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PART 4

CHAPTER 1

NEEDS MORE LOCAL COLOR

Flit…flit…flit…flit…flit Saeed kept his head down near the surface of the hot sand, well below the line of fire made by the trainers’ automatic weapons. The red kerchief around his nose and mouth offered little protection from the swirling clouds of grit. At the order, “Go now!” shouted in Arabic by the drill commander, Saeed jumped up and over a five-foot wall and then through a barricade of barbed wire, stone, cinder block, and wood posts. He raised his Uzi and fired short rounds toward pop-up targets of Anglo looking soldiers in military fatigues. Saeed brushed through this gallery shooting range and then to the waiting mujahadin (party of god) soldiers cheering him on as he completed the exercise.

This was Egypt. This was training camp. No particular terrorist organization ran this facility. Rather, various groups sent recruiters here to draw talent. The education was structured simply. Prayers, in the style of Islam, at dawn, mid-morning, midday, mid-afternoon, and sunset. The meals were spartan and the training was rigorous.

There were no women at camp, no distractions whatsoever. Trainees were denied newspapers, television, and radio. Certainly the senior staff had access to information from the outside, but little was shared with the mujahadin trainees.

Mahmoud had brought Saeed here three weeks prior. They had flown into Alexandria and then motored south to Cairo. Mahmoud’s family entertained Saeed for a long weekend and they flew out of Cairo to the camp. Mahmoud wanted to test Saeed in this training environment under fire. Saeed had to prove that he could cope. Would the others accept him? Saeed passed both tests.

Saeed was physical. He ran, swam, climbed, and fought. Saeed also had a dead eye with the pistol and the rifle. He was no sniper, but he could wound and kill the enemy. He could also communicate with the men.

Saeed, his trainers noted, was not an ignorant “fanatic.” Saeed never shouted “Death to America! Death to Bush!” as the other men did each morning after prayers. Rather, Saeed sought out the older men in camp to discuss policy. By the third week the trainers had already made up their mind about Saeed.

This was Egypt. Roughly 390 thousand miles square of sand and oases. Pockets of population erupted rarely and spontaneously over the hot, arid, land. Mahala el Kobra (almost the equicenter of the Nile River valley) lay exactly 360 miles west of Saeed’s location. Sixty miles south of this fertile trading center was Cairo.

This was Egypt, a civilization that was timeless by any human measure. Sam Morris had been taught that the Egyptian culture, that is a united people, was over five thousand years old. This ancient culture had carried on trading activities with Phoenicians, Canaanites, Greeks, and Cilicians; and their influence on these other civilizations was significant (beer).

This was Egypt, a military training facility on the broiling wind-swept dunes. This particular facility masqueraded as Madrasseh – religious college. A wealthy Arab merchant of undefined nationality had donated the land and seed funding in 1960. Financial gifts from Egyptian merchants, recorded as charitable donations, went ostensibly towards tuition, teaching, and boarding expenses. In reality, several millions of dollars (U.S. equivalent) purchased firearms and missile launchers for field use.

This camp was 25 degrees E and 31 degrees 30 minutes N, just slightly west of the Libyan border at Bir el Shagga. The facility was laid out around an airstrip, the lifeline. Four dormitory buildings, each equipped with sixteen bunk beds, a library/study, and toilet had been erected with large heavy-duty shatterproof windows facing East by Southeast – toward Mecca. These buildings cut a diagonal to the landing strip. A warehouse type facility sat at the Western edge of the runway across from the Mosque library. The instructors carried on military style training both within the classroom facilities as well as in the field.

This was Egypt.

The training facility was non-partisan, and no particular ideology was stressed here. These recruits, Saeed’s peers, had been brought here to learn weapons and warfare – not theology. And the place was an engineering marvel. The dorms were all multilevel. Below ground, an intricate tunnel and bunker system connected each to the others, to the warehouse hangers, and to the Mosque study center. Saeed reasoned that the tunnel system reached over seventy feet below the sands and possibly deeper. He had also gleaned that an ammunition depot lay below the warehouse hangar. It was rumored that concealed munitions were kept there for dispersal to various fighting factions throughout the world. But since the hangar was off limits to all but a select few instructors, Saeed had no way of knowing. Saeed reasoned, though, that the facility was old, probably dating back to Gamel abd-el Nasser – from the early 1960’s. It was likely that an Egyptian-Libyan arrangement had at that time stockpiled Russian AK-47’s, and U.S. made M-16’s, adding ordnance and anti-aircraft missile launchers as time went on.

For three weeks Saeed and the thirty-one others in his dorm had struggled through training. There were no clocks here. Everything was arranged around the sun. Prayers at sunrise, after an hour of drills. Breakfast of feta cheese and Egyptian bread after prayer. Additional desert warfare drills – running, shooting, hand-to-hand drills.

One of Saeed’s favorite exercises was the fireman’s carry drill. One student, assault weapon slung over the chest loosely, walks laterally towards his right, spraying fire, while carrying a second student on shoulders, leg cradled in left arm. The second student, “injured” but alive, firing pistol to the left. The fireman’s carry proceeded over dunes for hundred yard intervals. Then the students switched positions and continued the endeavor for another hundred-yard interval. The exercise continued to the left, to the right, diagonal, forward, and backward. It was a burn and Saeed was more fit than he had ever been.

CHAPTER 2

Training had been lo-tech. Everything changed this afternoon. During noon prayers a chartered Egypt Air 707 brought twenty-one visitors. Amongst the nineteen passengers were three females. At that hour the students were on the sand facing Mecca. The plane came in from the east, from the direction of Cairo.

Saeed’s dorm, his unit, was ordered to the Mosque / study center. They took seats in the main lecture room. The leader, the man standing on the left side of the visitors' column spoke.

He was tall, over six feet, with a dark complexion and bright green eyes. His hair was jet black and his face was clean-. He wore a simple white oxford shirt tucked into Levi’s button fly jeans. And the jeans were tucked into lightweight hiking boots with nylon uppers.

The lights in the lecture hall dimmed and the speaker walked to the podium on his side, the left side of the room. He clicked the mouse button on his laptop and the first slide appeared.

In Arabic, “Does anyone here know what this is?”

The display was an unmanned aviation vehicle. Saeed’s seat was almost directly in front of the podium. He craned his neck back to regard the looks of incredulity amongst his dorm mates. One of them spoke up immediately. “It’s a plane.” And the other nodded.

Saeed spoke then. “It’s a UAV. It’s American – a remote controlled surveillance device that may be piloted in real time, or programmed to follow terrain markers with periodic satellite GPS positioning. It has flight duration of twelve hours. The Americans have a big brother to it with flight times of over twenty-four hours.”

The man touched his laptop again. “What’s this?”

Saeed spoke up. “It’s a microwave signal jamming construction. Nickel ferrite powder between fiberboard.”

The man touched the laptop. “And this?”

Someone blurted out, “Those are map coordinates!”

Saeed nodded and added, “But it’s for stellar objects. The first one is right ascension and the second is declination.”

“And this?”

It was a one-page about sixty lines of computer algorithm in C. One fellow spoke out, “It’s computer language.” Everyone else nodded.

The man asked, “What’s wrong with it?”

Saeed focused and studied the code for a minute. The construct was a simple calculation to scan radio frequencies. In sum, the code directed a signal processor to start at low frequencies, scan for signals, and continually attenuate for longer wavelength (higher frequency) signals. It was a long list of “IF” “GOTO” statements.

“It’s a closed loop. The fifth to last line directs the process back to the beginning. The code is bad.”

The man said, “one more question.” He paused. “What do these things have in common?” He looked around the room at Saeed’s peers.

Someone blurted out, “Aviation.” Another one said, “American technology.”

Saeed looked up. “Satellite warfare.”

The man looked at Saeed and nodded. The other eighteen likewise nodded and Saeed was in. And he knew that these were Ibrahamian’s people.

This was Egypt, too.

CHAPTER 3
The man’s name was Farshad. He did not volunteer his last name. The team of nineteen and the flight crew were international and well educated. They shared two other things in common – the loss of one or more dear family members due to United States Intelligence or military action, and Michael Ibrahamian.

Farshad, a Kuwaiti national, was orphaned in February 1991 at the age of sixteen. His parents were killed when a U.S. marine bombed their residence in an apartment complex. Farshad was at that time an undergraduate student at l’Ecole Polytechnique in Paris. His eighteen other team members each had similar stories.

The instructors cleared the room, themselves included, but Farshad placed his hand on Saeed’s shoulder to restrain him to his seat. The others of Farshad’s team sat in the vacant study benches in the first two rows and Farshad took a chair to the middle of the room, tilting it slightly to his right, towards Saeed’s.

He sat and asked, “Qu’est-ce que vous savez de surveillance satellite?”

Saeed smiled. Grinned, really. He had them. “Je sais que je veux acheter les images avec le plastique. Il y a cinq corporations qui vendent des hautes qualites photos.”

“Quoi d’autre?”

“Les Etats Unis ne peuvent pas diriger toutes les ouiseauz. I n’y a pas seulement les pays qui vole les satellites; societes commerciales et corporations de telecommunications les volent aussi. Personne pouvrais acheter du temps pour regarder la geographie on pour transmitter.”

“Bon! Quoi d’autre? Nous connaissons notre histoire aux Etats Unis. Est-ce que les chose autres que vous nous pouvriez transmettre?”

Saeed’s smile evaporated and he forced a confused look. His brow wrinkled and his mouth scowled. In English, he asked, “I’m not sure what you’re looking for. I know a great deal about satellites. I’ve worked with LEO’s for six years as a HAM operator. I know how to find them and I know what they can do.”

Farshad looked at the others and made eye contact with each one in turn. Not a word was exchanged. Then he returned his gaze to Saeed. “Listen. The soft request was like an order. It was spoken with authority and Saeed realized that Farshad was quite accustomed that teammates and subordinates always followed instructions.

“We represent certain interests focused toward reducing the hegemony of the United States. We are not fundamentalists nor are we extremists, but we do align ourselves with such groups from time to time.

“We nineteen are representatives of cells in our organization. We, each of us, reside in different countries, though three of us live in the U.S.

“Our group monitors certain aspects of satellite gray space. We have realized that the outcome of the next war will be influenced by space assets.”

Saeed nodded. So far so good. He ventured, “Do you want me to work with you?”

“Yes. But in the field. All of us start in the field. We have to prove our metal in the fire, so to speak.” Farshad looked to his teammates and back to Saeed. Saeed nodded his understanding.

Farshad, then. “I have read that you are a Muslim. Which brand to you prefer?”

Saeed thought the question was odd. But he responded, “Shi’ite, Persian Shi’ite. Twelver Shi’ite. And you?”

“Christian. Kuwaiti Christian.”

Saeed’s face took on confusion again. This time it was genuine.

Farshad said, “That surprises most people. They do not understand.” More sternly, then. “Understand this, Saeed. Christians fight jihad, too. In the Middle Ages Christians fought against Muslims to regain the Middle East, to re-create the empire of Rome or Byzantium. Today, I fight jihad to free the Middle East from the encroachment of Western cut-throats who aim to rape our culture and impose their depravity.”

Saeed nodded, but his face was still confused, contorted. He was having severe difficulty reconciling the ideology with the apparel. The man, after all, was decked out in Levi’s and Land’s End! Nevertheless, there was true and deep feeling behind the conviction – jihad.

CHAPTER 4
June 12, 2002

Meeting Michael Ibrahamian


The man bore the carriage and self-confidence of royalty. Saeed thought, for a moment, that the stereotype “prince” was itself designed for Ibrahamian. The Palestinian was lean and about two inches taller than Saeed. The be-spectacled Michael Ibrahamian was clear-eyed and clean-shaven. On closer look Saeed realized that his countenance bore the signature of “Professor,” the stern and rigid look of the individual who had spend many long nights in thought, stretching and training his mind. His eyes, too, were remarkable. They were blue – like the sea off Bermuda, and his gaze, though stern, was not menacing. Overall, Michael Ibrahamian’s eyes were inquisitive.


He wore casual clothes, similar to those of his representatives. Saeed noticed that his new boss favored T-shirts in lieu of cotton Oxford button-downs. Today’s T-shirt was an embossed likeness of the Persian, Sayyid Jamal ad-din al Afghani. Stylized Arabic script translated loosely as “Pan-Islam.”


Farshad moved up toward Michael. They shook hands and embraced. Ibrahamian whispered something into Michael’s ear; Farshad nodded and turned toward Saeed. The boss left the room. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back shortly.”


With that remark Farshad, too, left the room and Saeed found himself alone for the first time since he had left London. He looked around the office.


There was no clutter in the office. Michael’s desk consisted of a simple board of mahogany wood supported upon two inverted v-shaped marble legs. Besides lamps and an electric coffee machine, the only other sign of technology was a single open laptop computer. The room contained a sofa – long enough for Michael to sleep, two matching chairs, and a coffee table. Persian style throw rugs lined the marble floors. The room was bare. And there were no windows.


In addition to the heavy cypress double doors that opened the room, two other doors were evident. One portal, Saeed confirmed, opened to a pristine washroom. Michael and Farshad had exited the room through the other door.

Saeed stood at the desk and finessed the mouse pad on the laptop. The screen erupted in light, the password prompt halting any further advance. He waited there patiently for another few moments. Ibrahamian entered the room.

“Farshad tells me that you are gifted – both with your hand and your head. And Mahnoud also was generous in his compliments. I wonder, then, why you could not make a home for yourself in America. Do you distrust authority so much?” His tone was sage, the older professor, far older than his years.

Saeed became the student. “I shun illegitimate authority. I see the United States spreading like a pus, out of its own scab. It is a disease that aims to engulf all of the world and I will not stand to see that culture invading and corrupting the other beautiful cultures outside.”

Ibrahamian cut him off. “You speech is strong. It’s full of venom. You have the focus of a man who has seen trauma. But what trauma? You say that you hate the country that has given you life and education. How then can I trust you? How can anyone trust you?”

“You have checked my background?”

“Yes. Of course. But these things are easily forged. You might be an assassin.”

“That’s a curious term.” Saeed became bolder. “You choose a Persian word, a Twelver word to describe a religious zealot whose focus and training is for the sole ends of killing an enemy leader.” Saeed walked around the desk to stand at Ibrahamian’s side. “I assure you that I will be arrested if I return to the United States. I tell you that I have committed acts of sabotage and computer piracy in America. And I tell you that I aim to be an assassin in the true meaning of the word.”

Michael Ibrahamian smiled and nodded his head. His manner shifted to “general” as he walked around the desk to the computer. He signed on and gestured for Saeed to follow. The screen displayed a high-resolution satellite image of terrain. Saeed guessed it could have been Iran, Pakistan, or Afghanistan.

“Do you know what you are looking at?”

“I’m not sure.” Saeed had learned to lie well.

“This is Iran, near the Sistan Range (approx. 29( 50’ 15” and 60( 30’ 00” east) walking distance to Afghanistan and Pakistan. I’m going to send you home for some time. Get to know your roots.” Michael smiled. “Some Afghanis will guide you and give you some practical experience. I won’t see you again for some time – a month perhaps. We’ll see.” Ibrahamian clasped Saeed’s head to his own chest and then released him. He walked to the door, and knocked.

Farshad stepped out. “Are you ready?” The question was pointed to Saeed.

CHAPTER 5


Farshad led Saeed through the entryway and down the spiral staircase to the ground floor. “We’ll be leaving this evening for Zahedan. Michael wants me to give you some time off before then. You may be in the field for a month or more and he thought you could use some downtime. Have you been to Karachi before?”


“No. Never.”


“Would you like to look about? You may explore for a few hours. Just make sure you return to the hotel by five p.m. We’ll shuttle from there to the airport. Take some money.” Farshad counted out ten American ten dollars, a small fortune in Pakistan where the per capital GDP is less than $450. “Don’t get into trouble.” Farshad winked at him. The meaning was clear and Saeed thanked the Kuwaiti.


This was just another test. Everything was a test. Certainly Ibrahamian’s people were well trained in surveillance and Saeed could in no wise tell who, in the crowd, could be a counter agent. No matter though. This was his first freedom – his first chance to make contact since London a month before. There was only one option open to him in Karachi.


Karachi was hot in June. And the severe humidity was uncomfortable. After all, Saeed had passed several weeks in a desert environment and this seaport city was a drastic change. Ibrahamian’s office was situated in the southeast corner of town, one of the poorest sections of Karachi. The signs of poverty were evident throughout the streets and all ages were represented, from toddlers to the very old. He walked along the highway near the railroad tracks and then turned north toward the center of town.


Saeed was looking for the bazaar – the merchant quarter. He consciously avoided the section where the U.S. Consulate was located. CIA had a man there, a purveyor of artifacts, whose sole function was to relay information.


As he neared the merchant quarter, the crowd grew thick. Perfect. I’m just a tree in the forest now. He merged himself into a large throng and let the wave carry him. It was early afternoon here and Saeed surmised that these people were likely returning from noon prayers.


Around him merchants were grilling lamb, goat, and poultry. Most of the faces were brown, but European faces popped into the mix every now and then. The air, dense and heavy, was spiced with saffron and curry. Open-air shops peddled jewelry and textiles. The colors were brilliant – reds, pinks, yellows and purples. Others stocked music cd’s and tapes. Every so often Saeed could make out an American or European artist, but the bulk of the sounds were Eastern, including some Islamic lectures.

He was walking along, relaxed, almost in a trance, completely enthralled with the sheer energy of the place. Then he heard his name. “Sammy!” And then again. “Sam?!” He was shocked back to attention and kept moving, in conscious aversion to the man calling his name. “Sam!” Saeed ducked around a booth and stopped to admire some gold watches. He began to fondle one of them. “Sam?”


Saeed looked up and gazed into the eyes of an Andover classmate. “Sam. It is you! Damn. What’s with the beard?”


Sam queried in Greek. His words lost to his classmate.


“Sam? It’s Mark. From Boston.” Mark grew hesitant. “Sam?” Saeed again, in Greek, forced confusion.


“Oh. Sorry. You look like a friend I have in the States.” Mark backed away and walked off, shaking his head.


Saeed asked the shopkeeper, in Arabic, for the location of the antiquities shop. He was relieved that it was close by – just a short walk – mused the jeweler. He started off in the general direction, being sure to stop at other shops. If Ibrahamian’s people were tracking, he wanted them to think that he was sightseeing and certainly not pulled on a mission to one shop in a city he had never before visited.


He let out a breath, relieved that Mark had not pursued the issue. Mark was a close friend and soccer teammate from prep school. Saeed was quite relieved for the beard and new hair color. A change he realized had just safeguarded his cover.


Mark was a bright young man. His father, an oncologist, taught at UMass. It was a certainty that he would report this chance encounter with Sam’s doppelganger. No matter, Saeed will have left the area by then. By the time he reached the antiquities shop, Saeed had dropped his thoughts of Mark.


The antiquities shop was clean but poorly lighted. The Pakistani owner was educated in the U.S., at the University of Maryland. He was a trusted conduit – a relay switch and nothing more. Saeed and he made small talk about the weather, Karachi, and the merchant square. Then they introduced themselves one to the other. The shopkeeper clasped Saeed’s hand and tightened his grip when the youth recited his name as Saeed Shirazi.


“What are you interested in seeing?”


“I’ve read that Craterus, Alexander’s general, led a forced march south through the Seistan Range near Afghanistan to reconnoiter the conquered territory in Southern Afghanistan and Northeast Iran. Do you have relics from that period?”


“No. I am sorry. No. But I will make some inquiries for you. Put out the word, so to speak.”


“Thank you. But I may not be back this way for some time possibly one or more months.”


“That should be ample time.”

Saeed exited the shop and returned, by taxi, to the hotel. He ate a small meal in the restaurant, enjoying the bustle of traffic in and out of the building.

He noticed her at once. She was strikingly beautiful with olive complexion. Her eyelashes framed dark eyes containing innocence, but not quite. They were seductive like the made up dancers in Cairo. Her lips were perfect, making the outline of a smallish mouth. She had the look of gypsy – of the Romani people and of southern Spain, too.

She was wearing soft baby blue jeans and a grey t-shirt that, though loose, accentuated her ample bust and womanly form. Her thick hair was raven black, wild, and medium long, lingering just below her shoulders, tossled wild as she loped across the room. She did not smile at all. And she carried the tell-tale black and blue mark of trauma under her left eye. She was a young woman – an old girl. Saeed suddenly realized how much he missed home and Sandrine.

After his meal he walked upstairs and ventured up to the room he shared with Farshad. It was nearly five p.m.

CHAPTER 6

“Did you enjoy your afternoon? Was your walk informative?”

“I enjoyed the city. It is a poor place, though.”

“Every city has a slum quarter. It has always been so. In the struggle for life some are trod down.”

Saeed nodded instinctively and walked to the door with his small duffel bag.

“Our ride is already here. You’re flying into Zahedan – not far… Farshad pulled the door shut and locked it. He led the way down the stairs at a brisk run. They climbed into the back seat of an old Mercedes 300 class sedan. “Saeed, this is Roxanne. She works with us from time to time.”

It was the woman from the hotel lobby, except she was now clad in a blue oxford shirt and khaki pants. As she pulled away from the curb she glanced back at Saeed through the mirror and winked, but did not smile.

At seven p.m. the sun was still bright in the sky. The narrow crowded streets were cloudy with the exhaust of hundreds of vehicles. Their driver was silent as she weaved through the traffic aiming for the airport highway.

“Usually we do not run direct flights to the Afghani border. We’re making an exception because of the festival there. You’ll be on a charter along with about two dozed or so Pakistanis, Iranians, and Turks. Everything has been arranged. Our man will find you and take you to our camp. Another man will sit for you at the symposium.

Saeed nodded as he watched trees fly past his window. The sun was lower in the sky now. Roxanne, at the wheel, seemed attentive on the road. The traffic had thinned considerably in the countryside. Cotton and flax plants appeared, vanished, and reappeared – just like long lines of corn acreage along a Kansan highway.

He let his thoughts wander. There was absolutely no going back. They were putting him in the fire. To make the next level he would have to kill – or convince others that he had. Saeed could only imagine the upcoming activity. The insertion point was almost exactly the coordinates where Iran shares borders with Pakistan and Afghanistan. Like Mexican bandits striking U.S. forces in the Nineteenth Century, Afghani mujahadin waged attacks on infrastructure, then wafted away into the Iranian or Pakistani hinterland only to rematerialize in Afghanistan to cause disruption. Saeed was relatively confident that he would be performing reconnaissance with one such group.

In the event that he was captured, U.S. intelligence would disavow his assignment. This was deep-deep cover. Even still, he could not kill American forces to contain his cover. To infiltrate the enemy he had, to some extent, behave like them. In order to get close to Ibrahamian, he might certainly have to create the appearance that he caused violence to U.S. assets. And after he entered bivouac, he would be out of contact, unable to inform anyone back home of his activities.

Roxanne slowed and the Benz veered onto a ramp for the Irani Air terminal. “I’ll wait here.” Saeed placed the accent. “A Kurd,” he thought. “Good luck,” she said.

Farshad escorted Saeed through the terminal and up to the gate. “Here’s your ticket. Our people will meet you on the other side. Try to be safe!” He turned back into the field of people milling about.

Saeed boarded the plane – an older 737. He sat by the window, looking out to the setting sun. The sky was a smoldering ember, at times flickering to brilliance. The clouds were still – hardly moving at all.

CHAPTER 7

It seemed that they had barely been aloft at all before the pilot ordered all passengers to fasten their seat belts. The lights of Zahedan, a smallish town of several thousand souls, were spiraling up to meet the plane. Saeed blinked again and landing gear eased down and locked. Moments later Saeed was shaken in his chair when the wheels made contact with the tarmac.

The steward opened the door as the passengers stood to finesse their passport cases and extract their grips from the overhead area. Saeed sat and watched the scene, simply enjoying the cool dry air that was slowly replacing the staleness of the formerly pressurized cabin. After the crowd had ebbed to a trickle, Saeed grasped his overnight duffel and ambled along the narrow aisle to the cabin door.

The landing field was small, perhaps only slightly larger than the one at the Egyptian training facility. Lights and motion drew passengers to the one administrative building while large loudspeakers chastised vagrants or lingerers. The Iranian government required proof of identity and entry for all visitors. The queue marched steadily toward the building like war-weary soldiers easing their way into another battle.

Saeed had to smile as he recalled the adventure so far. He was living the dream – the great adventure that few individuals could even imagine. Only two months prior he had been an intern at Senate Armed Services pushing paper. Then special forces training and cover conditioning in Colorado, a mad rushed visit to the U.K., and finally, indoctrination into a bonafide terrorist training camp in Egypt. Here he now was in Iran, on the way to Afghanistan.

The dry evening air at Zahedan was slowly beginning to chill. As he considered lodging, Saeed fingered the remaining bills of the money Farshad had given him. Farshad had put Saeed on the plane without instruction. At this juncture, Saeed had no recourse beside patience. The mujahideen would contact him.

The wisest course – take lodging at the site of the lecture series, the madressah. Saeed struck up a conversation with a Pakistani traveler and they walked through customs together. They took a taxi to the madressah, located just outside of town on the road to Minjaveh, but they did not talk. Saeed’s new companion complained of fatigue and rested his eyes once he entered the taxi.

Dusk ebbed and night had crashed down like a trap door on a root cellar. But by the time they arrived at the Islamic learning center, a large moon had risen, giving the desert scape an eerie, almost incandescent appearance. Several others from the same plane were also relaxing in the lobby, sipping sweet tea, discussing the failure of society to pass on its culture to the youth. Saeed simply signed the register, took his room assignment and journeyed to his quarters.

He awoke at five thirty, a little later than usual. In his dream he saw a Navy battleship firing inland toward a communications center. The guns fired a rapid sequence of four shells followed by a pause. Then another four. As Saeed opened his eyes he realized that someone was rapping against the door to his quarters.

Fully alert, he reached the door and waved the two men inside. Ali, the younger of the two, explained that he would take Saeed’s place at the symposium. Mohamet, the older of the two, ordered Saeed to get his things and hustle up. It was almost daylight, he explained.

Saeed jumped into his jeans, pulled up his lightweight boots, tucked in his mushroom colored linen shirt, and grabbed his bag – all this before opening his mouth to say hello. Mohamet nodded that Saeed’s bag was a good size and then he led the way down the stairs, through the back door, and into an old right hand drive Land Rover.

Mohamet pushed the ignition button and the vehicle lurched into being, swerving one way, then another, as the driver steered it out of the parking area onto the highway. Mohamet was not a conversationalist. “You are going with the mujahideen into the North. I’ll take you to your group.” That was it. They were heading north. The sun was barely making its mark at the horizon over Mohamet’s right shoulder.
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