CHAPTER 14
{Naked in Iraqi nowhere}

   At dawn, a search team from the Mosul ISIS military encampment explored the crash remains. It was immediately obvious that the prisoner had escaped. The team leader phoned his superior to report the incident, and suggested alerting all nearby vehicular patrols to be on the lookout for the escapee.
   Bret had a tough night. He had stumbled and fallen so many times, despite the moonlight, that his crash bruises had bruises. While walking and trotting more than ten miles southeast without finding any kind of cover where he could hide, he continually scanned the barely visible horizon for dust clouds from any approaching vehicles. About an hour after dawn, just as he heard the growing sound of a distant automotive engine, he spied a coyote emerge from beneath a small pile of rocks and boulders. He shooed the animal away, and walked to the den’s entrance hole. It looked to be about the same size as the opening in the top of the crashed cage. 
   “What the heck, I don’t have anything to lose. Maybe there’s enough room for me to hide in there,” he murmured. The coyote’s mate or brood of pups might be awaiting him, but he crawled into the den anyway, head first. It was dark and smelled of urine and rancid meat, but there were no creatures. 
   He backed out, turned around and re-entered feet first after first piling some rocks alongside the entrance. Once all the way in, he reached out and pulled the rocks in front of the entrance, partly to hide from any search-team patrols, and partly to keep the returning coyote from entering. Bret then swallowed the last of Chauncey’s scotch and soon lapsed into much-needed sleep.
   He was awakened at dusk by a sniffing and scratching sound. A couple of small rocks clicked together. The coyote’s back! He shouted a loud “Yaahhhh” of self-protection. The terrified coyote yelped and took off across the wasteland. When Bret gathered his courage and exited the den, he noticed a freshly killed rabbit lying near the entrance. The hunger-driven thought of taking the carcass with him for food crossed his mind. Raw rabbit? Yuck! He left it there. “The coyote can have it,” he murmured. 
   By moonlight Bret continued walking across the flat rock-strewn land ahead, and waded across a river. He estimated he must be well southeast of Mosul’s outskirts by then, probably in Iraq. Suddenly he heard the sound of a gun being cocked, looked up and saw a figure dead ahead not more than fifty feet. Instinctively, he threw his arms up high in surrender mode. 
   “Amazing, a naked white man in the middle of nowhere, and he’s quite large I see,” said a female voice heavy with a Mideast accent. For the second time in less than a minute, instinct took over and Bret threw his hands down to cover his genitals. 
   “You don’t need to do that,” said the giggling female with the gun. “I’ve already seen what you’re hiding. Who are you, and what are you doing walking naked out here?”
   “My name is Bret Lee, and I’m an American citizen.”
   “That’s one answer. Why are you wandering around naked in the Iraqi desert at night?” 
   “I was kidnapped in China and held prisoner by ISIS in Syria. I escaped yesterday, and here I am. I’m naked because I was held in a cage, and the only way I could get out was to remove my clothes and crawl through a small opening created by a motor vehicle accident. Now who are you? Why are you speaking in English, and are you friend or foe?”
   “Allah be praised, an American in need,” she said. “My name is Mina. I am a Peshmerga fighter, and am returning to Kurdistan following a spy mission west of Kirkuk. Yes, as you are an American in obvious need, we are friends indeed. I’m speaking in English because I studied it in college, and assumed you were European when I observed your white skin in the moonlight. 
   “It seems my luck has changed,” said Bret. “What next?”
   “I can help you reach freedom in Erbil. But we must keep moving eastward without delay. However, you will attract too much attention if you remain naked. I will help you cover up, to some degree of my own disappointment.”
   Bret dropped his hands to his side, but still felt somewhat uncomfortable, despite the soft feminine praise. He observed that she was quite young, maybe late twenties. Her darkish skin, accented by large green eyes, all framed by the black hair showing beneath her grey head scarf, imparted an exotic beauty to her face. The shape of her body was hidden behind the thickness of a loose black tunic over faded blue jeans.
   “Soon, we will be near a small village, and perhaps we can find local clothes for you there,” she said as they walked along, as briskly as the terrain allowed.
   About an hour later, they stopped for rest next to a rain gully. Mina asked, “Can you see the faint lights in the distance? That’s the village I told you about. It’s less than five kilometers away. In light of your nakedness, I think you should stay here while I go there to find something for you to wear. Do you agree?”
   “This is your home territory, so I presume you know best.”
   Mina took off, jogging in her sandals toward the lights, which with time were becoming more numerous. Bret walked down into the gully, providing some protection from visual observation, and sat down to wait. Mina returned in less than two hours with a bag of clothes and sandals, plus some water and pita bread stuffed with Falafel.
   After eating, Bret inspected the contents of the bag, which appeared in the semi-darkness to be akin to a bed sheet, a length of narrow linen cloth, a shawl and a towel. Mina removed the blanket roll from her backpack, and spread it on the floor of the gully. She then disrobed and laid down on it, using the small backpack as a pillow. 
   Bret looked up from the clothing he would soon be wearing, and saw Mina lying on the blanket, as naked as he was. He jumped up from his seated position in shock and stared, wishing the moon was even a little brighter. Her smooth skin and supple curves gently reflected the moonlight. She was gorgeous.
   “Come and lie down next to me,” she said. “It will be cold tonight, and I will help keep you warm.”
   “Uhh . . . uhh . . . I . . . I don’t think so,” said Bret, not quite sure what else to say.
   “Why not, do you not like me?”
   “Oh, that’s not it at all. I like you very much. You’ve selflessly come to my aid. And you’re beautiful on top of that.”
   “Are you not a man? I am a young woman. Do not American men wish to sleep with young women?”
   He nodded ‘Yes,’ quickly changing it to ‘No,’ then threw his hands to cover his ears, and turned his back on her nakedness. Eventually, after gritting his teeth and shaking his head ‘No’ again, he turned slowly around to face the girl and said, “Mina, I’m married.”
   “So-o-o?” she said and paused, awaiting a possible response. None being offered, she continued, “You have just barely escaped death, may have to fight an ISIS patrol to get to Kurdistan, could die tomorrow, or possibly tonight, and you don’t want to enjoy making love with a young woman?”
   “Oh, I really do want to climb onto that blanket with you, Mina. But I have a lovely, frightened wife wondering somewhere whether she will ever see me again. I do want to see her again, and I want to do so without shame. I won’t break my wedding vows to her.”
   “I am astonished,” said Mina. “No, actually pleasantly surprised. Now I do understand. I hope the man I marry someday will react that way. Come, there is enough blanket for you to lie on even after I completely cover myself. You may wish to wrap that robe I brought around you first if you are afraid of what I might do to you during the night,” she said, giggling.
“Oh what the heck,” he said, wrapping himself tightly in the robe, and did as she suggested. Bret promptly fell asleep, as did Mina. 
* * *
   Chu-lin phoned Julien again, the third time in a week. “Have you heard anything more about Bret?” she asked, trying to sound hopeful despite her fears.
   “Same answer as the last time, Chu. We have a lot of people, local and in the field, all trying to locate him. No hot leads yet, just a strong suspicion that ISIS has been moving him around.”
   “Julien, he’s been missing for more than three weeks, and his parents and our son Caleb are due home from their cruise tomorrow.  They’re completely unaware that Bret’s missing. I’ve had no way to reach them.” 
   “Did you ask the cruise company for help?”
   “Bret never shared any details of their journey, beyond their departure and return dates. It’s clearly time for me to leave China and head back to the states. I’m certainly not looking forward to breaking the news to them. It’ll be a stressful reunion for sure.”                        
     “I’m sorry for you, Chu,” said Julien. “That’s not a task I’d like to face.”
“As soon as we hang up, I’m going to phone Air China and catch seats to Atlanta for the next available flight. In the meantime, please keep me in the loop. Otherwise, I’ll phone you again when I reach American soil. Hopefully, you’ll have good news by then.”
   “Chu, please plan on coming down to Washington as soon as convenient. I’d like to see you again and bring you up to date, face to face. You can bring Caleb if necessary.”

