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BOOK ONE


Friday
FEBRUARY 9th, 1979


 



Tehran – McIver’s Apartment: 8:30 P.M. The three of them were huddled around the big shortwave battery radio, the broadcast signal faint and heterodyning badly. ‘This is the BBC World Service, the time is 1700 hours Greenwich Mean Time . . .’ 5 p.m. GMT was 8.30 p.m. local time.

The two men automatically checked their watches. The woman just sipped her vodka martini. Outside the apartment the night was dark. There was a distant burst of gunfire. They took no notice. She sipped again, waiting. Inside the apartment it was cold, the central heating off weeks ago. Their only source of warmth now was a small electric fire that, like the dimmed electric lights, was down to half power.

‘. . . at 1500 hours GMT there will be a special report on Persia, now called Iran, “From Our Own Correspondent” . . .’

‘Good,’ she muttered and they all nodded. She was fifty-one, young for her age, attractive, blue-eyed and fair-haired, trim, and she wore dark-rimmed glasses. Genevere McIver, Genny for short.

‘. . . but first a summary of the world news: The situation throughout Iran is still very fluid with well-armed, rival factions vying for power: Prime Minister Callaghan announced the Queen will fly to Kuwait on Monday to begin a three-week visit of the Persian Gulf states: in Washington, Pres –’

The transmission faded completely. The taller man cursed.

‘Be patient, Charlie,’ she said gently. ‘It’ll come back.’

‘Yes, Genny, you’re right,’ Charlie Pettikin answered He was forty-six, ex-RAF, originally from South Africa, his hair dark and grey flecked, senior pilot and chief of their helicopter training programme for the Iranian air force. Another burst of machine-gun fire in the distance.

‘A bit dicey sending the Queen to Kuwait now, isn’t it?’ Genny said Kuwait was an immensely wealthy oil sheikdom just across the Gulf, flanking Saudi Arabia and Iraq. ‘Pretty stupid at a time like this, isn’t it?’

‘Bloody stupid, bloody government’s got its head all the way up,’ Duncan McIver, her husband, said sourly. ‘All the bloody way to Aberdeen.’

She laughed ‘That’s a pretty long way, Duncan.’

‘Not far enough for me, Gen!’ McIver was head of S-G Helicopters in Iran, a British company that had been servicing Iran for many years, mostly the oil industry. He was a heavyset man of fifty-eight, built like a boxer, with grizzled grey hair. ‘Callaghan’s a bloody twit and th – ‘He stopped, hearing faint rumbles of a heavy vehicle going past in the street below. The apartment was on the top floor, the fifth, of the modern residential building in the northern suburbs of Tehran. Another vehicle passed

‘Sounds like more tanks,’ she said.

‘They’re tanks, Genny,’ Charlie Pettikin said.

‘Perhaps we’re in for another bad one,’ she said.

For weeks now every day had been bad First it was martial law in September when public gatherings had been banned and a 9.00 p.m. to 5.00 a.m. curfew imposed by the Shah that had only further inflamed the people. Particularly in the capital Tehran. There had been much killing, and more violence, the Shah vacillating, then abruptly cancelling martial law in the last days of December and appointing Bakhtiar, a moderate, prime minister, making concessions, and then, incredibly, on January 16 leaving Iran for ‘a holiday’. Then Bakhtiar forming his government and Ayatollah Khomeini – still in exile in France – decrying it and anyone who supported it. Riots increasing, the death toll increasing. Bakhtiar trying to negotiate with the Ayatollah who refused to see him or talk to him, the people restive, the army restive, then closing all airports against him, then opening them to him. Then, equally incredibly, eight days ago on February 1, the Ayatollah returning. The revolution began in earnest.

‘I need another drink,’ she said and got up to hide a shiver. ‘Can I fix yours, Duncan?’

‘Thanks, Gen.’

She went towards the kitchen for some ice. ‘Charlie?’

‘I’m fine, Genny, I’ll get it.’

She stopped as the radio came back strongly: ‘. . . China reports that there have been serious border clashes with Vietnam and denounces . . .’ Again the signal vanished, leaving only static. More machine-gun fire, closer this time.

After a moment Pettikin said, ‘I had a drink at the Press club on the way here. There’s a rumour that Prime Minister Bakhtiar’s preparing a showdown. Another was that there’s heavy fighting in Meshed after a mob strung up the chief of police and half a dozen of his men.’

‘Terrible,’ she said.

‘I wish to God they’d all settle down. Iran’s a great place and I don’t plan to move.’ The radio came in for a second then went back to emitting static. ‘It must be sunspots.’

‘Enough to make you want to spit blood,’ McIver said. Like Pettikin, he was ex-RAF. He had been the first pilot to join S-G, and now as director of Iran operations, he was also managing director of IHC – Iran Helicopters Company – the fifty-fifty joint venture with the obligatory Iranian partners that S-G leased their helicopters to, the company that got their contracts, made their deals, held the money – without whom there would be no Iranian operations. He leaned forward to adjust the tuning, changed his mind.

‘It’ll come back, Duncan,’ Genny said. ‘I agree Callaghan’s a twit.’

He smiled at her. They had been married thirty years. ‘You’re not bad, Gen. Not bad at all.’

‘For that you can have another whisky.’

‘Thanks, but this time put some in with the wat –’

‘. . . deteriorating situation in Iran, a carrier force has been ordered to proceed from the Philip – ‘The announcer’s voice was drowned by another station, then both faded.

In silence they waited, very tense. The two men glanced at each other, trying to hide their shock. Genny walked over to the almost empty whisky bottle that was on the sideboard Also on the sideboard, taking up most of the space, was the HF, McIver’s communicator with their helicopter bases all over Iran – conditions permitting. The apartment was big and comfortable, with three bedrooms and two sitting rooms. For the last few months, since martial law and the subsequent street violence, Pettikin had moved in with them – he was single now, divorced a year ago – and this arrangement pleased them all.

A slight wind rattled the windowpanes. Genny glanced outside. There were a few dim lights from the houses opposite, no streetlamps. The low rooftops of the city stretched away limitlessly. Snow on them, and on the ground. Most of the five to six million people who lived here lived in squalor. But this area, to the north of Tehran, the best area, where most foreigners and well-to-do Iranians lived, was well policed.

She made the drink light, mostly soda, and brought it back. ‘There’s going to be civil war. There’s no way we can continue here.’

‘We’ll be all right, Carter can’t let . . .’ Abruptly the lights died and the electric fire went out.

‘Bugger,’ Genny said. ‘Thank God we’ve the butane cooker.’

‘Maybe the power cut’ll be a short one.’ McIver helped her light the candles that were already in place. He glanced at the front door. Beside it was a five-gallon can of petrol – their emergency fuel. He hated the idea of having petrol in the apartment, particularly when they had to use candles most evenings. But for weeks now it had taken from five to twenty-four hours of lining up at a petrol station and even then the Iranian attendant would more than likely turn you away because you were a foreigner. Many times their car had had its tank drained – locks made no difference. They were luckier than most because they had access to airfield supplies, but for the normal person, particularly a foreigner, the queues made life miserable. Black-market petrol cost as much as 160 rials a litre – $2 a litre, $8 a gallon, if you could get it.

‘You were saying about Carter?’

‘The trouble is if Carter panics and puts in even a few troops – or planes – to support a military coup, it will blow the top off everything. Everyone’ll scream like a scalded cat, the Soviets most of all, and they’ll have to react and Iran’ll become the set piece for World War Three.’

McIver said, ‘We’ve been fighting World War Three, Charlie, since forty-five. . . .’

A burst of static cut him off, then the announcer came back again. ‘. . . for illicit intelligence work: It is reported from Kuwait by the chief of staff of the armed forces that Kuwait has received large shipments of arms from the Soviet Union. . . .’

‘Christ,’ both men muttered.

‘. . . President Carter reiterated the U.S. support for Iran’s Bakhtiar government and the “constitutional process”. Throughout the British Isles exceptionally heavy snow, gales and floods have disrupted much of the country, closing Heathrow Airport and grounding all aircraft. And that ends the news summary. You’re listening to the World Service of the BBC. And now a report from our farm correspondent, “Poultry and pigs”. We begin. . .

McIver reached over and snapped it off. ‘Bloody hell, the whole world’s falling apart and the BBC gives us pigs.’

Genny laughed. ‘What would you do without the BBC, the telly, and the football pools? Gales and floods.’ She picked up the phone on the off chance. It was dead as usual. For months it had been completely unreliable, with no dial tone that would miraculously reappear for no apparent reason. ‘Hope the kids are all right.’ They had a son and a daughter, both married now and on their own and two grandchildren, one from each. ‘Little Karen catches colds so badly and Sarah! Even at twenty-three she needs reminding to dress properly! Will that child never grow up?’

Pettikin said, ‘It’s rotten not being able to phone when you want.’

‘Yes. Anyway, it’s time to eat. The market was almost empty today for the third day on the trot. So it was a choice of roast ancient mutton again with rice, or a special. I chose the special and used the last two cans. I’ve corned beef pie, cauliflower au gratin, and treacle tart, and a surprise hors d’oeuvre.’ She took a candle and went off to the kitchen and shut the door behind her.

‘Wonder why we always get cauliflower au gratin?’ McIver watched the candlelight flickering on the kitchen door. ‘Hate the bloody stuff! I’ve told her fifty times . . .’ The nightscape suddenly caught his attention. He walked over to the window. The city was empty of light because of the power cut. But southeastward now a red glow lit up the sky. ‘Jaleh, again,’ he said simply.

A few months ago, tens of thousands of people had taken to the streets of Tehran to protest the Shah’s imposition of martial law, particularly in Jaleh – a poor, densely populated suburb – where bonfires were lit and barricades of burning tyres set up. When the security forces arrived, the raging, milling crowd shouting ‘Death to the Shah’ refused to disperse. Tear gas didn’t work. Guns did Estimates of the death toll ranged from an official 97 to 2,000 to 3,000 by the militant opposition groups.

Unexpectedly the telephone jangled, startling them.

‘Five pounds it’s a bill collector,’ Pettikin said, smiling at Genny who came out of the kitchen, equally startled at hearing the bell.

‘That’s no bet, Charlie!’ Banks had been on strike and closed for two months in response to Khomeini’s call for a general strike, so no one – individuals, companies, or even the government – had been able to get any cash out and most Iranians used cash and not cheques.

McIver picked up the phone not knowing what to expect. Or who. ‘Hello.’

‘Good God, the bloody thing’s working,’ the voice said. ‘Duncan, can you hear me?’

‘Yes, yes, I can. Just. Who’s this?’

‘Talbot, George Talbot at the British embassy. Sorry, old boy, but the stuff is hitting the fan. Khomeini’s named his own prime minister and called for Bakhtiar’s resignation or else. About a million people are in the streets of Tehran right now looking for trouble. We’ve just heard there’s a revolt of airmen at Doshan Tappeh – and Bakhtiar’s said if they don’t quit he’ll order in the Immortals.’ The Immortals were crack units of the fanatically pro-Shah Imperial Guards. ‘Her Majesty’s Government, along with the U.S., Canadian, et al., are advising all non-essential nationals to leave the country at once . . . .’

McIver tried to keep the shock off his face and mouthed to the others, ‘Talbot at the embassy.’

‘. . . Yesterday an American of ExTex Oil and an Iranian oil official were ambushed and killed by “unidentified gunmen” in the southwest, near Ahwaz’ – McIver’s heart skipped another beat – ‘. . . you’re operating down there still, aren’t you?’

‘Near there, at Bandar-e Delam on the coast,’ McIver said, no change in his voice.

‘How many British nationals do you have here, excluding dependents?’

McIver thought a moment. ‘Forty-five, out of our present complement of sixty-seven, that’s twenty-six pilots, thirty-six mechanical engineers, five admin, which’s pretty basic for us.’

‘Who’re the others?’

‘Four Americans, three German, two French, and one Finn – all pilots. Two American mechanics. We’d treat all our lads as British if necessary.’

‘Dependents?’

‘Four, all wives, no children. We got the rest out three weeks ago. Genny’s still here, one American at Kowiss and two Iranians.’

‘You’d better get both the Iranian wives into their embassies tomorrow – with their marriage certificates. They’re in Tehran?’

‘One is, one’s in Tabriz, Erikki’s wife Azadeh.’

‘You’d better get them new passports as fast as possible.’

By Iranian law all Iranian nationals coming back into the country had to surrender their passports to Immigration at the point of entry, to be held until they wished to leave again. To leave they had to apply in person to the correct government office for an exit permit for which they needed a valid identity card, a satisfactory reason for wanting to go abroad, and, if by air, a valid prepaid ticket for a specific flight. To get this exit permit might take days or weeks. Normally.

Talbot was saying ‘Fortunately we don’t have any squabbles with the Ayatollah, Bakhtiar, or the generals. Still, any foreigners are liable for a lot of flak so we’re formally advising you to send dependents off, lickety-split, and cut the others down to basic – for the time being. The airport’s going to be a mess from tomorrow on – we estimate there are still about five thousand expats, most of them American – but we’ve asked British Airways to cooperate and increase flights for us and our nationals. The bugger of it is that all civilian air traffic controllers are still totally out on strike, Bakhtiar’s ordered in the military controllers and they’re even more punctilious if that’s possible. We’re sure it’s going to be the exodus over again.’

Last month a rampaging mob went berserk in the industrial city of Isfahan, with its enormous steel complex, petrochemical refinery, ordnance and helicopter factories, and where a large proportion of the 50,000-odd American expats and their dependents worked and lived. The mobs burned banks – the Koran forbade lending money for profit – liquor stores – the Koran forbade the drinking of alcohol – and two movie houses – places of ‘pornography and Western propaganda’, always particular targets for the fundamentalists – then attacked factory installations, peppered the four-storey Grumman Aircraft HQ with Molotov cocktails, and burned it to the ground That precipitated the ‘exodus’.

Thousands converged on Tehran Airport, clogging it as would-be passengers scrambled for the few available seats, turning the airport and its lobbies into a disaster area. Men, women and children camping there, afraid to lose their places. No schedules, no priorities, each airplane overbooked twenty times, no computer ticketing, just slowly handwritten by a few sullen officials – most of whom were openly hostile and non-English-speaking. Quickly the airport became foul and the mood ugly.

Adding to the chaos were thousands of Iranians, all hoping to flee while there was still time to flee. The unscrupulous and the wealthy jumped the queues. Many an official became rich and then more greedy and richer still. Then the air traffic controllers struck, shutting down the airport completely.

At length most foreigners who wanted to leave left. The Ayatollah had said, ‘If the foreigner wants to leave, let him leave; it is American materialism that is the Great Satan . . .’ Those who stayed to keep the oil fields serviced, airplanes flying, nuclear plants abuilding, chemical plants working, tankers moving – and to protect their gigantic investments – kept a low profile.

McIver held the phone closer to his ear as the volume slipped a fraction, afraid that the connection would vanish. ‘Yes, George, you were saying?’

Talbot continued: ‘I was just saying, Duncan, we’re quite sure everything’s going to work out eventually. There’s no way in the world the pot will completely blow up. An unofficial source says a deal’s already in place for the Shah to abdicate in favour of his son Reza – the compromise HM Government advocates. The transition to constitutional government – helped by the long overdue military coup – may be a bit wobbly but nothing to worry about. Sorry, got to dash – let me know what you decide an –’

The phone went dead.

McIver cursed, jiggled the connectors to no avail, and told Genny and Charlie what Talbot had said. Genny smiled sweetly. ‘Don’t look at me, the answer’s no. I agr –’

‘But, Gen, Tal –’

‘I agree the others should go but this one’s staying. Food’s almost ready.’ She went back to the kitchen and closed the door, cutting off further argument.

‘Well she’s bloody going and that’s it,’ McIver said

‘My year’s salary says she won’t – until you leave. Why don’t you go for God’s sake? I can look after everything.’

‘No. Thanks, but no.’ Then McIver beamed in the semi-darkness. ‘Actually it’s like being back in the war, isn’t it? Back in the bloody blackout. Nothing to worry about except get with it and look after the troops and obey orders.’ He watched Pettikin for a while, trying to raise their base at Bandar-e Delam. ‘Did you know the American who was killed, Stanson?’

‘No. You?’

‘Yes. Just an ordinary sort of fellow, an area manager for ExTex. I met him once. There was a story he was CIA but I think that was just a rumour.’ McIver frowned at his glass. ‘Talbot was right about one thing: we’re bloody lucky to be British. Tough on the Yanks. Not fair.’

‘Yes, but you’ve covered ours as best you can.’

‘Hope so.’ When the Shah had left and violence everywhere increased, McIver had issued British IDs to all Americans. ‘They should be all right unless the Revolutionary Guards, police, or SAVAK check them against their licences.’ By Iranian law all foreigners had to have a current visa, which had to be cancelled before they could leave the country, a current ID card giving their corporate affiliate – and all pilots a current annual Iran pilot’s licence. For a further measure of safety McIver had had corporate IDs made and signed by the chief of their Iranian partners in Tehran. So far there had been no problems.

Pettikin was trying to call Bandar-e Delam on the HF with no success. ‘We’ll try later,’ McIver said. ‘All bases’ll be listening out at 0830 – that’ll give us time to decide what to do. Christ, it’s going to be bloody difficult. What do you think? Status quo, except for dependents?’

Very concerned, Pettikin got up and took a candle and peered at the operations map pinned to the wall. It showed the status of their bases, crew, ground staff, and aircraft. Most were self-contained with transport, spares and repair facilities. The bases were scattered over Iran, from air force and army training bases at Tehran and Isfahan, to a logging operation in Tabriz in the northwest, a uranium survey team near the Afghan border, from a pipeline survey on the Caspian, to oil rig operations on or near the Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz. Of these only five were operational now: ‘We’ve fifteen 212s, including two non-operational on their two-thousand-hour checks, seven 206s, and three Alouettes, all supposed to be working at the moment. . . .’

‘And all leased on binding legal contracts, none of which have been rescinded, but none of which we’re being paid for,’ McIver said testily. ‘We can’t even legally remove any one of them without the approval of the contractor, or our dear partners’ approval – not unless we could declare force majeure.’

‘There isn’t any yet. It has to be status quo, as long as we can. Talbot sounded confident. Status quo.’

‘I wish it was status quo, Charlie. My God, this time last year we had almost forty 212s working and all the rest.’ McIver poured himself another whisky.

‘You’d better go easy,’ Pettikin said quietly. ‘Genny’ll give you hell. You know your blood pressure’s up and you’re not to drink.’

‘It’s medicinal, for Christ’s sweet sake.’ A candle guttered and went out. McIver got up and lit another and went back to staring at the map. ‘I think we’d better get Azadeh and Erikki, our Flying Finn back. His 212’s on its fifteen-hundred-hour so he could be spared for a couple of days.’ This was Captain Erikki Yokkonen and his Iranian wife, Azadeh, and their base was near Tabriz in East Azerbaijan Province, to the far northwest, near the Soviet border. ‘Why not take a 206 and fetch them? That’d save him three hundred and fifty miles of lousy driving and we’ve got to take him some spares.’

Pettikin was beaming. ‘Thanks, I could do with an outing. I’ll file a flight plan by HF tonight and leave at dawn, refuel at Bandar-e Pahlavi, and buy us some caviar.’

‘Dreamer. But Gen’d like that. You know what I think of the stuff.’ McIver turned away from the map. ‘We’re very exposed, Charlie, if things got dicey.’

‘Only if it’s in the cards.’


Chapter 1

At Base Tabriz One: 11:05 P.M. Erikki Yokkonen was naked, lying in the sauna that he had constructed with his own hands, the temperature 107 degrees Fahrenheit, the sweat pouring off him, his wife Azadeh nearby, also lulled by the heat. He lay on one arm and looked at her. She was lying on a thick towel on the bench opposite. Her eyes were closed and he saw her breast rising and falling and the beauty of her – raven hair, chiselled Aryan features, lovely body, and milky skin – and as always he was filled with the wonder of her, so small against his six foot four. He was Finnish by birth, thirty-seven, American and British schooled and trained, and like most helicopter pilots, cosmopolitan.

Tonight had been grand with lots of food and two bottles of the best Russian vodka that he had purchased black market in Tabriz and had shared with his two English engineers, and their station manager, Ali Dayati. ‘Now we’ll have sauna,’ he had said to them just before midnight. But they had declined, as usual, with hardly enough strength to reel off to their own cabins. ‘Come on, Azadeh!’

‘Not tonight, please, Erikki,’ she had said, but he had just laughed, wrapped her fur coat around her clothes, and carried her through the front door of their cabin, out past the pine trees heavy with snow, the air just below freezing. She was easy to carry, and he went into the little hut that abutted the back of their cabin, into the warmth of the changing area and then, unclothed, into the sauna itself. And now they lay there, Erikki at ease, Azadeh, even after a year of marriage, still not quite used to the nightly ritual.

Gods of my ancestors, thank you for giving me such a woman, he thought. For a moment he could not remember which language he was thinking in. He was quadrilingual, Finnish, Swedish, Russian and English. What does it matter he told himself, giving himself back to the heat, letting his mind waft with the steam that rose from the stones he had laid so carefully. It satisfied him greatly that he had built his sauna himself – as a man should – hewing the logs as his ancestors had done for centuries.

This was the first thing he had done when he was posted here four years ago – to select and fell the trees. The others had thought him crazy. He had shrugged good-naturedly. ‘Without a sauna life’s nothing. First you build the sauna, then the house; without sauna a house is not a house; you English, you know nothing – not about life.’ He had been tempted to tell them that he had been born in a sauna, like many Finns – and why not, how sensible when you think of it, the warmest place in the home, the cleanest, quietest, most revered. He had never told them, only Azadeh. She had understood. Ah, yes, he thought, greatly content, she understands everything.

Outside, the threshold of the forest was silent, the night sky cloudless, the stars very bright, snow deadening sound. Half a mile away was the only road through the mountains. The road meandered northwest to Tabriz, ten miles away, thence northwards to the Soviet border a few miles farther on. Southeast it curled away over the mountains, at length to Tehran, 350 miles away.

The base, Tabriz One, was home for two pilots – the other was on leave in England – two English engineers, the rest Iranians: two cooks, eight day labourers, the radio op, and the station manager. Over the hill was their village of Abu-Mard and, in the valley below, the wood-pulp factory belonging to the forestry monopoly, Iran-Timber, they serviced under contract. The 212 took loggers and equipment into the forests, helped build camps and plan the few roads that could be built, then serviced the camps with replacement crews and equipment and flew the injured out. For most of the landlocked camps the 212 was their only link with the outside, and the pilots were venerated. Erikki loved the life and the land, so much like Finland that sometimes he would dream he was home again.

His sauna made it perfect. The tiny, two-room hut at the back of their cabin was screened from the other cabins, and built traditionally with lichen between the logs for insulation, the wood fire that heated the stones well ventilated. Some of the stones, the top layer, he had brought from Finland. His grandfather had fished them from the bottom of a lake, where all the best sauna stones come from, and had given them to him on his last home leave eighteen months ago. ‘Take them, my son, and with them surely there’ll go a good Finnish sauna tonto’ – the little brown elf that is the spirit of the sauna – ‘though what you want to marry one of those foreigners for and not your own kind, I really don’t know.’

‘When you see her, Grandfather, you’ll worship her also. She has blue-green eyes and dark-dark hair an –’

‘If she gives you many sons – well, we’ll see. It’s certainly long past the time you should be married, a fine man like you, but a foreigner? You say she’s a schoolteacher?’

‘She’s a member of Iran’s Teaching Corps, they’re young people, men and women, volunteers as a service to the state, who go to villages and teach villagers and children how to read and write, but mostly the children. The Shah and the Empress started the corps a few years ago, and Azadeh joined when she was twenty-one. She comes from Tabriz where I work, teaches in our village in a makeshift school and I met her seven months and three days ago. She was twenty-four then. . . .’

Erikki glowed, remembering the first time he ever saw her, neat in her uniform, her hair cascading, sitting in a forest glade surrounded by children, then her smiling up at him, seeing the wonder in her eyes at his size, knowing at once that this was the woman he had waited his life to find. He was thirty-six then. Ah, he thought, watching her lazily, once more blessing the forest tonto – spirit – that had guided him to that part of the forest. Only three more months then two whole months of leave. It will be good to be able to show her Suomi – Finland.

‘It’s time, Azadeh, darling,’ he said.

‘No, Erikki, not yet, not yet,’ she said half asleep, drowsed by the heat but not by alcohol, for she did not drink. ‘Please, Erikki, not y –’

‘Too much heat isn’t good for you,’ he said firmly. They always spoke English together, though she was also fluent in Russian – her mother was half Georgian, coming from the border area where it was useful and wise to be bilingual. Also she spoke Turkish, the language most used in this part of Iran, Azerbaijan, and of course Farsi. Apart from a few words, he spoke no Farsi or Turkish. He sat up and wiped the sweat off, at peace with the world, then leaned over and kissed her. She kissed him back and trembled as his hands sought her and hers sought him back. ‘You’re a bad man, Erikki,’ she said, then stretched gloriously.

‘Ready?’

‘Yes.’ She clung to him as he lifted her so easily into his arms, then walked out of the sauna into the changing area, then opened the door and went outside into the freezing air. She gasped as the cold hit her and hung on as he scooped up some snow and rubbed it over her, making her flesh tingle and burn but not painfully. In seconds she was glowing within and without. It had taken her a whole winter to get used to the snow bath after the heat. Now, without it, the sauna was incomplete. Quickly she did the same for him, then rushed happily back into the warm again, leaving him to roll and thrash in the snow for a few seconds. He did not notice the group of men standing in a shocked group up the rise, half-hidden under the trees beside the path, fifty yards away. Just as he was closing the door he saw them. Fury rushed through him. He slammed the door.

‘Some villagers are out there. They must have been watching us. Everyone knows this is off limits!’ She was equally enraged and they dressed hurriedly. He pulled on his fur boots and heavy sweater and pants and grabbed the huge axe and rushed out. The men were still there and he charged them with a roar, his axe on high. They scattered as he whirled at them, then one of them raised the machine gun and let off a burst into the air that echoed off the mountainside. Erikki skidded to a halt, his rage obliterated. Never before had he been threatened with guns, or had one levelled at his stomach.

‘Put axe down,’ the man said in halting English, ‘or I kill you.’

Erikki hesitated. At that moment Azadeh came charging between them and knocked the gun away and began shouting in Turkish: ‘How dare you come here! How dare you have guns – what are you, bandits? This is our land – get off our land or I’ll have you put in jail!’ She had wrapped her heavy fur coat over her dress but was shaking with rage.

‘This is the land of the people,’ the man said sullenly, keeping out of range. ‘Cover your hair, woman, cover y –’

‘Who’re you? You’re not of my village! Who are you?’

‘I’m Mahmud, a mullah in Tabriz.’

‘Your accent isn’t Tabrizi. What are you, a false mullah who tries to marry the Koran and Marx and serves foreign masters?’

‘We serve God and the masses. I’m not one of your lackeys,’ he said angrily and jumped aside as Erikki lunged at him. The man with the gun was off balance but another man, safely away, cocked his rifle: ‘By God and the Prophet, stop the foreign pig or I’ll blow you both to the hell you deserve!’

‘Erikki, wait! Leave these dogs to me!’ Azadeh called out in English, then shouted at them, ‘What do you want here? This is our land, the land of my father Abdollah Khan, Khan of the Gorgons, kin to the Qajars who’ve ruled here for centuries.’ Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness now and she peered at them. There were ten of them, all young men, all armed, all strangers, all except one, the kalandar – chief – of their village. ‘Kalandar, how dare you come here!’

‘I’m sorry, Highness,’ he said apologetically, ‘but the mullah said I was to lead him here by this trail and not by the main path and so –’

‘What do you want, parasite?’ she said, turning on the mullah.

‘Show respect, woman,’ the man said even more angrily. ‘Soon we’ll be in command. The Koran has laws for nakedness and loose living: stoning and the lash.’

‘The Koran has laws for false mullahs and trespass and bandits and threatening peaceful people, and rebellion against their chiefs and liege lords. I’m not one of your frightened illiterates! I know you for what you are and what you’ve always been, the parasites of the villages and the people. What do you want?’

From the base, people were hurrying up with flashlights. At their head were the two bleary-eyed engineers, Dibble and Arberry, with Ali Dayati carefully in tow. All were sleep ruffled, hastily dressed, and anxious. ‘What’s going on?’ Dayati demanded, thick glasses on his nose, peering at them. His family had been protected by and had served the Gorgon Khans for years. ‘Who ar –’

‘These dogs,’ Azadeh began hotly, ‘came out of the nigh –’

‘Hold your tongue, woman,’ the mullah said angrily, then turned on Dayati. ‘Who’re you?’

When Dayati saw the man was a mullah, his demeanour changed and at once he became deferential. ‘I’m . . . I’m Iran-Timber’s manager here, Excellency. What’s the matter, please, what can I do for you?’

‘The helicopter. At dawn I want it for a flight around the camps.’

‘I’m sorry, Excellency, the machine is in pieces for an overhaul. It’s the foreigner’s policy an –’

Azadeh interrupted angrily, ‘Mullah, by what right do you dare to come here in the middle of the night to –’

‘Please, Highness,’ Dayati said, pleading with her. ‘Please leave this to me, please, I beg you.’

But she began to rage and the mullah to rage back, and the others joined in, the mood becoming ugly, until Erikki raised his axe and let out a bellow of rage, infuriated that he could not understand what was being said. The silence was sudden, then another man cocked his machine pistol.

‘What’s this bastard want, Azadeh?’ Erikki said.

She told him.

‘Dayati, tell him he can’t have my 212 and to get off our land now or I’ll send for the police.’

‘Please, Captain, please allow me to deal with it, Captain,’ Dayati said, sweating with anxiety, before Azadeh could interrupt. ‘Please, Highness, please leave now.’ Then turned to the two engineers, ‘It’s all right, you can go back to bed. I’ll deal with it.’

It was then that Erikki noticed Azadeh was still barefoot. He scooped her up into his arms. ‘Dayati, you tell that matyeryebyets and all of them if they come here again at night I’ll break their necks – and if he or anyone touches one hair of my woman’s head I’ll crawl into hell after him if need be.’ He went off, massive in his rage, the two engineers following.

A voice in Russian stopped him. ‘Captain Yokkonen, perhaps I could have a word with you in a moment?’

Erikki looked back. Azadeh, still in his arms, was tense. The man stood at the back of the pack, difficult to see, seemingly not very different from the others, wearing a nondescript parka. ‘Yes,’ Erikki told him in Russian, ‘but don’t bring a gun into my house, or a knife.’ He stalked off.

The mullah went closer to Dayati, his eyes stony. ‘What did the foreign devil say, eh?’

‘He was rude, all foreigners are rude, Her High – the woman was rude too.’

The mullah spat in the snow. ‘The Prophet set laws and punishments against such conduct, the People have laws against hereditary wealth and stealing lands, the land belongs to the People. Soon correct laws and punishments will govern us all, at long last, and Iran will be at peace.’ He turned to the others. ‘Naked in the snow! Flaunting herself in the open against all the laws of modesty. Harlot! What are the Gorgons but lackeys of the traitor Shah and his dog Bakhtiar, eh?’ His eyes went back to Dayati. ‘What lies are you telling about the helicopter?’

Trying to hide his fear, Dayati said at once that the fifteen-hundred-hour check was according to foreign regulations imposed upon him and the aircraft and further ordered by the Shah and the government.

‘Illegal government,’ the mullah interrupted.

‘Of course, of course illegal,’ Dayati agreed at once and nervously led them into the hangar and lit the lights – the base had its own small generating system and was self-contained. The engines of the 212 were laid out neatly, piece by piece, in regimented lines. ‘It’s nothing to do with me, Excellency, the foreigners do what they like.’ Then he added quickly, ‘And although we all know Iran-Timber belongs to the People, the Shah took all the money. I’ve no authority over them, foreigner devils or their regulations. There’s nothing I can do.’

‘When will it be airworthy?’ the Russian-speaking man asked in perfect Turkish.

‘The engineers promise two days,’ Dayati said and prayed silently, very afraid, though he tried hard not to show it. It was clear to him now that these men were leftist mujhadin believers in the Soviet-sponsored theory that Islam and Marx were compatible. ‘It’s in the hands of God. Two days; the foreign engineers are waiting for some spares that’re overdue.’

‘What are they?’

Nervously he told him. They were some minor parts and a tail rotor blade.

‘How many hours do you have on the rotor blade?’

Dayati checked the log book, his fingers trembling.’1073.’

‘God is with us,’ the man said, then turned to the mullah. ‘We could safely use the old one for fifty hours at least.’

‘But the life of the blade . . . the airworthy certificate’s invalidated,’ Dayati said without thinking. ‘The pilot wouldn’t fly because air regulations requi –’

‘Satan’s regulations.’

‘True,’ the Russian speaker interrupted, ‘some of them. But laws for safety are important to the People, and even more important, God laid down rules in the Koran for camels and horses and how to care for them, and these rules can apply equally to airplanes which also are the gift of God and also carry us to do God’s work. We must, therefore, care for them correctly. Don’t you agree, Mahmud?’

‘Of course,’ the mullah said impatiently and his eyes bore into Dayati who began to tremble. ‘I will return in two days, at dawn. Let the helicopter be ready and the pilot ready to do God’s work for the People. I will visit every camp in the mountains. Are there other women here?’

‘Just . . . just two wives of the labourers and . . . my wife.’

‘Do they wear chador and veil?’

‘Of course,’ Dayati lied instantly. To wear the veil was against the law of Iran. Reza Shah had outlawed the veil in 1936, made the chador a matter of choice and Mohammed Shah had further enfranchised women in’64.

‘Good. Remind them God and the People watch, even in the foreigner’s vile domain.’ Mahmud turned on his heel and stomped off, the others going with him.

When he was alone, Dayati wiped his brow, thankful that he was one of the Faithful and that now his wife would again wear the chador, would be obedient, and act as his mother with modesty and not wear jeans like Her Highness.

In Erikki’s Cabin: 11:23 P.M. The two men sat at the table opposite each other in the main room of the cabin. When the man had knocked on the door, Erikki had told Azadeh to go into the bedroom but he had left the inner door open so that she could hear. He had given her the rifle that he used for hunting. ‘Use it without fear. If he comes into the bedroom, I am already dead,’ he had said, his pukoh knife sheathed under his belt in the centre of his back. The pukoh knife was a haft knife and the weapon of all Finns. It was considered unlucky – and dangerous – for a man not to carry one. In Finland it was against the law to wear one openly – that might be considered a challenge. But everyone carried one, and always in the mountains. Erikki’s matched his size.

‘So, Captain, I apologise for the intrusion.’ The man was dark-haired, a little under six feet, in his thirties, his face weather-beaten, his eyes dark and Slavic – Mongol blood somewhere in his heritage. ‘My name is Fedor Rakoczy.’

‘Rakoczy was a Hungarian revolutionary,’ Erikki said curtly. ‘And from your accent you’re Georgian. Rakoczy’s not Georgian. What’s your real name – and KGB rank?’

The man laughed. ‘It is true my accent is Georgian and that I am Russian from Georgia, from Tbilisi. My grandfather came from Hungary but he was no relation to the revolutionary who in ancient times became prince of Transylvania. Nor was he Muslim, like my father and me. There, you see, we both know a little of our history, thanks be to God,’ he said pleasantly. ‘I’m an engineer on the Iran-Soviet natural gas pipeline, based just over the border at Astara on the Caspian – and pro-Iran, pro-Khomeini, blessings be upon him, anti-Shah and anti-American.’

He was glad that he had been briefed about Erikki Yokkonen. Part of his cover story was true. He certainly came from Georgia, from Tbilisi, but he was not a Muslim, nor was his real name Rakoczy. His real name was Igor Mzytryk and he was a captain in the KGB, a specialist attached to the 116th Airborne Division that was deployed just across the border, north of Tabriz, one of the hundreds of undercover agents who had infiltrated northern Iran for months and now operated almost freely. He was thirty-four, a KGB career officer like his father and he had been in Azerbaijan for six months. His English was good, his Farsi and Turkish fluent, and although he could not fly he knew much about the piston-driven Soviet army close support helicopters of his division. ‘As to my rank,’ he added in his most gentle voice, ‘it is friend. We Russians are good friends of Finns, aren’t we?’

‘Yes, yes that’s true. Russians are, not communists – Soviets. Holy Russia was a friend in the past, yes when we were a Grand Duchy of Russia. Atheist Soviet Russia was friendly after 1917 when we became independent. Soviet Russia is now. Yes, now. But not in’39. Not in the Winter War. No, not then.’

‘Nor were you in’41,’ Rakoczy said sharply. ‘In’41 you went to war against us with the stinking Nazis, you sided with them against us.’

‘True, but only to take back our land, our Karelian, our province you’d stolen from us. We didn’t walk on to Leningrad as we could have done.’ Erikki could feel the knife in the centre of his back and he was very glad of it. ‘Are you armed?’

‘No. You said not to come armed. My gun is outside the door. I have no pukoh knife nor need to use one. By Allah, I’m a friend.’

‘Good. A man has need of friends.’ Erikki watched the man, loathing what he represented: the Soviet Russia that, unprovoked, had invaded Finland in’39 the moment Stalin had signed the Soviet-German non-aggression pact. Finland’s little army had fought back alone. They had beaten off the Soviet hordes for one hundred days in the Winter War and then they had been overrun. Erikki’s father had been killed defending Karelian, the southern and eastern province, where the Yokkonens had lived for centuries. At once Soviet Russia had annexed the province. At once all Finns left. All of them. Not one would stay under a Soviet flag so the land became barren of Finns. Erikki was just ten months old then and in that exodus thousands died. His mother had died. It was the worst winter in living memory.

And in’45, Erikki thought, bottling his rage, in’45 America and England betrayed us and gave our lands to the aggressor. But we’ve not forgotten. Nor have the Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, East Germans, Czechs, Hungarians, Bulgars, Slavs, Rumanians – the list endless. There will be a day of reckoning with the Soviets, oh yes, one day there will surely be a day of reckoning with the Soviets – most of all by Russians who suffer their lash most of all. ‘For a Georgian you know a lot about Finland,’ he said calmly.

‘Finland is important to Russia. The détente between us works, is safe and a lesson to the world that anti-Soviet American Imperialistic propaganda is a myth.’

Erikki smiled. ‘This is not the time for politics, eh? It’s late. What do you want with me?’

‘Friendship.’

‘Ah, that’s easily asked, but as you would know, for a Finn, given with difficulty.’ Erikki reached over to the sideboard for an almost empty vodka bottle and two glasses. ‘Are you Shi’ite?’

‘Yes, but not a good one, God forgive me. I drink vodka sometimes if that’s what you ask.’

Erikki poured two glasses. ‘Health.’ They drank. ‘Now, please come to the point.’

‘Soon Bakhtiar and his American lackeys will be thrown out of Iran. Soon Azerbaijan will be in turmoil, but you will have nothing to fear. You are well thought of here, so is your wife and her family, and we would like your. . . your cooperation in bringing peace to these mountains.’

‘I’m just a helicopter pilot, working for a British company, contracted to Iran-Timber, and I’m without politics. We Finns have no politics, don’t you remember?’

‘We’re friends, yes. Our interests of world peace are the same.’

Erikki’s great right fist slammed down on the table, the sudden violence making the Russian flinch as the bottle skittered away and fell to the floor. ‘I’ve asked you politely twice to come to the point,’ he said in the same calm voice. ‘You have ten seconds.’

‘Very well,’ the man said through his teeth. ‘We require your services to ferry teams into the camps within the next few days. We . . .’

‘What teams?’

‘The mullahs of Tabriz and their followers. We requ –’

‘I take my orders from the company, not mullahs or revolutionaries or men who come with guns in the night. Do you understand?’

‘You will find it is better to understand us, Captain Yokkonen. So will the Gorgons. All of them,’ Rakoczy said pointedly and Erikki felt the blood go into his face. ‘Iran-Timber is already struck and on our side. They will provide you with the necessary orders.’

‘Good. In that case I will wait and see what their orders are.’ Erikki got up to his great height. ‘Good night.’

The Russian got up too and stared at him angrily. ‘You and your wife are much too intelligent not to understand that without the Americans and their fornicating CIA Bakhtiar’s lost. That motherless madman Carter has ordered U.S. marines and helicopters into Turkey, an American war fleet into the Gulf, a task force with a nuclear carrier and support vessels, with marines and nuclear armed aircraft –a war fleet an –’

‘I don’t believe it!’

‘You can. By God, of course they’re trying to start a war, for of course we have to react, we have to match war game with war game for of course they’ll use Iran against us. It’s all madness – we don’t want nuclear war . . .’ Rakoczy meant it with all his heart, his mouth running away with him. Only a few hours ago his superior had warned him by code radio that all Soviet forces on the border were on Yellow Alert – one step from Red – because of the approaching carrier fleet, all nuclear missiles on equal alert. Worst of all, vast Chinese troop movements had been reported all along the 5,000 miles of shared border with China. ‘That motherfucker Carter with his motherfucking Friendship Pact with China’s going to blow us all to hell if he gets half a chance.’

‘If it happens it happens,’ Erikki said.

‘Insha’Allah, yes, but why become a running dog for the Americans, or their equally filthy British allies? The People are going to win, we are going to win. Help us and you won’t regret it, Captain. We only need your skills for a few da –’

He stopped suddenly. Running footsteps were approaching. Instantly Erikki’s knife was in his hand and he moved with catlike speed between the front door and the bedroom door as the front door burst open.

‘SAVAK!’ a half-seen man gasped, then took to his heels.

Rakoczy jumped for the doorway, scooped up his machine pistol. ‘We require your help, Captain. Don’t forget!’ He vanished into the night.

Azadeh came out into the living room. With the gun ready, her face white. ‘What was that about a carrier? I didn’t understand him.’

Erikki told her. Her shock was clear. ‘That means war, Erikki.’

‘Yes, if it happens.’ He put on his parka. ‘Stay here.’ He closed the door after him. Now he could see lights from approaching cars that were racing along the rough dirt road that joined the base to the main Tabriz-Tehran road. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could make out two cars and an army truck. In a moment the lead vehicle stopped and police and soldiers fanned out into the night. The officer in charge saluted. ‘Ah, Captain Yokkonen, good evening. We heard that some revolutionaries were here, or communist Tudeh – firing was reported,’ he said, his English perfect. ‘Her Highness is all right? There’s no problem?’

‘No, not now, thank you, Colonel Mazardi.’ Erikki knew him quite well. The man was a cousin of Azadeh, and chief of police in this area of Tabriz. But SAVAK? That’s something else, he thought uneasily. If he is, he is, and I don’t want to know. ‘Come in.’

Azadeh was pleased to see her cousin and thanked him for coming and they told him what had occurred.

‘The Russian said his name was Rakoczy, Fedor Rakoczy?’ he asked.

‘Yes, but it was obviously a lie,’ Erikki said. ‘He had to be KGB.’

‘And he never told you why they wanted to visit the camps?’

‘No.’

The colonel thought a moment, then sighed. ‘So the mullah Mahmud wishes to go flying, eh? Foolish for a so-called man of God to go flying. Very dangerous, particularly if he’s an Islamic Marxist – that sacrilege! Flying helicopters, you can easily fall out, so I’m told. Perhaps we should accommodate him.’ He was tall and very good-looking, in his forties, his uniform immaculate. ‘Don’t worry. These rabble-rousers will soon be back in their flea-bitten hovels. Soon Bakhtiar’ll give the orders for us to contain these dogs. And that rabble-rouser Khomeini – we should muzzle that traitor quickly. The French should have muzzled him the moment he arrived there. Those weak fools. Stupid! But then they’ve always been weak, meddling, and against us. The French’ve always been jealous of Iran.’ He got up. ‘Let me know when your aircraft is airworthy. In any event we’ll be back just before dawn in two days. Let’s hope the mullah and his friends, particularly the Russian, return.’

He left them. Erikki put the kettle on to boil for coffee. Thoughtfully he said, ‘Azadeh, pack an overnight bag.’

She stared at him. ‘What?’

‘We’re going to take the car and drive to Tehran. We’ll leave in a few minutes.’

‘There’s no need to leave, Erikki.’

‘If the chopper was airworthy we’d use that but we can’t.’

‘There’s no need to worry, my darling. Russians have always coveted Azerbaijan, always will, Tsarist, Soviet, it makes no difference. They’ve always wanted Iran and we’ve always kept them out and always will. No need to worry about a few fanatics and a lone Russian, Erikki.’

He looked at her. ‘I’m worried about American marines in Turkey, the American task force and why the KGB think “you and your wife are much too intelligent”, why that one was so nervous, why they know so much about me and about you and why they “require” my services. Go and pack a bag, my darling, while there’s time.’

‘Very well. But not to Tehran, not tonight. Too dangerous. First we must see the Khan, my father.’
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