his carefully written testimony: the facts of his case, details,
names of witnesses. He never even knew that the punishment for
witchcraft is execution.

Linc and I forced ourselves to drive over and
witness it. Linc took my weapons, certain he couldn’t trust me—for
good reason as it turned out. Dire Square sits between a mosque and
a bell tower. Armed police brought Abdul out into a roped off area
filled with sand. Knowing the Brits and Americans enjoy the
spectacle more than anyone, the Saudis kindly ushered us to the
front. We couldn’t tell if he was drugged or not.

Mom, after all I’ve seen and even done, I
swear I covered my eyes. By the time I could look again, six young
boys were putting the head and body back together and then lifting
it into a waiting ambulance. We couldn’t watch the execution that
followed–even worse. A mother and her teenage daughter, executed
for the alleged murder of her husband, the teenager’s father.

I know what you’re thinking. America still
has the death penalty. In light of the barbaric end to a death
sentence, we don’t look much different from Saudi Arabia. But all
similarities stop there, at the end result. In so many respects
this is the Dark Ages. I keep asking myself—what century is
this?

Just the other day I was at a crash site
(don’t ask). Three people dead, one survivor, a beautiful young
woman. How do I know she was beautiful? Her abayas had been burnt
to ashes. After miraculously surviving the crash, what were her
first words? Only that her father would kill her for being with me
unveiled and unchaperoned.

Get this: her father married her off at age
thirteen to a member of the royal family, a man in his fifties; she
was the lecher’s fourth wife. I thought of Sis at thirteen, and if
I close my eyes I see her so clearly: her smile, the long ponytail,
the red and blue soccer uniform she never took off, and that goofy,
skinny guy she went with—what was his name? Had a very virgin type
grin I suddenly appreciate. The comparison between Gwen and Janan
makes my blood boil. (I’m reading Gandhi biographies, hoping this
helps). Anyway, now the poor girl’s widowed at the old age of 24
and living back with her father, no doubt awaiting the next
“husband.”

I might have a PhD in history, but until this
assignment in Saudi Arabia, I have never appreciated the American
story more.

 


“Major, Linc, you got to see this,” Chinny
said, looking out his window.

“What?” Jack asked, finishing his letter:

Altair is hanging in there—missing, missing,
missing. Give my love to all.

Kiss Catherine for me on Sunday, and tell her
I’m sorry.

 


Love,

Jack

The last line was the deeply felt, sad mantra
of his life. His mother and Silvia—Catherine’s mother–still
faithfully visited Catherine every Sunday. He hit send, knowing his
mom would read it to his sister, an extended family of aunts,
uncles, and cousins, the teachers at the school where she was
principal, her book club members, assorted neighbors, possibly the
mailman, and even, if given the slightest opportunity, the
supermarket checker. His mom saw to it that his mail had a wide
readership.

Linc joined Chinny at the window, bending
over and bracing thick arms on the windowsill. Six-foot-four like
Jack and as bald as an egg, Linc Adamson was a seasoned
intelligence officer, the army’s liaison to the CIA. A veteran of
the first Gulf War, the Somalia debacle, Afghanistan, and now Iraq
2, “War-fucking-weary is what I am,” he often lamented. “Seen way
too much shit for thirty-eight years.”

Linc had tried to retire once. In reality he
was trying to finally break off his tumultuous and volatile
relationship with Shelia, the prettiest and most decorated fighter
pilot in the U.S. Air Force. He got as far as his hometown in New
York when the Secretary of State paid him a visit that
coincidentally followed Shelia’s last heartfelt plea: “I can live
without you—easy Linc, but the sex. Don’t make me beg, honey. You
know I’ll make you pay for it later…”

The CIA sent Linc straight back to Jack’s
group in Saudi Arabia. He met Shelia at the Ritz in Cairo for a
weekend of room service and making up. The honeymoon lasted less
than a week back on the base. “You know I love you, Linc,” Jack
said after a particularly nasty fight between the two, “But you and
Shelia need some serious time on the couch.”

“Therapy? So some shrink can tell me she’s
crazy? That I’m crazy for loving her? Talk about pissing in the
fucking wind.”

Linc spoke English like a longshoreman, but
the life-size Mr. Clean was also a brilliant linguist, able to
read, write, and speak fluent Arabic, Farsi, Urdu, Russian, and
Hebrew. (That he was Jewish remained a carefully guarded secret, as
Jews were not allowed in Saudi Arabia). His job was to aid army
Intel gathering operations in Saudi Arabia, but these troubled days
the company used him to analyze torrents of suspected terrorists’
emails.

“Overworked, underpaid, and generally just
fucked,” Linc complained.

“At least when Shelia’s in a good mood,” Jack
added.

Presently Linc started laughing. “Jesus, I’m
tellin’ ya: there’s a village somewhere missin’ its fucking idiot.
A hundred bucks says he doesn’t realize until it is too late.”

“Ha! You’re asking me to bet on Tennessee’s
brains.” Chinny shook his head. “I just look stupid. He’s the
honest-to-god real thing.” A specialist in military hardware and an
ex-beret like Jack, Rick Hall, long nicknamed Chinny for his
gargantuan chin, a jutting monstrosity just this side of a facial
distortion, but one that in no way interfered with his phenomenal
success with women. These days he probably knew more than Saud Al
Faisal, the Saudis’ own defense minister.

Jack crossed the space to the window. Five
metallic desks occupied the large office, and little else: a window
that overlooked a parking lot, a wall of televisions set to news
stations around the world, three police radios, travel posters for
Tahiti—a reflection of Linc’s longing to escape–and the best
computer equipment in the world. Slipping on dark glasses, Jack
looked out to see Tennessee washing his new jeep. The tall, thin
young man bent over to turn on the faucet, failing to notice that
the jeep’s windows were open.

The team’s gopher and an excellent mechanic,
Tennessee looked like Tom Hanks, an all American young man. One
wouldn’t suspect anything until he opened his mouth; no thicker
drawl existed in all the world. This led to an unflattering
impression he was as dumb as a box of rocks. He was not. Rocks had
it over Tennessee hands down.

Except in all things mechanical. Tennessee’s
personnel file claimed an IQ of 82, but the man scored a handy 135
on a standardized measure of mechanical intelligence, a split that
confused and intrigued every shrink who saw it.

Tennessee made up for his all shortcomings
with his expert marksmanship—highest army rating for two years
running. A strange kind of symbiosis existed between Jack, a
comparably poor shot, and Tennessee, the best. Chinny claimed that
Tennessee’s nervous system was somehow wired to the limbic system
of Jack’s brain; it had happened a dozen times in the battlefield
and the monthly shoot outs between Al Qaeda members and Saudi
police–Jack tensed, Tennessee aimed and fired, and more often than
not the problem would be dead.

Jack opened the window, letting in a blast of
hot air, and shouted out: “Tennessee!”

As the tall skinny kid looked up, the hose
followed his gaze and doused him with water. Linc and Chinny
howled. Recovering, Tennessee shouted back, “Major?”

Before Jack could alert Tennessee to the open
window, Sam, the only real Intel weenie in the group, sounded the
alarm. The young black computer geek jumped up from his chair
electric with excitement. “Oh my God,” he whispered, removing thick
glasses to stare incredulously at his screen as if to see better.
“I think I just found it!”

“The money?”

Sam nodded, visibly excited.

Jack forgot to shut the window, and the
office warmed dramatically as the three men crowded around Sam’s
computer.

Linc’s gaze was wide and dark; his lids
always hung at half mask, giving him a sleepy, inattentive look—a
serious deception. “And where did our good doctor put this fifty
million?”

“Is that a Russian bank account?” Jack asked,
trying even now to focus on Dr. Akbar rather than his daughter who
had lately taken a starring role in his dreams, erotic dreams that
arrived unexpectedly and were most unwelcomed. The frequency and
force of these dreams both amused and embarrassed him; he had never
had such a reaction to such a brief and fleeting encounter.

Sam nodded.

“Linc…” Jack said the name as a demand—only
Linc could read Russian.

“Okay, okay,” Linc muttered.

Linc took over Sam’s computer, retracing
Sam’s steps. Russia remained one of the world’s leading arms
exporters, second only to U.S., but of far more concern to
anti-terrorism experts because of Russia’s woefully inadequate
nuclear safeguards. Workers employed by the Ministry of Atomic
Industry often went months without being paid their modest wages,
there was no accounting system for registering and controlling
nuclear materials, and the frequency of suspected thefts kept
increasing. No one had any doubt that if Islamic terrorists
obtained nuclear materials, they would come from Russia’s
stockpiles.

“Here it is,” Linc showed them on the
computer. “The good doctor and this charity—the Islamic Palestinian
relief fund—sink fifty million into this…” The screen showed a bank
that seemed to exist only in cyberspace, some kind of commodities
market run by two Russian banks.

Fifty million Islamic fundamentalist dollars
going to Russia, buying something from Russia.

“I’ll inform Cline,” Jack said. “And leave a
message for Altair.”

“I’ll call the company,” Linc’s voice was a
whisper of fear.

“Chinny,” Jack added, “Start a cross check on
everyone connected to these banks and any known arms dealers.”

“Or Russian officials,” Linc added. “They’re
all the same these days.”

Everyone flew into action. Linc got on the
phone to JSOTF (Joint Special Operations Task Force), Jack called
their CO, and Chinny turned to the computers to begin his various
cross-checks.

Within an hour, a healthy portion of the U.S.
security forces joined the investigation of Dr. Akbar and the
Islamic Brotherhood’s fifty million dollars. By the next day,
information began pouring in.

“Jack,” Linc beckoned, as Jack stopped by the
office before heading up to General Johnson’s office. “Jesus, check
out the doctor’s phone records this past month: five calls to the
big Dick, a dozen calls to small dicks, and half a dozen calls to
the Brotherhood’s Imam, this Kedar clown.” Linc used “Dick,” short
for dictator, to refer to members of the royal family. He felt
king, monarch, or royal highness were dangerous euphemisms for
dictator for life, that these fairy tale words verbally placed the
Saudi despots alongside the English and Swedish “royalty,” even
though the latter monarchies were little more than ceremonial
figureheads in other wise sane and modern democracies. The Saudi
King was to democracy what Genghis Khan was to civilization.

Jack studied the information appearing on
Linc’s computer screen. “Kedar scares the shit out of Altair,” Jack
first said. “But I doubt Dick and company are involved—”

“Huh! That’s what our celebrated Secretary of
State said just last week, until the company presented him with an
inch-thick file of bank transfers from Dick and company to Hamas,
and a half-dozen various Kashmir militant organizations responsible
for the last four civilian bombings—”

The phone rang. Sam listened for a moment and
announced, “General Johnson and Major Gibson are waiting,
Major.”

“I’m there,” Jack said, but turned back to
Linc to say: “Johnson will want to know how we’re going to work
this.”

“The Russian angle. Find out what the fuck
they bought, then try to stop it.”

“You make it sound like that’s actually a
plan,” Jack said.

“It’s my genius,” Linc replied.

When they learned of this newest security
threat, General Johnson and Major Gibson had flown in from Qatar to
meet with Jack. The meeting was scheduled at the U.S. embassy, a
mere block away, but Jack hopped into his jeep. Walking even half a
block in this heat became an ordeal–not a breeze in the air and the
outside temperature was 94 by ten o’clock.

The U.S. embassy in Riyadh was one of the
most heavily guarded pieces of real estate in the world. Uniformed
U.S. marine guards, faces closed, postures stiff, posted
everywhere. Waist high concrete barriers, a twelve-foot wall around
the whole. American flags hung limply in the still morning air.
Jack proceeded through the first of two security check points,
passed the wall, and finally reached the last marine guard.

“General Johnson is in the gym,” the young
officer informed him, pausing as the call to prayers sounded from a
near-by mosque. “Just behind the last building there, alongside the
pool.”

Jack parked as close as he could get and
hopped out. The relentless sun beat upon the three plain white
buildings, the intensity of the light almost blinding. They did not
make sunglasses dark enough for him in Saudi Arabia. Like much of
Riyadh, the embassy grounds appeared deserted in August. Anyone who
could get out of town did so. Neat lawns and trees spread out from
the buildings. Tiny finches and doves played in the sprinklers. A
huge gazebo and murky duck pond sat in the far distance. Jack
passed the Olympic size pool and made his way to the gym.

One of the two Marine guards directed him
pass the boxing ring to the back staircase. The gym was mercifully
dark; the air conditioning felt as if it were shot straight from
heaven. On the second floor, he stepped through the open doors to
the weight room, and confronted an astonishing scene.

Surrounded by weight lifting equipment, Major
General Johnson, a relatively small man, lithe, as black as night,
and Major Gibson, a tall, muscular redhead were both doing
handstands on the thick blue mat. Jack hesitated but ultimately
managed to stifle his amusement and tap his forehead in a mock
salute.

“As you can see, Montgomery, we’re having a
little competition,” Johnson’s deep voice rang out from below. “You
don’t mind, do you?”

“No sir,” Jack replied, though he had to
wonder what the hell they were doing at a time like this. Neither
man breathed heavily or showed any sign of strain. Major Gibson,
affectionately nicknamed Big Red, even managed to shift his weight
onto one hand and return the salute before balancing effortlessly
again on both hands.

Major General Johnson had been famous for his
micro-managing the now abandoned Saudi base, all six thousand
troops, two thousand armored tanks, fifteen hundred planes, and an
army of support personal. Not only was Johnson one of the most
decorated soldiers alive, but he had run a ship so tight that rumor
claimed he had overseen every detail of base operations, right down
to the daily menu and selecting the weekly Friday night base
movie—favoring independent films and comedies over the more popular
Hollywood fare.

Big Red’s arms began to quiver ever so
slightly. “So, Jack,” he began casually, “This is quite some find
your team stumbled upon yesterday. You’ve managed to alarm the
overworked psyches in both Langley and Florida.” Florida was host
to JSOTF. “Those folks are suddenly hoppin’ like bees in a
blaze.”

“It was Sam’s work, sir.”

In a hometown drawl, “That colored boy you
got workin’ done there?”

Jack reminded himself that Johnson could use
archaic redneck vernacular with impunity not only because he was
black but because the CO could do whatever he damn well wanted to.
“If by that you mean to identify Sam as an African American, then
yes sir, just the one.”

Johnson took this in and chuckled, the sound
muted by his unconventional position. “Major, sometimes I think you
are the whitest man I know!”

This won a grin. “I take that as an insult,
sir.”

Big Red laughed at that; Johnson struggled
not to. “Then other times I think it’s not that Montgomery is
hopelessly white, he’s just one shrewd fellow. He’s trying to make
me laugh, so his direct CO wins and—what, grants him that two week
leave he keeps asking for?”

Big Red gave an upside down hoot. “Don’t they
have pharmaceuticals to help that kind of paranoia now?”

Jack took all his leaves in So Cal lately, or
if the waves were flat, in Hawaii. All his dreamtime seemed spent
in the Pacific waters as well. He owned a piece of beachfront real
estate; a duplex on the sand in the seaside town of San Clemente
that he had bought when he turned eighteen with the money left by
his father’s life insurance. The upstairs paid the mortgage. Best
surfing in the country just outside his door.

“With all due respect, sir, I’ll happily
shift my focus for the leave. I believe it is in your power in any
case.”

“Oh, you’ll get it,” Johnson assured him,
“Just as soon as we clear up this mess.”

“We’re on it,” Jack nodded. “Chinny and Sam
are searching for the hardware, Linc and I are focused on Dr. Akbar
and his connections here, and Altair is working the mosque.”

The General gave a slight inverted nod. “The
company is mighty interested in this young woman. The doctor’s
daughter,” he added as if Jack might have forgotten the incident.
“And by the way,” his tone changed suddenly. “I haven’t been able
to discover who gave that ill-conceived rescue attempt a go
ahead?”

“There was no time, sir. We discovered the
plot—and that there were two innocent civilians onboard—about a
half hour before the plane took off. It was either go for it
or—”

“We could have lost you.” Johnson added in
all seriousness, “Do you have any idea how much the army has
invested in your training?”

“No sir,” he lied.

“Ah, General, you know Jack and all his
rescues,” Big Red grunted with suppressed exertion. “He loves being
the hero, don’t ya, Jack?”

Jack shifted uncomfortably, knowing it was
true; it was his desperate and futile attempt to make up for losing
Catherine. Neurotic repetition, the shrinks called it, when a
person performed the same behavior over and over in an effort to
change something that cannot be changed.

The thought brought Catherine’s image to his
mind: tall, athletic, full of energy and positive regard, her
round, smiling face—he always saw her smiling, he supposed because
she always was—the laughing dark eyes, a beautiful young woman, the
picture of health and vitality.

Ignorant of Jack’s distress, Johnson just
chuckled. “I don’t know a thing about his ‘rescues,’ especially not
any that could result in immediate dishonorable discharges. Not
me,” he added. “Not a fucking thing.”

“That’s right, General,” Big Red said. “I
don’t know a damn thing, either.”

Jack tried to listen, but his attention kept
straying to the odd duel going on between the two men. Perspiration
appeared on Big Red’s brow.

“The point is, we don’t need you to be a
hero, Major,” Johnson managed to explain between gasps. “There’s
more heroes than flags around here anyway, but few of them
represent an easy million in training and experience. Next time
send someone else to be the damn hero.”

“Yes sir,” Jack said, forcing his fists
inside his pockets. The air conditioning felt arctic. He wore only
a Hawaiian shirt—red palm trees against black cotton, his sister’s
Christmas present—the shoulder harness sporting his ever-handy
Glocks, Levis, and black Birkenstocks.

Big Red finally dropped and crumbled
awkwardly, before he rolled up to standing. Dayton returned
gracefully to his feet, laughing a deep, rich peel of triumph.
“You’re getting old, Major.” Funny, considering the fact that
Dayton was a good decade older at fifty-four. He soothed a
handkerchief over his dark brow.

“So, about this young lady. CIA thinks you
can use her to reach her father.”

“That’s your new assignment, Jack,” Big Red
managed.

Jack looked up in confusion, an unfamiliar
feeling. “What’s my assignment, sir?”

“The young woman.”

An image drawn from his dreams rose in his
mind. Lying on a bed, Janan’s head thrown back with laughter as he
reached for her small waist, her impossibly long legs wrapped
around him, turning her over, taking her mouth beneath his.

A hand went to his forehead in distress. What
was wrong with him? He tried to focus on the intensity of her
sadness. It appeared in her eyes, those beautiful blue eyes. Where
the hell did the blue eyes come from anyway?

No matter. To use an unsuspecting young woman
that way went way against the grain.

Besides, his mom would kill him.

“Find out as much as you can.”

“Sir, she can’t possibly know anything. The
way they keep women in this country—“

“Ha! Only fools underestimate what women
know, Major. Besides, I listened to that tape. You’ve got her
obvious affection for her younger brother as well as her love of
books, which in this country is a rare and fine thing. It says a
lot. She might prove to be one of our best sources.”

“With all due respect, sir, I just don’t feel
comfortable using a woman—“

The General’s deep laughter interrupted him.
“You don’t feel comfortable? I though someone said you were smart,
Montgomery? Major, you want to explain the U.S. Army’s policy on
feelings for me?”

Big Red recovered enough to slap Jack on the
back. “Jack, you must have missed that little box you checked on
your recruitment form. The one about ‘feelings’,” he drawled the
word. “You see, the U.S. Army doesn’t give a fuck about your
‘feelings’.”

Jesus, his mom would kill him…

 


*****

 



Chapter Three

 


A stream of early morning sunlight washed
over Janan as she watched her nephews swimming from her upstairs
apartment. The Olympic-size pool gave the endless arch of blue
above back to itself, the dark, deep color broken by failing slim
brown bodies engaged in a fast and furious game of volleyball.
Their shouts and laughter rang gently against the backdrop of
Handel’s symphony that played in her room.

She gazed out over the expansive lawns.
Blood-red bougainvillea spilled over the fence. The lawn itself
cost a fortune to maintain, requiring a near constant misting
throughout the six hot summer months. Hearty flowers bloomed
beneath the palms: white daisies, red and orange marigolds, and
blue irises, each a testament to the gardener’s skills. A hot
breeze rustled the leaves of the sycamores, a lonely sound barely
audible against the boisterous shouts of the boys.

She never tired of the view of the pool.

It was the site of her earliest memory; she
had been only five years old. The construction workers had finally
finished her father’s mansion, and the pool had been its shining
crown. A huge family party was in order. She had the vaguest of
memories of the frantic hustle of moving the household and
preparing for the party. She remembered being dressed in a special
pink dress with layers and layers of flounces and lace and matching
silk socks and pink shoes.

The day of the party was hot, even for Saudi
Arabia. Her father told her how pretty she looked and propped her
in a chair by the pool, admonishing her to sit still. One by one,
her brothers, uncles, and cousins all dove in, emerging from the
cool depths with gasps of pleasure and shouts of delight.

“Abu! I want to swim too!”

Poised to dive, her father turned angry eyes
on her. “No, no, Janan. Little girls cannot go in water.”

She didn’t understand his anger. “Why?”

“Allah has arranged it that way.”

“That’s not fair,” she said with a child’s
infallible intuition of justice, but her protest went unheard.

Her father dove in, surfacing with laughter
and a wide grin several feet away.

Why did Allah arrange it that way? Why
couldn’t she go in the water?

The longer she watched the hotter she became
and the more her desire grew. The relentless heat fueled her
longing until it drove her out from beneath the umbrella and to the
edge of the pool. She stared into the cool blue depths, mesmerized
by her mounting desire, until as in a dream like, she felt her arms
windmill and she toppled over into… paradise.

What happened next was vague and foggy: the
muted shouts and screams, the women rushing to the side of the
pool, while the men pushed against the heavy mutability of water to
reach her. All she knew was the sudden bliss; a weightlessness,
like flying in a dream, and an all-encompassing coolness the came
to define her concept of the word pleasure. She was in a place of
pure sensation and freedom, in which she wanted to remain submerged
forever.

Uncle Abdullah’s strong brown arms grabbed
hold of her torso, wrenching her out of heaven back to the
blistering hot edge of the pool. A half dozen women descended on
her. She was swept away, scolded, dried, and changed and finally
thrust into a chair inside and told again not to move.

For many years afterwards, one of Janan’s
greatest torments was that her father forbade her to go near the
pool. Once one of her schoolmates invited her to a pool party. Only
girls would attend, and they would be chaperoned by women, but she
was not allowed to go. Her father didn’t think it would be safe, as
few Saudi women actually knew how to swim. Sometimes late at night,
after everyone went to bed, she ventured outside and sat at the
edge of the pool, feet happily immersed, bathed in moonlight and
dreaming of swimming…

Janan’s reverie dissolved she spotted Rida,
her father’s second wife, sitting with Najah and Miriam, her
brothers’ wives. She wanted to talk to Rida. With an hour to spare
before meeting with her father, she went downstairs. The
temperature hovered in the nineties during the early morning hours,
and in an hour or so it would be too hot even to swim. She left the
comforting cool of the mansion and crossed the garden to the patio
where the three women sat beneath the large green umbrella,
watching the boys play loudly in the water.

The discussion politely stopped as greetings
and kisses were exchanged.

“Don’t you look pretty,” Rida noticed.

Janan smiled as she sat down. “I am meeting
with father later,” she explained. Normally she wore Levis or
shorts and tee shirts, but for a private meeting with her father,
she chose her apparel with care. She wore a light blue chiffon
dress with matching flats and pretty aquamarine earrings—her
favorite—and she had styled her hair high on her head in the way
her father had once admired.

“Oh.” Rida absorbed this with interest, and
seeing the other women distracted by their conversation about
Carmela, a new servant, she whispered, “Will you be asking him
today?”

“I plan to,” Janan nodded. “Whether I
actually do it is another matter.”

Rida patted her hand encouragingly before
returning to the group.

Janan knew no one would bring up the subject
of her unfortunate accident and rescue by the American; the family
had decided that this “incident” was yet another one that was best
forgotten. Their poor sister had suffered enough shame in her
twenty-four years.

“The agency said seventeen, but that girl can
not be a day over fourteen,” Najah complained. Najah was the wife
of Janan’s oldest and most conservative brother, Akram. Today she
wore an attractive blue and yellow paisley sundress that was
designed to make the most of her plump frame. Her waist-length dark
hair, a vanity, was clasped in a sapphire studded barrette and fell
in shadowy waves down her rounded back. Najah was full of two
things: energy and complaints.

Miriam, the only wife of Aban, Janan’s middle
brother, nodded, an amused smile playing on the pretty face. Her
voluptuous figure was outfitted in a designer ensemble of green and
gold shorts and a lacy white shirt. “The poor girl keeps a Raggedy
Ann doll on her bed.”

“She seems very happy here, though,” Janan
offered.

“As well she should be!” Najah replied. “It’s
probably the first time she hasn’t been hungry!” Najah tended to
view the multitudes of Filipinos, Pakistanis, and Africans who
immigrated to Saudi Arabia for work as the luckiest of all people.
In her mind, there was Saudi Arabia and then all other
impoverished, backward countries of the world. This was not an
uncommon worldview in Saudi Arabia.

“Oh, here she comes,” Rida said.

Four gazes followed the young girl as she
approached from the kitchen carrying a tray laden with sweetened
lemonade and almond cakes. She set her heavy load on the table,
curtsied, and left, unmindful or perhaps indifferent to, the
watchful eyes upon her. Najah immediately took up again. “She is as
plain as can be, thanks be to Allah, but she does have a comely
little shape, and I tell you my boys have noticed.”

Saad and Azim were eleven and twelve
respectively, and where their mother was short and plump, they grew
tall and lean and were wired for constant motion. Janan looked out
to where the boys hit a ball back and forth, shouting numbers,
attacking one another. She could not imagine the two boys slowing
down long enough to notice a woman’s shape. Surely Najah must be
mistaken.

Rida set about serving the women, gold
bracelets tinkling prettily as she did so. She was tall, regal,
still beautiful in her forty-fourth year; Janan had always loved
Rida the most of all her father and brother’s wives. Their
temperaments were the best matched: Rida was calm and sweet
natured, and while she never had a formal education, she had
gathered more than enough wisdom to compensate. She had only one
son, Aban, and Janan always thought it was as much a tribute to
Rida as it was to Miriam that he had never thought of taking a
second wife. “One woman is more than enough for me,” easygoing Aban
always said.

“They are of that age,” Miriam remarked,
thanking Rida as she set a full glass before her. “My dear father
used to keep only old women servants in our house. No woman was
safe around them. Oh!” she screamed as a spray of water fell across
the table. The ball followed.

After some chastisement, Najah and Miriam
approached the side of the pool and began trying to organize a race
for the boys. The boisterous players showed little inclination to
follow their mothers’ suggestions; an argument ensued as Najah and
Miriam voices raised as if the problem was one of deafness.

Rida and Janan watched with silent amusement
for several seconds before Janan thought to pose her question.
“Rida, remember that time—I was just a little girl—when father
confined you to your apartment for all those long months? Why did
he do it? You never told me.”

Startled eyes shot to Janan’s face, and Janan
immediately knew she shouldn’t have asked. Rida looked down at the
glass in her hands, and for a long moment she remained silent,
sorrow darkening her expression.

“Forgive me,” Janan murmured, too late. “It
is none of my concern.”

Rida forced a smile, but it did not reach her
eyes. “It is ancient history. It was a very sad time for me, one
best left forgotten.”

Janan nodded, hoping that her face did not
betray her sudden panic. Rida never kept things from her, even
unpleasant things about her father. She knew all about Rida’s
ambiguous feelings toward her father’s other wives. Rida had always
felt special being the second wife, for his first marriage to Hana
had been arranged by his parents for political reasons. Rida had
always felt she was his one true love, until he announced he had
also married Janan’s mother, who had died during child birth. All
illusions of being his true love shattered completely when he
married a fourth time to Fadime. That marriage did not last long;
shortly after Ali was born, he divorced Fadime. Rida still
struggled to accept his other wives, especially Lila, his fifth
wife.

That Rida would not wish to talk about the
trouble all those years ago now meant only one thing. They must
have had something to do with her. But what? She had been only a
little girl, barely five at the time…

Desperate to hide the whirling of her
thoughts, Janan pretended to watch her nephews’ antics. How vividly
she still remembered those long terrible months of Rida’s
separation from the family! Curled into a ball, she had cried
outside Rida’s room every day, while Rida tried to comfort her by
singing from behind the closed door. She remembered pleading with
her father, but he’d just shake his head sadly. “Rida has lost her
senses, little one. She will come to them eventually, I am sure. We
must be patient.”

 


As if sensing Janan’s pain, Rida laid a hand
on hers and gently squeezed it with affection. Still, Rida’s face
remained troubled, even as the boys left the water, announcing
their starvation. The mothers rose in unison to see their sons’
demands for lunch answered.

Even as Janan stood at her father’s study
door, Rida’s pain weighed as heavily on her mind as the task before
her. The hall seemed unnaturally quiet and empty; normally groups
of men waited there to see her father, and she and the other women
had to keep out of sight in the women’s quarters. She knocked
softly, and waited until she heard her father bid her enter before
she swung the heavy door open and stepped into in the soft dimness
of her father’s study.

Little light pervaded the cool and spacious
high-ceilinged room. Tall, narrow windows, draped in rich maroon
velvet, overlooked the mansion’s garden. Heavy dark rosewood
furnishings sat centered on maroon and gold Persian carpets over
white marble floors. His desk occupied the center of the room,
stark and bare except for a phone and computer. Her father bent
forward at his desk, absorbed as always in his work.

Bookcases covered the entire wall behind him
and science and medical books lined shelves, floor to ceiling, wall
to wall. She had read many of them, for she had always wanted to
follow in her father’s footsteps to become a doctor—one of three
professions open to women in Saudi Arabia. Even though she had
placed first in her class and was accepted into the medical studies
program at King Abdulaziz University, her husband had not allowed
her to enter and her father had refused to intervene on her
behalf.

Dr. Mohammed Akbar did not approve of novels,
and he owned none. He viewed them as frivolous, a worthless
diversion from one’s true purpose on earth. Janan disagreed, of
course, but feared challenging her father on the point, for the
last thing she wanted was to lose the pleasure she found in books.
Yet another thing best left untested and unsaid…

The Quran and the Ahadith rested in a carved
alcove against the bare far wall. Her father’s prayer rugs sat
neatly in their cove. The room smelled faintly of lemon polish, and
she drew the scent deep into her lungs as she stood quietly,
smiling and awaiting his attention.

Mohammed Akbar, now fifty-three, was still a
remarkably attractive man. The graying sides of his thick crown of
dark curls only added to his distinguished good looks. His tall
frame, straight back, and broad shoulders showed no sign of his
advancing years or his ever-increasing burdens. Despite her
disagreements with his orthodoxy, she could not love him more.
These private visits were cherished occasions.

He finally looked up, smiled warmly, and
stood to greet her. Dressed in a handsome gray business suit, he
came to her side; taking her warm hands in his, he kissed first her
right cheek and then kissed the left three times as was the Saudi
custom. She kissed his right hand.

“You look beautiful as always, Janan,” he
said as he led her to the sofa and sat beside her.

The compliment went through her in a rush of
feeling.

“How is my favorite daughter feeling?”

Janan laughed lightly at his teasing. She was
the favorite daughter because she was the only daughter. Lila had
given him two more sons. “I am much better, thank you,” she
replied.

“Your neck?” he said.

“One hundred percent,” she reported happily.
“And how are you, father?”

“Sadly overworked,” he said, but with a wide
grin.

She knew he would have it no other way. “Are
you forgetting something, father? Do you have something for
me?”

“Ah!” he exclaimed as he reached into his
jacket pocket. “I have raised a very greedy daughter! Which
hand?”

He held out two clenched fists. Janan pointed
to his right hand, which opened on cue to reveal a roll of cherry
lifesavers. The candies were difficult to obtain in Saudi Arabia,
but her father always managed to find them. She never knew where
they’d show up; it was part of the fun. He’d have the maids hide
them in all manner of unlikely places: in drawers, closets,
pockets, and purses, but always when she visited with him he
invariably passed them directly, hand to hand.

For several minutes they discussed various
family members: her oldest brother’s third wife, Haleh and the
birth of their new son, Sayeed and Lila’s recent mishap, in which
her abayas got caught in an escalator’s teeth, causing a fall and
breaking her wrist, and the recent celebration of the graduation of
her oldest nephew, Fazlur, from a medical school in Mexico...

“It is a wonderful thing to have another
doctor in the family,” she offered meaningfully.

Smiling, her father nodded, and just as she
was about to use this as a springboard for her plea, her father
withdrew his hand from hers and announced: “I’m afraid I have
devastating news for you, Janan.”

She drew a sharp breath. “Oh? Yes?”

“I had arranged a new marriage for you, a
very advantageous marriage—”

“Oh father—” she began but stopped, feeling
the blood vacate her limbs. She had been hoping she’d be spared
from ever having to marry again. Some women were. She had so hoped
to approach her father about medical school again…

“I’m afraid the groom, none other than Prince
Abdu Mohammed ibn El-Saud—”

“Prince Abdu Mohammed?” She had heard much
about this Prince. He was not too old, perhaps forty, and while he
had three wives, he lived mostly in Paris. Still, the idea of
marrying into the royal family again was less than pleasant for a
hundred reasons, and even the possibility of living in Paris—a
dream come true—could not induce her to be anyone’s fourth
wife.

“Yes, but somehow he has heard about your…ah,
incident with the American, and I’m sorry to say he has withdrawn
his offer.”

“Oh. So the marriage will not take place.”
She closed her eyes and gave silent thanks to Jack Montgomery, the
handsome American—he had become more handsome every time she
thought of him, which seemed quite often lately. She tried to hide
her smile. The adventure with the American kept resonating like a
pebble tossed into the stillness that was her life.

“It is most regrettable. I only mention it as
a warning about the consequences to impropriety.”

“But father it was an accident—“

“Of course, but still you were alone,
unchaperoned, and even unveiled with an American. I’m afraid it has
further damaged your reputation.”

The words stung. The state of her reputation
was due to the lies her husband, Prince Abdu Allami, had spread
about his fourth and youngest wife. Soon after the disastrous
wedding night, she started hearing the rumors—indeed his three
other wives could barely contain their glee at her misfortune—that
the Prince found her too frigid for even his warm hands to work and
that she had better “transcend” her problems in the marriage bed or
suffer her husband’s rejection. She had no idea what the problem
was, but the rumors worsened over time as she remained childless.
There had been talk of a divorce, but her father had somehow
managed to quiet it. She never knew how, and she felt far too
embarrassed ever to ask, afraid she’d discover that her father had
bribed her husband into keeping her.

She had returned to the warmth and acceptance
of her father’s home just three months ago, and now this. Her
father would try to marry her off again, but thanks to Jack
Montgomery (or Donald Bell) she might truly be a ruined woman
now.

Still, she said, “Father, you know I would
not choose to marry again.” She stated it as fact, quietly and with
as much confidence as she could muster.

“Nonsense,” he replied, smiling as if this
were a ridiculous idea. “You are still young and very beautiful.
You would not deny me my grandchildren, would you? I will find you
a suitable husband, a devout man. Someone who will cherish you as
much as I do.”

 


Her father’s smile did not reassure her, but
she knew better than to waste this opportunity, and, gathering her
courage, she rushed forward: “Actually father, I was hoping I might
return to the university and pursue medical studies. Pick up where
I left off. I have written to Madame ibn Abbas and she has—”

A dark brow rose, another smile followed.
“You still would like to be a physician?”

She nodded, holding her breath.

“Well my dear,” he patted her hand
affectionately. “Let us put off making that decision for the time
being. Things are still unsettled with you. Let us see what Allah
and fate have in store for you, and then perhaps we shall revisit
this issue.”

Not a yes but not a definite no either. Janan
nodded and rose, knowing that their meeting was now over. Standing
as well, her father escorted her to the door. “Oh, and perhaps you
should know,” he added at the door, “I have sent a gift of
appreciation to the American, Mr. Donald Bell, an expression of
gratitude.”

Janan’s thoughts boomeranged from the dire
prospect of marrying again to this new information. “The American,”
she repeated stupidly. “Oh,” she pretended disinterest. “What kind
of gift?”

He shrugged, “A new car.” Smiling, “You know
how Americans love their cars.”

Somehow she did not think Jack Montgomery
would appreciate such a gift, but it was not her place to say
so.

“Janan,” his tone changed, “Are you sure
nothing, ah, unsavory occurred between you and the American?”

Janan’s eyes widened, and she exclaimed with
reassuring sincerity, “Oh no father! He was very kind; a perfect
gentleman.”

“Good,” he said, and gently kissed her
goodbye.

“Jack Montgomery,” she whispered his name
into the empty hall. Somehow the man had assumed unexpected
prominence in her thoughts, even though she would never again see
him or hear the rich timbre of his voice (In retrospect his voice
had assumed an appealing, almost magical quality). How she wished
she could see him again! If only to reassure herself that her image
of him was not real, that he had become a creation of her
imagination, for no one could really be so… attractive or tall or
kind… .

Janan made her way slowly down the sunlit
hall to collapse dejectedly on the velvet-cushioned window seat
where she always sat while waiting to speak with her father. The
window overlooked the garden and the pool, and as she stared out,
the sprinklers system kicked on. Droplets hung in suspended in air,
sparkling with reflected sunlight. Insects, mostly flies, darted
above the spray, confused by the sudden moisture. Just beyond the
lawn the turquoise blue pool shimmered beneath the hot sun, the
water still and quiet, abandoned beneath the heat.

She mentally scrambled for a means to avoid
another marriage and convince her father to let her pursue medical
studies. Her life needed a purpose. Books were not enough. She
wanted work, meaningful work, perhaps with children or handicapped
people like Ali. Another marriage would ruin everything. Her father
would choose someone rich and very devout, a man who would never
allow his wives to work… .

She saw herself as a hapless victim of
history. In many ways the vast and endless desert sands had forged
Saudi Arabian history, a history that predated the fourth
millennium and the Islamic religion born there. Modern history
began much later, in the 1800s, the desert tribe, the Al-Saud
family formed an alliance with Mohammed bin Abdul Wahhab and
created the most ultra-orthodox brand of Islam, Wahhabism. The
religion spread, like so many others, by the sword, and eventually
Ibn Saud crowned himself King and established the strict orthodoxy
of Wahhabism as the law of the land.

After reading so many English novels and
books, she understood many of the ideas behind democracy and
freedom. (She especially enjoyed the works of John Grisham and
other legal novels about the American justice system). Once she
asked her father about this, the American and European system of
democracy and justice, which seemed so sensible, but he had
dismissed the very premise. “Janan, how can any man- made system of
justice be superior to the one Allah gave us?”

She prayed her father’s orthodoxy wouldn’t
prevent him from granting her permission to enter the medical
studies program. Her acceptance letter sat in a bedroom drawer at
home—she had received the highest marks. Few professions were open
to women in Saudi Arabia: doctor, nurse, and teacher, and if she
became a doctor, she might be able to escape another disastrous
marriage.

She leaned forward, feeling strangely close
to tears. Rida always said that peace comes from accepting what
cannot be changed, that Janan should be grateful for all of Allah’s
blessings: the love of her family and especially her father’s
wealth that kept them from knowing even the smallest want. She
searched for this peace now…

Yet it eluded her at times like this, now all
she could think about was her father searching for her second
husband. After all she had endured with the first husband, ten
years of hostility and indifference and living among people who did
not care for her, people who smiled only when her husband granted
her a visitation with her real family! The thought of entering
another such union seemed unbearable.

“Think positive,” Rita always said. “Things
are never as bad as they first seem…” Janan tried to believe this.
Maybe her new husband would be different. Maybe he would be modern
like Jack Montgomery, maybe he’d be kind and generous, not mind her
books, and allow her to travel with him. Maybe he would let her
return to the university…

Maybe seemed so far away…

 


*****

 



Chapter Four

 


Jack pushed through the doors of the
nightclub high atop one of Riyadh’s more prominent skyscrapers,
pausing a moment to let his eyes adjust to the sudden darkness as
he slipped his dark glasses into his shirt pocket. He should
probably see another eye doctor. Sunlight bothered him more and
more; he was often wearing his dark glasses even inside, finding
the protection necessary if there was so much as an open window
admitting light. It was as if his eyes were becoming used to seeing
darkness…

Dim light burned from gold lanterns
strategically arranged around the spacious club. The dance floor,
surrounded by red brocaded booths, was the size of two tennis
courts, but relatively few people occupied the space during the
afternoon hour. There’d be a packed house by nine. The Bee Gees’
Staying Alive–blared from the speakers, and he resisted the urge to
cover his ears, hoping his grimace appeared as a smile. A gorgeous
Filipina, wearing only a G-string and a sheer black top offered a
bored and uninspired dance on a platform elevated over the dance
floor. An older man stooped below her form and trained a flashing
light on her legs. A man in a ghutrah, the traditional long robes,
danced on drunken, uncertain feet with Kira a tall, Swedish blonde,
wearing a skimpy red belly-dancing getup.

A film of cigarette smoke hung over the
place, mixing with the more pungent smoke from the sheeshah pipes,
the Arabic water pipes used to smoke tobacco leaves. Jack wondered
which was worse, the music or the air. Music, hands down, he
decided as he swung himself down into what served as his private
booth during the afternoon—it belonged to a billionaire Prince at
night and was the only booth left that offered a view of the club
in its entirety. Shiraz, a pretty dark-skinned woman of Ethiopian
descent, sat talking with two older men. One of the men greedily
pawed her small breasts as he chatted with her—probably determining
a price, while another struggled to unclasp her bra. She wore a
pasted-on smile. Four younger Saudis wearing business suits tossed
down a round of whiskey shots—at an even seventy bucks a pop. The
indulgence was punishable by public flogging, but the religious
police never came here.

The club always reminded him of a Chinese
proverb from the Tao Te Ching: “The more prohibitions you have, the
less virtuous people will be.” Saudi Arabia seemed destined to
prove Lai-tzu’s point. Similar clubs could be found all over the
world, of course. The difference between this place and others lay
in the professed religiosity of its clientele; every man in here
considered himself to be particularly devout. He used to be
surprised by this obvious hypocrisy, but the men would only shrug,
“These women entertainers are the slave girls of yesterday, whose
purchase and sale Allah made legal…” The drinking—strictly
forbidden in the Quran—would be absolved upon completion of the
next round of prayers. It was the irony in Saudi Arabia that
separated it from the rest of the world; the ultra-conservative
fundamentalists and the grand excesses their extreme wealth bought
them.

The real show transpired in the booth across
from him. A bearded older gentlemen, wearing the traditional thobe
and ghutrah, sat with two young women, Katrina, a newly arrived
German girl and the Parisian Mercedes, both rather pretty blondes
no more than twenty years old. Mercedes slowly—the man was probably
paying by the minute—unbuttoned Katrina’s hot pink vest and began
kissing her. Mercedes expert hands stopped the button progression
to slide suggestively over Katrina’s ample curves, while Katrina’s
hands traveled in turn over Mercedes’ back, toying with her
playmate’s g-string.

Most of these girls came from high-priced
European escort services, lured to Saudi Arabia by the oil wealth
and dreams of easy money. Unfortunately, very few made it back in
one piece. There was a dark side to the profitable business of
whoring in Saudi Arabia. Far too many of the girls were lured into
a private date and disappeared, never to be seen or heard from
again.

Jack and his team enjoyed nothing more than
rescuing these women—three so far this year. Each girl had been
kept in a room, a hidden “dungeon” like princesses in fairy tales.
Unlike those fairytale heroines, however, these women were
repeatedly raped and beaten and usually passed off to their
captor’s friends. Often a girl was held prisoner in the very same
home in which the man kept his wives and kids. If they were not
rescued, few of these women lasted very long, and since letting
them go free was out of the question, their brief sojourns in Saudi
Arabia more often than not ended with a helicopter or plane trip
over the Nafud or Rub al-Khali, the greatest sand deserts in the
world—the vast unmarked grave sites of literally thousands of
people.

A rescue was a simple operation once they
knew where the girl was being kept. They simply broke in, disabled
the inevitable “security” personnel, and snatched the girl. She was
then provided with a fake passport and airfare to the country of
her choice—courtesy of the U.S. government. The first time Johnson
had heard about one such rescue he had made them sweat out several
hours before allowing Big Red to convey that the General had only
laughed, “Sometimes my boys make me so proud…”

Lisa, one of Jack’s favorite people in the
world, stepped up to the bar to fetch his beer. The bartender,
Salmon, glanced over but carefully kept any familiarity from his
expression. As the editor of an underground newsletter and the son
of a founding member of an underground democratic movement, Salmon
would be arrested if anyone ever suspected him of colluding with
U.S. army intelligence.

Once the beer hit the tray, Lisa sauntered
over to his table. The redheaded, blue-eyed beauty wore a comical
cowgirl outfit: a skimpy red-checkered, tie-around top—one that
matched perfectly the headdresses of most of her patrons—short
shorts, cowgirl boots, and the whole getup topped by a large cowboy
hat.

“Jack,” she smiled as she set the beer down.
She leaned over as he rose to kiss her cheek. “I was hoping you’d
be in today.”

“What’s up, trader?” As he asked the
question, he slipped Salmon’s report unseen from beneath his glass
and into his shirt pocket.

“You wouldn’t have to ask if you gave me the
slightest encouragement.”

“Jesus, don’t tease a working stiff. You know
I can’t afford you.” A slight jerk of his head indicated the show.
“Who’s the pay-for-view in the corner?”

“Oh, some SOB or other.” SOB stood for Saudi
Oil Billionaire. “Prince Al Shaikhs something.”

Having memorized the most complicated family
tree in history, Jack recognized the name. Shaikhs was a favorite
nephew of one of the Seven Brothers of Ibn Saud, one of the more
powerful factions of the royal family with dibs on the crown.
Additionally, his uncle was none other than the oil minister, which
was essentially the most lucrative title in the history of the
human race. This aside, they were looking at a very rich man. Every
Prince and each of his kids received fifty grand a month and if he
was an important Prince, the figure was considerably higher.
Furthermore, if the Prince held a “job,” (read title, as none of
these people actually worked) he received his official salary in
addition to his princely one. Chinny once estimated that an
ordinary Prince with ten kids and two wives received a minimum of
6,500,000 a year.

The vast majority of Princes actually had far
more than two wives, and consequently far more children, as the
royal family sidestepped the Muslim restriction to no more than
four wives with the frequent use of the sentence, “I divorce you.”
These three words were all it took to divorce a woman in this
country. Many princes had over a dozen wives, some as many as
thirty or more, and Saudi Arabia had the highest rate population
growth in the entire world: 6.5 children per woman–the Royal family
led the pack.

Amusement danced in Lisa’s bright blue eyes.
“This SOB likes to watch, but only if someone is watching him
watch.”

“We lock folks up for that back home,” Jack
commented.

“We ain’t in Kansas no more, partner. Here
comes the best part,” Lisa pointed out. “As soon as Mercedes gets
Katrina’s top off and takes a few licks, he’ll look around the room
for the men watching him, set down a five-thousand dollar bill and
excuse himself for the restroom.”

Sure enough, the man set down the money,
rose, and swiftly exited from the room. “And then he’ll be back and
we start all over again—he usually takes three shots.”

“It’s such a relief knowing how these people
spend our billions,” Jack said. “I mean he could probably buy
two—three suicide bombers for every one time he winds up Mercedes.
And bless you, Lisa, for recycling it right back to the USA.” Lisa
chuckled at that, and he asked, “How’s our market going?”

“Like a drunk john—up and down. I’m still
riding bonds, waiting to reinvest after last month.”

The woman was as smart as a tack found by a
bare foot. The unlikely product of a drug addicted mother and gut
wrenching poverty (by age of five learned how to mix dog food with
macaroni in order to stave off starvation for precious extra days)
and then government sponsored child torture, or foster homes, Lisa
had somehow made it to college back in her home state of Texas. The
only class that interested her, however, was one about investing in
stocks, and Jack often reasoned her ferocious, even obsessive
interest in the stock market was a grown up version of a poor
little girl trying to find enough money for a piece of bread. She
quit school to dedicate her enormous energies to figuring out how
to win big at the stock market. She soon knew all there was to
know, and then all she needed was a little seed money.

“All of a sudden it hit me,” she had
explained. “Men will pay you for it.”

A Saudi businessman, one of her regular and
more lucrative customers, soon pointed her to where she might find
real “seed” money (Dumb double entendres always amused Lisa). She
knew how to investigate opportunities, and she realized that the
key to success in Saudi Arabia lay in controlling one’s passport
and exit visa. Employees, meaning immigrants, could not leave the
country without a signed exit visa from their employer, a system
that ensured that slavery not only survive, but thrived well into
the twenty-first century. The man who ran the club where she worked
was one of the very few businessmen who allowed all his girls to
hold their exit visas.

Over two long years Lisa had cultivated one
of the most impressive bear market portfolios Jack had ever seen,
accumulating a net worth of about two million. It had taken Jack
nearly a month to pry from her the big plan for retirement from
Saudi Arabia, and when she finally revealed her “big dream,” its
utter banality sent him into fits of amusement before, upon
reflection and drawing on the most tired of clichés, it broke his
heart. All Lisa wanted from life was a little farm in the country.
“Maybe Wyoming or Montana,” she mused, studying endless travel and
real estate brochures. “Just a couple of country acres that I can
fill up with dogs, cats, chickens, horses, and maybe even a pig—but
not a pig for eating…” Lisa was an “ethical vegetarian;” she loved
animals far more than she liked people.

Considering her life so far, Jack could
hardly blame her for that.

She had booked a flight home for September
12th.

In the interminable aftermath of 9/11, Lisa’s
net worth plummeted, and she became one among millions of
collateral causalities of that vicious attack. She began recovering
and fortunately pulled out of the market the very first day of the
Enron crisis, but she still hadn’t worked up the nerve to
reinvest.

It was a steep road back up to the
multi-millionaire class.

“I have to talk to you. Can you take me home?
I’m off in ten minutes.”

Jack escorted Lisa down to the garage, where
they endured the inevitable blast of heat, a blistering,
lung-scouring burst of hot air, and quickly dashed to his jeep.
While the jeep idled for a moment, Lisa reviewed his CD’s, choosing
the Les Miserables soundtrack, mostly because it was one the only
popular piece of music he owned. Jack retrieved Salmon’s note from
his pocket and read the man’s cryptic English:

 


5. no 2. P Abdullah ibn Neyef & Majeed
bin Abdul Aziz. P say 23 RF in NG join with them. Kill El-Serif but
no kill all. Too big. Nothing stop now. All nod, all sure. Majeed
say CP scared, no end here.

 


Jack translated the note as he read it: there
were five men at a table; Salmon knew the Prince and Majeed—a man
high up in the oil ministry. The Prince said that twenty-three
members of the royal family in the National Guard had joined the
Islamic brotherhood, that they could kill El-Serif but not all of
them. Nothing could stop them now. Everyone agreed with that
sentiment, and then Majeed said that the Crown Prince was scared,
that he knew the end was here.

The second piece of info read:

 


Abdul Aziz ibn Faisal & Rahman Khalid
soft talk world change. USA stupid, USA doomed.

 


Jack puzzled over these one for several long
moments. Sounded like a coup rather than a terrorist attack, though
it could still be the latter. He quickly scanned the rest of the
info. It concerned the King giving two of his sisters half a
million barrels of oil to sell on the open market, as apparently
the women had come up short this month—nothing out of the
ordinary.

He held a lighter to the note—he had a nearly
perfect photographic memory—and set the burning paper in the
ashtray before he thrust the jeep into reverse and pulled out of
the underground parking garage. The dark tinted windows protected
Lisa from the religious police. Women were not allowed to ride in
the front seat of car—an offense that merited floggings and long
prison sentences. Les Mis blasted through the speakers; Jack turned
it down as he slipped on his dark glasses.

Lisa withdrew a worn piece of parchment paper
from beneath her abayas. “This was slipped under my door, probably
by some man who knows me here. Anyway, the kid’s only thirteen! A
French girl. Snatched right from the streets.”

Looking in both directions, Jack drove the
jeep cautiously onto the road. Driving was an extreme sport in the
desert country; Saudi Arabia boasted the highest accident rate in
the world. Drivers typically raced full speed to the next light,
before slamming on brakes and swerving to an uncertain stop.
Running red lights and drag racing were favorite pastimes here.
“Let me see it,” he said as they reached a signal and stopped for a
moment.

“It doesn’t say anything,” she said, handing
him the parchment.

Jack glanced over the Arabic:

A girl, Janine, of the French people is kept
by Prince Al-Jafar Tabari for eldest son. Weeping, weeping, I get
nightmares. Please, for love of Allah, help this poor
unfortunate.

“Jesus,” Jack whistled upon seeing the name.
“That’s not a nobody, Lisa.”

“I know, I know,” Lisa said with
irritation.

Everyone knew of this Prince, favored by the
King, related by any number of lines. Once when Al-Jafar was but a
boy of five, the King’s favorite fortune-teller had declared that
the King would reap great luck in keeping his favorite uncle’s
oldest grand- nephew close to him (Al-Jafar’s father no doubt paid
the fortune-teller). This was some thirty years ago. So the unusual
relationship began; Prince Al-Jafar Tabari never left the King’s
side, right up until the stroke that left the King comatose, which
was why he was a multi-billionaire, one of the wealthiest of all
the Princes.

“I did an Internet search of missing persons
in France. There’s a whole website, for heaven’s sake. Pictures of
her mom and dad and little brother, a real family, Jack.” Real
families always impressed Lisa. “You can feel their desperation!
Janine was snatched on her way home from a Catholic girl’s school.
The picture shows a darling little kid in a school uniform. And
Jack,” Lisa’s tone fired with earnestness, “She’s wearing
honest-to-god, real life bobby socks.”

“Bobby socks…” Jack repeated with a sigh, as
they passed the colossal inverted pyramid building that housed the
Ministery of the Interior, an up side down monstrocity that defied
any senblence of architectural astetics. The ministry was the
largest employer in the government, employing half a million
people. The sun was setting in its huge glass windows. “There goes
the evening, I guess.”

Minutes later Jack pulled up alongside Lisa’s
apartment building and saw her to her door. “Don’t forget,” he said
to her as his beeper went off.

“Russians. You want to know about any
Russians.”

Nodding, Jack’s glance at the beeper revealed
an emergency message, signaling that he must return to the base as
soon as possible and after a quick goodbye, he soon found himself
driving quickly through the main part of town in route to the
embassy. He could sum up the ambience of Riyadh in one word—bleak.
Nothing green here, nothing blue. Everything painted the dull color
of sand. Block after block of unimaginative, dust covered concrete
buildings, modest stucco apartments, and a proliferation of
American fast food restaurants. Modest shops beneath
apartments—gold dealers, sandal makers, small markets—squeezed
between glass encased skyscrapers. Beggars, mostly veiled women,
and amputees, all men, collected on every corner, hands wearily
extended to passersby. Litter collecting in the gutters, in some
places piled knee highg, eaiting for a strong Shamal wind to blow
it away. Countless oil refineries sporting dull yellow lights
decorated the horizon and shot continuous streams of black smoke
into the air.

Jack pulled up to the first automatic
checkpoint. He swiped his card and punched in his code. The barrier
lifted, and he proceeded to the second guardhouse. A young marine
inspected his ID. “Major Montgomery, sir?”

Jack nodded with some confusion.

The young marine saluted. “Boy, are you in
for a surprise.”

“And why is that?”

The marine just waved him through; Jack
watched the kid’s smile disappear through the rearview mirror.
Without the faintest idea as to what awaited him, he parked behind
the embassy and in front of Intel’s modest headquarters—an
uninspired three-story cement edifice. A brand new shiny red
Ferrari 360 was parked in front of the building, flanked by all
four of his men. Tennessee had the hood up and his head inside,
lost in that bit of fine foreign engineering. As Jack climbed out
of his jeep, he wondered what idiot had purchased that hunk of junk
here, where the price of cars was astronomical and the cost of
transporting it home made buying any car an act of madness.

“Hey,” Jack asked, “Who’s the fool that
bought that overpriced piece of Italy?”

Chinny just laughed. “You want to know the
owner? This fool?”

Even Sam thought that was funny.

“What’s the name of the Doctor’s daughter
again?” Linc wondered.

“Janan Akbar,” the name flew automatically
off his tongue. He noticed the men’s collective grins. This could
not be good.

“Right. Well,” Linc ran his thick fingers
over his cranial masterpiece of baldness and turned dark, hooded
eyes to Sam. “Her daddy is mighty appreciative.”

Jack gestured at the Ferrari. “And this
is—“

“An expression of appreciation,” Linc
finished, producing the keys, and informing Jack that the General
was excited by this contact prospect, especially considering the
fact that Donald Bell cover had passed inspection. The car had been
delivered to Aarmco headquarters, where Donald Bell supposedly
worked.

Absorbing this, Jack unfolded the letter.

My dearest Mr. Bell:

Please accept this token of my deep
appreciation for saving my cherished daughter from the peril of a
burning plane.

 


Sincerely,

Dr.Mohammed Akbar

 


“Major! How ‘bout lettin’ ole’ Tennessee take
‘er for a ride?”

Jack hated to quash Tennessee’s anticipatory
glee, but he had to. “Not tonight, Tennessee.” He refolded the
paper and stuffed it and the keys into his pocket. “Something’s
come up. I’ll explain in the office so Sam can fire up the
computers.”

“Altair?” Linc asked as they headed up the
stairs.

“He’s alarmed,” Jack said. “He’s thinking
terrorist rather than coup.”

“Why?”

“Radical fundamentalist whackos. Emphasis on
Israel.”

This meant that the fundamentalist diatribe
seeping down to the street from the Islamic Brotherhood, Janan’s
father’s group, was playing on the ancient hostility of that
never-ending conflict to fan the flames of hatred. The scapegoat
was always the U.S. or Israel. A dark look of weariness punctured
Linc’s normal equanimity.

Linc viewed the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
as one between democracy and totalitarianism, rather than as a
religious conflict. Israel’s chances of survival looked grim,
surrounded as it was by a billion-plus people who nurtured a hatred
so deep as to be madness itself. The idea of living in a world
where Israel didn’t exist was one of the few things that still had
the power to scare the hell out of Linc and Jack both.

“The hardware is presenting a problem,” Linc
said as they entered the office. “We’ve narrowed it down to just
over two hundred potential players. Sam’s working from one end,
Chinny the other.”

“But not tonight,” Jack said, wasting little
time in explaining the night’s new mission. The men’s reaction was
predictable.

Sam began a search to identify the planes
leaving for France that night, simultaneously pulling up the kid’s
website and downloading GPS directions to the Prince’s home.

Linc sighed as if he had just assumed the
full weight of the world, rubbed his bald head as if to clear it,
and set about collecting weapons.

Tennessee seemed confused. “Thirteen? God
dang! My sweetheart has a little sister that age, Betsy, and she
ain’t but this high.” His hand hovered just above his waist.
“That’s nothin’ but a little bitty girl.”

The web page having been loaded, the four men
gathered around the computer screen. The pictures were enlightening
and devastating: the visibly distraught parents, a sad, scared
little brother, and then the girl herself. Five gazes traveled over
the shy smile, the skinny legs, skinned knee to boot, bobby socks,
and the old-fashioned saddle shoes.

Her childlike appearance made it all seem
particularly grievous. She could have been a tired old grandma of
highly dubious virtue and they’d still be on their way, but
somehow, in the way a man’s mind measures these crimes, the bobby
socks gave this evil a diabolically poisonous aspect. The picture
pushed Chinny—a volatile personality in the best of
circumstances—right over the edge.

“I am sick of these fucking perverts! Look at
her! She’s just a little kid! To hell with cover this time! I’m
just going to knock on the fucking door and blow the bastard to
Paradise!”

Everyone loaded up weapons.

Sam announced, “BP plane leaves at midnight.
I know the pilot. Major Wilson. I’m sure he’ll be happy to fly the
poor kid home—considering.”

“Who’s coming?” Chinny asked, hoisting a box
full of stun guns.

All four men rushed out the door. Jack said,
quite unnecessarily, “Make the arrangements, Sam.”

“My pleasure, Major.”

Night claimed Riyadh, but the temperature
stuck tenaciously just below a hundred as Jack drove pass the
city’s residential section. This stretch was comprised of four and
five-story Middle Eastern adobe structures set alongside modern
ranch ranch-style homes. The homes were interspersed with brightly
lit Mosques and occasional dark patches of soccer fields. Families
began to emerge for an evening stroll: Men in thobes, women in
somber black abayas, (MBOs, or moving black objects), boys riding
skateboards and bikes and young girls skipping rope. Actually
seeing women was rare; Jack often went days without seeing any
MBO’s, except perhaps beggars sitting curbside in front of some
Prince’s house. Almost all public space belonged to men.

“Check it out,” Chinny pointed, and they all
turned to see a Toyota pickup with a camel in the bed, tied down
like a dog. You occasionally saw things in Saudi Arabia, this place
of stark contradictions, that you would not see anywhere else in
the world: glass skyscrapers alongside adobe huts, signs in English
and Arabic, (many of the Arabic names misspelled, much to Linc’s
amusement), camel crossings alongside Mercedes dealerships, MBOs
shopping in a Ralph Lauren store.

The jeep wove through the lighted, well
guarded streets of a wealthy residential section of town, and Jack
finally pulled in front of the enclosed sixteen-acre compound of
Prince Al Jafar. A wall—a foot thick, twelve feet high, and painted
an eye- popping shade of pink—surrounded the whole. The tops of
palm trees towered above the wall; the upper story of the mansion
appeared just beyond. Jack let Linc, Tennessee, and Chinny out of
the jeep, waiting as Tennessee and Chinny quickly scaled the wall
and disappeared over the side. Linc walked calmly toward the
guarded gate.

In the shadowy distance Linc looked like a
nightmare.

Jack drove right up to the gate, and stopped
at the guardhouse. Two sliding doors on either side, to stop cars
both coming and going. A radio was tuned to an Arabic music
station, probably from Egypt or Jordan. Two armed guards sat at a
table, playing cards. Video monitors presented views of the
compound, both inside and outside the house.

The guards looked surprised to see him.

Jack rolled down the window. Hot, heavy air
invaded the interior of his car. One of the men opened the sliding
door and stepped out.

“Good evening, sir,” the guard began in
Arabic.

Jack presented him with a passport that
identified him as Gary Moore and offered in Arabic: “I’m here to
see His Royal Highness.”

The man stared at the passport. “But Mister
Moore, His Royal Highness is not present tonight.”

The man handed the passport to the other
guard; both men studied it as if it presented a mystery they might
solve at any moment.

Jack feigned confusion as he opened the door
and stepped outside. “Wait a minute. I have the invitation right
here.” He pretended to fumble through his pockets.

They appeared simultaneously: three large
American men, stun guns finding their targets with knifelike
precision. The doomed guards barely had a chance to react to the
pain. (An excruciating pain, they all knew, as one of the most
popular pastimes on the base had been touch football between Army,
Air Force, and CIA, using the stun guns). With brief coyote yelps,
both men went down. Chinny and Tennessee dragged the bodies inside
the guardhouse and went about the business of disabling them for
the night. The effect of stun guns lasted only about fifteen
minutes, just enough time to put ropes to use.

Linc hopped back into the jeep and held up
his weapon, inspecting it. “We used to have to use Thiamin
injects—basically an elephant tranquilizer. Very messy. I love
these new toys.”

“Yeah,” Jack replied and then to Tennessee,
“Tennessee, get that guy’s tongue inside his mouth before you tie
the scarf!”

“I even sent my mom one,” Linc continued.
“For protection, you know.”

Jack raised a surprised brow as he glanced
back at Linc. He knew Linc’s mother: sixty something, five-ten,
maybe a hundred and eighty pounds—but pure muscle, not an ounce of
fat. She was a long distant ocean swimmer in Florida. “It’s kind of
hard to imagine your mom needing protection.”

Linc scoffed, “You don’t know my
nephews.”

The guards lay in cramped balls, hidden from
view on the floor and all neatly tied up. Tennessee and Chinny
swung into the jeep’s back seat, Linc got in front, and Jack drove
through the gate. The mansion loomed before them in all its
predictable enormity. Strategically placed garden lights
illuminated the pink monstrosity. It was vaguely Georgian, but
painted the same frightful hot pink as the wall and topped with
four towering turrets.

“Jesus,” Linc said as the jeep came to a
stop. “Let’s forget the French kid and go the architect.”

“Someone ought to be shot,” Jack concurred,
noticing that the upstairs windows were hidden in darkness, while
those downstairs were still lit. The family was up and about. He
hated subjecting kids to these operations, but there was no point
in waiting. Because of the relentless heat, many Saudi families
stayed up all night and into the morning, choosing to sleep during
the daylight hours. You just never knew here.

Chinny and Tennessee pulled down their
masks—plain black ski masks as if they were in a Hollywood bank
robbery–and climbed out. Jack and Linc followed.

Tennessee actually knocked on the door; Linc
called him an asshole—not for the first time–-and Chinny kicked it
open. Their boots pounded the polished marble floors, passing the
beveled glass entryway into an enormous living area.

Floral pink couch and chairs, mahogany
furnishings, lamps dimmed, a fireplace capable of holding a dinner
party for six. Bare walls. Very neat. Very quiet. No one ever used
it.

Jack motioned them down the hall.

They encountered the maid carrying a soiled
tablecloth and napkins out of the dining room. She was a
middle-aged, Filipina, clad in a starched black maid’s uniform—a
white apron and a ridiculous cap, as if she had stepped out of an
old English mystery novel. Before she managed a scream, Chinny had
his large callused hand gently over her mouth. Her eyes widened
with terror and her much smaller hands clutched at Chinny’s paw as
if she were trying desperately to hold on.

“We won’t hurt you, ma’am,” Jack said,
removing his ski mask and checking his watch. “We’ve come for the
French girl. We’re taking her home. Where is she?”

Chinny loosened his grip. For a moment she
seemed too terrorized to speak, but she gathered her wits and
pulled Chinny’s hands from her mouth. “Americanos?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“God bless Americanos,” she breathed, and
Jack chuckled, though he had no illusions; if they said they were
Congolese, it would be God bless the Congolese.

“Where’s the family?”

“In movie theater. See movie.”

“Perfect,” Jack said. “And the little French
girl?”

She shook her head, the finely shaped Asian
eyes full of fear. “I get fired,” she whispered. “I have four
children in Philippines. I no suppose to know.”

Jack nodded, sympathetic. “We won’t even
disturb them. Just show us where and disappear. They’ll never know
you told.”

The woman hesitated but finally nodded.
Chinny released her completely and stepped back. She looked
furtively both ways before motioning with her finger and scurrying
down the hall. Jack and his men followed quickly. They passed a
half dozen closed doors. Framed photos of the King and the four
most powerful Princes lined the hall—good politics in any Saudi
home, despite the Muslim injunction against artistic depictions of
the human form.

Their fearful guide turned right, hustling
down another long, dark hall that ended in a high-ceilinged sitting
room overlooking the back gardens and a lit Olympic-size pool. She
opened the doors leading out.

“Over there. House behind pool. Down stairs.
Biggest Prince there now, with girl. He is very, very bad boy; he
kill one already.”

“Fucking-A,” Chinny spat, as he followed Linc
and Tennessee out.

Jack asked the woman her name.

“Rosa.”

“Rosa, you did good. The girl’s mother and
father are waiting for her. You saved her life.” He watched the
effect of his words play across her face; she pulled a tiny gold
cross from under her dress and clutched it as tears threatened to
overflow in her dark eyes. “Now, go hide in the kitchen or
somewhere.”

She nodded as Jack turned away.

Jack quickly skirted the well-lit pool. A
gravel path led to the pool house some five hundred meters away.
The doors opened onto darkness; his men were already down the
stairs.

Tennessee covered the door, nodding as Jack
disappeared inside.

A narrow staircase led down to a thirty-meter
hall below ground. The olfactory echo of old smoke filled the stale
air. Light shone from crystal lanterns spaced throughout. There
were five doors; Chinny and Linc grouped behind one, leaning
against the wall, appearing almost casual. They weren’t; each was
attempting to steel himself against killing the bastard on
sight.

Soft moans sounded from behind the closed
door, a woman’s voice purring seductively. Porn show. He must like
to watch as well.

“Chinny,” Jack whispered.

“Major?”

“You’re not to kill him. That’s an
order.”

Chinny’s silence loomed between them.
Finally, “Jesus. All right. All right.”

Linc’s booted foot hit the door. Three men
burst in, fanned out, weapons drawn.

Jack managed to process the scene a few
meaningful seconds before the room erupted in movement: four bare
walls, a windowless room, a twin bed, rumpled sheets, a big screen
TV showing a close up shot of a penis plunged between very large
breasts, a thick layer of stale smoke. The girl, Janine, lay stark
naked on the bed, wrists and ankles clamped in metal handcuffs, her
hair one brown tangle, a sock stuffed in her mouth to stifle the
screams.

Her eyes squeezed tight against the pain; she
was, unfortunately, conscious.

Jack absorbed this last devastating
detail.

The young man sat propped up against the
wooden headboard, naked save for black silk boxer shorts. He was
smoking; the girl’s flat belly provided the ashtray. Two burnt-out
cigarettes lay crumpled there. Red and black burns marred her small
flat breasts and stomach and even her pale cheeks. Bruises darkened
her arms and face.

Jack knew as sure as his next breath that
there was no way the young man was leaving the room alive. Even if
he somehow stopped Chinny, he could never stop Linc, and Tennessee
would never forgive him if he did.

The Prince was maybe a colossal inverted
pyramid five-ten or eleven, heavyset, even plump, with closely
cropped dark hair and fine dark eyes that gave no sign of the
monster within. Evil can appear in the most banal forms, every
historian knew this.

The momentary stillness exploded. Linc
snapped a picture just as, with a startled gasp, the young man
dropped his cigarette on the floor and leaped up with alarm. “What
is the meaning of this?”

Jack answered, “We’ve come for the girl.”

Linc and Chinny trained weapons on the
Prince.

Jack holstered his weapon, drawing a six-inch
knife specially designed to cut through most metals from his belt,
and approached the girl. He gently brushed the cigarettes from her
belly, and removed the sock from her mouth. She started gasping,
but whether for air or with pain, he couldn’t tell. She opened her
eyes warily as if to see what new horror awaited; seeing Jack, who
probably looked like her worst nightmare, she quickly shut them
again. He went to work on the metal cuffs binding her ankles.

“Easy sweetheart. Easy. No one’s going to
hurt you anymore. We’re going to get you out.”

“You are Americans!” The young man sounded
pleasantly surprised by the discovery.

“Oh yeah,” Linc affirmed as he began
searching the room, looking for the keys to the cuffs. Inside the
nightstand drawers he found porn magazines, a dildo, and pinching
toys. “Where’s the key?”

“Key?” The young man asked. “Oh! Ha! No keys.
What is this?”

“Your worst fucking nightmare.” Linc moved to
the drawers under the TV.

The words did not seem to translate. “This
girl does not need rescuing,” the Prince said with a smile, hands
on hips, inexplicably unalarmed. “She is mine; a gift from my
father—”

“Where’d you get her?” Chinny demanded.

He shrugged, “Some whore’s daughter. My
father paid good money for her virginity.” He laughed, “My father
worries that I like watching movies more than I like doing it but,”
he shrugged, reaching for a new cigarette even as the discarded one
smoldered on the floor. “I like both.”

“You’re the well-rounded type,” Chinny said.
“I can see that. But what’s with the burns? You like hurting
them?”

The Prince glanced dismissively at the girl.
“She wouldn’t do what I wanted.”

Chinny’s sigh was weighted with sadness as he
shook his head. “You know you’re one sick puppy? You know this,
right?”

The Prince laughed, “I just like a good
time,” he grinned. “Who are you anyway? How you’d get past our
guards?”

“What guards?” Chinny asked.

A look of concern creased the Prince’s brow;
he pulled the cigarette from his mouth. “Who sent you? You will be
in big trouble, you know.”

The Prince jabbed his smoke in Chinny’s
direction as if to emphasize this fact. The young man seemed
maddeningly unaware of what was happening here. Which Chinny
noticed. “I don’t get it.”

“What?” Linc replied, finding nothing but
various kinds of sick sex toys scattered throughout the room.

“Why this piece of shit isn’t scared?”

“Dumb, I guess,” Linc replied, keeping one
eye on the Prince and another on the door as he rifled through the
videos, recognizing the word for snuff in Arabic.

“Scared? Why should I be scared of you? You
cannot do anything to me.”

Chinny let out an uproarious, maniacal laugh.
“Wrong!”

Fear and confusion finally began working its
way into the boy’s face. “My father will pay you! Lots of money.
She is just a girl, a nobody!”

Chinny’s smile grew, keeping perfect pace
with the young man’s fear.

He abruptly changed tactics. “You can have
her! You want her? She screams, yes, but it is only because she has
the tightest little cunt I’ve ever —”

“Major,” Chinny barked, a loud and sharp
interruption.

“Yes,” Jack replied, as he freed the girl’s
feet. She instantly curled into a protective ball. Jack went to
work on her handcuffs, strong fingers deftly moving back and
forth.

Chinny’s gaze went murderous. “You know that
order?”

Jack took in the raw anguish on the young
girl’s half-hidden face: the sunken, tear-streaked cheeks, the
cigarette burns, and the dry, cracked lips. “What order.”

It was a statement rather than a question.
Drawing on his full strength before the prince could turn his
obscenities into pleas, Chinny sent the butt end of his weapon into
the young man’s skull. A sickening crack resounded through the
room. The young man hit his head hard against the night table
behind him, but he was already dead.

“Janine,” Jack whispered, as he cut through
the last of the handcuff binding her wrist, carefully sheathing his
knife before pulling the sheet over her small form. “We’ve come to
take you home, Janine.” The words were in broken French.

Soft sobs racked her form; she was completely
curled into a ball as if to shut out her surroundings.

“It’s all right now. He can’t hurt you
anymore. He’s dead—”

“You can say that again,” Linc said as blood
pooled rapidly on the wooden floor. Fluently: “We killed the
bastard for you, darling. Look. You need to see.”

With Jack’s help, trembling and gulping air,
she opened enormous brown eyes and turned to where the body lay
crumpled on the floor. Unidentifiable emotions shimmered in her
eyes as she stared long and hard.

“We’re going to take you home, Janine,” Jack
repeated. “Home. Your mamma is waiting for you.”

“My mamma…” she whispered as she turned
toward the soft voice at her side. She reached a tentative hand up
to slowly touch Jack’s impassive face, as if unsure if she was
truly awake. Hot tears streamed down her face. “Mamma…”

Suddenly she was in Jack’s arms, clinging to
him as if she would never let go.

In one swoop Jack stood up, cradling her
against his chest. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Weapon drawn, Chinny went out first. Jack
followed. Linc reached for the door as Jack exited, but stopped. A
white sheet with a red bloodstain hung over the door like a
trophy.

Linc deeply regretted only being able to kill
him once.

 


*****

 



Chapter Five

 


It was a short drive to the hospital.

Carrying a basket laden with Ali’s favorite
lunch, Janan emerged from the cool interior of the Mercedes into
the blazing heat of the relentless summer sun. The desert wind blew
strong and fast, lifting her long black abayas as she hurried up to
the hospital doors. Her new maid, Marie, followed.

The director of the hospital, Doctor Sean
O’Hara, met her at the door. The thin, even frail older man looked
far more like a weathered fishermen than the director of a
hospital, with his tanned, deeply lined, and ruddy face, a
whiskered chin—always in need of a shave!–and his crown of
snow-white hair. His reddened eyes and swollen nose bespoke of a
drinking problem, no doubt a lifelong vice that had landed him in
Saudi Arabia, far from his native Ireland in the first place.
“Madame Akbar?”

He had never condescended to greet Janan
before, and she stopped and stared, her mind racing over this
unlikely situation. Sick dread rose in her throat, and she gripped
the handles of her basket tightly. “Has something happened, Doctor
O’Hara?”

“Nothing, nothing,” the older man assured
her, smiling solicitously. “I was just hoping for a moment of your
time.” His gestured back toward his office, “In my office?”

Suspicious, confused, Janan nodded. “Of
course.” She motioned to Marie to follow as she trailed after the
doctor, through an outer office where two male secretaries sat, and
into his office.

Bright afternoon sunlight filtered through
square, soot-covered windows and fell in patchy streams onto the
brown and white vinyl floors. The office was sparsely furnished:
oak file cabinets, an old desk, two hardwood chairs, that was all.
Doctor O’Hara withdrew a plain envelope from one of the desk
drawers and pushed it toward her.

He swept long fingers through his unkempt
white hair and sighed. “We found the culprit, Madame.”

“The culprit? Pardon?”

“The person responsible for hurting your
brother. One of the orderlies. Apparently, he would…bruise poor Ali
for minor incidents when no one was looking.”

For several long breaths Janan just stared at
the old man. After each visit she’d begged the director to
investigate the source of Ali’s unexplained bruising—to no avail.
The doctor never took her complaints seriously. Indeed, he acted as
if she were a bothersome nobody, dismissing her with platitudes and
empty assurances. She had finally threatened to tell her father,
but the doctor had correctly sensed that it was an empty threat.
While her father faithfully paid the bill, he did not want to be
bothered with any of Ali’s seemingly intractable problems. Her
father had dismissed her concerns as effortlessly as the director:
“Poor Ali’s fate is in Allah’s hands.”

Now, suddenly, the director had found the
culprit!

“And what has become of this culprit?”

“Fired of course. I turned his case over to
the police for investigation. Ali was not the only patient he
abused, I’m afraid. I just want to thank you for bringing the
situation to my attention and to assure you it will never happen
again.”

Janan left the director’s office in a daze of
confusion, which quickly gave way to relief. She had obviously
misjudged the hospital director! He was both conscientious and
concerned about his patients! All this time he had been
investigating.

“Madame?” Marie asked in broken English as
they passed down the hall.

“Yes?”

“Me,” she pointed. “May I coffee? Yes?”

“Of course,” Janan smiled. Marie headed for
the cafeteria at the other end of the hospital. Marie was supposed
to remain at Janan’s side, but there were no witnesses here.

Marie seemed very nice, but it was hard for
the woman to communicate. The middle-aged relative of Louisa spoke
only the most broken rudimentary English. She must make an effort
to learn tag-a-log or at least Spanish. Marie would meet with other
Filipinos in the cafeteria; it would be a rare chance to consort
with fellow countrymen in her own language, a special treat Janan
was more than happy to give Marie on their frequent trips to see
Ali.
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