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For Elaine, the inspiration for any
worthwhile thing I have ever done

Can Assistant Secretary of State James Parrish
out-think Timur-Osman, whose virulent hatred
of the U.S. drives his insatiable thirst for power
and acclaim? The Iranian’s former wife stands
with James as the world shudders in a profound
agony of bloodletting. Can humanity survive?

Ah! When shall all men’s good
Be each man’s rule, and universal peace
Lie like a shaft of light across the land,
And like a lane of beams athwart the sea,
Through all the circle of the golden year?
Alfred, Lord Tennyson,
THE GOLDEN YEAR

JANUARY 12, IRAN


The arm lay alone under a broiling sun. Dried blood was
caked with dust along the length of the arm. The arm was
colorless and would not have appeared to be human at
all except for the hand with its fingers. A silver ring still
remained on one of the fingers.
So war is not glorious battle among noble heroes, Ali
thought. War is butchery! He sighed.
“Keep together,” a hoarse whisper cut through Ali’s
thoughts. “Don’t anybody get separated!” He could barely
make out the figure of General Akhba, personally leading
this task force of fourteen hand-picked soldiers.
What am I doing here? Ali thought. I’m no soldier. I
know nothing of warfare. He felt the chill of terror. His foot
slipped and almost caused him to fall. When he saw that
he had slipped on a decomposing corpse, he was suddenly
sapped of all strength. He felt life drain away from his face
and arms, as the whole world began to swim in a growing
darkness. Then the soldier behind him reached the place
where he was and banged into him.
“Keep going! Why in hell are you stopped?” Impatience
from the soldier. He spoke in that strange Farsi language. Ali
didn’t need to know how the words translated to understand
what the man meant. Ali moved again, relieved to feel heat
rushing back through his cheeks.
Anger! That’s it. Anger. That’s how to deal with this. That
must be what they all do. If I am angry enough, or if I hate
enough, then this nightmare becomes bearable.
They were threading their way between boulders, climbing
upward along a narrow and twisting ravine. Soon it would be
dark. Where were they going? Ali could not be sure. There
had been maps and relief drawings. Something about an
especially important house. Something about the highest
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ranking general who supports the political leader, the leader
who must be deposed.
Ali came up to the ones ahead of him. They were all
bunched together, perched on their haunches. He resisted
asking what was going to happen. I only show them how
stupid I am, he thought. They know enough of that already.
But they treat me with great deference because of my father.
His heart swelled with the pride he had felt ever since joining
his father in this exotic, sun-baked land. We must be waiting
for dark, he reasoned to himself. That means we are very
close to the target house. They must be able to see it from
the front of our group. He felt a kind of delicious thrill. He
was almost into his first real combat. What will I do? He
wondered. Can I kill? I was not brought up to be a person
who kills. Nothing in my earlier life prepares me for this. To
draw the blade of a knife across some man’s throat! Can I
really do that? I was never a fighter. Never! Will I be killed
in these next minutes and hours?
His mind was flooded with pictures of all the things that
might go wrong. What if we are seen before we get to the
house? What if we are all destroyed before we are able to do
anything? What if this whole movement is doomed before it
starts? Is my father some kind of madman? Why am I here?
His heart was beating wildly. He resisted the urge to run pellmell back down the ravine.
The general himself was at his side. “Ali, you are the son
of a great leader. Your presence here is an inspiration to these
men. I think I know your feelings. They are the feelings of
every man who enters war for the first time. But I assure you
that we are about to rid the world of a curse and establish the
rule of Allah among these people. God will see us through to
victory. We are obedient to God’s will. Nothing can stop us.
You are among men who are quite prepared to give their lives
in the service of your father, because they know he serves
God.” The older man clapped Ali’s shoulder and smiled.
Then he was gone, moving to the head of the ravine once
more.
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In the total darkness before the moon appeared, they
inched on their bellies across an open space surrounding the
great house. It was clear that there had been no warning. The
house was so remote from insurgent activities that there were
not even extra sentries posted. There appeared to be no alert.
They were running, crouched low to the ground. Why
were there no sentries? Ali wondered. Had all the soldiers
left the place, to join the fighting in hills to the west? Had
the general himself fled? Was it possible that no one was in
this empty house? Then he felt shame, hoping fervently that
his cowardice was not evident to the men around him. Can
the others look at me and see my feelings in my face? Thank
God the night is still dark! So that my fears are hidden from
every living person.
Tight up against the south wall of the house, they
crouched. He could barely make out against the white wall
the movements of the general, who was waving men in
appropriate directions. Am I supposed to go to the right or to
the left? He asked himself, trying desperately to remember.
Then he realized that he needed only to go with the small
group that surrounded him. Details would have to take care
of themselves.
Running as quietly as possible toward the front of the
house, Ali wondered, What am I to do when we reach the
doorway? I don’t remember. I don’t remember! They kept
running. Suddenly his blood froze, as he heard shots from
the rear of the house. It’s all gone wrong, he thought.
Everything’s gone wrong. We’re all going to be killed.
They rounded the corner of the house and were in sight of
the front door. Soldiers appeared in the open doorway, waving
automatic pistols that chattered loudly into the darkness. Ali
plunged down into the concrete angle made by a porch entry
extending from the house itself. There he pulled his head
down between his arms and pulled his knees up into his belly
as tightly as he could. He cowered there, teeth clenched,
sobbing quietly, every fiber of his being tensed against the
expected invasion of bullets.
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Then, no gunfire. Sounds of shots still rang in his head.
The echoes nearly deafened him. He could barely make out
the sound of angry voices barking orders. One voice laughed.
It was a scornful laugh.
“Leave those three where they fell,” the voice ordered.
“They are either dead or about to die. They will not trouble
us any longer. Bring those other three inside. We will put
them with the four who tried to come into the back of the
house.” Almost to himself, the man pondered aloud, “What
in the name of God are they doing here? So far from their
fellow insurgents? There don’t seem to be any more. But
we’ll have to send out somebody to make sure.” He turned
from where he had stood on the small porch, just a few feet
from Ali, and went back into the house.
Ali crouched as still as he could, sure that the pounding of
his heart was like thunder in the still night air. The faceless
voice spoke again, from inside the house, “Take a look
around. Check with a flashlight. We mustn’t leave any more
of these worthless pigs out here to trouble us.” Ali could
not tell what the man was saying in that strange, musical
language.
Now I will surely be found out, Ali thought. But the
flashlight’s beam was shown over the edge of the porch,
alongside the west wall of the house. The light only seemed
to make his darkness deeper, where he crouched in the
shadow of the porch.
Silence. Ali felt for his knife. It was still there. His
American GI Colt 45 still clung to his side, securely
snapped into its holster. His automatic pistol lay under
him. As he slowly straightened up, he reached for the
larger, fully automatic weapon. The cold of the metal was
shocking. Somehow it was reassuring. Some must be still
alive, he thought. I wonder if the general is among them.
He wears no insignia of rank, but they might recognize him.
Things will go very badly for him. Ali tried not to think of
the tortures that would almost certainly be inflicted on his
father’s friend.
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Without realizing what he had done, he found himself on
the porch entry and inside the front hallway of the house.
As he slipped inside the doorway, he heard a voice from the
stairway straight ahead, “I’ll go back outside and keep watch.
I’ll take a position in the dark shadows at the edge of the
entry porch.” Ali crouched behind a large chair that loomed
in the dark entryway to his left.
He’s sure to see the place where I was, Ali realized. After
the man had passed from the room, he listened. No sounds
except for distant voices upstairs. He crept slowly up the
carpeted stairs.
“The helicopter will be here momentarily. It should have
been here already.” Ali didn’t recognize the voice. It sounded
older. He was not able to understand the Farsi the man spoke,
but he thought he made out the word helicopter.
“Yes, Sir. We have everything ready. Maps and charts are
folded. All papers are packed. Your personal items are ready
as well.”
Good. Now, what did you do with those prisoners?”
“They are in the basement, General. Lieutenant Anwassah
is questioning them. It seems we have a general.”
“A general?
“Yes, Sir. The lieutenant thinks the man is General Akhba.”
“Akhba! Indeed! That is a coup. The lieutenant will get
what information he can out of him before the helicopter
arrives. We will leave the dead behind us. Any information
they might give us is not worth the effort of carrying them
away from this place.”
“Yes, Sir. May I remind the general, Sir, that with these
files and materials, and with the four of us, the helicopter
will be nearly filled?”
“Of course! Everything is as planned. It is important that
we get out by air. The convoy of others who left by car and
truck earlier will serve as a nice diversion, but we don’t want
to be with them as they battle their way through whatever
insurgent forces are out there. That north road will not be a
good place to be if they are found out.”
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Ali silently retraced his steps. In the front door he pulled
his lips back against his teeth and called, “Psst.”
“What is it?” the whisper came back.
“Psst.”
The hidden sentry gave up his position and started up the
porch. In the Farsi that Ali could not begin to understand, the
man grumbled, “That helicopter is overdue!” He walked into
the doorway.
Ali’s knife plunged deeply into the man’s body at that
point just below the meeting of his ribs. Then it twisted
up and around. Ali’s other hand was over the man’s mouth,
stifling whatever cry might have issued from it. He let go of
the knife and caught the dying soldier, lowering him softly to
the floor. Then he dragged the man behind the chair where he
had hidden earlier. Retrieving his knife, he wiped the blade
on the dead man’s shirt and returned it to its sheath.
There was no time to think of what he had done. He padded
softly down the hallway to his right, searching for a stairway
down. There must be a way down! He thought.
In a large kitchen the first door opened to a walk-in pantry.
The second door opened onto a stairway. Stepping onto the
top step, he softly pulled the door closed behind himself.
At the bottom of the stairs, around a corner, a light shone.
Sounds he heard coming from below were unearthly gurgles
and groans. He felt the hairs rising on the back of his neck.
The step he put his foot on next was a squeaky one. He gritted
his teeth and froze.
“Come on down and watch this worthless worm learn to
talk.” It was obviously one of the enemy soldiers. The Farsi
words were meaningless to Ali, but the tone of voice did not
sound threatening.
What must I do? Ali wondered. What must I say? I have
only a second or two before he wonders why I have not
spoken of shown myself. He laughed. Then he laughed again,
a sarcastic, sneering kind of cross between a chuckle and a
snicker. The enemy lieutenant responded with a similar burst
of laughing. The sound grew, as both men seemed to share
and savor some secret understanding.
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While he continued to laugh, Ali quickly moved down the
steps. Reaching the bottom, he turned to the right. There,
around a corner, he saw at once General Akhba suspended
by a noose of lamp cord. The General’s toes barely rested on
the floor. The lieutenant held another lamp cord in his hands,
having separated the wires of the cord that was plugged into
a wall socket.
As the general stood on his toes to keep the noose from
choking him, the lieutenant touched the bare wires to the
soles of his feet, making him dance and strangle. Continuing
to laugh as he moved, Ali walked directly across the room
and plunged his knife into the back of the kneeling torturer.
That man’s laugh was lost in a gurgle, as blood from his heart
poured out through his lungs and flooded the floor.
Ali took hold of the loose cord and jerked it out of the wall
receptacle. Then with one sweeping motion he cut through
the cord that was holding the general’s hands high above his
head. The exhausted general collapsed in a heap on the floor.
With sawing motions Ali cut through the cords on the fallen
man’s wrists.
“Over there,” the general gasped, waving in the direction of
the steps on which Ali had descended. The other six soldiers
had been tied, hand and foot, and were stuffed into the space
beneath those stairs. In just moments they were free.
“Sir, there are at least two of them upstairs. I couldn’t
tell what they were saying, but I could hear them talking.”
General Akhba rubbed his wrists and nodded as he listened.
Ali went on, “The only word I could make out sounded a
little like helicopter. It might be that someone is coming.”
Then, in anticipation of the question that was forming in the
general’s face, he concluded, “They have no idea that I am
here.”
Ali was first up the steps, opening the door into the
kitchen. The others, feet still bare, padded noiselessly after
him. General Akhba carried the lieutenant’s pistol. They
were strung out along the stairway to the second floor. Then,
with Ali in the lead, they moved toward the open door from
which the sound of voices came.
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It was over in an instant. Ali simply stepped into the open
doorway and swung his automatic pistol in a slow arc, waist
high, through the room, spitting bullets that attacked the air
with a sound louder than a racecar without a muffler. No life
remained. Silence. The only sound was the echo of the gun’s
chatter.
By the time the helicopter arrived, settling on the house
rooftop, all of the men had retrieved their shoes and their
weapons. Before the rotor blades had quit their lazy spin, the
crew of two lay dead.
“You were magnificent!” the general praised Ali, grasping
him by the shoulders and shaking him in an undeniable
exuberance. “Magnificent! Your father will be proud! More
proud than you can know. And all the people will learn of
your bravery.”
Then the young man was on his knees, retching out his
fears as his stomach emptied itself on the rooftop. The moon
was rising, a thin crescent inserted into the black desert night.
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