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‘He who arises shall have two occultations. In one of them, he shall be present at the pilgrimage rites. He shall see men, but they shall not see him.’

Imam Ja’far al-Sadiq

(Kulayni Al-usul min al-Kafi 2:175)


ONE
Ghayba


Phase One


Prologue

Like a hammer on a red-hot anvil, the noon sun beat down on the bleak expanse of desert sand. Nothing stirred. The air shimmered as waves of heat reflected from baked rock and sand, turning the parched and arid wasteland into a vibrating mirage of living waters. To breathe was a torment, to walk a torture fit for the damned. At the bottom of a dried wadi, a man lay dying of thirst and heatstroke. Two miles to the east, his camel, the soft pads of its feet flayed and scarred by sharp rocks, was already dead. Here, in the deep heart of the Rub’ al-Khali, the Empty Quarter of the vast Arabian Peninsula, only the foolhardy or the desperate ever ventured. Few ever walked out alive.

The dying man was an Otaybi Arab, from the west of the Peninsula. He had been travelling through the eastern region of Saudi Arabia with a companion from the Iranian Gulf province of Makran, moving among the Bedouin tribes of the Rawashid and Awamir, talking with their leaders and their young men. Two months earlier, the two men had met by arrangement at Khor Kalba, on the eastern coast of the United Arab Emirates. The Iranian had sailed across by night in a small dhow from Jask, avoiding patrol boats from Muscat policing the waters of the Gulf of Oman. Crossing the northern tip of the western Hajar mountains, they had travelled south along the Muscat frontier, slipping two weeks later across the vaguely defined border country between the Emirates and Saudi Arabia.

Once there, they had gone, dressed as Bedouin, around the wells, oases, and temporary camping sites of the desert tribes. It was the summer of 1977, and the efforts of the central government to settle many of the tribespeople had caused considerable disruption in the traditional way of life. But here, on the edges of the kingdom, the harsh realities of the desert preserved and sustained the inborn resistance of the Bedouin to change, and kept alive the spirit of independence and self-reliance that was their greatest inheritance. Like Lawrence, the two men travelled among the shifting population of the sands, preaching, converting. By slow stages, they planned to head across the northern edge of the Rub’ al-Khali into the heart of the country, through the neck between the Nafud Qunayfida and Nafud Dahi deserts, then down through southern Najd to Mecca, in time for the pilgrimage season.

They had been arrested six weeks later, in the small desert settlement of Abu Faris. A local religious leader had complained about their activities and police had been sent from Jabrin Oasis, three hundred kilometres to the north-west. A brief trial had been held in the house of the town’s religious judge, the cadi, and, on the morning following, they had been taken out to the dusty square.

All the people of the settlement had been there, including women and children. In the centre of the square, a black Sudanese policeman was standing, stripped to the waist, his ebony skin glistening in the bright sun. In his hand he held a long curved sword, a beautiful weapon of Damascus steel that had been in the family of the Shaykh of Abu Faris for generations. It had been lent for the occasion. The two men, hands tied firmly behind their backs, had been led out into the centre of the square. The Iranian was made to kneel in the dust at the policeman’s feet. Quran in hand, the cadi came forward, proclaimed the sentence of death, read from the sacred book, and retired. The executioner, a black shadow against the sun, spread his feet for balance, then with both hands swung the shining blade horizontally behind his back. With a practised motion, he snapped the sword forward with just the right momentum, cutting cleanly through the upright neck. The head, its eyes still staring, leapt forward and fell face downward on to the dust, showering it with blood. Then the body toppled and fell lifeless, pouring a stream of hot blood over the warm sand, arms and legs twitching in the convulsions of death.

Two policemen took the Arab by the arms and brought him forward to beside the spot where his friend’s body lay, already drawing flies. Even now as he lay in the wadi, he could remember the sight of blood, the stench, the cold, sick feeling in his stomach. The cadi pronounced sentence, read a verse of the Quran, and stepped back. The huge negro stood over him, his shadow falling on him like the wings of Izra’il, the black angel of death. The sword swung back, then came forward with a jerk, stopping short mere centimetres from his neck. He fainted and recovered later to find himself tied astride a camel, headed into the centre of the Rub’ al-Khali. A guide, sent to ensure that he was taken a satisfactory distance into the desert, explained that the police, small in numbers and isolated, had been uneasy about executing a Bedouin Arab out here in the desert, where the shedding of his blood might cause resentment. Tribal politics were a tricky business and the police left well alone. Instead, they had decided on a token execution and a slow but no less certain death in the sands of the Empty Quarter.

Now, as he lay helpless in the hollow of the wadi, he was delirious with visions of blood and steel. He raved, the single word al-qiyama ever on his lips. In Arabic, it meant ‘resurrection’. But what resurrection could he crave now as he lay hours from death in a wasteland where even the vultures never came? The sun slipped in a haze towards the western horizon. As it touched the rim of the desert, he watched it sink, his mind lucid again before the onset of death. A prayer escaped his lips as he followed the path of the dying sun where it fell towards Mecca, far in the west, beyond the numberless sands that stretched across the centre of the great Peninsula. There, in Mecca, dwelt his resurrection.

Falling unconscious, his hold on life slipping, he did not see the shadow of riders, tall and black as their camels, as they stood at the edge of the wadi, gazing down on him.
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TEHRAN

Saturday, 15 October 1977

It was cold. A small group of men, all dressed against the October weather, all wearing black, stood about in the empty street, stamping their feet, blowing on their hands, glancing now and then to left and right. They were waiting for something or someone. It was already mid-afternoon, and the pale sun would set in half an hour. No one spoke. The street ran in an absolutely straight north-south line through the northern Tehran suburb of Vanak, three blocks from the glass and concrete palace of the Arya-Sheraton Hotel. Beyond, the sprawl of buildings fell away to the underdeveloped north-west of the city, revealing the flanks of the Elburz foothills, covered in ice and snow. There, far from the howling city, all was quiet, all was a shimmer of frost and mountain mist.

The mountains and a distance of barely sixty miles separated the capital from the shores of the Caspian Sea, the Darya-ye Mazandaran. By boat, a few miles further into that vast expanse of water would bring the traveller across an invisible yet singular barrier, the incessantly patrolled border between Iran and the Soviet Union. To the far north-west lay Russian Azerbaijan, to the north-east, Turkmenistan, with all of Central Asia beyond. Bokhara, Samarkand, Tashkent: names from a golden past of blue domes and slender minarets, of lovely miniatures and even lovelier poetry; today the possessions of a limitless, brooding empire that lay with suffocating weight across the entire northern border of Iran and beyond. Tehran looked north across the most uneasy frontier in the world, the soft underbelly of the Russian giant, a sleeping giant who dreamt always of the warm waters of the south, the oil-rich shores of the Persian Gulf.

A black Mercedes, its dark-tinted windows catching the rays of the sinking sun, entered the street from the direction of Yusefabad and glided to a halt beside the waiting group. The door opened and two men stepped out, dressed, like the others, in black. As they left the car, the men on the pavement did not stand to attention or salute, but their bearing changed completely. The first of the car’s occupants was Masood Heshmat, Special Operations Chief of Internal Security and Action, the most important of the nine branches of SAVAK, the Sazman-e Etela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar, Iran’s dreaded National Information and Security Organization. Heshmat was directly responsible to SAVAK’s deputy director, the head of ISA, Parviz Sabeti, with whom he worked at the Organization’s headquarters in the notorious Comite building in central Tehran.

A restless man of between thirty-five and forty, Heshmat had a well-deserved reputation for ruthlessness in the interrogation of political suspects. There were two types of pre-trial interrogation for such prisoners under the Shah. The first and the more brutal, known as bazju’i, was carried out by SAVAK in order to extract the maximum of information before the suspect was handed over to military tribunal officials for further questioning prior to his trial. Masood Heshmat was an expert in extracting information. Behind the walls of the Comite or Evin prison, his name had come to symbolize pain beyond imagining – and death in a deserted courtyard at midnight.

His companion was an American called Peter Randall, a CIA field agent who had first arrived in Tehran seven years earlier. As he stepped out of the car after Heshmat, Randall shivered momentarily and glanced briefly to the north, at the white spectre of Mount Damavand rising through mist into a darkening sky. One day, he knew, fleets of helicopters would rise murmuring over that peak and MiG fighters would thunder down from the steppes of Central Asia. It was a nightmare that haunted him even in daylight. For seven years now he had lived with Russia as a next-door neighbour, travelling frequently to the border, where he could see it, smell it, all but touch it, a living presence that none of his superiors in Washington could ever hope to understand with such immediacy. He had learnt to cope with that presence, to put it in the back of his mind where it could not interfere with his efficiency or freeze his actions. But he could not forget it. It was, after all, why he was here in the first place.

Heshmat waited for Randall to join him on the pavement before turning to the man in charge of the group, all of whom were SAVAK professionals trained in the techniques of urban counter-insurgency. He knew each of them personally; they had worked together on numerous occasions and he could rely on them.

‘Is everything ready?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir. Are there any fresh instructions?’

‘No; we go in as planned.’

Heshmat turned and looked at Randall. His quick, furtive eyes seemed to scrape across the American.

Beside him, Randall seemed tall and lean, his gaunt, lined features a sharp contrast to Heshmat’s puffy face and soft, pampered body. Randall’s face was thin, almost ascetic, and his light-blue eyes held secrets in the grey shadows at their edges. Heshmat had seen eyes like those before, in the faces of men, religious subversives he had interrogated night after night in cold, silent cells. He could never remember the names, only the eyes. They were the eyes of a man who would not part with his secrets even under the severest torture. It seemed wrong, even obscene to Heshmat that an intelligence agent should have such eyes.

He knew the American hated him, despised him for what he was, and for what he did. Randall had once accompanied him to Evin to assist in the interrogation of a Marxist accused of printing anti-American pamphlets, a twenty-year-old girl student from Pahlavi University in Shiraz. The American had never gone there with him again. Randall was good. At thirty-five, some said he was the best American agent in Iran. But he did what he had to do because he saw it as his duty, not because he liked it. There lay the difference between the two men. Heshmat found pleasure, absolute pleasure in his job, and he carried out his tasks in such a way as to obtain the optimum personal satisfaction from them. Randall, on the other hand, would never kill unless absolutely necessary, and even then never in cold blood. Calmly, efficiently, yes, and often without anger, but not without a certain passion, a sense of pain. He owed that much to someone whose life he was about to take. He avoided the gun as much as possible, and he rejected torture as a method of extracting information. For those, like Heshmat, who carried out such tasks with pleasure, Randall felt only loathing. Heshmat in his turn despised Randall, but he admired his professional skill and he valued him because, in a world made up of deceit and counter-deceit, he thought he could trust him and he knew that, if need arose, he could betray him.

‘Peter,’ Heshmat asked, ‘are there any instructions you want to give before we leave?’

Randall looked at him, then shook his head. Heshmat nodded and spoke quietly into a radio set he carried in his hand. A second Mercedes, identical to the first and, like it, carrying no registration plates, glided out of a side street and rolled towards them. The group split, six men climbing into the second car, four joining Heshmat and Randall in the lead vehicle. At a signal from Heshmat, their driver started the engine and they moved off into gathering darkness. The two cars headed north briefly, then turned east towards the line of three main arteries that connect the wealthy northern suburbs of Tehran with the deep, troubled heart of the city centre. Using side roads, they moved together rapidly through the Ka’usiyye and Da’udiyye developments into Korush-e Kabir, entering the road just south of Qolhak. Here, they turned north again for about a mile before bearing right down Yakhchal, a country lane that was fast becoming part of the concrete maze of the sprawling city. They passed the German church on their right and the Qolhak German school on their left, outposts of a colonial enterprise that had never got off the ground. Following the bend of the road where it became Amir Hekmat, the cars drew in to the side, their tyres crunching the frosted gravel as they slowed and came to a halt.

No one had spoken throughout the short journey. Each man had sat locked in his own world, the coming operation uppermost in every mind. The American had not wanted to come. He was sick of Heshmat and his methods, sick of the sweat-drenched silences that came when he leaned back, his questioning done. But the Iranian had insisted that Randall’s presence was necessary on this operation.

He had called early that morning at the American’s apartment in Kakh Street, tense and excited, his face unusually drawn and nervous, his eyes gleaming with thoughts that Randall had no wish to penetrate. He hadn’t invited him in, hadn’t wanted him there at all, but Heshmat had come in anyway and sat down without being asked.

‘Peter,’ he had begun, his familiarity deliberate, intended to grate on the American. Since coming to Iran, Randall had lost his habit of instant first names, and with people like Heshmat he preferred to keep things strictly professional and impersonal; Heshmat knew it, but he went on as he had begun. ‘Peter, I think we have a lead on the Ibex murders, maybe the Air Force killings of two years ago as well. It’s all come to light in the course of investigations into the attempt on Ashraf in September.’

The American nodded, interested in spite of his dislike for Heshmat. He was referring to the shootings in May 1975 of two US Air Force colonels and in August 1976 of three American civilians who had been working on the installation of the secret Ibex electronic intelligence system in Iran. Ibex had been sold to the Shah for over five hundred million dollars by the Anaheim-based Rockwell Corporation, in theory to provide border security. But the process of installation had begun to reveal serious problems in the system and before long the Shah had started complaining about Pentagon double-dealing. Richard Helms, the US ambassador, washed his hands of the project, so the CIA, which had already been involved in the original deal, found itself trying to sort out the mess. Randall still had unpleasant memories of the string of events that had followed the August 1976 murders. Over a year later, pressure from Washington to find those responsible was still heavy.

‘I don’t see the connection,’ he said, still standing, his position an emphasis of his guest’s rudeness.

On 13 September that year, gunmen had tried to shoot the Shah’s sister, Princess Ashraf, as she was travelling through Juan-les-Pins in the south of France, en route to her villa at Port Gallice. They had killed a woman friend in the car with her and wounded another man, but her driver had rammed their vehicle and enabled them to make an escape.

‘We think the same group may have been responsible for all three attacks,’ replied Heshmat. ‘Yesterday, we received a report about a house in Qolhak that’s being used by a small group of men in their late twenties. None of them mix well with their neighbours, they come and go at strange hours, and all the signs are that it’s a terrorist cell. The man who gave us the report says he heard two of them talking one day in French.’

‘Your man knows French?’

‘A little. Enough. He followed them to a café where they met a third man. He spoke Persian with them. They talked about America, about Washington – the third man had just come from there. Afterwards, this man left and the other two started talking in French again. One asked the other what he thought of Americans; he just said “they die badly”, nothing more, just that. Then they talked about other matters, nothing important.’

‘But they could have been referring to anything. Plenty of Americans have been killed here. Why single out the killings you mention?’

‘Conjecture, nothing more. If they made an attempt on Ashraf, they must be Feda’iyan-e Khalq, and I already think the Feda’iyan were responsible for the other murders.’

‘So why don’t you come again when you’ve got proof of that? I’m sure you’ll find a way of obtaining your evidence. Just don’t ask me to help, that’s all.’

‘I want you to come with me tonight. We’re raiding the house.’

‘That’s a police job.’

‘Of course. And you know how it will end if I leave it to them.’

Randall knew. Police policy was to surround a terrorist hideout, open fire, and shoot it out with those inside. Nine times out of ten, there were no survivors.

‘Why bring me in at this stage? Until you get a confession that they actually were involved in the killing of Americans, this remains a purely internal matter. Come again when you’ve got your evidence.’

Randall was being deliberately obtuse. The CIA had been deeply involved with Iranian intelligence since the late 1940s and had been directly concerned, together with the FBI, in setting up SAVAK under Teymour Bakhtiar in 1957, after which they had provided a permanent US intelligence mission in Iran. Involvement in so-called ‘internal matters’ was standard procedure.

‘I’m being polite.’ The sarcasm in Heshmat’s tone was not lost on Randall. ‘American deaths have been mentioned already. They’re in the report. I want you to be there, in case something goes wrong, in case mistakes are made. I want you to know I tried to take them alive. You have to be there.’

Randall watched his face, saw the excitement, the craving for action bottled up within him, ready to burst forth. He knew it would be released in the fury of the coming raid, to be replaced by a cold, unfeeling calm in the torture rooms of the Comite. But there was more. The American knew from long and bitter experience the complexities of Iran’s military-security web, the labyrinth of machinations and counter-machinations that reflected and intensified the Machiavellian tangles of Iranian life in general. He knew how everyone involved in security and intelligence watched everyone else, how SAVAK and Military Intelligence, the Rokn-e Do, were in constant conflict, how officials of the Special Bureau, the Daftar-e Vizhe, kept an eye on SAVAK, and how, at the centre of the web, the Shah sat like a spider waiting for prey.

The director of SAVAK, General Nematollah Nasiri, was a former military governor of Tehran who had been official security chief since 1965. The Organization’s ISA had been headed until 1972 by another general, Naser Moqaddem, now head of Rokn-e Do. Randall knew that Heshmat had been a long-time favourite of Moqaddem and suspected that he wanted him to become head of SAVAK. He also knew that, within the intricacies of this web-like power struggle, he himself was being used as a lever within the all-powerful CIA organization in Tehran.

The door of the Mercedes opened and Heshmat stepped out on to the pavement. Far out in the blackness, a dog began to howl; the packs of stray dogs that prowled by night on the fringes of human habitation were moving once again. In spite of himself, Randall shivered.
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Heshmat walked to the back of the car in which he had come, opened it, and unloaded arms and ammunition, which he proceeded to distribute to his small force. Randall refused the gun that he tried to press into his hands, indicating that he preferred to use his own Browning Magnum if it proved necessary for him to open fire at all. He hoped he would not have to – operations like this, he knew, were always messy.

At a signal from Heshmat, the group split into four, each unit heading for a different side road that would bring it to the house independently of the other units. It was already dark, and the black-clad figures moved unseen and unheard towards their destination. No one was about in the streets. They were deserted and silent, like a stage before the play begins. In that strange way no outsider could understand, word had got about that something was about to happen. The silence was immense, consecrated to terror and the night. Wise residents kept behind locked doors. This sort of operation was common enough to be accepted as part of life in Tehran. There would be shooting, perhaps even explosions, during the night, but by morning all traces of the incident would have been removed: doors replaced, windows reglazed, bodies hauled off for burial, blood washed from the walls, and shells and bullets collected from where they had fallen in the streets. Death itself would be unmade. The residents would know what had happened, rumours would spread: but that was all to the good, it encouraged passivity and magnified fear. And there would be no evidence for the foreign press and human rights campaigners, no shrine to serve as a focus for internal critics.

Within five minutes, they were in position. Heshmat whispered instructions into his radio. A man slipped out of the shadows beside him, one of half a dozen he had posted earlier to keep the house and its occupants under surveillance. He told Heshmat that they thought there were six or seven men inside, that no one else had entered or left the house all day, and that they seemed to be unaware that they were being watched. There had been no attempt to make a break. The operations chief nodded and picked up a small megaphone he had brought with him from the car.

‘Listen,’ the thin voice echoed through the darkness. ‘We know you are in the house. We know you are armed. You are surrounded and outnumbered. Put down your weapons and come to the gate, one at a time. Your lives will be spared. If you do not obey these instructions, we will be forced to shoot.’

The echoes faded and a deathlike silence fell on the street. Even the dogs were quiet. In the many years he had come on raids like this, Heshmat had never known the suspects to surrender. All of them knew what to expect in the bare concrete corridors beneath Evin, knew there were simpler paths to the same ultimate destination. The silence would stretch for a minute, two minutes, perhaps three, but in the end it would be broken by the first round of gunfire as desperate men attempted the impossible.

The house was barely visible in the dark, its silhouette merging with the opaque mass of the sky. It was a small, two-storey building, flat-roofed, surrounded by a small, unkempt garden and a high wall with a single metal gate – an ordinary north Tehran house. There had been lights in a front room on the upper floor, but these were extinguished as soon as Heshmat began to speak. All was darkness and an eerie silence that stretched and stretched. One minute. Two minutes. Three minutes. What were they waiting for?

Heshmat raised the megaphone and spoke again.

‘If you do not surrender yourselves to me within one minute, I will give orders to open fire. Your deaths will be unnecessary. Give yourselves up.’

Again the darkness swallowed the echoes and silence enveloped the street once more. Thirty seconds passed and there was no response. Heshmat whispered into his radio, telling his units to stand by to fire. Forty seconds. Nothing moved in the house or garden. Fifty seconds. A dog barked in the distance, its howls terrifying in the tense stillness. Sixty seconds. Heshmat lifted the radio to give the order. Without warning, sudden, sharp, and tremendous, a single shot rang out from the roof of the house. The man standing beside Heshmat erupted backwards into the wall behind, his skull shattered by the bullet. The body crashed and slumped to the ground, jerked once and was still. Heshmat threw himself to the ground, followed by the rest of the group near him. His hand went to the side of his head; it came away sticky and wet, but he knew it was not his own blood that trickled down his cheeks.

Silence descended once more. The dog stopped barking. Heshmat’s radio buzzed with the confused staccato whispers of his unit leaders, each trying to understand what was happening. He spoke quickly, his voice still low.

‘There’s someone on the roof, a sniper. Can you spot him? He’s not visible from this side.’

There was a pause, then one of the voices answered.

‘Yes, I see him.’

‘Then stop him.’

The radio fell silent. Within seconds, a second shot rang out, again from the roof. Heshmat spoke urgently into his handset.

‘Firuz. What happened? Can you still see him?’

No answer.

‘Firuz,’ repeated Heshmat, an edge of panic creeping into his voice, ‘can you see him?’

The handset crackled, then another voice sounded.

‘This is Ahmad. He got Firuz. Right through the head. I can’t see him. He’s . . .’

Another shot exploded into the silence.

‘Ahmad, are you all right?’ shouted Heshmat.

‘Yes, I’m all right. He didn’t shoot in this direction.’

Another voice broke in.

‘He shot Hushang.’

Heshmat hesitated, caught in a situation he had never even anticipated. Suddenly, someone was beside him and a hand was reaching for his radio. It was Randall. The American snatched the handset and shouted into it.

‘Pull back, for God’s sake. He’s picking you off. The bastard’s got a night sight. Take cover.’ He turned to Heshmat and rammed the handset back into his shaking hand. ‘Come on, Heshmat, let’s move.’ They ran, half-crouching, to shelter behind a car parked ten yards away.

‘What the fuck were you doing?’ Randall yelled as soon as they had hunkered down behind the vehicle. ‘I thought your boys were professionals, I thought they were handpicked. That guy’s just taken out three of them as if he was plucking fruit.’

‘This never happened before.’

‘It’s happening now. Have you got your spotlight?’

‘It’s with Mehdi.’

‘Where the hell’s he?’

Heshmat called. The man with the spotlight was nearby, behind another car. Randall called him over and he came, a short run through the darkness.

‘Here,’ the American turned to Heshmat, ‘give me your rifle. Mehdi, you shine the light on the roof when I say go. Sweep it across, then hold it if you catch him.’

Randall crouched at the back end of the car, aiming the rifle in the general direction of the roof. It was not the first time he had been under sniper fire at night. He had been with the 26th Marines at Khe Sanh all through the winter of 1968. Many nights he had lain out on the sandbags to watch the C-47 flareships trying to take out NVA positions with their Mike-Mike guns, their red tracers filling the air; and in the silences between, enemy snipers had returned to shoot and shoot and shoot into the quiet, beleaguered base. Lying here waiting for the next move, unwanted memories of that winter eleven years before came into his mind, and he almost expected to see a C-47 rise above him in the darkness. He steadied the rifle, placed his eye to the sight, and shouted ‘Go!’

A bright beam of white light shot out, wavered momentarily, then found the roof and quickly played over it. There was nothing, no one. Without warning, a shot came from a first-floor window: the searchlight exploded in fragments of flying glass and spun out of the man’s hands on to the road, where it rang out briefly like an alarm-bell. Its echoes were gathered into the night and hushed.

‘Jesus,’ shouted Randall. ‘Whoever he is, that guy means business. Get your men into the wall, where he can’t target them. Then move in. And do it quickly before the rest of them start firing.’

Heshmat hesitated briefly, unwilling at first to take orders from the American. But he knew he had no choice. Randall had had combat experience, he had developed instincts for acting under fire. The Iranian gave the instructions. His men ran in quickly, weaving towards the wall on all four sides of the house. At every moment, they expected another shot, another fatality, but all was silent except for their breathing and the sound in each man’s ears of his own heart-beat. On a second order, they lobbed grenades over the wall. Four small explosions rocked the ground floor of the house. Under cover of these, they moved over the wall and began to open fire with submachine-guns towards the upper floor. Glass shattered as bullets crashed into the upstairs rooms. Leaving two men to provide covering fire, the remaining agents rushed the house.

Heshmat riddled the front door with bullets before kicking it open, then fired again into the room ahead. They waited until the unit that had entered by the back door made contact, then joined them at the foot of the stairs. The ground floor was clean. The terrorists must all be on the next floor, waiting for them, determined to finish it all in a single moment of violence. Heshmat gave orders to put on masks, then lobbed a tear-gas cylinder up to the first landing. They waited for the gas to take effect, but a minute passed without movement. Whoever was up there was going to stay put.

One of the squad fired a short burst up the staircase, then rushed to the landing. He opened fire again, then stopped. The others lined themselves up along the stairs. All were badly unnerved by the deep silence that followed every burst of gunfire, every rush of activity. Randall remembered the silences of Khe Sanh, timeless gulfs that were followed by the howling of death. Ahead of them, at the top of the last short flight of stairs, were three doors. If their opponents did not come out, they would have to go in. At the end of the short landing, another flight of about ten steps led on to the roof. The terrorists might be there by now. Heshmat spoke to the men at the wall outside.

‘Rashid, Mahmud! Can you see anyone on the roof?’

Both answered in the negative.

Heshmat, now at the head of the stairs, turned to the men below him.

‘That’s settled. We go in. Ahmad, Ali, you two take the room on the left, Reza and Jaafar on the right. Randall, come with me and Sadiq; we’ll rush the middle room. Check your ammunition. Now, move into position.’

The men filed up the stairs on to the landing, ready to move, fingers on triggers, millimetres from firing. At a single word from Heshmat, they opened fire simultaneously, pumping lead into walls and doors, then rushed forward.

Randall and Heshmat crashed through the middle door, lifting their weapons. What they saw stopped them in their tracks: against the back wall the bodies of seven men leaned crazily like bloody dolls, their cut throats like grinning mouths, their eyes staring and lifeless. Blood still flowed from the wounds; a long knife, sticky with the red liquid, lay at the feet of one man, and beside it was a rifle equipped with an image intensifier – he must have been the sniper. After making his token resistance, he must have come down and told the others it was pointless their trying to escape. There were no weapons in evidence, except for the knife and the rifle. Rather than be taken alive, they must have squatted by the wall and allowed the sniper to slit their throats before he took his turn to sit beside them and finish himself off in the same manner.

Randall, inured to scenes of violence though he was, turned away, profoundly shaken by the sight, by the gratuitousness and the excess of it. It was not the blood or the disarray or the obscenely lolling heads that sickened Randall – he had seen as much and far worse in his years as an agent of an organization that dealt daily in violent and pitiless death. What disturbed him, what he knew straight away he would never be able to expunge from his memory however long he lived, were the faces. Seven faces, all wide-eyed, all frozen in death, in the same death, all suffused with the same look of fanatical dedication, almost of exultation, a look that seemed to mock the stillness and pallor of the death that had fallen on them.

Turning away, Randall saw Ahmad and Ali come in from the room to the left. They had found nothing, the room was empty. They looked in horror at what Heshmat and the others had found; Heshmat alone seemed unmoved by the room’s ghastly carnage. Then Reza, one of the two men who had stormed the other room, appeared in the doorway. He too stopped dead when he caught sight of the row of bodies. Heshmat turned to him, questioning.

‘Sir,’ he said, ‘you’d better come in here.’

They all followed Heshmat into the room on the right. What they saw there could not equal in horror the scene in the first room, but it highlighted it in a dark and cruel way. The room was a small arsenal. Rifles, submachine-guns, pistols, boxes of ammunition, explosives, crates of grenades, enough for fifty or a hundred men, were stacked along three walls. The men in the next room had not been unarmed. Randall’s head spun. Why hadn’t they fought back, beyond the brief moments of sniping? What had made death by the knife at the hands of one of their companions preferable to death in combat with the enemy, to the chance of inflicting even a small injury on the giant against whom they fought? Or was it simply wounding and capture that they had sought to evade?

They went downstairs. Here another surprise awaited them. In the kitchen, the charcoal stove was still alight, its door swinging open. Inside, they could make out the black remains of books and papers hastily stuffed inside and burned with the help of paraffin. That was the reason for the sniping, to buy time for these papers to be destroyed. As he turned to leave the kitchen, Randall caught sight of Heshmat bending down to pick up something that had fallen under the table. It was a sheet of blue paper, already folded three or four times. The Iranian opened it, glanced at it, frowned, then closed it again and placed it in his pocket. He saw Randall watching him and turned.

‘Peter, I’m afraid you’ll have to stay on. We’ll need you to confirm what happened here. I hope you understand.’

Randall did. That was why he had been brought out on this mission. Heshmat had taken independent action, without orders from above, in the hope that he could use the information from interrogating this group for his own purposes and possibly those of Moqaddem. He had wanted Randall along in case anything went wrong. Heshmat could use pretended CIA interests to cover his tracks. Randall could, of course, try to walk out, but he knew he would not even reach the door. The sniper could, after all, have fired four shots before killing himself: four shots and four fatalities. Randall stayed. Something told him not to ask what had been on the paper Heshmat had pocketed.
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