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CHAPTER ONE

My house is near the center of Isfahan. It is a small house, but pleasingly furnished, and it has a deeply shaded garden in the rear. I was sitting in the garden one afternoon in the early fall, reading a newspaper, when my mother came out in a state of extreme agitation.
“Achmed,” she said, “Kheftia has come to see you!”
“Who did you say?” I asked.
“Kheftia, the Chief of Police!”
“Well, an unexpected pleasure,” I replied. “Ask the servant to bring him here to the garden.”
When I said that, she burst into tears. “Oh, God,” she wailed, “what have you done, Achmed? What do the police want with you now?”
“I haven’t done anything,” I told her. “Doubtless this is a social call.”
She didn’t believe me, of course; and then my father hurried into the garden, saying, “Achmed, there is still time to escape over the wall. Hide in Ali’s house, and I will use my influence in Teheran—”
“Your fears are completely unnecessary,” I said. “I am guilty of no crime. Please show my visitor to the garden.”
My parents looked at me for a long moment in silence. “Well,” my father said at last, “perhaps it’s best to stand fast and brazen it out. Yes, I think you’re right, Achmed. I’ll bring the guest out now.”
He and my mother hurried away before I could say another word. It is impossible to convince anyone of the older generation that a visit from the police could mean anything but arrest and imprisonment.
In my younger, wilder days, I had committed one or two indiscretions; but that had been some time ago. Now I could think of no reason, either social or official, for the Chief of Police to come calling on me. So I waited with a certain apprehension while the servant led him out. Kheftia, to tell the truth, has a somewhat sinister reputation. He is a perfectly honest man, but too subtle for anyone’s good. His love of unnecessary complications often results in unnecessary deaths. Knowing this, I tried hard to think of the purpose behind his visit. ...

My name is Achmed Abotai ed Din, and I was born here in Isfahan, the most glorious of the great cities of Iran. My father is of an old Teheran landholding family, come upon evil times since the fall of Reza Shah. My mother is of Bokhara nobility, much reduced since the death of the last Emir. She gave me the Mongol name of Abotai, and she instructed me in her language and lineage, which she claimed went back to Uzbek Kahn.
Often my parents used to argue about the relative purity and nobility of their different lines of descent. For myself, I grew to manhood caring nothing for ancient nobility or vanished glory. I was determined to make my way in this world, and not to dwell in worlds gone by.
I had an aptitude for languages and the arts, and I won a scholarship to the University of Tabriz. I attended for two years, but my education was cut short by the Second World War. Because of my skill at translating, I served with various British and American officers on special assignments.
I traveled widely during those years, west as far as Istanbul, east to Kabul, and beyond. I learned to converse with Turks and Arabs and Afghans, with Armenians and Turkomans and Kurds, and with Kirgiz, Bactiari, and Sart. By the end of the war, I had put aside enough to buy a small house with a garden, and to hire a servant. My parents and I enjoyed a modest prosperity; but the end of the war marked the end of my opportunities. Suddenly the dashing young American officers were gone from Iran, gone with all their intrigues, their marvelous equipment, their repeating rifles, their lusts, and their love of adventure. Work was difficult to find, even for a skilled linguist. I had to content myself with the position of translator at Abadan, where I instructed surly Arabs and unwashed local tribesmen in their new duties.
Presently even this work came to an end, since most of the Arabs were Sunni Moslems, and they declared they would have nothing more to do with me, a Shia Moslem. They also accused me of dishonesty. I defended myself staunchly against this charge, but I was dismissed. I returned to Isfahan, again with no opportunities open to me. At this lowest point in my life, I seriously thought of settling into some mercantile pursuit. That was how low I had fallen.
And that was when the Chief of Police came to call on me.
My servant ushered him into the garden and scurried away. I shouted to the servant to prepare tea, and then I greeted my guest.
Police Chief Kheftia had changed very little since the last time I had seen him. He was a short, balding little man, as fat as a Turk, with cold, shrewd eyes. Because of the broad creaking gun belt around his middle, he reminded me irresistibly of that species of pig known as Poland China. However, I kept this joke to myself, and inquired hospitably about Kheftia’s health.
“I’m well enough, my dear Achmed,” Kheftia said, “aside from an occasional attack of asthma. But of course, none of us are growing any younger.”
“Sad but true,” I replied. “I am particularly reminded of this on raw winter mornings, when my old thigh wound aches.”
“Ah, yes,” Kheftia said. “I had almost forgotten about that. I believe you received the wound while smuggling bullion across the Turkish border?”
“Not at all,” I said. “At the time, I was smuggling Armenian refugees across the Azerbaijan border.”
“Of course, it must have slipped my mind,” Kheftia said. “Well, Achmed, how have you fared during these lean postwar years?”
He knew how I had fared as well as I did, or perhaps better. All of this was idle talk; but it was never Kheftia’s way to come directly to a point, so we reminisced and drank tea. Our conversation might have gone on for hours; but I suppose the Chief of Police had an early dinner appointment, for in a surprisingly short time he told me the reason for his visit.
“Achmed, you did some really superb Intelligence work during the war. Would you like to use your special talents once again?”
“Perhaps,” I said. “Who would I be working for?”
“Your employer would be an American agent who has come to Iran on a special case. Payment is no problem, as you must know from your past experience with Americans.”
“I have always liked Americans,” I said. “I would like to help this man.”
“Excellent,” Kheftia said. “And would you also rob him of his smaller possessions, overcharge at every possible opportunity, and in general behave as you have in the past?”
“Before God!” I cried. “My record during the war speaks for itself. My loyalty, my honesty—”
“Yes, yes,” Kheftia said. “All of your employers have spoken well of you. But you and I know each other, my dear Achmed, and we know how careless Americans are of such items as canteens, tents, revolvers, blankets, binoculars, mules, camels, rifles, shoes—”
“I have never stolen a pair of shoes in my life,” I stated.
“Perhaps not,” the Chief of Police said. “But all those other items were somehow lost from your expeditions, and they somehow came to be sold in the bazaars of Isfahan and Meshed, and the money somehow came to rest in your purse.”
“Am I accused of theft?” I asked stiffly.
“Not at all!” the Police Chief said. “I simply take this opportunity of congratulating you as a man of good fortune. Even the Arabs of Abadan felt impelled to pay you for your recent services as translator.”
“Could I refuse the presents of those ignorant men?” I asked. “They thought their gifts would buy easier work. It was useless for me to tell them that I had no power over the British oilmen. They insisted upon propitiating me, and I was forced to accept.”
“Again, no accusation is made,” the Chief of Police said. “Every man knows the generosity of the Arabs; they give money as readily as the Sphinx gives milk. I congratulate you on what must have been a clever extortion.”
“By God!” I cried. “Must I stand in my own house and be insulted?”
“No insult intended,” Kheftia said. “I simply thought that I would mention these things. Now then, I have been asked to find a reliable and clever man who speaks many languages to assist this American agent.”
“Therefore you came quite naturally to me,” I said.
“Yes, after looking over my lists of rogues, thieves, and murderers, I hit upon you. They say you were loyal to the Americans during the war, and that you gave good service, in spite of your thievery and intrigues. This, I suppose, must suffice. It has been my sad experience that honest men know only one language, or at best two. Only the opportunists learn five or six or more. Only the thief knows where the thieves hide, and only the assassin can find other assassins. Therefore I choose you. But listen to me carefully, Achmed Abotai ed Din.”
“I listen,” I said.
“The government at Teheran wishes to assist this American in every possible way, and to give him every courtesy. He is our honored guest, our friend, our helper. Also, his government sends a great deal of money to Teheran. Because of this, Teheran would be extremely unhappy if the American’s mission failed. They would transmit their unhappiness to me.” Here the Police Chief fixed me with a steely look. “And I would transmit my unhappiness to you, in a direct and unmistakable fashion.”
“Since you do not trust me,” I said, sullenly, “take your accursed job and offer it to a camel driver. I want no part of the American, or of you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kheftia said in a mild voice. “Every man in Isfahan knows that you are the best and only man for intrigue. Your success will bring honor upon your parents and upon your city. Fortune may smile upon you in high places for the proper use of your cleverness. Believe me, Achmed, the reward will not be small.”
“Well,” I said, “perhaps I will take the job.”
“Of course you will,” the Police Chief said. “Haven’t I said that you are the only man for it? Just remember everything I have told you. And remember also that Americans are very strange people, given to sudden enthusiasms and rash decisions. But with your guidance, all will be well.”
“Who is this man,” I asked, “and what is his mission here in Iran?”
“His name is Stephen Dain,” the Chief of Police said. “As for his mission, he will tell you about that himself, as much as he sees fit. You will meet him tonight in the Hotel Shiraz.”
The Police Chief left, and I told my parents of my new employment. Their delight knew no bounds. My father immediately decided to purchase a piece of orchard land outside the city, and he merely laughed when I told him that my wages might not cover the expense.
“You will make enough; I have faith in you,” my father said.
There was nothing I could say. The habits and expectations of the old landowning class cannot be changed overnight.


CHAPTER TWO

That evening the Chief of Police took me to a suite in the Hotel Shiraz and introduced me to Stephen Dain. I looked with lively curiosity at the agent. My first impression was of a tall man with commanding gray eyes and a long, tanned, well-wrought face. He had good hands, firm and dry to the grasp. His neck, where it rose above his white shirt, was muscular; and that is a telltale clue to the rest of a man’s physical condition. His general presence was grave, unhurried, and ceremonial. It seemed to me that he was a man not much given to laughter; and, from his mien, I suspected that he was of an ascetic turn of mind. Aside from that, he reminded me very much of the American officers I had known during the war.
“Well, Mr. Dain,” Police Chief Kheftia said, “let me introduce to you Achmed Abotai ed Din, a linguist of unusual accomplishments, and a very old friend of mine. No man knows more about local crime than my dear Achmed. And what he doesn’t know, he can probably find out.”
I tried to break in, since I resent being talked about like a sheep at an auction; but Kheftia grasped me firmly above the elbow and continued.
“Achmed is a jewel, Mr. Dain. He knows all there is to know about smuggling, stolen goods, and extortion. That is not knowledge easily come by. And he is a considerable linguist, as I have said, and a good man to have in a tight spot. Achmed will be rich some day, if he is not hanged first. Also, he can be trusted with any secrets you care to give him. I personally guarantee this, in the name of Achmed’s parents.”
I allowed this threat to go by; a time would come when Kheftia and I would settle our differences.
Kheftia bowed and took his departure, well pleased at having served both Teheran and Washington, for double profit.
Dain and I were left alone, to our mutual discomfort. It is hard to find a good working relationship after an introduction such as Kheftia had given me.
“Will you have some coffee?” Dain asked, breaking the silence.
I nodded.
Dain prepared coffee, and we drank the first cup in silence. Halfway through the second cup, Dain said, as though reading my thoughts, “You shouldn’t let Kheftia upset you, Achmed. He’s a policeman, and they’re pretty much the same the world over.”
“All policeman are the same; only criminals are different,” I said, inventing a bitter aphorism on the spur of the moment.
“Criminals aren’t so different either,” Dain said thoughtfully. “They’re not so different from the police. As a matter of fact, I’ve noticed a startling similarity between the two.”
This was strange talk for an official American agent. Guardedly I said, “Have you?”
“Definitely,” Dain said. “I think it may be a case of symbiosis. Or perhaps some men are just naturally drawn to crime. Then it becomes an unimportant matter of pure accident which aspect of it they work in.”
“Then there are crime-loving policemen and law-loving criminals?”
“I’m sure of it,” Dain said.
I laughed, for I was delighted with this frivolous notion. I was aware, of course, that Dain was exercising a skilled sympathy on me; but even knowing this, I took an immediate liking to him. After all, the man who wins my confidence gets my admiration as well.
“Well then, what about you?” I asked. “You are a sort of policeman; do you also include yourself among the criminals?”
“I certainly do,” Dain said. And then he went on to define the nature of law, and a policeman’s ambiguous relationship to it, and a great deal more besides. It was very enjoyable nonsense, and I have no idea how much of it Dain believed. But the result was to put me at my ease.
“Achmed,” he said during our third cup of coffee, “I didn’t need or want the Police Chief’s assurances about you. Today I telephoned two of the men you worked with during the war, two men whom I know personally.”
“Did you ask them if you could trust me?”
“No,” Dain said. “I simply told them I was going to work with you, and then I listened to anything they had to say.”
“And?”
“They had a great deal to say. You did some remarkable things during the war, Achmed; particularly those trips into the Uzbek and Kirgiz republics. And you took one of our men into Samarkand and Bukhara.”
“Nothing difficult about that,” I said. “Russian security in Central Asia is quite overrated.”
“I’d like to see those places,” Dain said, a trace of wistfulness in his voice.
“If you wish, I can arrange it.”
“No,” Dain said sadly, “I’m afraid not now. I’ve got business to do here in Iran.” He was silent for a moment, and perhaps he was thinking about Samarkand the Golden, with its tomb of Timur, and about ancient Bukhara where the Tower of Death still stands. For my own part, I would rather see New York, or even London.
Dain turned his attention back to me. “There is no question of me trusting you,” he said in a flat voice. “But tell me, Achmed, can you trust me?”
That caught me by surprise; but his question told me a great deal about his perceptions.
“My instinct is to put absolute trust in you,” I said. “And I always follow my instincts. If, that is, I decide to work with you.”
“Of course,” Dain said. “I had better tell you why I was sent to Iran.”
We settled down in comfortable chairs. Dain said, “My work here concerns the manufacture and smuggling of heroin.”
I nodded, and he must have caught my faint expression of disappointment, for he said, “It may not sound as exciting as a secret mission through Soviet Asia, but I think you’ll find it exciting enough. This is a very big case.”
“Heroin,” I said thoughtfully. “That is a narcotic manufactured from an opium base.”
Dain nodded. “What else do you know about it?”
“It is supposed to be extremely habit-forming. And I believe it is an illegal drug in most countries. I never thought that Iran was a center for it.”
“Iran never was,” Dain said. “Heroin has usually been manufactured in the Mediterranean countries from Turkish or Egyptian opium, and smuggled into the United States by way of New York. Recently, Communist China has entered the narcotics trade, smuggling heroin by way of Hong Kong to the West Coast ports. And still more recently, Iran has inadvertently become important in the traffic. Do you know anything about this?”
I shook my head. “Mr. Dain, if you wanted information about the local opium industry, I could help you. There is Arabistan opium, and Khurasan opium, and an extremely fine black opium from Baluchistan. Most of it is illegal.”
“It’s heroin I’m interested in.”
“Then I have no information.”
“Well, I have some,” Dain told me. “A cache of extremely pure heroin was found in Meshed last year. According to peristent rumors, the drug was manufactured somewhere to the north, then taken across Iran to one of the Persian Gulf ports for shipment to the United States. We learned that much, but we couldn’t find out any details. So an American agent was sent to Iran to work with the local authorities on the case. In about a week, he found out that one of the main distribution points for the drug was the village of Imam Baba.”
“He worked fast,” I said. “What else did he learn?”
“I don’t know. He was killed shortly after he had made his first report. Perhaps he worked too fast.”
“How was he killed?” I asked.
“Several witnesses say that it was a brawl over a woman.”
“Well ... Perhaps they were telling the truth.”
“I don’t think so,” Dain said. “I knew the agent pretty well. I also knew his wife and children. He was the wrong man to be killed over a woman.”
“I see. Have you learned anything else?”
“Only rumors, about a thousand different rumors. I’m hoping that together we can find some genuine information. Perhaps we can find it in Meshed or Imam Baba.”
I rose to my feet and bowed. “Mr. Dain, your confidences are safe with me. If I hear anything, I’ll let you know. But I’m afraid I cannot accompany you.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s suicidal,” I said. “You tell me that the first agent was discovered and killed in a week. How long do you think it will take the murderers to find out who you are, and then to dispose of you—and of me, also?”
“The first man was careless,” Dain said, “You and I won’t be so easy a target.”
“I’m not going to be any sort of target at all,” I said. “Do you know what the country northeast of Meshed is like? The government soldiers patrol the valleys in convoys, and they stay well out of the Khurasan Mountains. Do you know that Imam Baba is high in the mountains, near the border between Iran, Afghanistan, and the Turkmen Republic? Do you know that the town is reputed to be the home of bandits and cutthroats?”
“I’m certain you’ll find a way for us to work in safety,” Dain said.
“Your certainties are misplaced,” I told him. “This piece of work is not for me.”
“A shame,” Dain said. “I have heard so much of your skills, and I know that no man can replace you.”
“You heard correctly,” I said. “Nevertheless, since I prefer to stay alive, some lesser man will have to replace me.”
“So be it,” Dain said. “But it will grieve me to make a lesser man rich and prosperous.”
“How do you mean?”
“My government is much concerned with this new source of heroin,” Dain said to me. “And therefore the reward for the man who helped me find it would be extremely generous. However, since you are not interested—”
“One minute,” I said. “I never told you that I was not interested; only that it was not my line of work. But still, a man can change his line of work if there is reason enough.”
“Ί would not ask it of you,” Dain said. “As you say, the work is too dangerous.”
“Do you think that worries me?” I asked. “I, who served throughout the war on missions of the utmost risk? I care nothing for danger. I simply do not enjoy recklessness for its own sake.”
“I agree with you completely,” Dain said. “And I rely on you, if you wish to help me, to ensure that we will never be reckless.”
“You can depend upon me for that,” 1 said. “Now, as to the exact nature of the reward—”
“We will discuss it tomorrow to your complete satisfaction,” Dain said. “We will have plenty of time to come to terms on the way to Meshed.”
“To Meshed? Tomorrow?”
“Of course. The sooner we begin, the sooner we end, and the sooner you become rich. Until tomorrow, then, my friend.”
And with that, Dain ushered me to the door, shook my hand warmly, and bade me good night.
Alone, I considered the entire matter carefully. In talking to Dain, I had somewhat overstated the immediate dangers of Meshed and Imam Baba, as a legitimate means of bargaining for a higher wage. I was sure that Dain had understood that. But all exaggerations aside, there was plenty of risk in this piece of work. Perhaps there was too much.
Still, I was inclined to work with Dain, always keeping in mind the possibility of leaving if matters got out of hand.
There was the great reward to think about. And equally important, there was the work itself, work which I had grown to love during the war. Intrigue, deception, and secrecy—these were special talents Which I had not utilized since the war. But now I could use them again, and under the command of a master liar.
For Dain knew as well as I that the heroin he sought was not manufactured in Iran. No one could build any kind of a factory here without Teheran knowing about it; and especially not a heroin factory. Teheran prizes its massive American aid too highly to let such a factory exist.
So we would have to cross a border, probably in an illegal manner, into the Turkmen Republic or Afghanistan. But Dain hadn’t wanted to reveal that much of his plans to me.
It made no difference. I had complained of the danger only for form’s sake and to increase the reward, not out of fear. If Dain chose to lie to me, that was only natural. After all, if necessity demanded it, I might well be forced to lie to him.


CHAPTER THREE

The following morning, Stephen Dain and I caught the early flight to Meshed. By noon we were over the barren salt flats of the Dasht-i-Kavir, the great northern desert of Iran. By mid-afternoon the minarets of Meshed were in sight, and soon we arrived at the city.
We agreed to meet in the early evening in front of the Blue Mosque. Then Dain went to reserve hotel rooms, and I set out to collect whatever information was available.
To this end, I had invented a cover story for myself: that I was a salesman from Isfahan, offering the finest of embroidered linens. Before leaving home I had purchased, at a favorable price, a suitcase full of excellent Isfahani cloth. With this I went to the bazaar, and there engaged in all the merchant’s tricks to dispose of my goods. With God’s help I was able to sell most of my obviously superior merchandise, for there is nothing to rival the craftsmanship of Isfahan; and I talked with numerous men, exchanging the gossip of my home city for the gossip of theirs.
This, I am sorry to say, brought me very little in the way of news. The talk was mostly about the Russian broadcasts, and the Shah’s promises of land reform, and the scarcity of rain.
I went to a coffee house, but nothing more interesting was being said there, and there was no talk of the dead American agent. Therefore I decided to start things myself, but indirectly, and see where it led me.
“In Tabriz,” I said to a burly young blacksmith, “there is talk of strange dealings on the part of the Turks.”
The blacksmith leaned forward and asked what the talk was. And other men also listened, for a true Meshedi will believe anything you say about a Turk.
But I was not to be led into a tale so easily; and with winks and knowing nods I conveyed the message that strange and evil things were afoot, and that the Turks were more to be feared than the Russians or the Afghanistanis.
As I expected, this led to an argument. The Meshedis like to believe that they live in imminent danger; but Turkey is a long way from their city, while the Russian and Afghanistan borders are less than ninety miles distant.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” a sour-faced Baluchi said. “Although the Turks are evil, Godless men, the Americans restrain them. But here in the northeast, where our mountains meet the Turkmen plain and march with the high country of Afghanistan, here is where our enemies are working secretly against us.” I laughed at the Baluchi and told him he did not know where true peril lay, and that he would not recognize subversion if it spit in his beard. His face grew dark, and he said to me, “You Isfahanis were always fools. By God! You think I can’t smell out subversion? What Meshedi has not heard of the devil’s cargo that comes across the mountains from Imam Baba ...”
Here a friend nudged him, and he stopped talking. I knew that he thought I was a police spy, and I burst into hearty laughter to check his suspicions. Still the men in the coffee house were silent, and I knew they distrusted me. So I invented a tale of subversion and intrigue in the south, where the Shatt-al-Arab flows between Iran and Iraq. I filled my story with smuggled arms, and Sunni Moslems, and a deep conspiracy on the part of the Arab countries against Iran.
This brought me hard stares from the few Arabs in the coffee house, but it won me a respite from the Iranis. I left the coffee house, promising to return the next day.
It was dusk when I met Stephen Dain in front of the Blue Mosque. I told him briefly what I had learned, and then we started for our hotel.
On our way, we had to pass through the Old Quarter, where there are still covered bazaars, narrow and winding like a mountain train going around a double curve. These bazaars stink amazingly of camel dung, horse dung, cow dung, and human dung; and of close-packed, unwashed bodies, stinking cotton robes, slimed paving stones, open gutters, and anything else unpleasant you can mention, all mixed with the odors of saddle leather, raw wool, and spices. A true sinkhole! Yet from a distance, if the wind is behind you, the Old Quarter seems very picturesque. Europeans love to peer down the mysterious streets and see the inhabitants, long-gowned and quaint, some turbaned and some with close-fitting felt hats.
This is all very well; but for a modern man of Iran such as myself, the Old Quarter of Meshed is a reminder of the decayed persistence of our old ways. A very nostalgic sight, no doubt; but a reminder to every Iranian of the days when the Russians and the British pushed us around like dominos in their great game of empire, when the Turkomans and the Kurds raided us at will, and when the Westerners considered our ancient civilization and our national genius as nothing more than the prattling of illiterate tribesmen. The old bazaars are a blot which the present Shah seeks very rightfully to modernize; and they are dangerous places as well.
We encountered trouble as soon as we were well within the twisting little streets. It began as nothing at all: a crowd of arguing men, Sarts by the look of them, angry and pushing at each other as they came toward us. In a moment I sensed the peril, and turned to Stephen Dain. But Dain had seen it before I had. He grasped me by the wrist and pulled me into a narrowing V where two houses met.
The Sarts were coming closer, quarreling more loudly and acting like drunken men. They were lurching, seemingly by accident, toward our narrow defensive position. I drew from my sleeve a little .32-calibre Italian automatic which a British officer had given me during the war.
“Put that away,” Dain told me.
I began to argue, but Dain cut me short.
“We can’t go shooting people in a city like this. At the best, we’ll end up in jail giving endless explanations and ruining any chance we might have in this case.”
“But won’t your government back you up?”
“My government is five thousand miles away,” Dain said. “This is my assignment, my responsibility, and my neck.”
I wished to argue further, pointing out that there was my neck to be considered, too; but by then the Sarts were on us. There were five of them, or perhaps six, and they looked like cutthroats. They lurched toward us, pretending drunkenness, but with faces set and eyes slitted. One or two carried cudgels, and I thought I caught the glimpse of steel.
“Watch my back,” Dain said. And before I had a chance to consider the advisability of this, he had taken three long steps forward. With a sensation of disaster, I followed.
The assassins dropped all pretense now. The foremost man raised his club; but before he could bring it down, Dain had struck out with his foot, catching the Sart in that portion of his body which a man holds most dear. Never checking for an instant, Dain swung to the next man, who quickly moved back out of reach. But this movement of Dain’s was a feint, for he turned quickly to his right without looking. The man there had swung with his club, catching Dain where the neck and the left shoulder meet. It was a painful blow, but not disabling, since it missed the collarbone. At the same instant, Dain had swung, but not with his fist as Westerners usually do. He struck with the side of his hand, catching the man just under the nose.
Let it not be thought that I stood idly by while all the fighting took place. Two men had been disposed of; but an instant later I found myself battling for my life against two enormous brutes. Luckily, the narrowness of the V would not permit them both to assault me at the same time. While they were struggling to get at me past the close mud walls of the house, I fought with fists and teeth, and also with a small, exceedingly keen knife, a family heirloom which I always keep on my person.
The foremost Sart also had a knife; but I take a modest pride in my skill with the blade. I put this useful talent to work, slashing him across the knife-hand, then following with a wicked stroke across the belly.
His thick wool vest stopped the killing stroke, and he seized his bleeding wrist more in shock than in agony. Fury overcame my prudence—a fury which I attribute to my mother’s Mongol ancestors. Bloody knife held before me, I charged into my enemies.
Immediately someone began playing a quick-march on my skull with a heavy cudgel. I fell back, dazed, and saw that Dain had managed to get one of the clubs.
Three of our assailants were out of the fight; and the three others, though continuing to attack, had begun to show a certain reluctance. The reason for this was evident; for Dain was using his club in a way I had never seen before.
Not once did he swing it for a bone-crushing blow. Instead, he treated it as a sort of sword, poking at the Sarts’ eyes and stomachs. And when he swung, it was without marked force, just hard enough to rake a forehead or a kneecap, with amazing effect.
By this time I was recovered, though my head still rang; and I advanced with my knife, prepared to cut the liver and lights out of any opponents who remained. I had no opportunity, however; the three remaining Sarts, finding themselves opposed by two such formidable men, took to their heels. And the wounded men followed as well as they could.
Dain and I, having triumphed utterly, found ourselves alone in the dark streets of Meshed. We went on to the hotel.


CHAPTER FOUR

In the hotel room, I examined my assortment of scrapes and bruises and found they were not serious. Thanks to my hard head—also an inheritance from my mother’s Mongol ancestors—I had come to no harm. Still, I was shaken. We had been assaulted at the very beginning of our investigation, and we could expect more of the same as we went along. And to make matters worse, our fight was against shadows, while our enemies knew who we were.
Any dark alley could become our graveyard, and I said this to Dain.
He said, “We’ll stay out of alleys.”
“Then they will snipe at us from the hills, or try to run us down with automobiles.”
“We’ll take precautions,” Dain said.
“There are a hundred different ways they can kill us.”
Dain shrugged his shoulders. I looked at him, trying to restrain my irritation. He was sitting in an armchair, his head tilted back against the rest, his eyes closed. I became annoyed at the sight of his lean, expressionless face. I knew that, like many Anglo-Saxons, he was inclined to conceal his emotions behind a show of irony or indifference, and that, in spite of his studied immobility, he had to be feeling doubt and fear, just as I was. But he didn’t look as though he were feeling anything of the sort. He looked calm and unruffled. This might have been stoicism; but on the other hand, it might have been the product of ignorance and insufficient imagination, which allow some men to show an inapropos and spurious bravery.
“Mr. Dain,” I said, “I would like to hear more about this case.”
“What do you want to know?” Dain asked, opening his eyes.
“Everything.”
“Why?”
“Because I want to know exactly what I’m getting into.”
“Fair enough,” Dain said. “But you know most of it already.”
“Then tell me the rest.”
Dain nodded. He lighted a cigarette. Then he proceeded to give me a lecture on the nature of narcotics traffic, its international scope, and legal implications. This general background, he said, was necessary to an understanding of our specific case; but there was a sardonic light in his eyes when he said it.
I gathered that the narcotics trade was a large source of income for the organized criminals of Europe and America. Profits ran a hundred to a thousand times over expenses; these profits were so great that police officers and government officials were sometimes involved. And occasionally an entire government would enter the trade, the most recent example being Communist China.
Heroin, an illegal, highly addictive drug, was the narcotic most frequently used. The major market for heroin was the United States.
To combat the smuggling of heroin into the United States, several organizations were involved. There was the Customs Service, of course, which had to search too many ships and planes, with too few men. There was the FBI, the Border Patrol, the Coast Guard, and the state and city police forces. And foremost in the line of battle, there was the Bureau of Narcotics, which was a semi-autonomous branch of the Treasury Department.
In cooperation with police forces all over the world, agents from the Bureau of Narcotics sought to destroy the traffic at its various sources, to procure evidence against the key men both in America and abroad, and to discover any new means of smuggling.
The criminals were naturally reluctant to give up their hugely profitable trade. So, when the pressure on them became too great in one country, they moved their operations to another country. The narcotics agents followed them, and eventually forced them to move again, and again, endlessly.
Dain’s present case was the result of heavy police pressure in the Mediterranean countries. Some important men had been arrested in Italy and France, and some heroin-processing laboratories had been closed down. But the trade had not stopped; it had simply been reorganized.
Most of the heroin was still manufactured and shipped from Europe. But an important new outlet had opened in Iran.
Very little was known about this new outlet. The location of the processing laboratory had not been discovered, though Dain was reasonably sure he would find it in northeast Iran, either in the Khurasan Mountains or across the border in Afghanistan or the Turkmen Republic. But that was only the beginning of the problem. Dain also needed to know how the drug was carried across Iran to its place of embarkation, and by whom. He had to learn what port was used; and even more important, he had to find out the method by which the heroin was smuggled so successfully into the United States. Finally, it was his job to discover who were the organizers of the traffic.
“And that’s all you have to do?” I asked.
“That about sums it up,” Dain said.
“Very well. A cache of heroin was found in Meshed, an American agent was killed, some rumors pointed to Imam Baba as a collection point, and other rumors spoke of a Persian Gulf port. Do you have anything else to go on?”
“We’re fairly sure that the Iran trade is controlled locally by an American,” Dain said. “He is usually referred to as Mr. Smith. There’s also an Arab official involved. But we have no name for him.”
“And?”
“That’s about it.”
“Not very much,” I said.
“As a start, it should be enough,” Dain said.
“You don’t know which Persian Gulf port is used? It could be Hormuz, Bushire, Kuwait, or Abadan?”
“We’ve had rumors about all of those,” Dain said. “It could be any of them.”
“And the processing factory? What if it is across the border in Soviet Asia?”
“We’ll worry about that when we come to it,” Dain said. “Our first problem is to get some information. Do you think you can find anyone who’ll talk?”
“People will always talk, for a price,” I told him. “Every second man in Meshed thinks he has a secret to sell, and those who don’t have a secret will make one up. Your arrival has quite obviously been noted, Mr. Dain; all we need to do is wait for tomorrow. Then you will see.”


CHAPTER FIVE

My prophecy was soon proved true. The next day, immediately after morning prayer, informants began coming to us. Some strode in boldly, declaring themselves friends of the Americans, and others slipped into the hotel by the back entrance. Most of them were Iranians, but there were also some Bakhtiari tribesmen, a few Arabs, an exiled White Russian, and even one or two Sarts, kinsmen of the assassins who had attacked us last night. I acted as interpreter. Dain sat in a large chair in his hotel room, listening, one hand under his chin, his lower lip pushed out, his eyes narrowed and cynical.
Many secrets were whispered in that room. Dain rewarded the first two informants, and that encouraged the rest. We were given hints of Russian rocket installations in the Tadzhik Republic, of huge troop concentrations in Russian Azerbaijan, of guilty collusion between Russia and Afghanistan, and of a Soviet plan to unite both Persian and Afghanistan Baluchistan into a single Soviet-controlled republic. Dain gave money to the few who spoke of Iran’s northeast frontier, since that was the area he was interested in. But no one told him what he wanted to know.
All day the informants came. Even the manager of the hotel had a secret to sell, to say nothing of the bellboys. And there were old men with white beards who came to us in their dotage, confusing this century with the last, and speaking portentously of the Russian designs upon the Khyber Pass, and how the Afghan tribesmen were sure to rise and sweep down upon British India. We treated these old men with courtesy, but got rid of them as soon as we could.
The day passed, and the number of informants began to lessen. I was sorry to see it. I had charged each man a nominal fee for my services as translator. This sum had reached worthwhile proportions by the time evening came. Dain had not gotten the information he wanted. He sat and brooded over this failure, and I tried to cheer him up.
“By God!” I said. “Who among us is granted his desire upon this earth? Mr. Dain, you have heard at least a hundred secrets today. Why not take the best of these estimable secrets back to America and let your government file them in a hidden place and thus be satisfied?”
“My government wouldn’t be satisfied,” Dain said.
“They would!” I declared. “Believe me, sir, I have worked for other American agents in former years, and each man has brought back secrets just like these.”
Dain smiled when he heard this. He said, “You’re right, Achmed. If I had come to Iran for secrets, I would take this batch and go home satisfied. Unfortunately, I have work to do concerning heroin.”
Sadly I said, “None of these men today even so much as hinted at heroin.”
“Then we must wait,” Dain said, “until someone hints at it.”
“Perhaps nobody will.”
“Of course they will. Heroin is a secret, and secrets are for sale. It is only a matter of time.”

We waited for three nights and three days. Nothing happened in that time, so Dain and I went out to amuse ourselves with the few diversions Meshed has to offer.
The life of this city, especially after dark, is nothing like the joyous nighttime of Isfahan or Shiraz, or even of Teheran. This is as it should be; one would not expect unmitigated pleasure in the holy city of the Shia. Still, the wise horse knows where the oats are stored, and I was able to take Mr. Dain to a very refined club that someone had once told me about.
There were girls who danced and girls who sang. There was an Afghan woman who did what is called an Egyptian belly dance, but who did it better than any soft-bodied Egyptian. The muscular control of that Afghan woman was amazing; with body stationary, she was able to make her breasts spin like windmills, clockwise, counterclockwise, and then in opposition. But, amazing and skilled as her performance was, I found something repellent in it since she treated her body as a piece of intricate clockwork, while the soul remained detached and scornful.
Mr. Dain must have thought the same, for he soon ignored her performance and fell into conversation with a young hostess from Yezd. Here I confess to some feelings of jealousy. This girl, with hair like a black cloud, a well-composed and touching little face, superb carriage, high, pointed breasts, tiny waist and ankles—well, I had more or less selected this girl for myself. In vain I pointed out to Dain women of ampler charm; like me, he was no Turk. And the girl, whose name was Leira, seemed utterly fascinated by this American whose language she could not even understand.
With difficulty I concealed my irritation. Those two, with not more than a dozen words of Persian and English between them, had already dispensed with my services as translator. Already the girl was showing signs that she considered this a love match, not a business transaction. And Dain, his stony expression vanished, was beaming fatuously upon her as though this thoroughly common little wench were a veritable Scheherazade.
So strong did my annoyance become that I pre-emptorily left the table, curtly telling Dain that I would see him in the hotel tomorrow, if he could then bring himself to consider business. He merely nodded in an abstracted fashion.
I started to leave, feeling very low indeed. But at the door, a woman of the house intercepted me. She was large and lively, and nicely colored, though a few years my senior.
“The evening is still early,” she said to me.
“I think it is quite late enough,” I replied.
“My dear,” she said, “you are annoyed about Leira and the foreigner, are you not?”
I stared at her, marveling at her powers of divination. Then I shrugged and made for the door, telling her that Leira didn’t concern me at all.
“Well said!” the woman said, catching my sleeve. “I believe that you feel a momentary pique. Such an emotion, believe me, is uncalled for.”
“What would you know about it?” I asked.
“Don’t I have eyes?” the woman asked. “Don’t you have eyes? Look at her!”
“Well?”
“For one thing, she is too thin even for a refined taste. And that dear little face of hers reveals a cold and spoiled nature. Can’t you see it?”
Looking again, I did see something of the sort.
“Furthermore,” the woman said, “those breasts of hers which you so evidently admire—tell me, where would a girl like that come by them?”
“It is not unknown,” I answered.
“Assuredly it is not,” the woman told me. “Such deceptions can be purchased in Teheran, and also in Yezd, the home of falseness.”
“This is amazing!” I said. “I never considered it!”
“Of course you didn’t,” the woman said. “You are too good-hearted, anyone can see that. Count yourself lucky, my friend! A night with that bag of bones would be memorable—only for the bruises. Cold and uncaring that one is, skilled only as an illusionist. Accept a woman’s word for it! Furthermore—”
“My good woman,” I said, “take care not to overstate your case.”
“I overstate nothing,” she said. “I have told only what I know. But also there is a rumor about her—”
“What rumor?”
“Well,” the woman said, “what sort of girl would you expect to come from Yezd? What sort of girl would have a look like that?”
I stared at her open-mouthed. Then quickly I made a sign to avert the Evil Eye. “Is she a Yezidi then?” I asked.
“I make no accusations,” the woman said. “For all I know, she is as good a Shia as you or me. God knows, she pretends to be good enough for ten of us. I shall say nothing more about her. You must judge for yourself.”
“What you have told me is interesting,” I said. “But I have heard nothing about you, not even your name.”
“My name is Soera,” the woman said. “There is nothing important to tell about me. Still, since you have been so kind to enquire, would you like a cup of coffee in my apartment?”
“Lead on,” I said. As we left, I looked once more at Dain and Leira. I reminded myself how fortunate I was not to have gotten involved with a cold-faced bag of bones, and possibly Yezidi at that. And that was the extent of the business we transacted that night, and also the next.


CHAPTER SIX

On our third night in Meshed, just as I was beginning to enjoy myself fully in that unique and holy city, Dain’s desired information finally sought him out. Or rather, it sought me out. Dain was resting in his hotel after what must have been a strenuous night with Leira. I was returning from Soera, who had turned out to be an extremely pleasant person, though expensive and demanding. As I came to the hotel steps, a hand reached out of the darkness and seized my sleeve.
My first reaction was to go for my knife, since my head still ached from the attack of the murderous Sarts. But a voice speaking Turki said, “Are you the man who buys the secrets?”
“Come into the light,” I said, my fingers wrapped firmly around the hilt of my knife.
“I don’t move anywhere yet,” the man said, in an extremely sullen and peevish voice. “First tell me, are you and the foreigner still buying secrets, or have you bought all that you need?”
I controlled my impatience and said, “We are still buying secrets, if they are the secrets we want. Now come into the light, unless you’re afraid to show your ugly face.”
That stung him, and he walked with me to the end of the hotel veranda. He was a yellow-faced young man with a thin black mustache. By a single naked light bulb I saw his high black sheepskin hat, his tattered linen gown, the two cartridge belts looped across his chest, the rifle slung over his back, and the ragged horseman’s boots of soft leather. At the same time, I caught the odors of stale mutton and horse sweat, and knew I was dealing with a Turkoman.
“Well, you have seen me,” the Turkoman said. “Now take me to your master and let him buy my secret.”
“The foreigner is not my master,” I said. “He and I are friends, and we work together on important matters.”
“Well, take me to him.”
“Go back to your sweetheart, the horse,” I said. “I’ll not waste his time or his money with Turkoman lies. Every nameless beggar in Meshed has a secret to sell, but a Turkoman always hears the news last, and then lies the most.”
He made a ferocious face at me, which the Turkomans always do, thinking it frightens people. I shrugged my shoulders and turned to go.
“By God!” the Turkoman said. “I possess a real secret, a secret worth much money and the lives of many men. I risk death to come here and speak with the foreign spy. ... And this is the reception I am given!”
I paused, looked at him, and pulled at my lower lip. At length I said, “Doubtless your story is mostly lies, like all Turkoman stories. But let me hear and judge. If it proves of some worth, I will reward you.”
The Turkoman burst into bitter laughter. “Do you really think I would tell my secret to a double-faced Persian townsman?”
“By God!” I cried. “I am a full-blooded Mongol on my mother’s side, in direct descent of the Emirs of Bokhara. You idiot, how else do you suppose I speak your language?”
“Anybody can learn a language,” the Turkoman said. “What is your name?”
“Achmed Abotai,” I told him.
“I once knew a ragpicker in Merv named Abotai,” he said. That is the sort of thing that passes for humor among Turkomans, and this surly young man seemed to think himself very clever for saying it.
“Come,” he said, “take me to your master.”
“First tell me the secret.”
“Never.”
“Then give me a hint of it, so I can judge its importance.”
A Turkoman’s habitual expression is a scowl, but this man frowned so deeply that I feared he would paralyze his face. He thought—always a hard task for a Turkoman—and at last he said:
“My secret is concerned with the town of Imam Baba, and with a substance that is sometimes called White Powder.”
I tried to keep my face unreadable, but I was startled all the same. In a bored voice I said, “Go on.”
“I have said my last word,” the Turkoman said. “There must be money before there is more talk.”
I yawned and said, “Your so-called secret may be of no importance whatsoever; but I will let my friend judge that for himself. I will allow you to see him.”
Having said this, I stood like a statue while the Turkoman tugged nervously at his fingers. He waited. I waited. He said, “Very well, let us go.”
“Perhaps,” I said thoughtfully, “I should not disturb my extremely wealthy friend tonight. Perhaps tomorrow would be better, or the day after.”
The Turkoman knew very well what I wanted, and what was no more than my due. But, like all his lice-ridden tribe, he would have preferred to eat his money rather than give it away. He called me several hard names, thus showing a filthy mind and very little imagination. I ignored him until he paused for breath, and then I said that perhaps next week or the week after would be the best time to see my American friend. Surely, I added, my friend would still have a little money left by then.
The Turkoman groaned like an animal in pain. Avarice fought with stinginess within his soul; at last he extracted a purse from the folds of his garments. He opened it like a man opening a wound on his own body, and he paid me with a curse.
“Very good,” I said. “Now you may see him. I trust that you have brought an interpreter with you?”
“Interpreter?” roared the Turkoman. “You fiend, you bastard, do you mean—”
“I do exactly what I am paid to do,” I said. “You have paid to see the foreigner, and see him you shall. But as for talking to him—well, perhaps you speak English? If not, I am sure that he would understand you in German or French, or perhaps even Spanish.”
The Turkoman, barely the master of his own language, was almost speechless with rage, and no scowl or curse could suffice for his emotion. In a low hiss he said, “I swear before God, townsman, that as you have served me, so shall I serve you. My chance will come, never doubt that.”
“God alone knows the future,” I said piously. “We rest in His hands.”
The Turkoman choked down his anger and paid me. Actually, I had demanded double payment only to teach the fellow a lesson in manners, not for the few greasy coins in his purse. These hairy nomads lack the virtue of humility. I put his money away, nearly breaking his heart by doing so, and led him around to the back of the hotel. We slipped quietly inside, and went up unseen, by a rear staircase.
Dain looked up in mild surprise at the uncouth fellow I had brought. Proudly I said, in English, “Through my many efforts, I have found the key to your riddle. But do not seem eager, otherwise this greedy son of a whore will demand the gold out of your teeth.”
Dain nodded, looked the Turkoman over, noted his expression, and looked closely at me. He graciously motioned the Turkoman to a chair, but the unwashed savage took one look at the thing and decided to remain standing. After he had glowered for a few moments, the Turkoman abruptly spoke.
“I have already mentioned Imam Baba and the White Powder,” he said, with me translating. “Before I speak a word more, I want money—not paper, but gold or silver. And if my story interests you, I shall want more money as I go on.”
Dain was prepared for this. He gave the man five small silver coins, promising more later. The Turkoman bit and smelled each coin, then put them in his purse and began to talk.
His name, he told us, was Chitai, and he was of the Dushak clan of the Tekke Turkomans. In tedious detail he told us the history of the Turkoman wars in Iran, Afghanistan, and Turkmenistan; of the Tekke fighting prowess against Russians, Iranians, and Afghanistanis; of their obvious superiority to their cousins, the Uzbeks, Kazaks, and Kirghiz; and of their renowned battle fury, their courage, and their untamability.
“I merely mention this,” Chitai said, ending his preamble, “so that you may know what manner of man you are dealing with.”
This effrontery was too much for me. I said, “Tell me, my untamable friend, how is it that the Russians destroyed the very name of Turkmenistan, created a new state called Turkmen, captured Merv without noticeable effort, and put your renowned fighters to work tilling the soil on the collective farms?”
Chitai reached for his knife, and I reached for mine; but Dain calmed us both, telling me not to insult our guest, and asking the Turkoman to continue. But Chitai would not say another word until he had been pacified with four silver coins.
“We were overcome by treachery and by lack of ammunition,” he said at last. “It may be true that some Turkomans have forgotten their blood and their history, and work on collective farms. But the Tekke have not forgotten, and the Dushak clan of the Tekke will not die as long as there are steep mountains and salt deserts upon God’s earth!”
Having made his boast, Chitai felt better, and he proceeded to the secret.
The Turkomans of the Khurasan Mountains, he told us, had little to nourish themselves, and they did not have the strength for a successful attack on the valley towns. Therefore they had looked around for another means of livelihood. They had found it in smuggling.
At this point Dain looked interested in spite of my warning, so we had to give the rapacious Turkoman a few more coins.
They were ideally situated for this work, Chitai told us, since many Tekke clans lived in the Khurasan and Kopet mountains, and also in the Paro Pamisus Mountains north of Herat. Thus they could move without hindrance in the mountains where Russia, Afghanistan, and Iran come together.
First they smuggled rifles, and then woollen goods, and then spices, to buyers in any of the three countries. The work was organized according to clan, the stronger clans dealing in the better goods. It was always a hard and risky life, and it rarely paid well.
Then two years ago, the leader of the Altai, a large Tekke clan in Afghanistan, discovered an extremely profitable form of smuggling. This involved White Powder, a substance which the Turkomans had never seen before, but which they had heard about. This powder seemed to be much desired by the people of the West, and it was very rare, costly, and banned by the authorities.
A number of Tekke clans, under the leadership of the Altai, smuggled this powder from its source in the Kopet Mountains to one of several collection points in northeastern Iran, sometimes near Kalat-i-Nadiri, sometimes near Turbat-i-Shaikh Jam, and sometimes further south, in the great Salt Desert.
The Turkoman stopped here and said that he expected to be paid for what he had said so far, that he would sell more details if we wanted them.
Dain looked at Chitai for a moment in silence, and he seemed to be trying to assess what sort of man the Turkoman was. Then Dain drew his wallet from a breast pocket, opened it, frowned, and closed it again.
“Why,” Dain asked through me, “have you given up this profitable smuggling business and come to me?”
With difficulty the Turkoman tore his eyes from Dain’s wallet, and said, “At first there were five clans in this work, with the Altai in leadership, since they had made the contacts, and also because they were the most numerous. This worked well for a year, but then more Altais heard of the business, and came down from Afghanistan and Tadzhik to join their clansmen. Because of this, the Altai found their profits were diminished. So they decided to force the other clans out of the business. As a beginning to this treachery, they accused the Dushak of an unmentionable crime, thus beginning a feud.”
“And then?” Dain asked.
Chitai shrugged. “We fought, and we are still fighting. But the Altais are a large clan, and they own new guns and limitless ammunition. Furthermore, they control the White Powder trade, which makes them rich enough to hire Kurdish and Sart mercenaries to help them in the fight against us. There can be no hope for my people while the Altai control the White Powder.”
“Well,” Dain asked me, “what do you think?”
“A Turkoman will lie at any opportunity,” I said, “just for the love of lying. But he will not lie well, for he lacks imagination. This man’s story is so preposterous that it just might be true.”
Dain made up his mind and paid Chitai a thousand rials, all in new notes. This is less than eight American dollars, but it is a great deal to give to a savage nomad. Nevertheless, Chitai looked scornfully at the bills and asked for five thousand rials.
“First tell me this,” Dain said. “Where is the collection point for the White Powder?”
“The usual place is in the mountains, near the Persian town of Imam Baba,” Chitai said.
“Is the White Powder made there?” Dain asked.
“No,” Chitai said. “We simply used it as a meeting place. There the Altai would hand over the powder to the Dushak, and the Dushak would take it wherever they were told. That is how it was before the feud.”
“Where did the Altai get the powder?” Dain asked.
“I don’t know. The Altai kept that a secret. But I know the trails they used, and I could follow them to the place.”
“Where did you take the powder?”
“We carried it for a few hundred miles only, giving it to some foreigners we were told to meet, sometimes in one place and sometimes in another.”
“What kind of foreigners were they?” Dain asked.
“Arabs,” Chitai said. “But don’t ask me whether they were Iranian or Iraqi or Saudi; all Arabs are the same to me.”
“Who gave this business to the Altai in the first place?” Dain asked.
“That also I don’t know. The Altai would only say that he is a rich foreigner. But they hinted to me that he was an American.”
Dain paid Chitai a few thousand rials and asked several more questions. But he had exhausted the man’s knowledge. Further details of the Dushak’s role could be learned, but nothing of the source of the powder, nor of its destination, nor of the supposed American who controlled the entire operation. The questioning came to an end, and outside there was the first hint of dawn. Seeing that, Chitai rose to go.
Before he left, Dain asked him if he and any of his people would be willing to guide us through the mountains beyond Imam Baba, following the Altai to the source of the White Powder. Chitai said they might be willing; but the danger was very great, and they would have to be paid accordingly.
We agreed to work out the arrangements on the following night, and Chitai left us.
Both Dain and I were extremely tired, so we agreed to postpone further discussion until we had slept. I was glad to do this, because I had a difficult thing to tell Dain. He might, if he wished, go off into the mountains with a pack of crazy Turkomans, and get himself killed wherever he pleased. But I was not planning to go with him. I had done enough, and now I wanted my pay, and then I would return to Isfahan.


CHAPTER SEVEN

We awoke at noon and took our lunch in the hotel’s dining room. Over dessert, I told Dain that I was not going to accompany him into the mountains.
“Why?” Dain asked.
“Because I have no desire to commit suicide, not for any price.”
“That’s perfectly understandable,” Dain said. “But there’s nothing dangerous about this. We’ll be with armed men, and we’ll move with care.”
I laughed scornfully at that. “Will that help us in an ambush?” I asked. “And will any amount of care be sufficient in the Kopet Mountains? You saw how your arrival was greeted in Meshed. What do you think the Altai Turkomans will do when you come to Imam Baba?”
“There are ways of doing everything,” Dain said, which I considered an insufficient answer.
“Perhaps so,” I said. “But perhaps you will not find them.”
“I think I’ll find them,” Dain said. “But there’s no way I can make you believe that.”
“No way at all,” I said.
“I was thinking of giving Chitai two hundred dollars for his services as a guide,” Dain said. “And a hundred apiece for each Dushak who comes along. Do you think that is enough?”
“More than enough,” I said.
“And I was thinking of giving you a thousand dollars,” Dain said.
For a moment I was staggered by the sum. A thousand dollars is a fantastic amount of money in Isfahan, and it would go a long way toward repairing my family’s losses. I was beginning to waver, but then I gained control over myself.
“It is a handsome sum,” I said. “But I am sorry, I am not going into the mountains with you and that treacherous Turkoman.”
Having said this, I waited to see what Dain’s next offer would be. But his words surprised me.
“All right,” he said.
“I beg your pardon, Mr. Dain?”
“I said all right,” Dain told me. “I’ll pay you for your work so far, and I’ll ask one more service from you.”
“What service?”
“I want you to find a man to take your place,” Dain said. “I want a man who speaks English and Turki, who can handle weapons, and who will travel into the mountains with me. I will not pay a penny more than fifteen hundred dollars for this. Can you find such a man?”
I thought for a while, and realized that I could find twenty such men, all worthless vagabonds and thieves. It grieved me deeply to think of my fifteen hundred dollars going to such a man, or to any man at all. I was unhappy to part with a man who commanded such huge resources of wealth. If I stayed with Dain, and also stayed alive, I could make my fortune. But if I returned now to Isfahan, I would have made no more than a few hundred dollars, a sum quite insufficient to my needs.
“Well?” Dain asked. “Can you think of anyone?”
“There are men,” I said. “But they would rob you and desert you at the first opportunity.”
“I’ll take that chance,” Dain said. “Give me their names.”
I thought long and hard, and I realized that I could not pass up this opportunity. Chances at wealth are only rarely come by, and they inevitably come with risk. If I ever wanted to improve myself and my family, I had to take on this desperate business.
I said, “Mr. Dain, I am a fool three times over. But rather than abandon you to one of those men, I will go with you myself, trusting in your cleverness to safeguard us both.”
“Thank you, Achmed,” Dain said.
I nodded gravely. “And for my services, I shall ask only five thousand dollars.”
“I’ll pay fifteen hundred dollars,” Dain said. “But if you remain with me the entire way, until we find how the heroin is smuggled out of Iran, and by whom, I’ll pay you fifteen hundred more.”
We argued for another half-hour, but Dain was adamant. The best I could extract from him was a promise of an additional bonus if I did my work well. This had to suffice; but even three thousand dollars weighed heavily against the dangers we would face in the mountains. So I accepted Dain’s offer, and then left to buy supplies for our departure.
That night, Chitai returned to our hotel. He and his tribesmen were sure they could track the Altais to the place where they got the heroin, and do so safely. For these services he demanded eight hundred dollars for himself, and finally settled for two hundred and fifty.
I was unsure whether he could carry out his various boasts. But there seemed to be nothing to do but go on, and so we left the next day for Imam Baba.
Dain had had hired an ancient Citroën which we drove south to Turbat-i-Shaikh Jam on the main road to Herat. The purpose of this was to mislead the Sart and the Altai assassins; it was a feeble ruse, but the best we could do under the circumstances.
From Turbat, we turned to the northeast, driving on a country trail that led to Karzellias. This brought us gradually into higher and rougher country, and the Citroën groaned and complained as we took it into the Khurasan foothills. Chitai groaned and complained also; he was unused to motor transport, and he refused to take off his rifle and bandoliers. So every lurch of the car bruised him in the back or side, and he said he was being beaten to death before he ever met an enemy.
Before reaching Karzellias we turned due north by compass, stopped for lunch, and then continued. Our way ran parallel with the Kashaf River, which forms the northeastern boundary between Iran, Afghanistan, and the Turkmen Republic. We could not see the river, however; it was several miles east of us, and several thousand feet below the high tableland we were crossing. We continued, and during all the afternoon we never saw a single person.
Before sunset we found ourselves in true mountains, guided by the compass and by Chitai, who said he knew this country well. Bruised as he was, he was able to laugh at the performance of our car, which now seemed on the verge of expiring. This, Chitai told us, was country for legs, not for wheels. And he seemed to take an unnatural delight in the labors of the Citroën as it fought its way up and down the increasingly steep slopes. I could see that he hated the car as passionately and unreasonably as a child, and he willed it to fail, even if that meant he would have to walk. His yellow face would grow taut with suspense as the car leaned into a slope, its engine howling, its four-wheel drive engaged and struggling for a grip on the naked granite. He would watch, his mustaches bristling, and his mean little eyes would glow with unholy delight when the gallant car lost its grip and slid back across a stretch of gravel.
But the Citroën did not give up, and we were stopped by darkness rather than by the country. We made camp for the night. I half feared that Chitai would put a bullet into the car’s engine during the night, just out of spite, and I watched him until he fell asleep.
At first light we were on our way, Dain driving again, one hand clamped to the steering wheel and the other on the gearshift. We picked our way through the easiest country we could find, and for a long time we were fortunate. That Citroën must have been a horse at heart, for it did things one could expect of no car. Twice, at the bottom of a slope, we bogged down in swampy ground. Then we would get out and push, and the car struggled to free itself like a live thing. Chitai, however, only pretended to push, although sometimes he would exert his full strength against the car in a sudden maniacal burst, as if he hoped to crush its metal skin.
We continued across the tilting land, still climbing, the Citroën puffing and creaking as though it would fall apart at any moment. Then the angle of the mountain increased, we negotiated another hundred yards, and suddenly the Citroën’s four wheels were scrabbling at the rock, trying to get a grip, while its overheated radiator was pointed skyward toward a clump of clouds. For a moment the car clung to the slippery rock, still trying to negotiate the impossible slope; then it slid backwards, gaining speed as it did so.
Dain battled with brakes and gears, but the Citroën had been strained past all endurance. Inert and unresponsive, it continued to slide, rocking from side to side as it hit small boulders, picking up speed and veering toward a sheer precipice. Chitai’s shout of triumph was cut short; he could see the peril, and now he was begging the car to take heart, to go forward again.
I shrieked at him to open the door and jump, and I also shouted this to Dain. But Dain was too intent upon trying to steer the vehicle backward, and Chitai was frozen to his seat in terror. And I, worse luck, was squeezed between them and unable to reach either door.
The edge of the precipice loomed behind us; I shut my eyes, waiting for the terrible leap over the edge. Chitai had ceased praying to the car and sat now with both hands clutching his rifle, as though he could avert disaster in this way. The engine roared. And then, before I knew what had happened, we were speeding along beside the precipice, not a foot from its edge.
I saw that Dain had managed to get control of the car’s steering. He was steering it now, backwards, and pumping at the brake. But his foot went to the floor; the brake had failed.
For a hideous few seconds we hurtled along the side of the precipice; then Dain cut the wheel sharply. We were all thrown together as the car lurched abruptly, and then we were hurled against the windshield as the rear of the car smashed into a great boulder, stopping our flight, but almost breaking our necks in the doing.
Shakily we got out. The Citroën was not especially damaged, but it obviously could not take us through the country ahead. So we took our packs and weapons out of the back, leaving the car where it was. Before we left, Dain said that the Citroën had done the impossible in taking us so far; but the Turkoman kicked the car viciously, spat on it, and said, “That clumsy, four-wheeled bastard meant to kill us, and it waited until now for its major attempt. No horse would have slid so far!”
Thus we set off over the mountains toward Imam Baba. Dain had expressed his extremely American love for anything mechanical, and Chitai had expressed his typically Turkoman hatred for anything foreign and strange. It was left for me, the only moderate man among them, to point out that there seemed to be something true in both their attitudes.
Neither man wished to understand this, and so we marched toward the north in silence, under a brilliant afternoon sun, across granite and occasional patches of winter ice, toward Imam Baba and worse dangers than the Citroën had ever given us.

Chitai set a fast pace for us. Although he was as heavily laden with packs and guns as we were, he scrambled over rocks and boulders with the agility of a mountain goat. He also smelled like a mountain goat, and at times he acted like one, posing picturesquely against some stark pinnacle while waiting for Dain and me to catch up. No doubt of it, Chitai was at home in the mountains; but I grew sick of his posturing, and, as the day faded and my breath gave out, I developed a strong hatred for his ridiculous sheepskin hat, his crossed bandoliers, his foppish soft leather boots—in short, I hated the monstrous vanity of the man. My legs ached, and I even began to hate Dain, who marched along silently, pretending to an unnatural endurance. I would have liked him better if he had complained a little, as any normal man would.
So we marched. By twilight, Chitai told us that Imam Baba was not more than five or six miles away, tucked in a fold of land between the mountains and the Kashaf River. We groped onward in the gray light, going along a natural trail between high granite sides. Then I heard a noise and stopped dead in my tracks.
It was unmistakable, that clear, deadly sound of a rifle bolt being driven home. I looked in the direction of the sound. Not ten yards from me, nearly concealed between two boulders, was the slim barrel of a rifle.
There were more sounds of steel on steel; I saw that we were surrounded. Men were above the trail, sheltered in the rocks, their rifles pointed downward. I looked around hastily for a place where I could take shelter, and I found nothing at all. We had been ambushed very neatly, at a spot in the mountains where no defense was possible.
The silence seemed to stretch on for an impossibly long time. Neither Dain nor Chitai moved, and I stood equally still, waiting for a bullet to snuff out my life. The ambushers began moving cautiously toward us. I remembered old tales of Turkoman tortures. Then the silence was broken.
The foremost ambusher said, in Turki: “It’s about time you got here.”
“I had to go slowly,” Chitai said, “in order that these foreigners could keep their legs under them.”
Very gravely, Chitai walked up to the ambushers. Then he turned, his rifle carelessly pointed at me. I stiffened and prepared to seize my own rifle, even though it was slung uselessly across my back.
Then Chitai broke into raucous laughter. “These are my clansmen!” he shouted. “These are Dushaks who have come to aid us! Did they frighten you, my poor Achmed? By God, if you could see the look on your face!”
Chitai fell to the ground and kicked his legs in the air, laughing as though he would burst. I contented myself with telling Dain that these assassins were apparently our friends, and that we had been the butt of a typical Turkoman joke. Obviously Chitai had gotten word to his kinsmen; and they, instead of coming forward and greeting us like any other group of men would have done, had preferred to have their ridiculous joke.
By now the Dushak Turkomans had put away their rifles and were building a fire. Soon the smell of roast mutton began to rise, and goatskin and camelskin robes were flung down near the fire. The Turkomans were in an excellent humor, as they always are when they think they have made someone look ridiculous. I sat down near the fire and ate their greasy mutton stew. For the next two hours Chitai poked fun at me, and told, with endless repetitions, how my face had looked when I saw the first rifle, and how my hands had shaken, and how I had soiled my clothes, and other gross untruths. He was merely trying to get back at me for the discomfort he had felt in Meshed, so I paid no attention to him.
At last he stopped, the campfire burned low, and we settled down for the night. Above me was the great arch of star-glittering sky, and the air was as clear as it can only be in High Asia. In spite of Chitai’s insults, my aching legs, and my knowledge of the perils ahead, I was content. I realized that I had stayed too long indoors, too long in the confinement of a city. I thought back to the war, and to my expeditions across the perilous length of Tartary. Those had been the happiest days of my life, and I was as happy now as then.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The next day we were under way again, and the Dushak Turkomans led us, by the most circuitous possible route, toward the hills beyond which lay Imam Baba. My happiness of the previous night vanished. I was sick to death of scrambling up and down sheer granite walls and negotiating rocky trails unfit for a goat. To be frank about it, I longed for Isfahan, a city of the plain. And I was extremely weary of the vain and swaggering Turkomans, who struck me as little more than overgrown and dressed-up children playing at being bandits. I know that it is all the custom now to speak of the virtues of these and other nomads, at the same time forcing them to give up their nomadic life and settle in villages; but to my way of thinking, enough good has already been said about them. God knows I have read and heard enough praise of these peoples, usually written by Englishmen, giving indiscriminate admiration to Turkomans, Kurds, Bedouin, Pathans, and a dozen other tribes who haven’t the wit to learn farming, whose idea of warfare is the ambush, whose concept of trade is theft, and whose sole culture consists in mispronouncing the Koran. To be sure, they may be brave and independent men; but so are the beggars of Isfahan, who refuse to give up their ancient and hereditary calling, no matter what the inducement.
We came at last to a place high in the mountains from which we could overlook Imam Baba and the country to the northeast. We could hide securely in this place, Chitai told me, and wait for the Altai Tekkes to come northward for their monthly shipment of White Powder. When this happened, we would follow them to the source.
I repeated this glib scheme to Dain, adding that the idea was suicidal.
“How so?” Dain asked me.
“The Altais must have considered such an elementary matter as being followed,” I said. “Past a doubt, they will have an ambush in preparation for us, and it will probably be successful.”
“The Dushaks must have thought of that,” Dain said. “Ask Chitai about it.”
Chitai said, “The Altais won’t set any ambush. For one thing, their pride is so swollen that they think no one dares follow them beyond Imam Baba. And for another thing, none of them would stay behind to man an ambush. Those who did would be cheated of their fair share of the powder, and the rest would consider it a good joke.”
Dain nodded, and this ended the discussion. I thought the Dushaks were too hopeful; but I held my peace, since no one seemed likely to change his mind.
We pitched camp and waited. For two days we waited, eating cold smoked mutton, as we didn’t dare light a fire. Men took turns watching the approaches to Imam Baba through Dain’s field glasses. At night, scouts went down nearly to the outskirts of the town, to make sure the Altais didn’t slip past. This was done with a thoroughness and tenacity quite surprising in Turkomans. Still, I should have realized that only the dream of revenge will make these people steadfast.
The time dragged by. Dain began to learn a few words of Turki, and we discussed with Chitai what we would do in various eventualities. The days passed, and we lay in the camp eating cold mutton. I was bored nearly to death, my palate sickened by the food, my soul revolted by the incessant boasts of the tribesmen. To pass the time, I engaged in conversation with a Turkoman girl named Lera, the most attractive of the five or six women who accompanied the expedition. I learned that she was engaged to a large, scar-faced braggart named Aziz, but she seemed to consider this quite unimportant.
We found some privacy on a flat ledge some hundred yards from the camp, and there we increased our knowledge of each other. Lera was young, but extremely willing; unfortunately she was also extremely unwashed, and her giggle began to annoy me. To be perfectly frank, I also feared catching some disease from her. Therefore I decided to maintain my abstinence, and to allow not the slightest intimacy to take place between us. Because of this, we were doing no more than conversing quietly when Aziz came upon us.
This ugly brute fell into a violent rage upon the conjecture of his own vile imagination, convinced that I had done to Lera what he would have done to any woman, young or old, diseased or healthy, with whom he had been alone for three minutes. As a rule, one simply waits until a Turkoman finishes bellowing his wrath upon the air; but the spirit of mischief was upon me, and I told him that I would sooner take a pig for my sweetheart than touch his diseased darling. Hearing that, Lera burst into tears, and Aziz reached for his rifle.
I grappled with him to prevent being murdered on the spot, and we rolled back and forth on the ledge trying to get a grip on each other’s throats. To make matters worse, Lera had managed to pick up a stone the size of a man’s head. She tottered back and forth with it like an overloaded mule, her eyes blazing and her hair streaming free, looking for a chance to brain me. Gripping Aziz closely, I rolled like a dervish. He, seeing his beloved with that huge rock clutched so insecurely, bellowed in fear of his own head and assisted me in rolling. At that moment, I came near to liking the man.
With his gun belts clanking and his scabbard and rifle biting into his back, Aziz rolled with me; and Lera stalked us, her arms trembling, her hands slowly losing their grip on the boulder that seemed destined to crush us both. Still, I didn’t dare release Aziz, for I had left my own rifle in the camp. We might have rolled three times around the mountain peak, with Lera following like fate itself, if Dain and several others had not heard the commotion and come to my rescue.
I was pulled to my feet. Lera’s boulder was taken from her, and she burst into tears again. Aziz reached for his rifle again, perhaps by reflex, and was slapped in the face by the Khan of his clan, at which he began to sob. I started to dust off my clothing, when suddenly I was seized and shaken furiously.
Dain had taken hold of me. His face was white and furious, and in his rage he lifted me clear off the ground—to the amusement of the witnessing Turkomans. Then he proceeded to roar at me in a voice of brass, his eyes slitted like a serpent’s. Without permitting me a chance to explain my side of the matter, he harangued me on my stupidity and uncontrollable lust, commanded me to leave the Turkoman women alone, and threatened to discharge me immediately if I caused any further trouble. And then he called me a number of hard names, some of them in his recently acquired Turki. All of this was accompanied by the loud and unnatural laughter of the Turkomans. Finally he shook me once more for good measure and released me.
It was in my mind to take him at his word, abandon this ridiculous expedition, and return to Isfahan. But I decided against it. Whether he knew it or not, Dain needed me; ten words of Turki do not suffice to draw up a battle plan. Also, I suspected that he had mistreated me simply as a show for the Turkomans, to transform their wrath into laughter. And finally, much as Dain needed me, I needed his American dollars. But still, I was somewhat ashamed of his undignified behavior.
This ended the incident. True to Dain’s admonition, I determined to leave Lera and her cowlike sisters alone—something which I found no difficulty in doing. Aziz and I later became something like friends. At the campfire he told me that he had been more frightened of Lera’s boulder than he would have been of a dozen armed men. And late in the night he offered to procure a woman for me at a modest price, an offer I declined with thanks.
Before dawn, our pickets crept back and said they had spotted a large body of armed men riding toward Imam Baba from the south. And at first light we were able to see them. They were Altais. Even at a distance we could see that prosperity had brought them fine horses and new rifles. Some of them even carried automatic weapons. There were perhaps fifty of them, and twenty Sarts were with them.
The Sarts turned off into Imam Baba. The Altais continued at a leisurely pace around the town and into the mountains. We saddled up and set out in silent pursuit, keeping a mile or so back. Our guns, cartridge belts, and any other metal objects were covered to avoid reflection, and even the horses’ hooves were muffled.
The Altais hadn’t bothered with such precautions. We followed them easily by the flashes of light from their weapons. Any noise we made was drowned in the clatter of their horses’ hooves. Today, however, our Dushaks weren’t boasting of the great deeds they would do. We numbered fifteen fighting men against the Altais’ fifty-odd; and our bolt-action rifles seemed very puny against the Altais’ carbines and automatic weapons. And now, as we rode into the mountains on the Afghanistan border, some of us began to worry in earnest about the possibility of ambush.


CHAPTER NINE

Despite the roughness of the country, we had no real trouble tracking the Altais. They became overconfident as soon as they entered the mountains beyond Imam Baba; the clash of arms and the faint babel of voices could be heard throughout the silent countryside. As far as secrecy was concerned, they might have been driving a herd of belled camels, with kettledrums as cargo. Nor was their security enhanced by their practice of shooting at whatever game passed their way. Still, this was very natural behavior for a party of Turkoman raiders; they considered themselves hawks, and they never gave a thought to what might be hovering in the eye of the sun waiting to fall on them.
On the second day, we reached our destination. Far ahead of us, the sounds of the Altais had ceased. Very quietly we crept forward until we could peer between the crags into the next valley. And then we looked down on as strange and incongruous a sight as I have ever witnessed.
In an area of rough mountain and scrub, of steep-sided ravines and narrow gorges, without roads except for an occasional horse-path, more than a hundred miles from a city of any size, among virgin stands of spruce and pine, situated on a small meadow with a stream flowing nearby, we beheld—a factory.
We blinked, and rubbed our eyes, but it was no mirage. There it was, a mile ahead and a thousand yards below, a square, ugly, modern little factory with smokestacks. It was as startling as though a mosque had been lifted bodily from Teheran and dropped in the middle of the Salt Desert.
Through field glasses we could see the last of the Altais disappearing into the factory. Above, on the walls, there were machine-gun emplacements. The place was constructed like a fortress, and was completely hidden until you stumbled upon it.
After observing for a while, Dain asked me: “What country are we in now?” I didn’t know, and asked the Khan of the Dushaks. He said that the borders were uncertain in this tangle of mountains where three countries met. We might still be in Iran, or perhaps we were far enough east to be in Afghanistan, or far enough north to be in the Turkmen Republic. Strangely enough, Dain seemed to find this answer quite satisfactory.
“Then there is nothing to show what country owns this factory?” he asked the Khan.
“Nothing at all,” the Khan replied. His name was Norotai, and he was a very tall old man with the narrowest eyes I have ever seen. “I myself have seen survey maps, and their lines become very uncertain here.”
“That’s fine,” Dain said. “Then no country will complain if we destroy the factory.”
Norotai blinked twice, pulled at his mustache, and looked down at the little factory. Chitai, standing beside him, said, “Nobody will complain about the destruction of the factory—or the destruction of us.”
“Are you afraid to attack a single isolated building?” Dain asked.
“They have machine guns,” the Khan said.
“You have secrecy, and soon you’ll have the cover of darkness.”
“We aren’t afraid to fight,” the Khan said. “Not even against machine guns. But our quarrel is with the Altais, not with the factory. We should stay here and prepare an ambush for the Altais.”
The other Dushaks chorused their agreement, but Dain laughed at the idea.
“Suppose you kill twenty or thirty Altais?” he asked. “Don’t they have kinsmen in Afghanistan and the Turkmen Republic? Don’t they have more kinsmen than you?”
“They do,” Norotai said. “That’s why killing twenty or thirty would make a difference.”
“The greatest difference,” Dain said, “would be if you destroyed the factory.”
The Khan shrugged and turned away. Dain said, “Listen, the factory is the Altai’s source of wealth. Because of the factory and heroin trade, they are able to buy automatic weapons, to send for more of their tribesmen, and to hire Sarts and Kurds to help them. But without the factory—what have they got?”
This was a good point, and the Dushaks argued it among themselves. Pride forbade any man from accepting his neighbor’s opinion, and it seemed as if we would never reach any agreement. Then the Khan put into words what many of the others were probably thinking.
“If we kill enough Altais,” Norotai said, “perhaps we can take over the White Powder trade, and grow rich!”
This struck a very responsive chord among his followers. The Dushaks were quiet as they thought of the riches to be had from the trade. In a moment, several of them were looking at Dain and me, with obvious intentions. As a preliminary to taking over the trade, quite naturally they had to cut our throats. In that way the secret of the factory would be preserved; then the only step remaining would be a successful ambush of the Altais.
I stepped back to put granite behind me, and at the same time a few of the Dushaks began to fondle their rifles.
“Not with guns!” the Khan called out.
“Not with knives, either,” Dain said after I had translated for him. “Do you really think it is so simple, Khan?”
“It may not be simple,” the Khan said, “but it is clear where our advantage lies.”
Dain laughed, affecting to despise the Khan’s treachery. “The secret of the factory!” he said in a mocking voice. “How secret do you suppose this secret is? Do you think I went into these mountains in search of deer?”
“You wanted to follow the Altais,” the Khan said.
“Yes,” Dain said, as patiently as though he were explaining to a child. “But why did I want to follow the Altais? Why didn’t I have the Iranian police arrest them at Imam Baba? Because I wanted to find the source of the White Powder. And, since heroin is a manufactured substance, I expected to find a factory.”
“You expected it?” the Khan asked.
“Of course,” Dain said. “The heroin had to be made somewhere. My superiors thought so, too. That’s why they approved my plan of going northeast with the Dushaks, past Imam Baba into the mountains.”
The Turkomans didn’t need to have matters explained any further. The approximate location of the factory was known, and Dain’s association with the Dushaks was also known. If anything happened to Dain, the Dushaks would find themselves at war with the Iranian police as well as with the Altai. Of course, they suspected that Dain might be lying about his convenient foreknowledge; I myself had my suspicions. But the Dushaks couldn’t be certain, and to make a mistake about this would mean their destruction. Dain added a few more convincing details, reasoning backward from the fact; and the Dushaks decided to be convinced.
Next, Dain had to give arguments in favor of destroying the factory. But this wasn’t hard to do. The factory was the Altai’s source of wealth; and equally important, it was something the Dushaks couldn’t have and therefore wished to destroy. Dain merely had to tell them how clever and brave they were, and how easy the destruction of the factory would be in spite of the machine guns. They were intoxicated by his words, and we all sat down in the best of spirits to work out a plan of attack.


CHAPTER TEN

Turkomans like to talk about the fighting they have done, and the fighting they will do. Before they can decide on the practical details of a forthcoming engagement, they must first give free rein to their fantasies, telling the fly-blown tales of old battles, speaking of their past glories in Merv, Bukhara, and Samarkand, reciting their dubious claims of descent from Batu Khan and the Golden Horde. This takes considerable time. In our case, it used up the better part of five hours before we could agree on the simplest sort of plan.
Even in agreement there was dissension. Dain wanted to confine the attack solely to the destruction of the factory. But the Turkomans, intoxicated by the idea of fighting, and overreaching themselves as usual, insisted upon a scheme that would also allow them to destroy the fifty Altais. Dain considered this foolhardy, and I thought it was suicidal; but we had no choice except to include it. So as last we came to a decision.
We would wait until the Altais left the factory, since it was too dangerous for our small group to attack a building filled with armed men. We would wait half a day, in order to put the Altais far to the west of us. Then we would swoop down upon the factory under cover of darkness. If all went well there, we would turn about and go after the Altais, overtaking them by forced marches, and hoping to surprise them on favorable ground. Or better yet, perhaps we could come upon them while they slept at their campfires.
So we waited, keeping watch on the factory while the sun crept down the sky. At twilight the Altais came out. Dain saw through his field glasses that they carried a number of fat leather saddlebags which they hadn’t had before; and Chitai identified these bags as the sort which were used to carry the White Powder.
The Altais went back into the mountains by the same trail they had used before. We hid on higher ground, and they passed within fifty yards of us. The range and the field of fire were very tempting, and one or two of the Dushaks unslung their rifles. But Dain and I reminded them of everything we had said before, and they sadly put their arms away.
The Altais passed beyond range, and for a long time we could hear them on the march. Then we heard nothing at all. Soon it was night. With the coming of darkness, the factory stirred into operation. The chimneys poured smoke against the moon, and many windows were brightly lighted.
The Dushaks were growing impatient, but Dain made them wait. They stirred and grumbled softly, but no move was made until the moon had set. Chitai returned from a reconnaissance and told us that there were four machine-gun stations, one at each corner of the factory, each manned by two men. The guards didn’t always stay near their weapons, but walked about the roof, talked, brewed tea, and acted in a generally careless manner. There was no outer stairway to the roof.
This was important information. We could see that the roof guards were behaving like any men who have stood to arms for a long period of time without having to fight. But we didn’t know how many guards might be inside the factory. Our success depended on how quickly we could get to the roof and overwhelm the machine-gunners before they had a chance to turn their weapons on us.
At last the moon was well down and the night was as dark as it ever would be. The Altais were many hours to the west of us. Every man had been told a dozen or more times what to do. We unslung our rifles and crept down the mountainside toward the factory. Our attack had begun, and how ever it went, the Turkomans would have a new story to boast about over their campfires.

Once we were in the valley, we lay flat on our stomachs in the deep shadow. Slowly, silently, we crept forward, inching our way toward the factory. Ahead and above us, etched cruelly against the stars, was the broad barrel of a machine gun, its ammunition belt trailing into a canister. We could hear a mutter of conversation from two guards on the roof, and we bit our lips and inched across the flat ground. Every approach to the factory was covered by one or more of the machine guns; on that level land, without a tree or a rock, we were an ideal target for a gunner.
Our rifles were wrapped in sheepskins, and every metal object was muffled; nevertheless, it seemed to me that we creaked and scraped with enough noise to wake the dead. We crawled on, hardly daring to breathe, our eyes fixed on the skyward-pointing muzzle of the nearest machine gun. Every noise seemed magnified. When my rifle butt scraped over flat rock, the noise was like steel against a grinding machine. And when Chitai’s knife fell out of his belt onto the cement apron that girdled the factory, you would have thought that a madman had beaten a huge drum. Luckily, the guards’ nerves were not as taut as ours, and they didn’t hear, or didn’t bother about, the extremely minor sounds of our passage.
But if the guards were deaf and blind, one watcher was not. As we came to within twenty yards of the factory, we heard a sudden barking, and we froze into our positions, still watching that damned machine gun. I prayed, and the others must also have prayed, that the zealous watchdog would die of instant strangulation, or would find a cat to chase, or a bitch to amuse himself with. But the beast barked steadily, coming nearer, and soon we saw a large, light-coated hound lope toward us. It saw us and began to howl like a lost soul. On the roof, we heard the guards moving about.
In that terrible moment, I saw Norotai and several others uncover their rifles and take aim at the machine gun. Two or three men got ready to shoot the dog, but Dain told them not to fire yet.
On the roof, a guard leaned over the parapet and shouted to the dog to be still. When it kept on barking, he cursed it and turned away.
I was dizzy by this turn of events, and I couldn’t understand why the guards would not heed when a watchdog gave the alarm. But then I understood. Past a doubt, nothing had happened here since the factory was built; but the dog must have found many rabbits to chase, and to bark at. Therefore the guards had learned to disregard him. But if the dog continued barking, wouldn’t they shine a light, or come down to investigate?
Within a few feet of us, the dog abruptly stopped his clamor. He was probably surprised at seeing fifteen men lying on the ground like corpses, and he came closer to investigate, his ears cocked. And of all the men lying there, he chose me to sniff at.
“Cut his throat quickly,” Chitai whispered.
I tried to find my knife, ignoring the dog’s wet nose at my ear. The scabbard was in my belt, and I squirmed to get my fingers on the hilt. But somehow, during the crawl, the belt had worked itself around, and now the scabbard was situated in the middle of my back and halfway up my body, out of reach for anyone but a contortionist. I nearly broke my arm trying to reach it while lying prone, and all the time the Dushaks were hissing advice till they sounded like a nest of angry vipers, and the mongrel was growling at me deep in his throat. It was all very well for the Dushaks to tell me to strangle the beast, or to break its back; they weren’t faced with the problem. To silence that growling animal seemed impossible; and then I had a sudden inspiration.
I reached inside my shirt and took out a lump of mutton which I had saved. I held this out. The dog sniffed suspiciously, then snatched the meat. He bolted it and came back for more. I managed to find another lump, and then a piece of flat bread. While he ate, I stroked his scarred ears, and in a few moments we had become friends.
Dain motioned the Dushaks to crawl on. In another moment I was able to join them, the dog trotting at my side whimpering for more meat. I had nothing else to give him, so I crawled on, afraid he would begin barking again out of sheer pique. But instead he followed me, whimpering and snuffling, and at last we came to the shelter of the factory walls. We were reasonably safe here, for the machine guns could not be depressed sufficiently to hit us.
Here we assembled and unslung our rifles, and the Dushaks whispered insults at me, saying that I would soon be world-famous for fighting with a lump of meat instead of with a more customary weapon. Chitai drew his knife and bent down to slit the dog’s throat, but I shoved him aside angrily. The beast had not given us away, and I was not planning to see him rewarded in Turkoman fashion. Dain drew our attention back to the job at hand, and we walked upright in single file close to the wall, with the dog trotting beside me.
We came to a door and stood for a long time beside it. Within, we heard the hum of machinery and an occasional low-voiced remark. The door was unlocked, and we eased it open about an inch. We could see nothing within except machinery, so we flung the door open and rushed inside.
As had been decided, eight Dushaks located the stairway to the roof and quickly raced up it. The rest of us spread around the room, staying near the wall with our rifles pointed inward. We were trembling with anticipation and were prepared to shoot on the instant.
But our attack had been completely successful. Taken by surprise, the dozen or so men working in the factory looked at us with dazed expressions, then slowly raised their hands. Only one man resisted. Standing in a sort of storeroom off the main floor, he tried to take a submachine gun off the wall. Dain, who was nearest, clubbed him down with the butt of a rifle.
We waited, and then we heard the sound of rifle and revolver fire from the roof. There were some hoarse shouts, a moment’s silence, and then the roar of a machine gun. It came in furious bursts above the rifle fire, the most menacing sound in the world. We stood and listened, and cursed, for evidently our eight men had not been quick enough to overcome the guards. The machine gun chattered, and then another machine gun joined in and the rifles stopped firing. Then there was silence.
We waited, our rifles aimed at the staircase, fearing the worst. Evidently the guards had won the fight. If so, the rest of us were in serious trouble. We couldn’t leave the factory as long as the machine guns commanded our retreat.
The roof door swung open. We took aim at the square of darkness, and Chitai muttered, “Perhaps they won’t shoot. They would kill their own people down here.”
“Doubtless they have orders to cover this kind of emergency,” I said. “Personally, I think they’ll shoot.”
Still nothing happened, and the wait was becoming an agony. Norotai saw something move in the doorway. He took careful aim, and growled like a bear when Dain pushed his rifle barrel aside.
From the doorway, we heard the sound of laughter. It was low at first, and then it broke into a wild and raucous yell. A moment later, a mocking voice cried out, “Norotai! Would you kill your own dear clansmen?”
Laughing at our fears, the eight Dushaks came trooping down the staircase, bearing with them one of the heavy machine guns. They had burst over the roof like an avalanche, they told us. Each pair had flung themselves on the machine-gun position assigned to him, fighting first with knives and then with rifles. Their valiant charge, they told us, had completely unmanned the guards. Those who didn’t fall at once were driven from the four corners of the building, leaving the Dushaks with the machine guns. The guards had drawn revolvers and begun firing. Rifle fire had cut into them, and then the heavy machine guns were put into action, tearing the guards to tatters. When the fight was over, the Dushaks had come to the doorway—and stared straight into the muzzle of Norotai’s rifle!
Norotai angrily accused his men of playing a dangerous joke, but they insisted they had delayed only long enough to cut the guards’ throats. The argument might have raged interminably, but Dain drew Norotai’s attention to the factory workers, who were huddled together, with their hands over their heads. These men looked at us with shocked eyes, and faces as white as their long laboratory smocks. Obviously they thought the world had come to an end, and they expected to be killed momentarily.
They did well to fear; our Turkomans looked as fierce as a band of devils, and twice as dangerous. But they were happy and excited now, and not interested in further killing. First we wanted to see and to hear about this factory that we had captured.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was an amazing place, that factory in the mountains. Although small, it was more modern in appearance than factories I had seen in Teheran and Istanbul. To one side were the furnaces, with insulated pipes running along the walls and other pipes leading into pieces of shiny equipment. There were neat workbenches, with scales, tubes, retorts, burners, beakers, and other pieces of modern equipment. There were metal boxes filled with a white, grainy chemical, which Dain said had to be added in order to make heroin. Along another wall were ovens, odd-shaped pots, and beakers of alcohol for processing and refining the opium. We found storage bins filled with round, dark, rubbery-looking bells half the size of a man’s head. These I knew were opium, And by their colors I identified them as coming from Khurasan, Baluchistan, Afghanistan, and Turkey. And at the far end of the factory we saw the final product, the heroin, some of it still loose in flat rubber trays, but most of it sealed into small metal containers.
This was all very amazing to us, and we turned to the factory technicians for an explanation. Here we ran into immediate difficulties, for they spoke an uncouth and incomprehensible language. These technicians were small men, bowlegged and barrel-chested, with broad, impassive brown faces and tilted eyes. I questioned them in a variety of languages, and finally discovered a few words in common in the T’uholo dialect. On the basis of this, I identified them as Western Mongols, perhaps from Ulangom or Yusun Bulak, or even from Ulan Bator. But some of the Turkomans, who also had been shouting questions at the technicians, disagreed with me. Obviously they were Mongols, the Turkomans said; and obviously they were Olots from the deserts of Sinkiang. Others insisted that they were Uighurs from the Karakorum Mountains, and still others were sure that they came from Kashgar. To all of this the technicians nodded vigorously, agreeing with everything, and talking incessantly in their unrecognizable language.
I continued to question these men in my rudimentary Tuholo. But, whether in truth or by guile, the technicians seemed to understand only a few words of this dialect. I asked them, as well as I could, whether they came from Ulan Bator. They made emphatic signs of agreement. They did the same when I asked them about Kashgar, Sinkiang, and Karakorum. Finally, out of irritation, I asked them if they came from New York. They agreed to this also, all the time chattering at me in their ridiculous-sounding language.
“What have you learned?” Dain asked me.
“I have learned that these men come from anywhere you care to mention,” I said sourly. “They speak a language nobody understands except themselves—if they do understand it themselves. By appearance and sound, they are Mongols. But it isn’t completely sure whether they come from Mongolia, Sinkiang, China, or perhaps Tibet.”
Chitai pulled at my sleeve and whispered urgently in my ear. I said to Dain, “Turkoman ideas are usually valueless, but Chitai seems to have thought of a scheme of some merit. He suggests that the best way to get truthful information out of anyone is to heat a rifle barrel until it glows red-hot, and then apply it until the man under questioning discovers some intelligible language.”
“Suppose the man being questioned doesn’t know any of your languages?” Dain asked.
“In the experience of the Turkomans,” I replied gravely, “a person so questioned invariably finds some means of giving the desired information.”
Dain looked thoughtful, which surprised me. I had expected him to reject the notion out of hand, since Americans and British rarely have the stomach for really serious questioning, although they are unbelievably zealous in blowing up things. But Dain gave the idea some thought. At last he shook his head.
“We won’t torture them,” Dain said. “As a matter of fact, we won’t even question them any more.”
“Sir?”
“You heard me, Achmed. I’m not interested in where they come from.”
Indignantly I said, “Mr. Dain, surely you want to learn about this factory, who owns it, who sanctioned it—”
“No, I don’t,” Dain said. “This place is in no-man’s land between three countries, operated by men of a fourth country, or possibly of no country at all. That suits me very well.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir,” I said.
“I’m sure that you do,” Dain said. “If this illegal factory belonged to the Russians or the Afghanistanis or the Iranians, I would have to leave it alone and make an official complaint through diplomatic channels. Similarly, if these technicians told me that they were nationals of Mongolia or China or Tibet, brought here with government approval, then I would have no right to hold them at gunpoint, or to kill their machine-gunners. Do you understand now?”
“I think I do,” I said.
“As matters stand,” Dain said, “we have discovered an illegal factory in an uncertain border area, staffed by men of no definite nationality, and without even an owner on the premises. Our course is clear.”
“Yes sir,” I said, feeling admiration for Dain’s lucid grasp of international realities. “We destroy this factory, which belongs to no one, and no one can complain.”
“Exactly,” Dain said. “Take those technicians outside and let’s get to work.”
Two Turkomans herded the prisoners out of the factory, and six more Turkomans went to the roof and brought down the remaining machine guns. The rest of us prepared the factory for burning. This was easily done, since there were great quantities of alcohol stored in vats. We sprinkled everything liberally, and then moved outside. Dain gave Norotai the honor of starting the fire.
The factory made a beautiful blaze, and we all cheered when the flames leaped skyward. Even the Mongol technicians grinned at the sight; all it meant for them was a temporary loss of work. The Turkomans knew they had struck a mortal blow at their enemies. Dain knew that he had nipped the source of the local heroin trade. This factory, carted piece by piece over mountain, desert, and steppe, would probably never be rebuilt. Even if it were, the Iranian police would maintain a close watch on the area around Imam Baba for years to come.
And I, too, felt a great satisfaction. I could almost feel Dain’s dollars in my purse, and I could look ahead to a new house for myself and my parents, a house with a small orchard and a vineyard, with thick, cool walls and beautiful furnishings. I would marry into a good Isfahani family—something that my ancient name and recent wealth would make eminently possible. My wife would be dark and slim and lovely, quiet and well-mannered, and infinitely alluring. With her money and mine, we would find a business suitable to my new status. Very likely I would become wealthy, have many children, earn great respect in Isfahan—
These glorious visions were interrupted by Chitai tugging roughly at my sleeve. “Stop dreaming,” he said. “There is still work to do.”
“Work?” I asked.
“Of course. We must leave here now, overtake the Altais in the mountains, ambush them.”
I had forgotten all about that part of the plan. Thinking about it now, I could find no particular enthusiasm. Nevertheless, I reminded Dain.
“I’m not very fond of the idea either,” Dain said. “But I want to stop that last shipment of heroin before it leaves the country. I also have to find out how it’s smuggled out of Iran and into the United States.”
“But how can you find that out?” I asked.
“We’ll find a way,” Dain told me.
This meant that my payment was still not quite in my grasp. Dain told me to get the Turkomans ready to travel, and to bring Chitai and Norotai to him.
This was done, and Dain questioned them closely about their knowledge of the heroin after it left the factory. But there was very little they could tell him. Their arrangement had always been to meet the Altais just outside of Imam Baba, then to take the heroin and deliver it to a group of Arabs near the town of Turbat-i-Shaikh Jam. What the Arabs did with the heroin, whom they took it to, who smuggled it out of Iran, and how it was then brought into America, the Turkomans did not know.
This had to be sufficient for now, and we hoped to learn more from the Altais.
The fire was still blazing fiercely when we turned to go. At first the Turkomans wanted to kill the Mongol technicians. They had no particular reason for this; it just seemed a sound, conservative practice. But Dain argued them out of it, saying that it was unmanly to kill defenseless people. In that way, he shamed the Turkomans into letting the technicians go free.
We turned away into the mountains, on the trail which the Altais had taken some ten hours before. By the light of the burning factory, we could see the Mongols talking together. They seemed uncertain what to do. I think if they had spoken our language they might have joined us. As it was, after some consultation, they set off in a body to the east. They might have been striking out for Afghanistan. If so, they had a good hundred-mile walk before they reached a town.
We also were faced with a tiring march. The Turkomans had brought all four of the factory’s machine guns with them. Even taken apart and distributed among our fifteen men, they made a cruelly heavy load. But the Turkomans said they could sell these guns for five hundred dollars each in Afghanistan, and they clung to them along the steep mountain paths with surprising resolution.


CHAPTER TWELVE

We made excellent time in the mountains. The Turkomans marched with strained white faces, bent under the extra weight of machine-gun barrels, tripods, ammunition canisters, and the like. But they marched rapidly, and at dawn we halted only for a hasty meal, then set out again. The midday break was just as brief, and the pace set that afternoon was even faster than before.
I was filled with an unwilling admiration for these Turkomans. They were great boasters, and extremely uncouth people; but they were also tough and incredibly tenacious, making forced marches under conditions which would have broken a civilized man’s heart. They would have made superb troops for any country—if any country could find a cause for which they would fight.
By mid-afternoon we were finding traces of the Altais, and an hour later we found dung from their mules that was still warm. They couldn’t be more than a few miles from us, and now we sent out an advance guard, and detailed men to keep watch on the heights for snipers. Without any command, the Dushak Turkomans settled into silence, and once again we muffled our equipment.
Just before twilight the advance guard came back. They had found the Altais half a mile ahead. They had counted forty-three men, camped openly on the trail. We seemed to have achieved complete surprise, and now the Turkomans quickly moved forward for the attack.
It was twilight when we got into position. The Altais were fifty yards from us. Some were still eating and talking, while others had lain down and gone to sleep. Silently we crept up until the Dushaks’ fifteen rifles were covering them. I was taking no active part in this slaughter, nor was Dain. It was a quarrel among kinsmen, and no affair of ours.
All eyes were now fixed on Norotai, who would give the signal to fire. The Dushaks watched him, and settled their rifles firmly into their shoulders. The Khan raised his hand, paused dramatically, then brought his hand down. Immediately there was a ragged volley into the Altai camp, followed by independent rapid fire. I could see the bullets kicking up little puffs of dust as they struck, and the Altais’ return fire was scattered and uncertain. With the enemy caught off guard, the Dushaks prepared to charge.
At that moment, Dain grabbed me by the shoulder. “Tell them to face around and take cover!” he said. I couldn’t understand what was disturbing him, but he shook me so fiercely that I gave his order to Norotai. The Khan ignored it at first, but then he was struck—as I was—by the unnaturally weak defense of the Altais, and the suspicious ease with which we had ambushed them. He hesitated, Dain shouted at me, and I shouted at Norotai.
Norotai gave the order, and not one second too soon. As the Dushaks turned around and sought cover, rifle and machine-gun fire broke out from above us and to our rear. At the same time, the fire from ahead of us increased.
Seeking an opportunity for an ambush, we had stepped full into one ourselves.

Dain and I both ran for cover. Bullets hummed around us like maddened hornets, and we dropped behind a boulder. But this was no refuge. We started to rise again, and bullets smashed into the rock an inch from my face, showering me with fragments. My forehead was gashed, and my eyes filled with blood faster than I could wipe it away. I took two blind steps, certain that my last moment had come. Then Dain lifted me by an arm and a leg, and I felt myself moving through the air. I screamed; for one terrible moment I thought he had gone mad and hurled me over the cliff.
Instead, he half carried and half threw me to the shelter of the steep mountainside. He bound up my wound, and I saw that four of our Dushaks were dead, caught in the open by the surprise assault. The other eleven had managed to reach the mountainside. All of us were strung out in single file, safe from plunging fire and reasonably well protected from the Altais in front and rear. But our safety was only temporary.
Stretched out in this manner, we could bring no more than two rifles to bear on our attackers. Only the foremost and rearmost men were able to fight, and this they were doing. At Norotai’s orders, these men kept up a rapid fire to discourage a rush, while the Dushaks behind them reloaded and passed fresh rifles. We were holding the position; but we could never move out of it, and in time the sheer weight of the Altai attack would crush us.
A moment later, our rearmost man was hit. He slumped to his knees, was hit again, and tumbled away from the cliff wall. Machine-gun fire finished him off. Another Turkoman moved into his position, and we stretched our line further. At the head of the line, the foremost man was better protected; but concentrated rifle fire was ricocheting off the rocks and singing around his head. At this rate, it would take about an hour to shoot us all down, one by one.
Dain asked, “What about the machine guns?” I translated this, and Norotai looked around quickly, then shook his head.
The Dushaks had dropped the machine guns when they had been fired on. The guns lay in the open, out of reach. But even if we could reach them, they might not help us. They were not light, hand-held automatic arms such as the Altais possessed. They were heavy weapons intended to be fired from fixed positions. Nevertheless, they seemed our only hope.
For a while, Norotai refused to talk about the machine guns. He was too chagrined at being caught in an ambush, and at directing his fire into bales of clothing arranged to look like a party of camped men. But at last he stopped cursing his evil luck and gave consideration to the guns.
They were out in the open, impossible to get; and yet our situation was hopeless without them. It was night now, but starlight was enough for the Altais, who poured bullets into anything that moved. Norotai whispered to one of his men, who shook his head vigorously. Then he spoke to Chitai, who shrugged, declared he was as good as dead anyhow, and handed me his rifle.
He lay down along “the side of the cliff and began to crawl into the open toward the machine guns. Our foremost and rearmost riflemen began a fierce duel with the Altais; and while the bullets whined, Chitai crawled.
He reached a machine-gun barrel and slowly began to drag it back toward the cliff. He had covered less than three yards when the Altais began to fire at him. Chitai got to his feet, was spun around by a rifle shot, staggered three steps toward us, and collapsed. A Dushak seized him before he fell back into the open. Chitai had been shot high in the right shoulder, and also creased in the side. His wounds were not serious, but he would do no more fighting for a while.
This latest casualty took the heart out of us, and we simply pressed close to the cliff wall like dumb animals, while the Altai bullets whined around us. There was nothing to do, not even to surrender; for these Turkoman feuds were carried out without quarter or mercy. And all the time, those four heavy machine guns lay in front of our eyes, tantalizing and unreachable.
Dain, however, was not satisfied to leave the matter at that. He looked at the machine guns for a long time, and at the width of open space between them and the cliff. Then he said to me, “Get me a rope.”
I passed on the request to Norotai, who produced a shiny black horsehair rope from his pack. Dain ran it through his hands and asked for a longer length. No more was available, so Dain took three Turkoman waistbands made of heavy silk, and knotted them onto the rope. Now he had a length perhaps twenty feet long, and he pulled and yanked at each knot to test its security.
He coiled the rope neatly around his arm. I waited, expecting to see him lasso the machine guns in the manner of the people of Texas. But this was not his intention. Instead, he handed me one end of the rope, waited until the Altai fire was heaviest, then gave a blood-curdling shriek and tumbled headfirst into the open.
The move caught us entirely by surprise, and a few of us reached out to help him; but a veritable storm of bullets drove us back. In a moment we saw that he was not dead, and not even wounded. He had fallen less than ten feet from the nearest machine gun. And now, by imperceptible degrees, he was inching across the ground toward the gun.
All of us divined his plan, and we muttered prayers for its success. Very slowly, Dain crawled toward the machine-gun barrel, uncoiling the rope as he went. In the deep gloom of night, it was impossible to say whether he moved or not. He was one shrouded shape among half a dozen, and his progress could only be judged by keeping one eye on a fixed object. At the moment, his greatest danger was that a stray bullet would kill him. The Altais, having nothing else to fire at, pumped an occasional round into the corpses.
Minutes passed, and Dain reached a machine-gun barrel. By straining our eyes, we could see him making his rope fast to the trigger handles; then he was crawling on, toward the gun’s tripod. I wanted to scream at him to come back; but the barrel was of no use to us without its tripod and its ammunition, and Dain knew it. He reached a tripod after agonizing minutes, and fastened his rope. Then he started crawling again, this time trying to reach one of the ammunition canisters.
Before he could reach it, a light machine gun opened fire, and several corpses jerked as bullets marched across them. Dain froze where he was, and we watched in horror as the bullets traced their way toward him. Then there was an angry shout from the Altais, and the gunner stopped firing. Dain had not, even now, been detected, and an Altai leader had told his machine gunner not to waste valuable ammunition on the dead.
Once again Dain started to crawl, and came within reach of the canister. Our hopes soared, until we saw that his rope would not reach that far. We waited while Dain dragged the canister inch by inch to the end of the rope, where at last he could make it fast. Now all that remained was for him to return to our cliff in safety.
His slow crawl began again, and it brought him within ten feet of us. Then the Altais detected his movement and opened fire. Dain, unlike Chitai, did not leap to his feet and run for the cliff. Instead of trying to run through a hail of bullets, Dain crawled to the nearest corpse. He drew the corpse’s arms around his neck, pulled the thing upon his back, and began to crawl toward us once again.
Rifles and light machine guns had found a target now, and they directed their full fury at Dain. Dust flew from the dead man’s clothing as bullets struck him, and each time a bullet struck, Dain winced as if he had been hit. But he didn’t stop crawling, shielded by the dead man on his back. At last he reached the cliffside, and we pulled him to safety.
The corpse tumbled back into the open, and the Altais cheered, thinking they had killed another of us. Dain’s face was gray, and he closed his eyes. I thought he was going to be sick, but he pulled himself together, rubbed his eyes, and gave orders that the machine gun be pulled in very slowly and gently.
Three of us took hold of the line and began to pull. At first nothing happened. Then the heavy machine-gun barrel started to move. In a moment the tripod came under the strain, and then the canister. We needed no orders to pull slowly; in our cramped position, and with so heavy a load, there was no other way we could pull.
Hand over hand we brought in that machine gun, and we cursed it every inch of the way. Twice the tripod dug itself into the ground like an anchor, refusing to budge. When this happened, we passed the line forward or back, changing the direction and pulling the tripod legs clear.
By the time the gun was halfway to us, we could see that one of the knots was slipping. There was no help for this; only the devil himself could join silk and horsehair and hope for a secure bond. We continued to pull, and it seemed to us that we could hear the squeak of the silk as it slipped out of the embrace of the horsehair. In our frantic eagerness we cursed Norotai for not having a rope of sufficient length, and we cursed Dain for not knowing how to tie a decent knot. But we pulled, and the knot squeaked and complained and slipped, and the Altai bullets clipped so close that we expected one of them to sever the line. In the end, we had the knot in our hand before it parted, and a moment later we were the possessors of a precious machine-gun barrel, a tripod, and a full canister of ammunition.
We praised God for this, and we also congratulated Dain. It seemed to us that our salvation was at hand. But our hopes were raised too soon. That machine gun, which solved some old problems, also gave us some new ones.
To begin with, we had to assemble the bulky gun while keeping ourselves pressed against the cliff wall. If a man leaned out too far in his efforts, the Altai bullets would drive at him like hailstones. But the barrel at last rested upon the tripod, and an ammunition belt was taken from the canister and fed into position. Even with this accomplished, we had no room to swing the gun, and nothing to fire it at. So we made hurried plans, and then passed the gun hand over hand to the front of the line.
It was a miracle that no one was killed during this operation. The heavy gun, swinging free on its tripod, needed two men to lift it. Once lifted, it appeared impossible to get it around the bulge of the cliff without exposing ourselves to fire. But at last this was accomplished, and the gun was at the front of our line.
Now we gathered as close around it as we could. Packs and corpses were used as sandbags for the protection of the gunner. The barrel was positioned; then, with a roar, the machine gun began firing.
For long seconds, the gunner raked the area in front of him, forcing the Altais down under a hail of bullets. They knew at once what we were up to, but they were unable to prevent it. The greater part of their forces was at our rear, and the Dushak riflemen were still able to stop them from making a decisive charge. At the front, separated from their companions, the luckless Altais hugged the ground as the heavy machine-gun bullets smashed into the rocks and swept over their heads.
At the peak of the barrage, Norotai gave the order to attack. Two men picked up the machine gun, a third man stayed at the triggers, and a fourth man fed the ammunition belts. The rest of us charged, firing our rifles and screaming like devils.
We caught the Altais still pressed into the ground. With the machine gun leading, we swept their ranks. They broke under this onslaught and scrambled for safety, some retreating down the trail and others trying to climb down the mountainside. The rout was complete.
But then Aziz shouted a warning. We turned and saw the main force of the Altais coming at us from the rear, thinking they could take us by surprise.
Two minutes earlier they would have been successful, but we had cleared out the Altais in front of us, and now we had time to swing the machine gun around. From the protection of the recently vacated rocks, we poured bullets into the Altais as they came across open ground—just as they had recently done to us. We killed perhaps half a dozen before they realized their ambush had been sprung, and retreated to safety.
This ended the fight. Six Dushaks had been killed, leaving nine survivors, of whom three were wounded. Dain and I brought the number to eleven. We wasted no time. Under cover of darkness, and taking the machine gun with us, we moved quickly up the trail. One man was detailed to act as rear guard, to warn us if the Altais tried another attack. But the Altais, scattered into two groups, with a dozen or so dead and perhaps another dozen wounded, were in no mood to charge our machine gun. Some rifle fire was exchanged, and then there was silence.
We continued to march, although we were stumbling with fatigue. By dawn we were out of the high mountains and safe from any surprise attack. But Norotai forced us to keep moving until we were within sight of Imam Baba, on a high point of hillside where we could see for a mile on any side. Then finally we made camp, treated the wounded, and wept for our dead.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Turkomans do not like to think about defeat; it depresses them. For that reason, our disastrous ambush in the mountains was soon transformed into a strategic victory, and our final desperate breakthrough was seen as a glorious culmination of the Dushak Turkomans’ native cunning and courage. This was what Chitai told me a day later as we rode into Imam Baba, and it was what all the Dushaks believed. The fact that they had lost more than a third of their force was simply shrugged off in the glorious light of their accomplishments. After all, Chitai pointed out, they had utterly demolished the factory which was the Altai’s source of wealth; and they were now safe in Imam Baba ahead of the Altais, thereby preventing them from delivering the White Powder.
But sadly, we found that the last was not true. Townsmen told us that a party of ten Altai Turkomans had passed through Imam Baba the previous day, stopping only to hire horses. They had departed in a southwesterly direction, toward Turbat-i-Shaikk Jam.
Dain questioned the horsedealer closely, rewarding him for prompt answers. We learned that they were part of the same group that came out of the mountains every month or so. As usual, they had been armed, and had carried small, plump leather bags.
From this and other information, we deduced that they were an advance party of the Altais, sent out ahead of the main group and entrusted with the heroin. Evidently they hadn’t even known about the battle in the mountains, and had proceeded to go about their business as usual. They were a full day ahead of us, and they had horses. Nevertheless, Dain was determined to overtake them.
In a frantic hurry we tried to hire transportation. No horses were available, since the Turkomans had taken all the worthwhile mounts. We were reduced finally to bargaining for the use of an ancient Mercedes motorcar, the property of a local landowner. The car looked as unreliable as its owner, a shriveled-up, narrow-eyed little man. We bargained for an hour with this avaricious monster, and he steadfastly refused to rent his car at any price. Instead, he wanted to sell it. Judging correctly our urgent need and our lack of time, he pitched his price high and brought it down slowly. Given another two hours, I could have reduced it by half; but Dain told me to buy, and buy I did, at a price sufficient to ship a new Mercedes to the North Pole and back. But we had the last laugh, for Dain gave him a note on the government instead of cash, and the old miser knew he could wait until doomsday if he expected Teheran to honor it.
Now we were ready to start, and we asked the Dushaks to accompany us. But Norotai said that their business with the Altais was finished, and that the small group ahead was no concern of theirs. He and his people were in a hurry to cross the border into Afghanistan and sell their machine guns; and also, I suspect, to put distance between them and the thirty or so Altais still in the mountains.
Not even Chitai would go with us. However, he said that he would keep a watch for any valuable information, and if he discovered anything, he would join us. So Dain paid off the Turkomans—in money, not promissory notes—and we started off alone, just as we had begun.
Soon we were outside Imam Baba, moving at a good speed through the Khurasan foothills. I was driving, and I soon found that our Mercedes had one or two minor defects, such as no brakes. I was able to overcome this difficulty by shifting down at the proper time, cleverly meshing the gears with the skill of a racing-car driver. There was also something wrong with the steering. It required a tremendous amount of twisting before the steering wheel took hold; and when it did, the entire front end of the car shook and trembled. In spite of this, the car had excellent acceleration, which I used to the utmost.
Once or twice Dain asked me to slow down; but I explained that the car’s defects could only be overcome by acceleration and rapid shifting. Dain told me to stop explaining and to keep my eyes on the road. He suggested that he drive, but I refused, explaining that I wanted to accustom myself to this type of automobile. Thereafter, Dain was silent. I thought he would complain when a horse-drawn wagon lurched stupidly into my path, forcing me to veer like a madman, shift upward, and apply acceleration to the utmost. But he didn’t say a word. He sat beside me with his eyes closed and a look of fatalistic resignation on his face, which is quite unusual with Americans.
On the outskirts of Turbat, our Mercedes suddenly blew off its radiator cap, and then, like a coquettish maiden, divested itself of the fan belt. I managed to halt the automobile by first shifting to the lowest gear, then scraping along the side of a farmer’s shed. We examined the car, and found that aside from the other damage, the gears had become mostly stripped and the front wheels had nearly shaken themselves free of the body.
This ended our association with the car. Since it was capable of repair, Dain deeded it back to its original owner, and left money with the police for the car’s use. This was pure generosity on his part, as we had bought the car with a legal government note.
We questioned the inhabitants of Turbat, and found that we had gained nearly half a day on the Turkomans. They had departed less than six hours before, heading due west toward Sultanabad. We were very close; but once again we had no means of transportation.
We lost valuable time in Turbat-i-Shaikh Jam aruging with the Chief of Police. This man was as obstructive as his colleague in Imam Baba had been helpful. He gave us no cooperation, looked at our papers with suspicion, and finally decided that we were Russian spies. We begged this ridiculous man to telephone Teheran or Meshed, but he refused, saying that his superiors expected him to make his own decisions. Then he grew angry and abusive, and we told him what the high officials of Teheran would do to him when they heard how he had treated us. Some notion of fear must have penetrated the layers of bone and fat that surrounded his tiny brain, for at last he consented to call Teheran.
And now another hour passed while the Chief of Police clicked and joggled his telephone, bellowed requests and orders into it, was connected with the wrong government office, got the right office but lost the connection, and at last regained the right office.
The instructions from Teheran must have been emphatic, for the Chief of Police grew extremely anxious to help us. He offered his own car, but one look told us that it would last no better than the Mercedes. This was an impasse, for nowhere in Turbat was there any other transport, except for a few tiny donkeys. I began to lose hope; then suddenly our problem was solved for us.
From the east there appeared a large, very new diesel truck. The Chief of Police ordered it to stop, and we found that it belonged to a Swedish construction company working on a dam across the Kashaf River.
“What is the matter?” the driver asked. He was a tall, bony, light-haired Swede, and he addressed us in German.
“A beautiful vehicle!” the Chief of Police cried. “Gentlemen, will this vehicle suit you?”
“What the hell is up?” the Swede cried in French.
“This will suit us fine,” Dain said.
“Then take it with my compliments,” the Police Chief said, bowing deeply.
“What is it?” the Swede roared in Spanish. “What do you want?”
Dain explained the situation to him in French. The Swede pounded his freckled fist against his truck’s gleaming red fender and said that he was a civilian employee working on a government project under the instructions of a neutral country, and he could not allow us to commandeer his truck. When this was translated, the Police Chief drew a huge machine pistol from his belt and waved it in a menacing manner. The Swede frowned and took a large wrench from the floorboards. The Police Chief backed away, screaming orders and fumbling with the safety catch of his gun.
I calmed him down while Dain talked to the Swede. Dain’s explanations must have been satisfactory, for the Swede thrust his wrench back onto the floorboards, thought for a moment with his lower lip jutting out, and then declared that he didn’t really mind being commandeered. As a matter of fact, he told us, it might be fun. He asked Dain to explain everything to his company, and this Dain promised to do. So we climbed into the cab, waved good-bye to the Chief of Police, and turned down the road to Sultanabad.

The bony Swede turned out to be master of his huge machine, which was necessary on the dubious highway to Sultanabad. The road twisted and writhed like an agonized snake, coiling around steep rock pinnacles, straightening along the edges of deep-cut wadis, then plunging precipitously into shallow gorges and dried-up river beds. A few miserable weeds struggled for existence along the edge of the road, and once we saw a farm, planted with more optimism than sense, slowly dying in the fiery sun. We were on the edge of the Dasht-i-Kavir, the great northern salt desert. Nothing but weeds and lizards could flourish here, and for another hundred miles nothing at all would grow.
Our driver, whose name was Hansen, was a serious-minded person with a habitual frown and the stern air of a man engaged in important business. His somber blue eyes and jutting lip showed that he would stand for no nonsense; he was on the side of common sense, and strongly opposed to any sort of romantic foolishness. Yet here he was, thousands of miles from his native land, driving a truck in the Dasht-i-Kavir. He was a European type I have often seen in Asia: an embarrassed romantic.
I believe that men like Hansen are driven by some unaccountable impulse to leave their good gray homelands and live under bluer skies and a hotter sun, among brown- or black-skinned people, And this would be all very well; but many of these men, having been raised in an atmosphere of bourgeois morality, strict utilitarianism, and common sense, cannot accept the terrible simplicity of their desires. Therefore they hide their naked dreams from the world, and from themselves. They speak matter-of-factly about the excellent pay, which furnishes them with an unassailable motive; and they complain of the filth of Asiatic cities, the bad food, and the boredom. They tell you how good it will be when they can go Home. But of course, embarrassed romantics like Hansen never go Home. They continue to drift, for one excellent reason or another, through the sun-blasted scenery of their fantasies.
This, in any case, was my theory. Hansen’s behavior seemed to bear it out, for he had been eager at first to join us, and now he was having second thoughts about the propriety of the whole thing.
He asked about our work, but Dain would only tell him that we were conducting a criminal investigation in cooperation with the Iranian government. Further questions drew nothing more enlightening, and Hansen was obviously unsatisfied. Having been commandeered, he also wished to be enlightened. And since Dain’s answers were too vague, he proceeded to invent his own explanations.
“Well, well,” he said, “it’s obvious enough. You are of the Central Intelligence Agency. Correct?”
“No,” Dain said. “I have no connection with them.”
“Of course you would say that,” Hansen said. “Secrecy is of the essence, correct? But secrecy also reveals what it hides.”
“Does it?” Dain asked.
“Of course it does! I suppose your business has something to do with Russia, of course. You CIA men are always concerned with Russia. Perhaps you want to find out about missile sites in Central Asia, or start a revolt in the Turkmen Republic. Am I getting close?”
“No,” Dain said.
“I believe I am,” Hansen said. “Perhaps you don’t know it, but a large part of the world deplores such provocative activities. The U-2, the invasion of Cuba ... When are you going to stop such things? You will involve all of us in a thermonuclear war yet. And who will be the winner then? Who, please tell me?”
Dain sighed heavily. The Swede said, “Please don’t misunderstand me. Although neutral, I am oriented toward the West, but I have no quarrel with the Russians. That is understandable, is it not?”
“Yes,” Dain said.
“Then why do you insist upon continuing with these dangerous tactics?”
Dain closed his eyes, then opened them and said, “Policy.”
“Policy?”
“Certainly,” Dain said, his voice suspiciously mild. “Given the current international situation, I don’t see how we can do anything else. We can only hope that the results will justify the risks.”
“Then you are of the Central Intelligence Agency!” Hansen cried in triumph. “And you are here to spy and to stir dissent!”
“Not in Iran,” Dain said firmly.
“Of course not. But in the Turkmen Republic ...”
“The place is ripe for a revolution,” Dain said.
“Indeed?”
“Any well-informed man knows that. I won’t be revealing any secrets by reminding you of the revolt last month in the Tadzhik Republic. You’ve probably read about it in the papers. Less well known but noted in reliable international journals, is the recent uprising in Sinkiang, and the crop failures in the Kirgiz Republic. Remember also the recent upsurge of the Mongol People’s Autonomy Movement in the Western Gobi, as well as the increase in Turkic pastoral nomadism on either side of the Tien Shan Mountains. Put it all together and what have you got?”
“What?”
“A perfect opportunity to fan a revolt throughout Central Asia,” Dain said portentously.
Hansen frowned and bit his lip. “A revolt ... But this could start a general thermonuclear war.”
“Oh, we don’t think so,” Dain said carelessly.
“But you can’t be sure!”
“Can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs,” Dain said with an insane cackle. “Besides, if an escaladed war seems imminent, we can always make a few concessions to the Russians.”
“What concessions could you possibly give them?” Hansen asked.
“Well, I’m not free to reveal that,” Dain said. “Official secrets, you know. But I suppose you’ve read Clausewitz.”
“No, what does he say?”
Dain giggled and said, “Clausewitz defines a neutral state as a country you can cede to an enemy without embarrassment.”
“How monstrous!” Hansen said. “But I think your allies would have something to say about that.”
“I suppose they would,” Dain said. “If we allowed them.”
This brought a short silence. Then the Swede said, “I cannot believe that you would be guilty of such cynicism. To silence your own allies—”
“An ally,” Dain said, “is comparable to a front-line soldier. His value lies in his expendability. Anyhow, in a few years we won’t need our present allies.”
“Why not?”
“I can’t tell you,” Dain said. “I can only remind you of the proven fact that the planet Mars is capable of supporting intelligent life”
Hansen gaped. Then he realized that he had been duped, and he broke into a fury of curses. After his rage subsided, he drove for a while in grim-faced silence. At last a sheepish grin appeared on his face, and he told Dain that it was an “amusing joke. So we were all in good spirits when we rode into Sultanabad and found that we had overtaken the Altai Turkomans at last.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

They were lounging at their ease in the best coffee house in Sultanabad—five yellow-faced Turkomans without a care in the world. Piled high in front of them were platters of spicy oiled beef, an expensive luxury of the town. Their saddlebags were gone, and they jeered when we asked them about the White Powder.
Luckily, the townspeople came to our aid. They had no love for the swaggering Turkomans, and they told us that the Altais had sold their saddlebags for silver on the edge of town. The purchasers had been Arabs, five tall men armed with rifles and revolvers.
No one could agree on what kind of Arabs they had been. Some said they were from southern Iran, others insisted that they came from Iraq, and a few thought they were Saudis. But everyone agreed that their jeep had been I equipped with special tires for crossing sand, and with many extra cans of water and gasoline. They had come the previous night in a very fine new jeep, from Turbat-i-Haidari or somewhere else to the north. They had taken the saddle-bags and driven off to the south, toward Tabbas in the Dasht-i-Kavir desert.
We had uncovered one more section of the long heroin route. It had started beyond the Kopet Mountains and twisted its way through Khurasan. Now we knew that it turned southwest across the Dasht-i-Kavir. This was an important discovery, but I was not pleased about it. I had expected the smugglers to go due south into Baluchistan, or west through the Elburz Mountains. Their choice of the desert road put the affair in a very different perspective.
Dain wanted to set out at once in pursuit, but Hansen refused to go any further. He was afraid for his truck in the rough country ahead.
Dain turned to me. “Achmed, what do you say? Can a truck get through?”
“I suppose there is a slight chance,” I said. “But I don’t think we should risk it.”
“What else can we do?”
“Drive to Meshed and take an airplane over the desert to Yezd, where we may hope to intercept the Arabs.”
“How do we know they’ll even pass through Yezd?” Dain asked.
“We don’t. They might turn off to the south. But Yezd offers our best chance.”
“It’s not good enough,” Dain said. “We’re only about six hours behind them, we know what road they’re on, and we have a good vehicle. Our best course is to keep after them.”
I shook my head. “I am sorry, Mr. Dain, but I am not going with you into the desert. You don’t know the country ahead, but I do; and I have a simple, childish desire to stay alive.”
He thought I was exaggerating when I told him that the Arabs had driven into the heart of the most terrible desert in the world. But I was stating no more than the bare truth, and I tried to make Dain understand this.
The road across the desert runs along the southern edge of the Dasht-i-Kavir, where it merges into the Dasht-i-Lut. In ancient times the road was a caravan trail, but one which men avoided when possible. It was the shortest route from the Persian Gulf to High Tartary; but not one man out of ten survived the blizzards, quicksands, avalanches, and the like.
It was demonstrably the most terrible desert in the world. The Sahara and the Gobi are dotted with oases; but the vast wastes of Central Iran have no watering-spot except at Tabbas. There are animals and plants in other deserts; but nothing can live in the salt deserts of Iran, not even a lizard or a sandflea. Weeds and cactus die, buzzards faint of sunstroke, and even scorpions expire on the superheated volcanic rocks.
That was the desert I did not want to cross.
Dain didn’t-argue with me; but he pointed out that five Arabs had set out to cross the Dasht-i-Kavir in a jeep, and that appeared to be a regular trip with them.
“Crossing the Dasht-i-Kavir can never be a regular trip,” I said. “It is true, some vehicles do make the crossing nowadays. But they are especially equipped, as we are not. And even then, not all of them reach the other side.”
Hansen had been consulting his map, and now he looked up and stated his opinion. “The road to Tabbas isn’t even a road in some places. And beyond Tabbas, the country becomes even worse. If the truck should break down anywhere on the route, we are dead men. Mr. Dain, the trip is not reasonable.”
“I see,” Dain said, and stared at us both for a few seconds. Then he told me to order enough diesel oil, water, and provisions for a trip across the desert to Yezd. I did as he directed. Hansen stared open-mouthed as the supplies were loaded onto his truck. Then he gave an incoherent shout and seized one of the loaders by the arm.
Dain stepped forward and pushed Hansen out of the way. Hansen asked, “What do you think you are doing?”
“I’m loading your truck,” Dain said.
Hansen swore with deep feeling in a language that must have been Swedish. Then he said, “I demand that you stop. I am not going to Tabbas.”
“I know,” Dain said. “I’m borrowing your truck.”
Hansen’s reply was inadequate to express his rage. He began by cursing, and he ended up by spluttering accusations of open robbery.
Dain said, “I’m not stealing anything, Mr. Hansen. I am in pursuit of a group of criminals, and your truck is the only suitable transportation within fifty miles. You and your company will be fully compensated for any loss of time, as well as for any damage that might occur to the truck.”
Hansen gave a snort of disbelief. “Criminals! What have these miserable criminals done to justify this suicidal pursuit?”
“They are carrying several million dollars’ worth of pure heroin,” Dain said.
“Destined for the United States?”
“Yes.”
“But how will they smuggle it in?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Dain said.
“I see,” Hansen said. “I thought it was some foolishness with spies. ... Well, have you ever driven a large diesel truck before?”
“No,” Dain said. “As a matter of fact, I was hoping you’d show me how the gears work.”
Hansen burst into laughter. “Show you the gears! And who will show you how to handle the rig on steep curves? Do you know how to change filters? Do you even know how to change a tire on a truck like this?”
“I’ll find out,” Dain said.
“You’ll kill yourself.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I know so,” Hansen said. “You’ll smash up the truck and your death will be on my hands. My company will ask me why I let you go alone. They’ll become very law-abiding after your death. I’m sorry, Mr. Dain, I cannot permit a novice to drive my truck.”
“You have no choice,” Dain said.
“Oh, shut up!” Hansen said crossly. “I’m telling you that I’ll drive the thing for you. You CIA men may know all about invisible ink, but you’re helpless in front of a piece of machinery.”
Dain thanked him, and Hansen turned away quickly and checked his tires. It was just as I had thought. Hansen’s air of practical common sense was no more than a mask he wore to the world; at heart he was filled with European romanticism. For a minute he had tried to act in a rational manner; but I knew that nothing in the world would have kept him from joining Dain and careering over the desert after a pack of desperadoes.
Turning to me, Dain said, “Achmed, thank you for all your help. As soon as I can, I’ll send you your pay.”
“Thank you,” I said bitterly. I watched while Hansen tied down the extra fuel cans. He had to work hard to keep a disapproving scowl on his face.
The truck was ready at last, and Dain and Hansen got into the cab. Hansen started the engine and slid into gear. Then I stepped around, opened the door, and got in.
“Glad you changed your mind,” Dain said.
“Like Mr. Hansen,” I replied, “I am also unwilling to be a party to murder. You wouldn’t last a day in the desert without an experienced man along. Besides, I want to make sure of my wages, and the bonus.”
We left the town and picked up speed on the flat gravel rim of the Dasht-i-Kavir. Civilization fell away behind us, and the blasted landscape of the desert opened ahead. I told myself that I was a fool, and my companions were madmen. Then I decided to think no more about it. I had proved myself every, bit as mad as Dain and Hansen. There was nothing to do now but wait and see what the fruits of this folly would be.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

We drove along a plain of gravel flanked by marching granite hills on either side. The sun beat down with maniacal fury, turning the cab into a cage of red-hot iron. I was unable to rest an arm on the window edge, or even to lean against the side of the door. The air stirred up by our passage brought no refreshment. It was heated and stale, like the draft of a blast furnace. And to compound our miseries, the truck’s engine added its steady increase of warmth, baking our feet and legs to a turn. I felt like a skewered lark slowly being turned over a charcoal fire. I couldn’t even sweat, for the air was as dry as sandpaper.
After three hours of this torture, we halted to check the tires and stretch our legs. There was no shade on that wide, devastated plain except for the knife-edged shadow cast by our truck. We rested in it for a few minutes, then set out again.
All attempts at conversation had been given up, since talk made our throats hurt. Each of us sat in the middle of his own misery, watching the plain unroll. Nothing moved in the dead-white sky above, and no creature moved on the ground. Only the truck was in motion, and far ahead the low gray mountains seemed to twist and shimmer in the rising waves of heat. The truck and the mountains were the only moving things in this antechamber of hell.
By sunset we had covered a third of the distance to Tabbas. We stopped for the night, for it was too dangerous to continue after dark. Bad country lay ahead of us; first mountains, then swamp, then sand and gravel desert, and then more mountains. Nor could we discount the possibility that the Arabs had somehow discovered that they were being pursued, and were already selecting the best site for an ambush.
We made a quick meal and lay down in the twilight. The relief from the sun was delicious, and I fell asleep at once. But within an hour I was awake. After sunset, a biting cold wind had sprung up and the temperature had plummeted. Shaking and half sick from fatigue, I wrapped myself in two blankets. The wind cut through them like a knife, and sent a continual stream of sand and granite dust into my face. I faced downwind like a horse in a storm, and the wind crept up my pants legs and tried to freeze my buttocks. Cursing, I curled up like a dog and managed to get a few hours of fitful sleep.
Then it was dawn. The wind died away and there was half an hour of blessed relief. But the sun came up, huge and white against a white sky, and soon the desert changed back into a devil’s cauldron. We packed and set out once again.

Within an hour we were in the mountains. Our road was no road at all; it was nothing more than the crude indication of where a road might someday be. Completely impassable during the flash floods of winter, it followed the path of dry river beds and natural ledges. An occasional boulder had been blasted away, and a few goat paths had been dynamited. This constituted the great desert route across Iran from Jumin to Yezd, for which the builders had been paid millions. I only hoped they had been forced to drive over their creation.
Hansen roared up the river beds as if they had been concrete highways. He seemed determined to prove the suicidal nature of our journey, and to show us that nobody but himself could handle a large truck over such treacherous ground. Driving, he resembled a skewered frog, his arms and legs flailing as he twisted the wheel, shifted up or down, applied the accelerator, and stamped down hard on the brakes. I swear that there was a dervish-like light in his eyes as he performed these rites of the machine.
Dain and I were forced to clutch at the roof, sides, and each other to stay upright as the truck swung around curves like a galloping pony. Before our horrified eyes, a high river bed would open onto a curving ledge. Far below us we would see the corrugated surface of the desert waiting to receive us. Hansen would rush on at full throttle; then the accursed ledge would narrow, we would scrape the mountain on one side, while our wheels would scream along the crumbling edge of the other side. In a moment, we must go over; but then the ledge would widen again, twist malevolently, and descend suddenly into another river bed. And Hansen would race on with a satisfied grin on his face, crooning a song of praise to his clever truck. To me this was proof positive of the madness that had brought him on this venture.
We kept up our incredible speed all morning, and it seemed certain that we must overtake the Arabs’ jeep at any moment. But there was no sign of it on the straightaways, although we sometimes saw fresh tire marks or a slick of oil. By noon we were on the desert floor again, and we stopped to eat and stretch our creaking bones. Then I drove the truck for two hours across gravel, until we came into more mountains.
Hansen took over, and attacked the route with renewed vigor. If possible, the ledges and watercourses were narrower than before; Hansen charged into them like a maddened bull. The roar of the engine and the scream of the tires filled my ears; but then I heard a deeper sound and leaned out the window to investigate.
What I saw froze my blood. High above us near the top of the mountain, a gigantic boulder seemed to hang suspended in the air. It turned slowly, lazily, struck the mountainside and leaped into the air, struck again, and dislodged a mass of loose sliding rock.
“Avalanche!” I shrieked.
The main fall of rock was slightly in front of us, reaching down with long dusty fingers. It seemed to me that we just might escape with our lives if Hansen was prompt at the brakes.
But Hansen had other plans. He had taken one upward look at the slide, tightened his grip on the wheel, and jammed the accelerator to the floor.
His strategy might have been excusable on a real road; but in the mountains of the Dasht-i-Kavir it was suicidal. For now the avalanche rained pebbles on our roof, while ahead the narrow road vanished in a dense cloud of dust.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A second later we entered the dust cloud, and our doom seemed certain. Pebbles and loose shale sounded like an army of riveters on our roof, and above us we could hear the deep, growling thunder of the main fall. Was the avalanche upon us, or was it ahead or behind? Its location didn’t matter, for we were unlikely to live long enough to be buried by it. Our first concern was the road, that narrow winding mountain trail with its knife-edge drop to the left. At our present speed of forty or fifty miles an hour, it seemed that we would drive blindly over the edge at any moment.
But here Hansen surprised me. “Pull in your fingers!” he shouted, in a tone of misplaced joviality. Then he cut the steering wheel to the right. The fender scraped hard against the sheer mountain face, and I thought that Hansen had lost his mind. But then I saw that the maneuver was deliberate. Like a man sharpening a knife, Hansen held the fender against the cliff. With a series of delicate maneuvers, he brought the entire right side of the truck into contact. The metal screamed in high-pitched fury, drowning out the sound of the avalanche. The entire truck trembled and bucked; an outcropping of rock clipped off a headlight and a mirror; half the fender sheered away, and the right front wheel seemed to be shaking itself loose. Hansen ignored all this; he was lost in the concentration which his maneuver demanded.
He kept up his speed and turned the wheel gently in and out, maintaining contact with the cliff. The truck rushed blindly through a vast cloud of dust, with a precipice to the left, and with the wail of tortured metal on the right as the only guide to safety. Dain and I were on the floor by this time, and not a second too soon. Fragments of rock were flying in our window like shrapnel, and one outcropping of rock the size of a man’s head smashed through the windshield like a cannonball.
Then suddenly our wild ride was over and we emerged into dusty sunshine. Hansen slowed down, and Dain and I untangled ourselves. We remembered the avalanche, and craned our necks to find it. It was far behind us, a great slide of rock that completely blocked the road.
“Look up there,” Dain said to me. I looked, and saw men on the mountaintop, four or five men, and a jeep. I heard a popping noise, and thought it was the jeep’s engine backfiring. Then bullets rang along the side of the truck, and I knew they were firing at us with automatic weapons, at extreme range.
Hansen needed no instruction. He speeded up at once. The tiny figures on the mountain stopped firing and ran to their jeep. Dain and I saw at once what had happened.
Either the Arabs had discovered they were being followed, or they had doubled back as a safety precaution. They had taken their agile jeep up a slope of the mountain, selected their spot, and planted a charge of dynamite. When we appeared below, they set off the explosive, thinking to bury us in an avalanche, or at least to block the road ahead.
But they had made their plans without taking Hansen’s foolhardiness into consideration. Now we were past their ambush. With a little luck we would soon be past them, blocking the only road across the desert, forcing them to advance at our pace.
The advantages and difficulties of such a position were not fully clear to us yet; but we didn’t dare let the Arabs get ahead of us, at least not until we were out of the mountains. Dain urged Hansen to put on all possible speed, and Hansen complied with insane willingness.
The Arabs had swung their jeep around. They were racing along the mountain edge, toward a slope they could descend to the road. They were a thousand feet above us, moving downward on an intersecting angle. Their faster vehicle was pulling ahead, even though Hansen had the accelerator to the floor.
They continued to gain, and their jeep bounded across the steep incline like a hare. Hansen gritted his teeth and pounded the steering wheel with his fist, urging the truck to make a greater effort. Dain had taken out a rifle and was trying to steady it on the violently shaking window sill. The Arabs were holding on for their lives as their jeep took the slope in a series of impossible leaps.
They were well in front of us; but now they had to lock their brakes to keep from plunging over the edge when they reached the road. The jeep slid, and the driver swerved back and forth across the slope in an effort to reduce his speed. They managed to reach the road ahead of us, but only by flying the last twenty feet or so. The jeep landed squarely, and promptly blew out the two front tires. The driver was just able to hold the road; he swerved back from the edge at the last moment and clawed to a stop against the cliff’s edge.
A moment later we were on top of them. The Arabs scrambled into the ditch, and Hansen was forced to the outer edge of the road in order to pass their jeep. I swear that I felt one of our wheels spinning with nothing but air under it; and then we were past them and back on the road.
Hansen drove on for about five hundred yards, then stopped. His hands were trembling, and his complexion had faded to a dirty grayish-yellow. He got out and walked around the truck, kicking the tires and muttering to himself. He stared at the damage for a long time, frowning deeply, as though he were trying to remember when it had happened. In truth, the appearance of the truck was scarcely credible. Fifteen minutes ago it had been a gleaming modern vehicle; now it looked ready for the scrap heap. The windshield was smashed, and the right front fender and headlight had been torn off. Most of the paint was gone from the right side, and the surface had been deeply dented along its entire length. There was a stitching of bullet holes across the rear, and one boulder from the avalanche had put a sharp dip in the middle of the tank, giving it the look of a Bactrian camel.
We held a council of war to estimate our situation and decide upon our best course of action. Hansen declared that the truck was still serviceable, and that the tires had held up better than he had expected. But he also said that there was no way of telling how much longer the truck would continue without a breakdown. He said this in an aggrieved tone, as if Dain and I had been the careless driver who had damaged his beautiful vehicle. Poor Hansen was eternally unable to decide whether he was a gentleman adventurer or a responsible citizen.
The Arabs were temporarily immobilized. But as soon as they had repaired their tires, they would come after us. They had greater speed and agility, and greater firepower. We could probably restrain them as long as we were in mountainous country; but after that, it was any man’s guess. For now, in order to prevent them from running close up and shooting the truck’s rear tires, we would have to post a guard on the roof.
I could see where this idea was leading, and I protested violently. The roof was exposed, I said, and it would be impossible to maintain a grip there over rough roads. Whoever took the position of rear gunner wouldn’t last ten minutes.
Dain disagreed with me. He pointed out the catwalk that ran along the roof of the truck, and the raised hatch near the rear. A man could get a good grip on the catwalk, and be protected behind the hatch.
Except on curves, I said.
“I’ll take the first hour,” Dain said. “Then you’ll relieve me.”
I couldn’t very well refuse. We had no more time to waste, for the Arabs probably were almost ready to take the road again. Hansen and I got into the cab, and Dain crawled down the catwalk along the roof. He had a rifle and a bandolier of ammunition slung over his shoulder. Hansen looked at his shattered windshield and shook his head. Then he started up. Soon we were rolling at a good speed.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Late in the day we came to Tabbas, a wretched oasis village in the middle of the Dasht-i-Kavir. We replenished our water supply, bought what food we could from the fifty-odd inhabitants, and moved on. Ahead of us lay the worst of the desert, and somewhere behind us was a jeepload of armed and angry Arabs.
We were moving over flat country, under a full moon, so we continued through the night. I relieved Dain at the rear gunner’s post on the back of the truck. Toward dawn, he took over the position again. The Arabs hadn’t shown themselves, and I began to think they had suffered some disabling injury to their jeep.
But they appeared shortly before noon, and for half an hour they stayed well behind us, apparently looking us over and planning their tactics.
When they made their move, it was done with great dash and suddenness. Partially concealed by dense streamers of dust, the jeep charged toward us like a troop of cavalry. Dain fired steadily from the roof, and I, leaning far out the window, fired whenever the jeep came into my sights. I saw dots and streamers of red coming from the jeep; they were firing at us with automatic weapons. I heard bullets hammer against the rear of the truck, and one lucky burst creased the door on my side. Then Dain put a bullet through their windshield and two more bullets through their fenders, just missing the tire. The jeep immediately dropped back out of range.
Two more times the Arabs tried to advance against us, and each time they were driven back. Their firepower was much greater than ours, but it was lacking in range and accuracy. Also, the front of their jeep was extremely vulnerable. There was nothing to hit in the rear of our truck except the tires or the gunner, and these were difficult targets. Dain kept himself well down, and the rear tires were tucked under the frame of the truck and partially protected by the overhang of the body. After their third try, the Arabs dropped back and followed us at a safe distance, apparently trying to think of some new course of action.
We continued through the blistering day, stopping at noon to refuel from our extra cans of diesel oil. We found that two cans had been punctured by gunfire; but Hansen thought that we still had enough to reach Yezd. During this stop, we parked the truck across the road. Dain and I took up defensive positions in the rocks while Hansen filled the fuel tank. The Arabs tried to edge in, but our long-range rifle fire held them at a safe distance.
I could imagine their feelings. Here they were, with beautiful new submachine guns, marvelous creations which made a satisfying chatter and threw out brightly colored tracer; and yet they were thwarted by two men with rifles. Our effective range was at least fifty yards greater than theirs, and it made all the difference. But Arabs have always had a weakness for ferocious-looking toys of war.
When our refueling was done, we continued on our way. Dain and I changed guard positions regularly as the sun crept down the sky, but we anticipated no trouble. There seemed to be no reason why we couldn’t lead the Arabs into Yezd, not more than a hundred miles away, and there arrest them with the aid of the local police.
But of course I wasn’t considering the treacherous nature of the Dasht-i-Kavir. The desert had been unbelievably benign so far; but only in order to lure us to our destruction. At early twilight it showed its true nature by bogging us down on a wide salt flat.
We maneuvered the truck out and proceeded with greater caution. A wind had sprung up, and the dusty surface of the desert was flung in our faces. Hansen had to slow down. But even exercising all his skill, he couldn’t keep us out of another bog. The truck sank to the top of its hubcaps, and we got out to survey our situation.
Once we were immobilized, the desert struck in all its fury. The wind changed in pitch from a hum to a scream. The air was nearly solid with dust, sand, and rock fragments. We continued to work, attaching a rope to the rear axle and anchoring the end in the firm ground behind us. The wind rose to blizzard force, blotting out any separation between land and sky. It was like a midnight within a midnight, for you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. We stopped work and crawled under the truck for protection.
No sooner were we sheltered than Dain put his mouth to my ear and shouted, “This would be a good time for them to attack.”
I shouted back, “If they move ten feet from their jeep, they’ll never find it again.”
But Dain didn’t believe me, and I didn’t even believe myself.
Arab nomads are true children of the sands. No man can say what is possible for them in the desert and what is not. I gripped my rifle tightly and glared into the sandstorm. Nobody could be moving in it, I told myself. It was impossible, suicidal, and not to be considered.
But somehow I knew that the impossible was happening now, and that those five murderous sons of a diseased whore were moving across the sands toward us—shadowy figures hidden in the darkness of the storm.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

We three held an immediate council of war, head to head, speaking in shouts which became whispers when the wind snatched our voices away. Our immediate problem was to protect ourselves and our truck—especially the truck. If the Arabs were able to immobilize us out here in the desert, we were as good as dead. The Dasht-i-Kavir kills as surely as a bullet in the stomach, and nearly as fast.
Hansen, made nervous by the sudden loss of visibility, wanted to entrench himself with some solid object at his back, there to blast away at anything that moved. My own scheme was more elaborate. I wanted to stake out an overlapping set of triplines, with myself at their center, like a spider.
Dain made short work of these ideas, which I suppose were more representative of our state of mind than of our wits. Hansen’s scheme he called static and suicidal; and mine, Dain said, was unworkable and easily circumvented.
He was right, of course; and Hansen and I, rather sulkily, asked him what he would suggest.
With his maddening flair for improvisation, Dain had an answer ready. We would go out on ropes, he told us, ropes fastened to the truck on one end and to a man on the other end. Thus, tethered like goats, we would be able to patrol the area around the truck, crawling along the ground like earthworms.
Hansen and I were opposed to this scheme. But Dain asked us if we preferred to sit in the truck and wait for someone to shoot us, and we had no effective answer. I doubt if any man has ever successfully prevailed against Dain, once he has made up his mind.
So, in a matter of minutes, Hansen was tied to a short line, to guard the motor and front wheels of the truck. Dain, on a long rope, planned to guard the right side where the fuel tank and most of the extra cans of diesel oil were located. I, on another long line, was to patrol the rear.

I crawled out with a rope tied to my waist and a rifle slung across my back. In less than five feet I was unable to see the truck or anything else. The wind shrieked like a gigantic beast in agony, and the desert churned up like a storm-driven sea. The land had ceased to obey the law of gravity; what had been vertical and stationary was now horizontal and in violent motion. I had grown accustomed to an endless stream of sand being blown into my face; what was disconcerting was the fact that this happened no matter what direction I faced. The wind of the desert, obeying no law but its own, came at me from all sides, pelting me with an endless assortment of sand, gravel, rocks, and thorn bushes.
I crept forward, praying that my rope was knotted securely, and also praying that the Arabs had the sense to remain in their jeep. Through streamers of murky air I crawled, my turban wrapped around my face and my eyes nearly closed, over an infernal landscape of unmistakably malign intent. Foot by foot I progressed to the end of my tether, turned to crawl back—and then my outstretched hand encountered rough cloth.
My hand recoiled as though it had touched a scorpion. I lay absolutely still, glaring into the wind and seeing nothing, listening for a suspicious movement and hearing nothing. I am not ashamed to say that for a second I thought I would faint with fright.
In a moment I pulled myself together and considered the situation with icy calmness. My fingertips still retained a distinct impression of the cloth. It had been a rough fabric, and loose in the weave. In my mind’s eye I could see the coarse unbleached cotton from which an Arab’s djellabah is woven. Obviously my groping hand had detected one of our enemies. The immediate question was, had the Arab felt that touch? Had I put him on his guard? Was he waiting now, ready to cut me apart with his machine gun as soon as I gave away my position?
I held my breath through an eternity of seconds, anticipating my death at any moment. But nothing happened. There was no sound except for the iron roar of the wind, and no movement except for the blown sand, rock, and thorn. I realized that my enemy could not have known my fingers from the tugging fingers of the storm. The advantage was mine, and I readied myself for action.
But what sort of action should I take? The rifle, digging painfully into the small of my back, was a clumsy weapon at close quarters. If I should miss with it, or only wound, the Arab would surely kill me with his machine gun. Perhaps I could fire, and then try to club him with the rifle butt; but this struck me as a dangerous sort of blindman’s buff.
That left the long knife in my belt. My best move, it seemed to me, was to leap upon the man and stab repeatedly. But I hesitated, for a knife is a peculiarly unpleasant weapon, and a berserk stabbing-bout is not to everyone’s taste. I went so far as to withdraw my knife and grip it in fighting position; but the cold, slick feel of the blade made me quite sick to my stomach.
I honestly believe that it was not cowardice which made me withdraw. As everyone knows, the man who can kill with a rifle at a hundred yards is not necessarily the man who can kill with his bare hands at no distance at all. For the former, one needs a hunter’s instinct; for the latter, one must possess the mentality of a butcher. Besides, my primary job was to guard the truck, not to slaughter Arabs. Therefore I cautiously began to crawl back toward the truck in order to consult with Dain on our best course of action.
I had gone no more than five feet when some instinct made me stop. I glared into the swirling sands, and my ears ached with listening. Then, very slowly, I put out my hand. Gently, very gently, my fingers advanced—and touched the same coarse fabric as before. I pulled back as though I had been burned.
Somehow, the damnable Arab had gotten behind me. My retreat was cut off, and there was nothing to do now but use the knife.
I readied myself, sitting upright with my knife hand pulled back, my other hand reaching in front of me, my total concentration focused on my searching fingers. I touched cloth; my pounding heart tried to leap into my mouth, and I flung myself forward with an involuntary scream, stabbing downward with all my strength.
I felt a body twist beneath me, moving with the strength and suppleness of a python. My knife missed its target, plunging into the sand. I pulled it free; then my assailant had one hand on my knife-wrist, the other in my hair. He banged my head severely against the ground, and I tried to remember, my prayers.
Then I heard Dain’s voice in my ear, shouting, “Achmed, will you for Chrissakes stop trying to stab me?”
More out of reflex than recognition, I stopped struggling. Dain released my hair but kept a hold on my knife-hand. He asked, “Do you know who I am, Achmed?”
“Yes, yes, I know,” I said angrily. “Please release me, Mr. Dain.”
He did so. Feeling that I had been made a fool of, I asked him, “What are you doing in the area I’m guarding? How am I supposed to know—”
“I’m in the right area,” Dain said. “But you seem to have strayed.”
“Impossible!” I said. “Anyhow, how was I to know it was you?”
“I told you twice,” Dain said.
“What?”
“When you first touched me, I told you who I was. I also told you to get back to your own area. You backed to one side, then came at me again. I told you again, the second time you touched me, and then you leaped.”
“By God!” I said. “You must have whispered, for I didn’t hear a word.”
“I shouted. You must have been concentrating too hard to hear me.”
“Preposterous,” I said, feeling more foolish than ever, and unable to think of an adequate answer. “The wind must have confused me. ... How did you know who I was?”
“I could hear you cursing to yourself,” Dain said.
“Well, well,” I replied, “strange things happen in these desert storms. I suggest that we return to our areas, and not sit here discussing things like a pair of old women.”
“Good idea,” Dain said, and crawled away, vanishing into the storm.

I followed my rope back to the truck and started out again, taking the utmost care with my orientation. Never in my life had I felt more chagrined. I had known for a long time that strange hallucinations can occur in the Dasht-i-Kavir, and that the senses can temporarily become deranged. I knew of the panic that sometimes strikes men during a desert storm, obliterating the plainest common sense. But I had never thought myself subject to these things. It was especially embarrassing for it to have happened in front of Dain, who tended to project a spurious but uncomfortable image of infallibility. Still, I found some comfort in the thought that Dain probably did not have sufficient imagination to experience a real hallucination.
The hours of the night passed, and the wind kept up its efforts to smother us. I patrolled carefully inside my area, with every nerve stretched to an aching tension, waiting for an enemy who never appeared. From time to time I drank a little sand and water from my canteen, and ate a morsel of sand and rice to keep up my strength. The treacherous dark hour before dawn came, the hour usually favored by Arabs for their attack. I struggled to keep awake and alert; but my fatigue was so great that my eyelids seemed to droop under soft, heavy weights, and a delicious sensation of peace stole over me.
Recognizing the danger, I rallied and forced myself to crawl. But sleep enveloped me even as I was moving, and I dreamed of blue mountain lakes beneath a soft azure sky, of tall fountains with multicolored jets of water rising and falling along the white marble rim, of green irrigated fields beneath a mist of rain, of a water-soaked rag to lay across my forehead—
Abruptly I awoke with every sense alert. I had slept and dreamed while crawling, and the dreams had seemed unutterably real. The water-soaked rag was still in my hand, but dry now, and subtly altered. Then I realized that, instead of a rag, I was holding a piece of rope.
My nerves jangled an alarm. I waited, and in a moment, it slithered for a foot or two, then stopped.
Determined to make no absurd mistakes this time, I traced my own rope to be sure I had not circled across it. But it was not my rope. It belonged to someone else; the question was, who?
I sat and thought, and every few moments the rope moved, roughly parallel to my own rope, toward the truck. After due thought, I decided it had to be Dain’s lifeline. Apparently I had strayed into his area again; or perhaps this time he had strayed into mine.
I was about to tell him this when a disturbing thought settled over me. I touched the rope again, fingering it with great delicacy. Our ropes were made of heavy, hard-twisted manilla. But this rope had been braided out of flat cotton strips. Unless I had completely lost my senses, this rope belonged to one of the Arabs.
I drew my knife. But the long vigil, the accidental encounter with Dain, the fury of the storm, all had drained me of energy and initiative. My hands were shaking, and I knew that I could never bring myself to follow that rope and stab the man at its end. I nearly wept with frustration. At last, making the best of my frailties, I reached out and severed the Arab’s rope, seized it by the end, and gave a violent tug. Then I flung myself aside and rolled away.
The response was immediate; a burst of machine-gun fire stabbed the ground near the place where I had cut the rope. I kept on rolling, and the Arab kept on firing. He whirled in a circle, firing all around him; but I was far away now.
Three rifle shots stabbed out from a different direction, and there was a high-pitched scream of pain. Dain had evidently fired at the Arab’s muzzle-bursts. There were no more shots. I could imagine the Arab crawling on the ground, trying to find the severed end of his lifeline. I waited for a moment, then followed my own line back to the truck.

In the east, a dim sulphurous glow lightened the horizon. With the first trace of dawn, the storm moved away. In less than an hour the wind had fallen to a whisper, and we were able to look into each other’s blistered faces.
There was little time for congratulations. We went to work at once, digging out the truck. It looked exactly like a tall, slope-sided sand dune, and if we had not been fastened to it we would never have found it. In four hours we had removed enough sand to let Hansen assist us with the motor. And an hour later, by the use of shovels, ropes, and levers, we were under way again.
But we were not done. Looking back, we saw a familiar cloud of dust on the road. Those accursed Arabs were still pursuing us. Dain watched them for a long time through his binoculars. At last he was able to tell us that our five enemies had been reduced to four.
That, I felt, more than made up for my earlier error.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Anticlimax is the one stable human condition. Action begets reaction, enthusiasm breeds boredom, tension is a prelude to flaccidity, and heroics are only possible to one with a poor memory. ... With these maudlin aphorisms and ill-fitting oppositions, I tried to weave a soft philosophical frame around a hard new fact.
It happened at midday, when we left the mountains and came onto a wide gravel plain. The driver of the jeep, seeing his opportunity, swung off the road. Keeping out of rifle range, he drove parallel to us, then passed far in front and returned to the road. For a few minutes we saw the bouncing rear of the jeep; then we saw only exhaust fumes and dust; and finally we saw nothing.
It was insupportable. We had overtaken those Arabs several hundred miles back, had survived their murderous ambush and fought them to a standstill during a desert storm. And the result? Not fifty miles outside of Yezd they passed us, as easily as one would pass a donkey cart on a highway. Despite all our efforts, we had lost them. Bad philosophy comes easily in such a moment.
Dain accepted this crushing event with his usual air of indifference. When I questioned him, he said that he had expected to lose the jeep, and would have been very surprised if something like this hadn’t happened. When I said that the Arabs might be lost to us forever, Dain told me that there would still be plenty of criminals left in the world. This was probably a joke, but I believed it came close to Dain’s real attitude.
Hansen possessed neither Dain’s perspective nor my sense of the ridiculous. He was very angry, and he cursed the Arabs for five minutes in four languages. Then, turning from the present to the past, he berated Dain for forcing him to come on a risky and hopeless adventure. He was extremely vehement about this, and it took me a minute to realize that he was thinking about the possible damage to his truck rather than to his person. When I understood this, I am afraid that I burst into rude laughter.
“And you!” Hansen roared at me. “You worthless leech, you chicken-hearted bastard, you bird-brained imbecile! You call yourself a guide? Well, you know this desert about as well as you know your ass, and quite obviously you’ve never had a good look at either.”
My hand went to my knife, and Dain was forced to restrain me. I contented myself with telling Hansen certain undeniable truths about his complaisant mother and his anonymous father, his diseased sister and his pandering brother. For good measure, I threw in a dozen barbed witticisms concerning his nationality, his occupation, his intelligence, and his masculinity. A faint smile from Dain told me how well I had scored; but Hansen, with his maddening obtuseness, hadn’t even listened. He was still chuckling at his pathetic joke about me as a guide.
Dain made peace between us, pointing out that I was here as an interpreter, and had never pretended to be a guide. Hansen said he was sorry; but he couldn’t stop chuckling at his joke. I apologized also, saying that I had been wrong in judging the family by the man. This subtlety, of course, went completely over Hansen’s head. So we drove on in silence, our nerves badly frayed and our tempers barely in check.
By the time we reached the outskirts of Yezd, fatigue and a sense of letdown had brought me to the point of apathy. I no longer cared about the heroin-smuggling Arabs, and not even the thought of my wages could cheer me up. Hansen seemed to have similar feelings, and we found ourselves in a dubious sort of comradeship. Dain, as might be expected, kept up his irritating pretense of stoicism. But when we were in Yezd, he urgently requested me to find him a clean rest-room.
The thought of the grim, tough, stony-faced Mr. Dain with a full and aching bladder made me giggle. Dain didn’t see anything to laugh at, and he told me I had a primitive sense of humor, of the sort possessed by bushmen and anthropoid apes. He was annoyed for a while; but after I found him a restroom his good humor was somewhat restored.


CHAPTER TWENTY

At Yezd, the desert road splits north and south, one section going north by way of Isfahan and the other south through Kerman. Neither can be said to be the road to Abadan; between the Persian Gulf coast and the interior desert stand the Zagros Mountains. Both roads take full recognition of this fact, and reach the sea by devious approaches. The northern road makes its turn at Daulatabad and crosses the lower Zargros range at Burujird. The southern road pivots on Shiraz, then proceeds up the coastal plateau. In the dry season, the shorter southern route is preferred. This, we learned, was how the Arabs had gone.
And so we continued after them, in a haze of heat and monotony. Our truck was visibly deteriorating with every mile, and so were we. Unending headaches were our common lot, caused by the glare of the summer sun, the heat of the engine, and the continual vibration of the cab. Aside from that, Dain and Hansen suffered from a mild dysentery, while I had a racking cough brought on by diesel fumes. Our miseries didn’t bring us closer together; on the contrary, each of us retired into his own solitude of pain, from which he emerged only to mutter some insult at the man beside him. We began to bicker, and our arguments were so petty that I would not care to repeat them. And still we drove on, taking turns at the wheel and suffering our way through Kerman, Mashiz, Saidabad, and Niriz.
At each stop, we learned that the Arabs had gained more precious miles on us. But I doubt if any of us cared. It had become a way of life for us, this endless driving across the expanse of Iran. Our morale was too low for us to question our fate; we simply went on, like enslaved men, chained forever to our mechanical master.
I began to take a perverse pleasure in each sign of the truck’s deterioration. I noticed with glee that the shock-absorbers were no longer functioning, the steering wheel had become sluggish, and the entire frame swayed around curves like a stricken beast. I listened to the knocks in the engine, and I told myself that soon the pistons would punch a hole through the block. I listed every automotive disaster I could think of, and calculated its probability. Incapable of action, I knew that my release would come only with the death of the truck. And yet, I worked as well as Dain or Hansen in trying to repair what I could.
By the time we reached Shiraz, our quarrels had ended. We detested each other too thoroughly for mere words to express. God knows what the others thought of me; I only know a single glance at Hansen’s pale, stubbly face and limp hair gave me acute discomfort, and an urge to take him by the nose and twist. As for Dain, his thin features and hooded, bloodshot eyes looked scarcely human. The others reciprocated in their feelings for me.
We came into Shiraz like three blood-enemies. Our truck stalled near Omar’s mosque and refused to start again. Hansen swore a little for the sake of appearances, but I know he had wished for this as dearly as Dain and I had. We took the collapse of the truck with great calmness, and proceeded on foot to the police station. There we learned that the Arabs’ jeep had gone through the city two days ago, and had not been reported since.
So we had lost them after all. They probably had continued to Abadan; but this was not certain. They might have gone to any other port on the Persian Gulf. They might have crossed the Euphrates into Iraq, and they might even have doubled back and gone to Hormuz. I told this to Dain.
Dain said, with remarkable calm, “Don’t worry about it, Achmed.”
“ ‘Don’t worry about it,’ ” I repeated. “No, of course not. We have crossed deserts, survived ambushes and avalanches, suffered agonies beyond belief; and now, as the grand result of our work, we have lost the game and the prize. Our thousand-mile race was for nothing! And you tell me—”
“Achmed,” said Hansen, “will you kindly shut your big, stupid goddamned bellyaching bloody goddamned mouth?”
“Take it easy, Hansen,” Dain said.
I stared at the two men and I realized that the only adequate response was to shoot them both dead, and then to kill myself. But killing myself would be difficult with a rifle; I would have to pull the trigger with my big toe. This would call for a monkey-like agility, which would look absurd. But if, on the other hand, I could borrow Dain’s revolver ...
To request the loan of Mr. Dain’s revolver, shoot him dead with it, then shoot Hansen, then myself—suddenly this seemed too silly for words. I began laughing at the ludicrous sense of importance with which men are cursed. The laughter cleared my head; I nodded pleasantly to Dain and Hansen, turned on my heel, and walked away.
“Where are you going?” Dain asked.
“To a bath!” I replied. “As far as I am concerned, the Arabs can sell their heroin in every port on the Persian Gulf, from Hormuz to Sharja and back again. I’m not going to think about it until I’ve soaked a week’s crust from my skin.”
For a moment, Dain looked like a man betrayed; but then he regained his sense of proportion, passed a hand over his grimy face, and said, “You’re right, Achmed. An extremely long bath, a decent meal, and then some sleep. Wait a minute, I’m coming with you.”
Hansen stared at us disapprovingly. To take a bath at this moment of high tragedy clearly offended his sense of propriety. But perhaps he remembered that Dain was the detective, not he, for he joined us, wearing a little frown which proclaimed that he was engaging in frivolities against his better judgment. There was surely no doubt in Hansen’s mind as to which should be the detective and which the truck driver. His air of moral superiority might have grown unendurable; but it passed with the first delicious splash of cool water on his blistcred skin.
Like other good things, the world-famous baths of Shiraz have suffered a deterioration since the war. But they are still the best in Iran, which means the best in the world. Whenever you hear a man speak of the glories of the Turkish bath, you are listening to the voice of popular ignorance. The Turks, previously an excessively unwashed people, stole the concept of the bath from us. And their baths are good enough, in a crude, straightforward sort of way. But to enjoy true rest and languor, to get the ultimate in enjoyment, you must take the baths in Tabriz or Isfahan, or—if humanly possible—in Shiraz.
We came to the main bathhouse in Shiraz, removed our shoes, and passed into the cool, spacious, twilight interior. After the necessary formalities, we were able to wash, scrape, soak, and steam, to rinse ourselves with rose water and wash again, until the oils and soaps of Shiraz had taken the desert crust from our hides. But that was only a prelude, for now we were pummeled and twisted by clever-handed masseurs, and our muscles were kneaded and our joints loosened. This went on until Dain groaned and said he would be disabled for a month. But he only betrayed his ignorance of the art, for when the masseurs were done, Dain and the rest of us felt as supple as boys.
Now we washed again, took the steam until we were purple in the face, and then plunged into icy water. This cleansed the pores of their last residue of grime. Dain said that it was a good way to bring on a heart attack, but he was only making a joke.
So at last, as clean as humans ever become in this world, we swam at our leisure in the huge central pool. Fountains of colored water played over us, as in my dream; and we were able, at last, to look back on our desert journey with fondness, and at each other with a sensation of comradeship. All our pettiness was washed away in the healing waters of Shiraz, which purify souls as well as bodies.
We swam and laughed and reminisced, and found relief from the hard road behind us and the harder road ahead.
Presently, close to the edge of the pool, we heard a rough voice say: “By God! That I should live to see this day! Arab magic has changed Mr. Dain into a fish—a very pale fish, and not good eating. And his companions have become mud-turtles.”
Once I heard the voice, there was no need to look; but look I did, and beheld Chitai, his yellow face grinning nastily, his thin mustache more insolent than ever. He still wore his tattered linen gown and high sheepskin hat, his cartridge belt, knife, and rifle, and his soft leather boots. All he lacked was his horse, which doubtless was in an adjoining room. He carried his usual odors of stale mutton and sweat. As usual, he seemed excessively pleased with himself.
“What are you doing here in Shiraz?” I asked him.
“You didn’t expect to see me again, did you?” Chitai said. “Yet here I am, a thousand miles from the border country. We Turkomans go where we please and God help the man who tries to stop us.”
“I realize that you are brave and adventurous past human understanding,” I said. “But aside from that, what are you doing here?”
“I’ve come on business,” Chitai said. “That is, if your swimming allows you any time to think about smuggling.”
Spoken like an unwashed Turkoman! Unfortunately, I could think of no adequate retort; a naked man is always at a disadvantage in front of a clothed man. We got out of the pool hastily, dried ourselves, and dressed, and went to a café to discuss business with Chitai.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Over sweetened rice cakes and many cups of tea, Chitai told us why he had crossed Iran to seek us out. His story was typically Turkoman—dubious, contradictory, complicated, and unbearably lengthy. Reduced to fundamentals, it was simple enough: the Dushaks needed more money with which to buy arms, and they had thought of their wealthy friend, Mr. Dain.
“And so here I am,” Chitai said. “I have the information you need so badly, the information about the Arabs and the White Powder. You have the money which my people require. So if you will give me a few thousand dollars, I will—”
“Just a minute,” Dain interrupted. “How did you get here so fast?”
“I took the airplane from Meshed.”
“And you know where the Arabs are taking the heroin, and who they will give it to?”
“I know many of the Arabs’ secrets. What I don’t know, I can find out.”
“If you know so much,” Dain asked, “why didn’t you sell me the information in Meshed or Imam Baba?”
“Because then I did not know,” Chitai said triumphantly. “I only found out after you had left.”
I said, “This man is obviously lying.”
Chitai glared at me and said, “Didn’t I lead you to the place you wanted to find? Didn’t my people fight and die for you, and burn the factory? We were faithful then; why should it be different now?”
“All right,” I said. “How did you learn where the Arabs take the heroin?”
“It happened in the following manner,” Chitai said. “First of all, we knew that the Arabs who deliver the White Powder were Sanniya Bedouin from Iraq. You might have noticed that from their headdress. In order to learn more, we seized an old Sanniya from his camp near Kashmar, and we questioned him. He was a very stubborn old man, but after a night of questioning he told us what we wanted to know. He told us just before dawn, when the will is at its weakest, and he died soon after.”
Chitai saw the expression on Dain’s face, and heard the low disapproving grunt from Hansen. So he hastily added, “This Arab was a very bad man, a murderer many times over, whose life was forfeit whenever his enemies caught up to him. So we did no wrong by killing him. In fact, we did a great deal of good. In any event, what we did should concern nobody but the Dushaks, for now the Sanniya are our enemies. We took that risk in order to learn your secret.”
“Barbarians!” Hansen said.
“What if the Arab lied to you?” Dain asked.
“He didn’t lie.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure,” Chitai said. “He told us everything he knew. But he was not a very important man, so naturally he didn’t know every little detail.”
“Could he identify the man who receives and pays for the heroin? Or was that one of the little details he didn’t know?”
“We asked him about that,” Chitai said, “but the man was unable to tell us. As I said, he was an extremely unimportant man. You couldn’t expect him to know everything.”
Hansen shook his head in annoyance. “To torture a man for any reason is a sin,” he stated in solemn tones. “But to torture a man who can’t even tell what you want to know—that is the act of a stupid bungler. Mr. Dain, this man is inept and untrustworthy, as well as being a fiend.”
I translated this for Chitai’s benefit. He said angrily, “You call it clumsy? By God, it was the cleverest thing we ever did! That old man was practically an outcast among his own people, and the Sanniya will accept blood-money for him. If we had questioned any other man, the feud would never have ended.”
“But he didn’t have the necessary information,” Dain said.
“He did, though! He knew most of what we wanted. He told us where the White Powder is taken, and how often, and in what quantities, and how much is paid for it, and what sort of man the buyer is, and many other things. And more important—he told us how we could learn anything else we required.”
“How?” Dain asked.
“That is part of what I am selling,” Chitai said coolly.
He wouldn’t say another word until a price had been settled and an advance paid. So, in an atmosphere of mutual distrust, we settled down to the bargaining.

I did my best for Dain, but my heart wasn’t in the work. I considered any sum above fifty dollars an exorbitant price to pay, and I told Dain so. Also, it was unnecessary. No one can expect a trade worth millions to remain a secret. Given my own way, I would have gone to the bazaars in Khorramshahr or Basra, and there I would have learned everything worth knowing.
But Dain said that we didn’t have the time. Aside from wanting to stop the heroin trade, he also wanted to intercept this last shipment before it was sent to the United States. Because he was in a hurry, I lost my chance at a middleman’s profit.
At last an agreement was reached and an advance was paid. Then Chitai told us, “The White Powder is taken to Abadan. There it is given to a large, red-haired man, an American, who pays for the delivery in dollars. This red-haired American also made the arrangements at the factory we burned.”
“What’s his name?” Dain asked.
“They call him Mr. Smith.”
“Where in Abadan is his office?”
“The Arab was unable to tell me that,” Chitai said. “He had never been to Abadan himself. He could only tell me what his tribesmen said when they returned.”
Hansen said, “There can’t be too many red-haired Americans in Abadan.”
“I don’t think we can count on the red hair,” Dain said. He turned back to Chitai. “Did the Arab say anything else?”
“Remember,” Chitai said, “he never saw the man himself. But he said that the American was large and strong, that his voice was somewhat higher than you would expect, and that his features were like those of any American.”
“Are they sure he’s American?” Dain asked.
“That’s what the Arab said,” Chitai replied. “But the Sanniya don’t know much about any nationality except their own.”
I said, “So we are to find one man, presumably an American, in Abadan, and all we know is that he is a large man with a voice somewhat higher than you would expect, and that he might or might not have red hair. Chitai, do you know how many Americans and British there are in Abadan?”
“I know there are many,” Chitai said.
“There are too many for your description to be of any use,” I said. “We need more details, some means of making a positive identification.”
“I realize that,” Chitai said. “Do you think I would come this long way without knowing how to find the man?”
“All right, how?” Dain asked.
“It is simple enough,” Chitai said. “We learned one fact of great value from the Arab. It seems that his tribe, the Sanniya Bedouin, are fighting a blood feud with the Suaid Ma’dan. The original quarrel was over grazing land; but the Bedouin and the Ma’dan have hated each other since the beginning of time, and they need no excuse for fighting. Therefore we can go to the Ma’dan—”
“No,” I said.
Chitai turned on me furiously. “You idiot!” he shouted. “The Ma’dan are always spying on the Sanniya, they know everything about them. We could get valuable information!”
“We could get our throats cut,” I said. “Go to the Ma’dan? Have you lost the little sense you had, Chitai?”
“I haven’t lost my sense; you have lost your courage.”
“It doesn’t take courage to go to the Ma’dan,” I replied. “It takes blind stupidity, with which you are plentifully endowed.”
Our quarrel might have grown serious, but Dain interrupted to ask who the Ma’dan were.
The Ma’dan, I told Dain, were marsh-dwellers who lived in the great swamps of southern Iraq, close to the Persian border. They could be found anywhere between the Tigris and the Euphrates, and on either side of the Shatt-al-Arab, from Al Qurna to Abadan. In fact, you could find the Ma’dan wherever the land was flooded and unfit for normal humans. Sometimes they were called Marsh Arabs, since they had the look and manner of Bedouins; but both Arabs and Ma’dan denied any racial association. The Arabs of southern Iraq and Iran said that the Ma’dan were a race of bastards without lineage. The Ma’dan denied this, claiming descent from the ancient Persians and Babylonians, and looking down on all Arabs.
Wherever the truth lay, I said, the Ma’dan had an unsavory reputation as murderers and thieves, especially among the neighboring Arabs. The two peoples feared each other; but perhaps the Arabs had more reason to fear, for the Ma’dan could raid and then retreat into their impenetrable swamps.
“People tell a lot of lies about the Ma’dan,” Chitai said as soon as I had finished. “The truth is, they are no better or worse than other men. They kill their enemies and help their friends, and they want to be left alone.”
“Everything you say is true,” I replied, “except that the Ma’dan have no friends.”
We disputed hotly on this point. Then Dain interrupted to ask us what our personal experiences with the Ma’dan had been.
Chitai had never so much as laid eyes on a Ma’di. I had seen several of them working in Abadan, but had never talked to them.
“Typical,” Hansen muttered. “Very typical. Plenty of gossip and warmed-up rumors, but not one fact you can sink your teeth into.”
I couldn’t resist telling Hansen what he could sink his teeth into, and Dain had another quarrel to stop. At last, when we were all friends again, Dain made his decision. Since we lacked any other source of information, we would have to visit the Ma’dan.
Chitai was pleased, of course; already he could feel the weight of his promised money resting in his hand. The thought of Ma’dan treachery didn’t disturb him, for a Turkoman can only be disturbed by the growling of his stomach. For myself, I was in a state of resignation. Fate had put me on this dangerous road, and had ordained that I climb mountains, cross deserts, and wade through swamps. My destiny was written on my forehead, invisible except to God, unavoidable except through God. No matter if it led to great riches or to a painful death, there was no avoiding my destiny. Under these circumstances, the True Believer submits reverently to the divine will.

We made our preparations for an immediate departure from Shiraz. Before we left, Dain drew Hansen to one side, shook his hand, and thanked him warmly for his cooperation. Hansen stared at him, and asked why he was saying this now. Dain said that he had been forced to take Hansen away from his regular job during an emergency, but that now the emergency was over, and it would be unfair to detain him any longer. Therefore, Dain said, he would now telephone Hansen’s company and explain everything, with a written explanation to follow, and with immediate payment for the truck and Hansen’s time, as well as for the inconvenience to Hansen’s company.
“Well,” Hansen said, “I see. Of course you’re right, the emergency of the transportation is over. But the case is not finished, and you still might need some assistance—”
Dain said that he couldn’t possibly ask Hansen to run any more risks; forgetting, I suppose, the dangers he was asking Chitai and myself to undergo.
Hansen nodded, looking extremely unhappy. I suppose it was a shock for him to be changed back so suddenly from a detective to a truck driver. Too great a shock, perhaps; for after a second, he said, “Mr. Dain, I would prefer not to leave the case at this critical moment. My conscience would bother me.”
Dain started to say something, but Hansen interrupted with more reasons.
“Aside from that, Mr. Dain, I think perhaps we are still in a state of emergency, and that you still need my help. I know that you don’t have a truck for me to drive at the moment; but suppose you get one later on? Also, I know the roads and docks around the Abadan area, and I’m handy with tools and weapons.”
They argued for a few minutes more, but Hansen refused to be swayed. Having gone this far, he wanted to see the adventure through to its end. Dain gave in at last, and told Hansen he was very glad to have him.
I was glad, too, for you want as many men as possible if you are entering Ma’dan country. A regiment would have been just about right; but that was clearly impractical, and I had to be satisfied with the four of us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

We flew from Shiraz to Basra on the early morning flight. Soon the Zagros Mountains were behind us, and to our left we could see the pale gleaming curve of the Persian Gulf. Then the plane turned north, and we crossed the mouth of the Shatt-al-Arab and descended to Basra airport. Iraqi customs checked us through with no delay, and we hired a taxi. Our first destination was the village of Jazireh-ye-Sal-bukh.
Already we were in the marsh country of southern Iraq. Our road, three feet above the flooded rice fields, was the only firm thing in sight. This watery wasteland extends along both banks of the Tigris and the Euphrates, north halfway to Baghdad and south to Al Qurna, where it is said that Adam and Eve found the Tree of Knowledge. Below A1 Qurna, the two rivers join to form the Shatt al ’Arab, which flows south past Abadan to the Persian Gulf. In its lower reaches, from the Khiyin Canal to the Gulf, the Shatt al ’Arab forms the boundary between Iraq and Iran.
Our first destination, Jazireh, was on the Iraqi side of the river. Nearly opposite and to the south, was Abadan on the Irani shore. Between the two lay twenty miles of river and swamp. Somewhere in that wilderness we hoped to find the Suaid tribe of the Ma’dan, to buy or beg a valuable secret from them, and to escape with our lives. After that, we had only to proceed to Abadan Island and find an illegal American racketeer. Having seized our man, and disposed of his bodyguard, and made sure of our proof, and secured witnesses, we could then march him to the nearest Irani police station and demand his arrest, detention, extradition, and so forth.
Such were our modest ambitions, and I was not over-hopeful about any part of them. But I have a naturally pessimistic nature when it comes to the laying of plans. Too often an ambitious scheme merely tempts Providence into showing the futility of human desire. Such a lesson is undoubtedly good for the soul; but it is invariably bad for the body.

We drove through Sinbad’s ancient port of Basra, and continued along the Shatt-al-Arab. More rice fields came into view, and occasional stands of papyrus reed and bamboo. Herders trudged by with their water buffaloes, and an occasional mud village sprang up along the riverbank, wherever a few feet of solid land could be found.
Further to the south the villages became fewer; there was less land and more water, and even the road became soggy under our wheels. At last we came to Jazireh, perched all by itself on a gentle rise of land, and sinking lower every year. This was the last Arab village we would encounter. The road ended here and the deep swamp began.
We paid off our taxi and went into Jazireh to hire a boat and a boatman, for that was the only way we could reach the Ma’dan. But here we ran into difficulties. Although the people of Jazireh traded with the Ma’dan, and were known as good fishermen, they never ventured into the deep marsh. Man after man refused to transport us. We couldn’t even find anyone to sell us a boat; each family had only one, and depended upon it for their livelihood.
After an hour of this, I could see that Dain was losing his temper. I think he was close to commandeering a boat at gunpoint, much as he had taken Hansen’s truck. But luckily, we found a group of Sabaeans at the riverbank, and one of them agreed to take us to the nearest Ma’dan village for a very reasonable price.
We entered his boat without delay. Soon Jazireh was lost behind us, and we were gliding down the Shatt-al-Arab. For a while, the riverbank marched with us, straight and low and covered with a sparse withered grass. There was a scattering of huts along the shore, and from time to time we saw a boy leading a donkey, or a group of women laboring at the family wash. We even saw cultivated fields along the riverfront, planted by impoverished fallahin who hoped to gather one crop before the spring floods washed their fields and their homes into the Persian Gulf.
The river broadened, dividing into two streams around an island called Muhalleh. Then it split into three streams to go around Abu Dood, and then into a dozen streams separated by numerous long sandbars. After a while, we could no longer determine the banks of the Shatt-al-Arab, or any other landmark. But our boatman seemed to know where he was. Sometimes paddling and sometimes poling, he picked a route into the depths of the shoreless marshland.
I used to pride myself on a never-failing sense of direction; but I was hopelessly lost, unable to tell one channel from another. Each sandspit looked just like the last one, and each stand of bamboo or clump of reed resembled its predecessor. Not even the sun was any help, for it was hidden behind a thin gray layer of cloud. Never had I felt more helpless. Now I knew why the men of Jazireh stayed out of the marsh.
“I don’t like this damned place,” Chitai whispered to me. “I can understand the land, and perhaps I could even understand the ocean. But this devil’s mixture of the two ...”
“Yes,” I said. “I, too, have lost my bearings.”
His eyes met mine, and for the first time a look of understanding and comradeship passed between us. We both glanced at Dain sitting stiffly in the bow, and then looked once again at each other.
Chitai put the thought into words. “My friend, that stone-faced American is going to get us both killed!”
“I don’t doubt it,” I said.
“By God!” Chitai said. “Has anyone ever heard of such a thing? Dain stumbles up mountains, across deserts, into swamps, and God knows where else—and all in order to stop one group of men from selling a little heroin to another group of men. But there’s been too much of this running and climbing and shooting. You know, Achmed, a man is born with only a certain quantity of luck, and when that is used up, he dies. Listen to me, Achmed—how much luck can we have left?”
Chitai’s talk of luck sounded vaguely blasphemous to me; but I also thought it made sense, so I nodded sadly.
“If Dain were to die ...” Chitai began, then stopped and watched my face.
I should have blasted his Turkoman treachery there and then. But the fierce smothering heat had depressed my spirits. I was sick of the featureless waterland, and my nostrils were filled with the low-tide stench of the marshes. So I said nothing; but I turned my face away.
Chitai seized my arm fiercely. “Well, why shouldn’t he die? What does he mean to us? He is a foreigner and an unbeliever, while we are of the true faith, and we are both Iranis of ancient blood ...”
He went on for a while in this vein with considerable eloquence. But I couldn’t help myself; I was forced to laugh when he spoke of “one religion, one heritage, one people—” exactly like a speechmaker from Radio Cairo. Our “one” religion was divided into Sunnis and Shias, and further divided into Ismailis, Wahhabis, and Sufis, and still further into Ibadis, Druzes, Quadianis, and God knows what besides. Our “one” heritage came to us piecemeal from Arabia, Africa, Europe, and Asia. And as for our “one” people— well, in Iran we are composed of tribes, clans, and settlements of Persians, Arabs, Turkomans, Turks, Sarts, Bakhtiaris, Greater and Lesser Lurs, and Baluchistanis—to name only a few of the more important divisions.
Knowing all this, I couldn’t restrain my laughter. Chitai gave me a look of hatred and deep reproach. But then his eyes filled with tears, and he said, “Achmed, I didn’t mean it! I am faithful, I stand by my pledged word—but oh, God, I am so miserable in this place!”
He began to sob, and I waited until he had returned to himself. I had never thought a Turkoman could be so high-strung; but I didn’t think any the worse of Chitai for his outburst. In fact, I liked him far better, for now I had caught a glimpse of the real man beneath all the bluff and swagger.
The other occupants of the boat were discreet enough to ignore this little scene, and we continued to paddle silently into the strange country of the inner marshes.

That Sabaean was a marvel of a boatman. The route must have been tattooed in his head, for he paddled without hesitation, down broad reaches and into winding, weed-choked passageways where each of a dozen entrances looked the same. Several times we were caught by an unexpected current and rushed sideways for a dozen yards; then I was glad for the boatman’s skill, and for the wide, stable bottom of his canoe. When the paddling was easy, we talked, and he told me some very improbable stories of the dangers of the swamp. All these Sabaeans have beards and wear red checkered khaffiyehs. Their sect is neither Moslem nor Christian. You always find their communities beside rivers, since their religious ceremonies require flowing water. They are highly skilled at building and repairing any sort of boat, and they trade extensively with the Ma’dan. By all accounts, they are reliable men.
Late in the day, we arrived at our first Ma’dan village. It consisted of perhaps two dozen houses, a few of which were surprisingly large. All were constructed entirely of reeds, which had been woven into bundles and lashed into place like lengths of timber. Mud and buffalo dung served as insulation, and the entranceways of the houses faced toward Mecca. Most interesting of all, the houses rested upon a thick mat of reeds, which supported the community above the water. I had heard before that the Ma’dan lived on man-made islands, but I had not believed it.
The Sheikh of the village made us welcome, and put coffee on to boil. He knew nothing of the Habbaniya Bedouin, or of the White Powder. Nor could he tell us where we would find the Suaid Ma’dan, since they were nomads who moved constantly in the marshes in search of grazing for their buffaloes. But he agreed to transport us next morning to the Tarqua’l, a Ma’dan tribe further to the east. Our Sabaean boatmen took his leave after receiving payment, and the Sheikh invited us to stay at his house.
We slept that night among the Sheikh’s buffalo calves, dogs, children, mosquitoes, and fleas. At first light, after a hasty breakfast, we were given a canoe and a boatman, and were sent on to the next village.
Two villages later, I freely acknowledged to Chitai how wrong I had been about the Ma’dan. They were usually suspicious of us, but their hospitality left nothing to be desired. They shared freely of the little they possessed, and more often than not they refused any payment, even when it was presented as a gift. Their country of the marshes was nearly as bleak as a desert, and as inexorable. Yet it had, like the desert, a special beauty of its own. Each sunrise and sunset bathed the shallow waters in a soft golden light, and the slender distant lines of reeds and palm tree were sketched against the sky in sooty black. A single heron was a joy to behold in that country of few sharp lines, and a flight of cormorants seemed as joyous as the first day of Creation.
The reeds grew higher as we continued to the east, reaching a height of twenty feet. We crept through them, and sometimes we frightened a wild boar, and sometimes a wild boar frightened us. I think we traveled for two days or three; but it seemed a year in that water-soaked land, for every part of the swamp was like every other, and even the Ma’dan villages could not be told apart, except for size.
But at last we came to a settlement of the Suaid. Their reed houses were very tall, and they owned considerable herds of water buffalo. They were more silent than the previous tribes, and their hospitality had a strained and unnatural quality. A one-eyed man named Dakhil was their Sheikh, and he eyed our guns and equipment with an envious air.
We lost no time in asking our questions. When I mentioned the Habbaniya, Dakhil’s face grew tight with rage. But when I said they were our enemies, and that we planned to strike hard against them, he became thoughtful.
“You have heard of the Habbaniya?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Dakhil, touching the socket of his blind eye. “I have heard of them; soon they will hear of me.”
“Have you heard of a substance called White Powder?” I asked.
We all waited while Dakhil considered the question. He was silent for a long time, and I was unable to read his face. His people moved in close around us, and it took all my will power to keep my hand away from my revolver. Then Dakhil whispered something to one of his men, who hurried away.
Still Dakhil did not answer us. The silence grew oppressive, and I began to wonder what our chances would be if it came to a fight.
Then his man returned, bearing a large container woven of reeds. Dakhil handed it to us.
Inside, we found one of the round leather Turkoman saddlebags which had been transported from the Zagros Mountains all the way to the Persian Gulf. The bag was still full of heroin.
“Where did you get it?” I asked.
“Never mind,” Dakhil said. “First, tell me what the stuff is used for.”
I stared at him dumbly, unable to comprehend his question for a moment. Dakhil said, in a rough voice, “Listen, you! I know all about the Habbaniya. Bit by bit I have found out where this powder comes from, and how the Habbaniya get rich by transporting it across Iran. I even know who they sell it to at Abadan. But I do not know what this powder is used for.”
Dakhil closed the saddlebag and put it back in its reed container. He said, “The Habbaniya have grown rich through the selling of this powder, and I plan to make the Suaid rich in the same way. But first I must know what the stuff is used for. I want an immediate answer.”
His tribesmen pressed closer around us. This turn of events was too much for me. I told Dain everything that the Sheikh had said, and asked him what I should reply.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

With me translating, Dain explained that the White Powder was an intoxicating drug, like hemp, hashish, or opium, but far stronger.
“Is it smoked, or swallowed?” Dakhil asked.
“Neither,” Dain said. “It is injected into the veins with a hollow needle.”
Dakhil thought Dain was trying to deceive him, for he had never heard of so strange a method of intoxication. But Dain swore it was the truth, and Dakhil asked to be told more. So Dain told him how habit-forming the drug was, how larger and larger doses were needed, and how men would rob and even kill to obtain the quantities they needed. Then he told how the police hunted the drug-sellers, and how criminals fought with criminals for control of the drug market, and how government men made repeated searches of areas where they suspected the drug was hidden. When Dain had answered the last question, Dakhil had coffee served to us—his first act of hospitality. Then he went into his house to talk over the matter with the older men of his tribe.
We could hear them easily, for they carried out their discussion in shouts. Dakhil still wanted to enter the White Powder trade; but I don’t think his heart was in it any longer. The elders were unanimously opposed. Heroin might bring wealth, they pointed out, but it definitely would bring Iraqi soldiers and policemen into the marshes. These could be avoided or ambushed, as in the past; but their continued presence would mean no spring planting, and no grazing land for the buffaloes. The herds and crops were vulnerable, even if the Ma’dan were not. And if the soldiers stayed long enough, the entire Ma’dan way of life would be threatened.
Dakhil argued a while for form’s sake; but at last he agreed with the others. He was still somewhat hostile when he came back to us, but after hearing how we had pursued the five Habbaniya from Sultanabad to Yezd, he grew positively friendly. He asked us to tell again about the ambush near Tabbas, and how we had turned the trap to our own advantage. And he said he would assist us, and would tell us everything we needed, to know.

The Suaid had learned a surprising amount about their enemies. Some of it had come through spying, some had been learned on raids, and some had been furnished by the Sabaeans, whom the Bedouin detested. But the best information for our purposes came from the Ma’dan who, had worked at Abadan.
Every year, a few hundred Ma’dan crossed the river to work at Abadan and Khorramshahr. These workers rarely stayed more than a few months. They would work long enough to collect the price of a buffalo or a bride, and then return to their villages. Naturally enough, they kept an eye on the movements of their enemies, and whatever they learned was discussed at the tribal councils. Now we were told what they had found out.
A group of Habbaniya Arabs visited Abadan Island at least five or six times a year, which gave some idea of the amount of heroin handled. Once on the island, the Bedouin were in no rush to conduct their business. Sometimes they spent five days or a week in idleness, apparently for the purpose of throwing off suspicion.
The time arranged for selling their goods was always late at night. Then the Habbaniya would slink down the wharves like a gang of murderers in search of a victim. The Ma’dan swore that each Bedouin could move like a shadow among shadows, and that it had taken four separate attempts to trace them to their destination.
But that destination had been found. It was Jetty 29B, a little-used loading wharf just north of the main dock area. Here, in a deserted watchman’s shack, the Habbaniya waited. After a while they were joined by a tall, red-haired American.
The business took less than half an hour. When they left, the Habbaniya no longer had their saddlebags.
“What do the Habbaniya do after that?” Dain asked.
“They leave Abadan,” Dakhil said. “They take the morning boat to Khorramshahr, and then the train to Ahwaz. We have never followed them past Ahwaz.”
“What about the American? Where does he go after the business is over? Where does he go?”
“We never bothered with him,” Dakhil said. “Our concern was with the Habbaniya.”
“Did you learn his name?”
“Yes. He is called Smith.”
Dain asked several more questions, but learned nothing of value. Then we asked if any of the Suaid would accompany us to Abadan and identify the American. We offered a good price, and two men agreed to go. Both had seen the American.
There were six in our party now, and we had to rent the Sheikh’s own boat, for a smaller one would not have held us all. We left an hour before sunset, since the Ma’dan prefer to enter Iran by night.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Our journey to Abadan began in a dead and ominous calm. There was a huge, swollen sun behind us—a misshapen blob of fire that seemed to hiss as it slid beneath the gray waters of the marsh. That agonized sun was not a good omen; nor was I fond of the dense ground-mists that came with twilight. These vapors lay motionless upon the surface of the water in long, solid white ribbons; some were contorted like fighting snakes, and others had the semblance of white-gowned men, or crooked, evil little buildings, or of ghosts or devils. Not a breath of air stirred these things out of their appearance of reality, and I began to hold my breath each time we glided through one. I am not really a superstitious man; but anyone can grow nervous in a swamp at night, especially when there is mist on the water.
We must have spent three or four hours in the mists, but at last a wind came up and blew them away. I found it very pleasant to see the stars again; and, of course, it was an indescribable relief for Chitai.
In the small hours of the morning the wind picked up considerable force. Our boatmen needed all their skill to keep us afloat. We were in the middle of the Shatt-al-Arab, and wicked, steep-backed little waves broke continually over our bow, forcing everyone to bail. The marshmen have a specific name for every sort of wind, and I learned that this one was called Arb’ayin—the forty-day wind from the northwest. It was probably more dangerous than the silent mists, but it felt less so. In fact, it was an exhilarating experience. When the low shoreline of Abadan came into view, I was almost sorry that the boat ride was over.
We passed an illuminated tide-gauge, then a flashing red buoy, then more buoys with fixed white lights. The boatmen pulled hard on their paddles, driving us upstream against the current, and finally over to the Irani shore a few hundred yards above Abadan.
We left the boat in a thick tangle of reeds and waded onto the marshy ground. A glimmer of false dawn was in the east, and against it I could see the skeleton shape of a radio mast, and numerous tall chimneys. As soon as we were on firm footing, Dain called us together to hear his instructions.
Listening, I could feel a hot glow of excitement run through me. This was the end of our long chase, for here in Abadan all the tangled threads of opposed destinies came together for their final unraveling. No man could guess the outcome; the last and most dangerous part of our work lay below us in the sleeping town.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The sun was well above the horizon by the time we reached the town of Abadan. The streets were already crowded with workers, and the great refinery chimneys belched smoke and flame. Near the center of the city we separated, agreeing to meet near the cargo jetty after evening prayer.
I went to Hassan’s coffee shop near the docks, and sat down with a newspaper. Hassan’s had always been popular with cargo handlers and foremen. Here I was most likely to meet old friends, and to hear the latest gossip of the city. If there was any rumor about heroin smuggling, I would be sure to learn it here.
Within the hour, I recognized Yussuf Suwaiyit, an energetic, not too clever Arab from Beirut, who was an assistant cargo chief.
“Wonder of wonders!” Yussuf cried. “The prodigal has returned!”
“Yussuf, my friend, I am very pleased to see you,” I said.
“And I am more than pleased,” Yussuf replied. “Our lives have been dull since you left so quickly and so quietly. Do you know, Achmed, we still play that devil’s game you taught us? That American game called poker. Great God, the fortunes you won from us!”
“Do you still draw to inside straights?” I asked.
“God directs the turn of the cards,” Yussuf said piously.
“Of course, of course. But God also commands us to use the meager intelligence which He gave us. ... But never mind. How are things in Abadan?”
Yussuf told me. First he spoke of the vagaries of the foreign oilmen, and then of the venality of the customs officials and the corruption of the police. At last he came to crime, and told me about pearl smuggling and currency manipulation, and about an old Liberian-flag freighter which had broken its back on Palinurus Shoal the month before in order to collect the insurance. But he didn’t mention narcotics, and I thought it best not to ask about them.
We talked for a while about mutual acquaintances, then Yussuf took his leave. I ordered another coffee, then lunch, then more coffee. The day passed slowly.
I met two more friends during the afternoon. The first was Abdul Kemel Ihendi, a large, mustached Turk from Ramandag, who worked at the tank farm in Bavardeh. He told me a rather dubious story about piracy near Failaka; but nothing about narcotics. The second friend was a Saudi named Annad Motleg el Awar. He had a great deal to say about politics, but, like the others, he had nothing to say about heroin.
That was the last of my informants. I sat and mused for a while over the melancholy fact that information is available only when you have no need of it. Soon it was twilight. After the evening prayer, I went to the cargo jetty to meet Dain and the others.

Hansen and Chitai had searched through the bazaars for the five Habbaniya Arabs. They hadn’t found them. But Dain and the Ma’dan had had better luck. They had spent the day in the dock area looking for the American named Smith. And they found him. The Ma’dan were positive he was the man they had seen paying the Arabs for their plump saddlebags, Dain was able to find out that the man’s real name was Edward Flaherty, and that he was the assistant manager of the Abadan branch of the Chesapeake and Virginia Oil Company.
“And his description fits?” Hansen asked.
“It fits,” Dain said. “Even the red hair.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Hansen said. “Have you arrested him yet?”
“Not yet,” Dain said. “I can’t make arrests in Iran. But I asked for immediate police assistance.”
“Where is it?” I asked.
“It should have been here half an hour ago,” Dain said.
“But this Flaherty might have learned by now that he’s being followed,” Hansen said. “He might destroy the evidence; he might even get away!”
“I know,” Dain said. “But we have to wait for the police.”
I could see that Hansen didn’t like that idea at all. He must have had visions of storming into Flaherty’s home with a gun in his fist, arresting him without police powers, and searching his home without a search warrant. Detective Hansen, the nemesis of the evildoer! But Dain was quite right. If he had made the arrest without Irani authorization we all might have gone to jail for longer than the smuggler. Still, it was hard to wait, knowing all the time that our man might dispose of the heroin and escape.
Fifteen minutes later, two Irani policemen came in a jeep, examined our papers, and put themselves at our disposal. We set off at once for Flaherty’s cottage. Now, at last, the trap was sprung. I only hoped that our quarry was still in it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Flaherty lived on the western side of Abadan, near the Khowr-e Bahmanshir River. We crossed the island at top speed, swerved into Flaherty’s front yard, and came to a stop in a flower bed. Bristling with weapons, we got out and advanced on the cottage. At once we were faced with difficulties of command. The policemen were shouting orders in Irani, while Dain was giving different orders in English. In the confusion, Hansen moved up beside Dain, and Chitai joined the policemen. The Ma’dan, unable to understand a word of English or Irani, stayed irresolutely near the jeep. I tried to translate and unify the commands, but I was interrupted by a burst of gunfire from the cottage.
We dived for cover. Several revolvers were firing at us, and a submachine gun poured a stream of bullets back and forth across the yard. One of the Ma’dan screamed and fell to the ground. I crawled toward the jeep for protection; but then I thought about what would happen if the gas tank was hit, and I crawled away again.
One of our policemen took a grenade from his belt, waited for a lull in the firing, then straightened up and hurled it straight through a window. Seconds passed, nothing happened, and I heard the policeman cursing. In his excitement, he had forgotten to pull the pin. He didn’t forget with his second grenade, which missed the window and rolled along the porch.
It exploded, and the front of the cottage vanished in dense smoke. We threw bullets into the opening, all of us firing as fast as we could until our guns threatened to seize up. A mosquito couldn’t have lived through that fusillade, and Dain finally called on us to stop.
There was no answering fire from the cottage. We moved up slowly, stopping at the ruined cottage wall. Not a sound came from within. We shouted at Flaherty to surrender, but we took care not to expose ourselves. There was no answer. Then Hansen stepped into the cottage. When no one shot him, the rest of us followed.
There was a dead Habbaniya on the floor, and a dying one near him. No one else was in the cottage; but we found two saddlebags full of heroin, and a third one stuffed with American dollars. Apparently our visit had been anticipated, and Flaherty had been trying to take everything of value with him. We had come sooner than he had expected, catching him before his preparations were complete.
The Irani policemen immediately started to question the dying Arab. But the man had been shot in the face and couldn’t answer. The policemen cuffed and threatened him until he died, and then they pushed him aside and examined the bag of currency. The Ma’dan came into the cottage now. One of them had been shot in the shoulder, but the wound didn’t look serious.
In the midst of this confusion we heard the sound of a motor from the rear of the cottage. We rushed outside and were nearly run down by a small panel truck. I caught a glimpse of a burly man behind the wheel and several Arabs in the back. This had to be Flaherty and the remaining Habbaniya. In the confusion of our divided command they had gotten away.
We sprinted for the jeep. The Irani policemen reached it first and started up, barely leaving time for anyone to scramble aboard. Dain threw himself into the back while the jeep was moving, and I followed close behind him. Hansen came running up, but Dain pushed him away, telling him to keep guard over the evidence in the cottage. Chitai and one of the Ma’dan managed to get on, but the other Ma’di was too late. We sorted ourselves out, and found that we were about a hundred yards behind the truck, pursuing it back across Abadan.

The police jeep was equipped with siren, searchlight, and radio, none of which helped us. The siren let out a few tentative wails, then faded away. The searchlight, unattended, glared straight up into the heavens. The radio hummed and crackled in a professional manner, but the policeman wasn’t able to operate it. His companion, driving the jeep, shouted instructions at him, and the man turned dials and punched buttons and roared into the microphone. But it did no good, and after a while he gave it up, raised his revolver, and tried to shoot out the truck’s tires. He was no more successful in this than in anything else he had attempted.
We were beginning to overtake the truck now, moving up steadily as we came past a long row of refineries. We gained more ground as the truck turned north onto the road along the docks. Soon we were beyond the outskirts of the town, traveling parallel to the Shatt-al-Arab. To the left, the tankers lay silent in their river berths; beyond them was the marshy northern end of the island.
Flaherty’s only hope, it seemed to me, was to cross the bridge between Abadan and the mainland, and then to lose us in the narrow streets of Khorramshahr. But this was scarcely possible. We were no more than twenty yards behind the truck, and still gaining. In another minute we would overtake it.
Suddenly all I could see in front of me was the gleaming metal side of the truck. Without warning, Flaherty had jammed on his brakes, spinning the truck sideways in front of us. Our driver tried desperately to stop, but he couldn’t avoid running into the truck.
We were shaken but uninjured, and we hastily ran from the jeep and took cover. From the truck, a submachine gun opened fire. We returned the fire, spreading out and moving forward cautiously. It was evident that Flaherty was shooting blindly into the darkness, with very little chance of hitting anyone. One of the policemen fumbled in his pocket for a grenade. Before he could throw it, the machine gun stopped.
Suspecting a trick, we moved very cautiously up to the cab. Behind the wheel we found Flaherty. He was still hunched over his gun, but his forehead had been shot away. There was no sign of the Arabs who had been with him.
We searched the area and found nothing. Then we heard a faint splashing noise. The Arabs were on the river, about a hundred yards out, and paddling steadily toward the Iraqi shore. As we watched, their canoe vanished into the river mists.
Clearly, this emergency method of escape had been prepared a long time ago. Flaherty must have expected to cross with the Habbaniya, and to stay with them until he found a means of leaving Iraq. If he had had a better start, his plan would have worked. As it was, only a lucky shot had ended his chances. I told this to Dain as we walked back toward the truck, and Dain nodded but gave no reply. His thoughts seemed a million miles away. I supposed that this was the natural letdown after a long and difficult case, and I didn’t press him for his views.

We returned to the truck, and the Ma’di formally identified the dead man. That marked the completion of the most difficult part of the case. What remained was to question all of Flaherty’s friends, to check the records of the Virginia and Chesapeake Oil Company, and to search their premises. But that was no more than standard police procedure. The really important work was done.
In the distance we heard sirens; the Abadan police force had finally discovered that something was wrong. Chitai looked haggard but pleased. I suppose he was already feeling the dollars in his hand, and I wondered how many of those dollars the Dushak tribe would ever see. Our Ma’di was muttering prayers over Flaherty’s body. Dain had bent down for a more detailed examination of the corpse.
Abruptly, Dain straightened up. He played his flashlight over the roof and sides of the cab. Then he turned to me and asked, “Where were you during the shooting?”
“Over there,” I said, pointing to a bush near the jeep.
“Ask the others where they were.”
I asked, and pointed out the positions to Dain. We had formed a rough semicircle around the cab.
“Why do you want to know?” I asked. “Was there something wrong with our tactics?”
“No, not that,” Dain said. “The trouble is, none of us could have shot Flaherty.”
“We could and did, sir,” I said. “One of us shot Flaherty through the forehead.”
Dain shook his head.
“But the wound—”
“It’s an exit wound,” Dain said. “The bullet came out through his forehead. If you look on the other side, you’ll see the point of entry at the base of his skull. Flaherty was shot from behind.”
“Perhaps a ricochet,” I suggested.
“There’s no mark in the cab to indicate a ricochet. Also, the skin around the entry wound is singed. Somebody held a gun to Flaherty’s head and pulled the trigger.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Then it must have been the Habbaniya,” I said. “Their hatred of foreigners is well known. At the last moment they must have decided—”
“The Habbaniya shot him,” Dain said, “but not out of hatred of foreigners. They had been doing business with Flaherty for years.”
“Then it makes no sense.”
“It makes sense if you sort out the roles differently,” Dain said. “We assumed that Flaherty was the top man, in control of the entire operation. But what if he wasn’t? Suppose he was only the front man?”
“In that case,” I said, “someone must have planned to dispose of him if—”
I was interrupted by an abrupt movement to my left. I turned quickly, reaching for my revolver. But I was already too late. One of the Iranian policemen had edged away from us and drawn his machine pistol. We had found another heroin smuggler; but the moment of discovery was singularly inapropos.

We were all in a state of momentary shock. But the man most affected was the other Irani policeman. He stared at the machine pistol, and there was a sickness of betrayal in his eyes. Suddenly he lunged at his former comrade. At the same instant, our Ma’di threw himself forward.
They had no chance at all. The policeman, his legs spread wide, cut down the Ma’di and his fellow Irani with a single burst. Then he pointed the pistol at us, and I was certain that our last moment had come.
But he hesitated, for the sirens were very close now.
“Drop your weapons,” he said. We complied. “Now go to the jetty. Move at a slow trot, and do not force me to shoot.”
We trotted away from the truck, and away from the approaching police cars. We made no attempt to break away; he was too quick with that machine pistol, and too close behind us. I could taste death in my mouth, and I was too discouraged to curse my evil luck.
But who could have foreseen it—that one of the conspirators would be an Irani policeman, and an English-speaking one at that? Well, I should have foreseen it, or at least been conscious of the possibility. More emphatically, Dain should have foreseen it. He had forgotten a truth that holds good anywhere in the world: when you look for criminals, you must also keep an eye on the police.
Then I put aside these thoughts and concentrated on the all-important issue of saving my life. We were being hurried down a long pier. Above us loomed the darkened hull of an oil tanker. Far behind us, too far to help, several police jeeps had pulled up beside the truck.
We came to a gangway leading up into the tanker. The policeman stopped us here and ordered us aboard. I followed the others, and tried to calculate my chances of leaping into the water. But the policeman was at my back, prodding me with his pistol.
We came onto the deck. “Move over this way,” a man said. He spoke in English, and his voice had an American intonation. We moved toward him. Two other men came out of the shadows and took in the gangway. As they did so, I felt that my last tie with life had been severed. We stood silently, Dain, Chitai, and I, with the policeman behind us and the American in front.
“Now,” the American said, “let’s go below and have a talk.”
We went. But I already knew how the conversation would have to end.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

With the American in front of us and the Irani and two seamen behind, we were led down a flight of iron stairs and into a stateroom of moderate size. We were searched, and then ordered to stand against the wall farthest from the door. Looking at the four armed men facing us, I was sharply reminded of a firing squad; but we were granted a momentary respite.
Turning angrily to the Irani policemen, the American said, “Are you crazy or something? Why in hell did you bring them here?”
“Before God, Mr. Smith,” the policeman said, “it was the cleverest move possible.”
“A couple more of your clever moves and I’ll wind up in Sing Sing,” Mr. Smith said. “I don’t pay you to think up clever moves, I pay you to follow orders. Orders, you know what I mean?”
The question seemed rhetorical, but Mr. Smith—the real and final Mr. Smith—waited for an answer. He was a very ordinary-looking person. In his fifties, I would judge, somewhat on the short side and slightly overweight, wearing a gray lightweight business suit and a dark tie. I knew he was a master-criminal; yet he fitted none of my prior ideas of such men. He was neither suave, brutal, coldly deadly, or fiercely murderous. He seemed, in fact, quite plain and unexceptional, and he had the look of a worried businessman. But perhaps this was his most terrifying quality.
“Well?” Smith demanded.
“Yes sir, I know, sir,” the policeman said. “But because of the very unexpected happenings, I thought—”
“You thought,” Mr. Smith interrupted, and rubbed his eyes with the air of a man exasperated beyond human endurance. “Who in hell pays you to think? For Chrissakes, if there’s one thing I’ve emphasized maybe ten thousand times it’s that I don’t want any connection between the stuff and my ship. The cops find one connection and I might as well get myself a new business.”
The policeman said, “There is no proof—”
“Proof? Who gives a damn about proof? Just give those customs guys one good hint and they toss this ship every time she comes into port. They strip her down to bare plates and leave the mess for us to clean up. And they call in the vultures at Health and Immigration to hold us for suspected bubonic or some damned thing so we default on our shipments. And God knows what more. Proof? Those bastards don’t need proof. All they got to do is make it too damned expensive for a man to operate.”
Mr. Smith brooded for a while on the inhuman behavior of American officials. Dain gave him something more to think about by adding, “There’s also the FBI and related organizations, as well as the Irani police. Heroin smuggling is bad enough, but the file is never closed on murder.”
“I haven’t killed anybody,” Smith said indignantly.
“You’re thinking about it now,” Dain pointed out.
“All right, shut up,” Smith said. “I don’t want to talk to you yet. I gotta figure this thing out.”
Dain shut up and Smith thought. The Irani policeman watched him, and the two American seamen, as silent and ominous as basilisks, watched us.
Mr. Smith didn’t seem to like his conclusions, because he turned to Dain and said, “Goddammit, I never got mixed up in murder before. That’s a mug’s game, I swore I’d never get mixed up in that. But these clumsy bastards I got working for me, they think with their hands. ... Look, you’re some kind of federal cop, right?”
Dain nodded.
“Okay, so where do I stand?”
“I’m not an expert on this,” Dain said, “but I’d say you’re already an accessory to murder. Legally, that makes you just as guilty as the man who pulled the trigger. So, depending on who gets the jurisdiction, you could either hang in Iran or go to the electric chair in the United States.”
“That’s fine,” Smith said bitterly. “That’s just great.”
“However,” Dain said, “what happens depends on you. A charge of first-degree murder can be reduced. If you surrender right now, giving us valuable aid and information, I’m pretty sure you’ll be allowed to plead to a lesser charge.”
“What about the narcotics rap?”
“That will stand,” Dain said.
“Just great,” Smith said. “When you offer a deal, you really offer a deal, don’t you, pal?”
“This isn’t any deal,” Dain said. “I’m not empowered to make any arrangement with you. I’m simply telling you the customary procedure, and outlining your alternatives.”
“Brother, you’re a great little salesman,” Smith said. “You couldn’t sell sterno to a freezing Eskimo.”
But I could see that he was impressed. Dain’s meager concessions had convinced this suspicious man better than the promise of a full pardon would have done. Smith knew very well that he faced a long prison term, at the least. The question was whether he would accept this, or whether he would kill us and try to conceal his various crimes.
Smith turned to the Irani policeman and asked him what had gone wrong. The policeman—we learned that his name was Fahad—explained that we had traced Flaherty much faster than anyone had expected. As for himself, he had only had time for one quick telephone call before he was dispatched to the scene. And to make matters worse, he’d been forced to bring along Mifleh Ali Zuweid, one of the stupid incorruptibles with which every police force is cursed. Mifleh had just been getting into the police jeep for a routine patrol of the waterfront, so there had been no unsuspicious way of getting rid of him.
Fahad had managed to misuse the radio; but he couldn’t slow the jeep, since Mifleh was driving. Because of this, the jeep and the truck had reached the dock at almost the same time. There had been a fight, and the Habbaniya had been unable to do the last part of their work with skill. Their killing of Flaherty could not be considered good workmanship. ...
“Dammit,” Smith said, “I told you long ago I didn’t want Flaherty killed.”
“Unless it was necessary,” Fahad said.
“Well, naturally a guy’s gotta look out for himself. But those Arab buddies of yours could just as easily have taken him across the river with them.”
“Perhaps,” Fahad said. “But there would have been difficulties. A thousand things might have gone wrong.”
“So what? We knew the score when we started. I told you to give it to Flaherty only if it was absolutely necessary.”
“In my judgment, it was,” Fahad said. “With Flaherty dead, no one could find a link between him and us. You pointed that out yourself, Mr. Smith. Don’t you remember?”
Smith ignored the question and said, “Okay, so your trigger-happy pals shot down Flaherty and took off across the river. Then what happened?”
“This one,” Fahad said, pointing to Dain, “realized that Flaherty could not have been killed in the fighting. He saw that Flaherty had been shot at close range in the back of the head.”
“Sure he saw it. A ten-year-old child knows the difference between an entry and an exit wound. Those friends of yours are sure classy workers.”
Fahad shrugged. “We used what was available.”
“You told me they were good.”
“They are, but not in your American way.”
“Sure they are,” Smith said. “You’re good, too. The federal guy finds something suspicious, so you lose your head and gun that other cop—what’s his name, Mifleh?”
“His name war Mifleh. I shot him because he tried to assault me. And I did not lose my head. And then ...”
“Go on.”
“I was also forced to shoot a Ma’di who was with these men.”
“You had yourself a busy night,” Smith said.
“I did what was necessary.”
“And then you brought these guys here. That was a real smart move, that was a beauty! Why didn’t you just put an ad in the newspaper?”
“Mr. Smith, under the circumstances—”
“Sure, circumstances. As long as you were playing cowboy, why didn’t you finish the job?”
“The police were too close. I couldn’t be certain of killing all three men before they arrived. And if even one had been able to talk, everything would be finished.”
“All right,” Smith said. “But you shouldn’t have killed anybody. So what if Flaherty’s death looked suspicious? Nobody would connect him with me.”
“But they might have been able to connect him with me,” Fahad said.
Smith sighed and wiped his forehead. “Well, it’s done. Now there’s the little matter of three missing guys and one missing cop. What about that?”
“The missing cop,” said Fahad, “will turn up in Iraq under a different name. There will be no difficulties.”
“And the three guys?”
Fahad smiled. “I think they will have to be permanently missing. After a while, the authorities will assume that they were drowned in the Shatt-al-Arab while in pursuit of the Habbaniya.”
“A pretty flimsy story,” Smith said.
“Yes. But the authorities will find it better than no story at all.”
I could see that Smith was squirming uncomfortably around the stark necessity of killing us. He knew that some kind of extenuating circumstance might be found for everything that had happened before. But if he had us killed now, by his own order and aboard his own ship, then no court in the world would show him the slightest leniency. Prison was an unpleasant thought; but execution was terrifying. It gave a man something to think about
Smith sat down, loosened his tie, and lighted a cigarette. He took a few puffs and put it out. He said to Fahad, “It isn’t that easy, you know.”
“It’s perfectly easy,” Fahad said angrily. “By God, if you can’t do it, I can!”
He pulled his revolver from its holster. As he did so, Dain said, “The police are probably searching the dock area for us. What if they hear the shots?”
“He’s right,” Smith said.
“Nobody would hear those shots!” Fahad said.
“I don’t know if they’d hear them or not,” Smith said. “But let’s play it safe.”
“Then call in the rest of your crew,” Fahad said. “Call them in here and order them to strangle these men.”
The two seamen standing beside Smith gave Fahad a look of cool contempt; evidently this was not the American way of doing things. Smith said, “I don’t think the boys would do it. Also just who do you think you are giving orders? I’m still running this, and a damned good thing, too. If you had your way you’d shoot up everybody. Christ, one little thing goes wrong and you blow the whole operation.”
“I did what was necessary,” Fahad said. “At least I didn’t turn into a coward!”
Smith didn’t reply to that. Both men were struggling to keep their tempers. Fahad began to pace up and down the room. Smith slumped deeper into his chair and jammed both hands into his jacket pockets. It was a casual enough gesture, but I knew that he had his hand on a gun. I began to entertain a faint hope.
Fahad looked at Smith. His face betrayed nothing, but I knew that he also knew. In a moderate voice, Fahad said, “There is no cause for argument between us, Mr. Smith. Our association has been mutually profitable. What is done cannot be helped. And we both know what still needs doing.”
“Right,” Smith said.
“Having gone this far,” Fahad said, “we cannot turn back. To turn back is unthinkable. Just consider; even if you could make some kind of arrangement for yourself with the authorities—and I don’t believe for a moment you could—what about your crew?”
“This doesn’t concern them.”
“But it does,” Fahad insisted. “Your crewmen have shared the risks with us, and also the heroin profits—and also the responsibilities. Your crewmen never killed anyone; but just like you, they are accessories to murder.”
Fahad smiled and paused for effect. “So they are all murderers according to the law. Perhaps, with a great deal of luck, the government would let you plead to a lesser charge. But what about the men of your crew? Should they rely on the well-known kindness that the American government shows to murderers?”
Smith’s eyes moved to the two crewmen beside him. They hadn’t spoken, and they weren’t saying anything now. But they still had guns in their hands, and they were watching Smith.
The silence seemed endless. Then Smith took his hands out of his pockets—empty.
“Okay, so I guess that’s it,” he said.
“I knew you would understand,” Fahad said. “‘Now I suggest that we hurry. The police will be searching every ship around here.”
“But where in hell can we put them?”
“In the same place we put the heroin.”
Smith nodded in a vague, perfunctory manner. He looked gray-faced and old and badly shaken, like a man who has had a serious illness. Now for the first time I could believe that he didn’t like murder; I could believe that his entire being shrank from the necessity of killing us. Under different circumstances, I might have felt a little sorry for Mr. Smith. But as it was, all I could feel was a curious aching emptiness, as though my living body were trying to anticipate its own death.
Under the eyes of Fahad and the crewmen, Mr. Smith drew the gun from his pocket. He pointed it at us.
“Well, boys, I’m sorry,” he said, “but this is how it’s gotta be. I want you to go quietly and without any fuss. If you start anything, we won’t have any choice; we’ll have to shoot.”
All men prefer to postpone their deaths for as long as possible, even if it is only a matter of minutes. So we followed Fahad into the corridor, quietly and without any fuss.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

At the end of the corridor we came to an iron staircase. We descended into the bowels of the ship, then walked along another corridor. Fahad stopped us in front of an oval hatch in the bulkhead and one of the seamen took out a wrench and unfastneed the dozen large nuts that held the cover in place. We were ordered to go in.
We found ourselves in a deep, empty rectangular room. Far overhead, through a small grilled cover, the first streaks of daylight illuminated our prison. We heard a clang as the seamen dogged the cover back into place, and then no sound at all.
Chitai had recovered his spirits enough to curse the heroin smugglers, and also to curse himself for not having died fighting in the cabin. But he found a grisly sort of comfort in the thought of the final battle he would wage.
“You see, Achmed,” he said to me, “they will have to take us out of this place sometime or other. Far out at sea, I suppose, where they can dispose of our bodies. Well, a man must accept the death that God sends him. But I swear to you, Achmed, if I am to die, one or two of those murdering bastards will die with me.”
For once I found nothing ridiculous about this Turkoman bragging. In fact, there was an odd sort of grandeur to it, and at that moment, I loved Chitai like a brother. I would gladly have left him with his splendid dreams; but he would find out the truth very soon, and I decided it was best if I told him now.
“Chitai,” I said, “please forgive me, I wish with all my heart that it could end as you say. But it won’t.”
“It will!” he said. “Achmed, they must come for us—”
“By then we’ll be already dead.”
“You’re crazy!” Chitai protested.
I shook my head. “This is not a cargo vessel,” I said. “This is a tanker.”
“What of it?”
“Before the tankers leave Abadan, they fill up with oil. I’m very sorry, Chitai.”
He stared at the iron walls, then at the small grill overhead. Slowly the truth came to him.
“You mean we are in a part of the ship where they store oil?”
I nodded.
“And they will fill this place with oil, thereby drowning us?”
“That is what they will do,” I said.
Chitai thought about this, and I expected him to break into a senseless rage. But instead, very quietly, he said, “Then we must search quickly for a way out.”
I didn’t tell him that there was no way out. I said, “You’re right, let’s start looking.”
The first thing we had to look for was Dain, who was no longer standing beside us. After a moment I located him. He had found a ladder leading up the side of the hold to the barred grill in the deck. He was tugging furiously at the bars.
Chitai and I climbed up the ladder. Before we reached the top, we heard a grinding noise overhead.
“What was that?” Chitai asked.
“Let’s get up the ladder,” I said.
“But what made that noise? Do you think perhaps someone—”
Then he saw what had happened as a dense black stream as thick as a man’s thigh spurted from an opening above us. The crewmen were pumping oil into our hold.
We crowded around the top of the ladder, all of us trying to get handholds on the grill. There was barely room for one man up there; but finally, with Dain on one side of the ladder and me on the other, and with Chitai perched on my shoulders, we all had a grip on the grill. Below, an inch of oil flowed over the deckplates. Above, our hands were clamped to the thick iron bars of the grill, wrenching and pulling at them, fighting with the desperation of the damned.
I don’t believe we could have loosened those bars with a sledge hammer; nothing short of an acetylene torch would have done the job. But we pulled until our eyeballs bulged in our faces, because it was the only thing to do. And the oil continued to rise.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

And now I face the difficulty which comes to all those who insist on telling their own stories. I must tell how it ends.
In all honesty, I cannot say that we broke out of that hold through our own efforts. I wish it had happened that way, and I feel sure that it is the ending Chitai will relate to his tribesmen, who, being simple-minded, may well believe him. But only a Turkoman could believe that three men would be capable of breaking through a thick, well-fastened iron grill with nothing but their bare hands.
An Isfahani, on the contrary, being a sophisticated creature, would expect a trick door or a sliding panel to make its appearance now. Or he would look for a scientific revelation, such as the well-known bursting effect of oil pressure upon iron grills, otherwise known as Raki’s Law. This ending would also please me, especially if I could say that I knew all about it in advance. But alas, it didn’t happen in that way.
We were not drowned. But no human strength could prevail against that grill. No sliding panels were discovered, and no scientific revelation came to our aid. The situation was beyond our powers.
Then how did we escape?
We were rescued.
Thus, in a single line, I have disappointed everyone except those rare persons who enjoy hearing the truth. There it is, and I can offer only one thing in compensation: the details of our rescue.
Because—how on earth were we saved? Given the number of possible hiding places in Abadan, and the completeness of our disappearance, the details of our rescue might be looked upon as very pleasing. Not quite as pleasing as if I had wrenched out a few iron bars, but satisfying all the same.

At the time we speeded away after Flaherty’s truck, we had left Hansen and one of the Ma’dan to guard the evidence in the cottage. Time passed, we didn’t return, and our friends grew concerned. Unable to communicate with each other, each man thought his own thoughts, and feared the worst.
The Ma’di, like all of his race, was a superstitious creature, much given to visions and premonitions. He became convinced very quickly that we were in trouble, and he hurried off to help us. Somehow he collected a force of thirty-odd Arab laborers, and he ordered them to follow him. It must have been the most glorious moment of his life, but he didn’t let it go to his head. Steadfastly he followed his premonition, and never for a second did he doubt that strange sixth sense beyond the grasp of reason. He led his ragged men through the center of Abadan, down to the docks, and past an endless line of ships. Then he turned to a solitary white building owned by the Trans-Gulf Shipping Corporation.
“This is the place,” he said to his followers. “Break down the doors and find my friends.”
Under his spell, the laborers did exactly what he said. They didn’t find us, of course; but they created a large disturbance. And oddly enough, they had broken into the building owned by Mr. Smith, from which he conducted his heroin operations under the guise of a legitimate oil business. When the police came, they found a number of incriminating papers. It never pays to laugh at a Ma’di’s intuition.

Hansen, left alone in Flaherty’s cottage, did some very heavy thinking. He was a logical man, and he went about things in a logical way. He decided that the first thing he needed was more information about Flaherty. To find it, he began telephoning Europeans all over Abadan.
He learned the interesting fact that Flaherty was a good friend of a policeman named Fahad. More telephoning elicited the fact that Fahad had been driving our jeep, and had vanished with us. Hansen decided that Fahad was a possible accomplice, and he searched for more information.
He learned that Fahad had shown considerable interest in the Trans-Gulf Shipping Corporation. Instantly he realized that Flaherty’s company, the Chesapeake and Virginia Oil Company, was a mere blind. In a flash of deduction, the truth was revealed to him. And when he learned that Trans-Gulf owned a small refinery in the town—which it never used—everything was clear. Without a moment’s hesitation, he telephoned Abadan’s Chief of Police, tersely related the facts, and demanded that the refinery be searched and our bodies recovered.
The Chief of Police did this. But he had more information than Hansen, and he knew that a Trans-Gulf tanker was loaded and ready to put to sea. He had run out of policemen by now, so he commandeered a squad of soldiers and sent them to the tanker. His move showed extremely clear thinking, and it was no fault of his that he picked the wrong ship out of the Trans-Gulf fleet.

It remained for a young Irani corporal to make the final move. This corporal had been ordered to take his men and search every ship and every warehouse along a stretch of waterfront. Because of the gunfire earlier, and because of the Ma’di’s speech-making, Hansen’s telephoning, and the Police Chief’s ordering, this corporal had a very fair idea of what was going on. By this time, everyone else in Abadan shared the corporal’s knowledge—but not his opportunities. For, as he marched his men down the docks, the corporal saw a very strange sight.
It was the first crack of dawn, and just about time for the muezzin’s call. The long rows of ships were silent and deserted, since the Moslems were praying and the Christians were sleeping. In another hour, after prayer and breakfast, the docks would swarm with laboring men. But for the moment, all was quiet and peaceful.
Except on one ship.
The corporal saw that men were hard at work on one tanker out of the long row of tankers. They were hooking up a dockside oil line to their ship, sweating and cursing with the slippery connections, and shouting at each other as they worked the pumping equipment. Their labor at this hour was strange enough; but their strained and unnatural haste was even stranger.
The corporal acted on his own initiative, just as everyone else in Abadan was doing. He ordered the sailors to stop pumping.
There followed, I am told, a very lively gun duel. The corporal sent a private for reinforcements, and the private returned with a full platoon of men, an armored car, and an ancient but still serviceable Sherman tank. The sailors surrendered before the tank could go into action; but the tank gunner, out of pique, fired several shots into the side of the ship.
The crew was rounded up, Mr. Smith was captured without difficulty, and Fahad was fished out of the water by the police launch. He had been trying to swim across the Shatt-al-Arab to the Iraqi shore.
The Police Chief telephoned to Basra and requested a search for the Habbaniya. Iraqi troops were dispatched at once, and the countryside was combed. But the order had come too late. Soon it was evident that the Habbaniya would not be captured.
Hansen, the Ma’di, and the Police Chief related their stories to various government officials, and also to several reporters. It was only when one of the reporters asked for a statement from Mr. Dain that everyone realized that we had not been rescued yet.
So the oil was turned off at last, having filled approximately half the compartment. Hatches were undogged, and Dain, Chitai and I emerged into the welcome daylight.
We thanked the corporal profusely, for we owed our lives to him. However, as Dain pointed out, we also owed our lives to Hansen, the Ma’di, and the Police Chief. Through the combined efforts of all these men, every possible hiding place had been searched, and our rescue had been assured, no matter where we had been taken. Dain was certainly right when he said that we might just as easily have been hidden on another tanker, or in the refinery, or in the main office.
Trans-Gulf Oil, I learned later, was owned outright by an American criminal syndicate. They actually made operating expenses from their oil business; but their real profit came from narcotics. The heroin, sealed into waterproof packages and weighted, was dropped into a hold of one of the tankers. No customs inspector had ever bothered sifting through several thousand gallons of unrefined black oil in search of a package of heroin; but perhaps they will start now. In all fairness, I should mention that Trans-Gulf owned five tankers, but never smuggled heroin on more than one at a time.
As we prepared to leave Abadan, we were told that Mr. Smith had urgently requested to see us. We visited him in the jail, where the Police Chief had him under heavy guard. He seemed very cheerful for a condemned man, and he told us that his real name was Wynoski. He accepted a cigarette from Dain, sat back grinning at us, and then said, “Well, boys, we really pulled it off, huh?”
“What are you talking about?” Dain asked.
“That stuff we were talking about earlier, on the ship,” Smith said. “Like I told you then, murder’s not my sort of thing. So as soon as you pointed out my legal position, Mr. Dain, I knew what I had to do.”
“You had to have us killed,” Dain said. “And you came close to succeeding.”
“Me have you killed?” Smith said in a voice of shocked indignation. “That’s gratitude! Look, Dain, I saved your life. You offered me a deal there on the ship, remember? No first-degree murder charge. You aren’t going to welsh on that now, are you?”
Dain said, “Your actions didn’t seem very instrumental in saving our lives, Mr. Smith. Quite the contrary, I’d say.”
“You would, huh? That’s because you aren’t thinking straight. Goddammit, I couldn’t just open the cabin door and let you walk out, not with Fahad and the crew boys there. They were watching me. You remember that?”
Dain nodded.
“So after Fahad’s little speech,” Smith said. “I had to watch myself, play along. If I tried anything cute, it had to be very cute indeed.”
“All right,” Dain said. “But I don’t see what you did.”
“Well, listen a minute,” Smith said. “Let me fill you in. When you showed up, I knew we’d had it. U.S. Customs may be dumb, but not that dumb. If you disappear in Abadan, they check up on every tanker going out, and they find that Trans-Gulf is owned by a couple of dummy corporations, which in turn are owned by a group of gentlemen who are prominent on the Attorney General’s list. After that, by working overtime and calling in outside experts, they’d be a cinch to figure that the heroin had to be hidden in the oil. So when we docked in Savannah, there’d be a large group of legal gentlemen to greet us.”
“So what?” Dain said. “You could have dumped us and the heroin overboard and sailed in clean.”
“I thought of that,” Smith said. “But it wasn’t good enough. This is a big Operation, and it’s been going on for close to five years. I couldn’t be sure that some government man wouldn’t dig up something. Also, even if there isn’t any evidence, somebody’s gotta take the fall just to get the law off the necks of the board of directors. And who takes the fall? Me, I take the fall.”
“Why you?” Dain asked.
“Because I’m the owner of record,” Smith said. “On paper, Trans-Gulf is my baby. I do the fronting, I get paid damned well, and I take the fall if something goes wrong. Which was okay by me. But I wasn’t about to take it for first-degree murder. Not even the board of directors expected that, and we agreed on no murder. But then Fahad had to go louse everything up, and I had to get out from under. Which I proceeded to do.”
“How?” Dain asked.
“By saving your lives.”
“Yes, but how?”
“Look, they put you in the hold. Then what did I do? Did I tell the boys to wait a couple of hours and then start pumping oil? I did not. I told them this was a special emergency, we had to get that hold filled before anyone started looking. I told them to get out there and start pumping now, immediately, at once. And that did it. One ship taking on oil without even a dockside gang to help—well, hell, a half-wit could have figured it from there.”
Dain didn’t say anything. Smith chewed at his lip and said, “You aren’t going to welsh on me, are you? I took my life in my hands, giving that order. If Fahad and the boys hadn’t been so nervous, they’d of seen what I was doing. I took a big risk.”
“You might have drowned us,” Dain said.
“Not a chance,” Smith told him. “It takes better than four hours to fill that hold. If the local cops hadn’t caught on, I would have slipped ashore an hour or two later and told them.”
He watched with considerable anxiety while Dain thought about his story. At last Dain said, “All right, Mr. Smith, I think it’s only fair to give you the benefit of the doubt. I’ll see what I can do for you.”
Smith’s gratitude was a beautiful thing to behold.

Fahad is dead now, and Mr. Smith is serving a long sentence in an American prison. Sadly enough, not one of the “board of directors” has been convicted, though the Attorney General and several congressional committees have assailed them. Mr. Dain paid Chitai and me very generously, and also insisted upon giving a reward to Hansen, even though no promise had been made. Then Dain went to Washington, and I have not heard from him since.
Hansen is still driving a truck here in Iran. For a while he thought about starting his own detective agency. But he found little opportunity for such work, either in Iran or Sweden. I still see him from time to time.
Chitai went back to the Dushak Turkomans. Because of his wealth, he was made a tribal leader, a position in which he takes great pleasure. I see him only rarely, but we always have enjoyable talks when we meet. His feud with the Altais has been settled, for the Irani Army stepped in and announced that henceforth it would do all the fighting. To prove its point, it killed several Turkomans from either tribe, doing so with a fine show of impartiality. So the Turkomans have taken to farming, unbelievable as it may seem. But once in a while I hear of a bandit raid on an Afghan border village, and I know that my friend has not completely forgotten the old ways.
As for me, I invested my money in land, and in several small businesses, all of which have prospered. I live with my parents in a large house in Isfahan, and we have the finest garden for a hundred miles around. I have also taken a wife, a very beautiful girl whom I have known for years, but who became interested in me only after I had made my fortune.
Hansen does not consider this a propitious match. But I prefer knowledge to sentiment, and my wife and I understand each other very well. I think she has grown genuinely fond of me, especially now that a child is on the way.
So I am well-off, happily married, and soon to have children. I ascribe my good fortune to hard work, honesty, and a measure of inventiveness. Nothing has been denied me. And yet, perversely, I sometimes dream that Dain will come back into my life, carrying me away on some preposterous adventure, and giving me the opportunity of risking my neck once again on some mountain, desert, or marsh. ...
Surely this is a strange desire; and yet, there it is. I want what I do not have, and in the midst of life I cry out for the cold presence of death.
But perhaps my desire is, in reality, no more than an acceptance of a future to come. For I am sure that Dain and I must meet again.
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