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un

Off the eastern coast of Arabia, where the desert 

stretches down to meet the sea, there is a forest of stone and 

metal that stands and smoulders on a peninsula jutting out into 

the water.

This desert does not boast the same rolling dunes as the 

Sahara or Rub al-Khali.   In place of great sculpted waves of 

fine sand, it has nothing but dirt and rocks spread so evenly 

that its very form is almost formless.  Here and there, through 

some freak of nature, a shrub or a larger stone breaks the 

monotony.  And so the desert goes on and on until its elevation 

dips below an arbitrary line and the waves of the Persian Gulf 

wash over it, turning its fields of giants’ gravel into reefs and 

islets.

The peninsula is where the dead of eons past come to 

die.  Or, at least, where their ghosts come to linger and weep 

over their departed glory.  Their lives, their shapes, their very 

bones have vanished into blackness.  For a moment, after the 

passage of time untold, they reappear here in a flash of 

brilliance, only to be disintegrated still further and sent 

wandering into lands that never knew them.

The peninsula is Ras Tanura, where, by the orders of 

the House of Ibn Saud, the petroleum reserves of Saudi Arabia 

are extracted, refined, and dispatched to the marts of the world.

Ras Tanura is a city of monoliths, of towers and tanks 

and tubes that call to mind the wrecked columns and bastions 

of a long-abandoned Roman colony.  Apart from this 



resemblance, it has little to boast of besides huge quantities of 

dust.  And yet life still flows more strongly through its veins 

than through those of any other metropolis on earth--because 

oil is the stuff of which life is made in the twenty-first century.

The story does not begin in this dull and colorless city, 

however.  It begins far offshore, where the reefs fall away as the 

desert grudgingly gives up its hold and the water darkens from 

aquamarine to teal.

* * * * *

Because of the shoaling around Ras Tanura, the 

supertankers of today--the Very Large Crude Carriers--are 

unable to actually dock there.  They must hover well off the 

coast in order to have room for their maneuvering.  To that 

end, Saudi Aramco has very kindly provided great stretches of 

the seaboard with a varied assortment of platforms, artificial 

islands, and pipeline connections.  The tankers are 

appreciative, and these few square miles of sea are a busy 

place.  Ships are constantly passing and repassing, tying up 

and casting off.  The pumps strategically placed on the 

corroding towers of steel that rise from the seabed can disgorge 

millions of barrels of crude oil into the hull of an empty vessel 

in a matter of hours.  The process never ends.

Among the massively ugly hulks colored blue and 

green and ochre is one whose loading is almost completed.  

The name Albutain Star is splashed on her slowly sinking bow 

in a sans-serif font.  Amidships, a further patch of white paint 

declares her to be the property of Vela International Marine 

Limited, a wholly owned subsidiary of the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia.  She is a valuable property.  Not only is she young for 

a supertanker, with a great deal of money invested in her 

modern construction, her tanks are filled with two million 

barrels of oil--a hundred and eighty million dollars’ worth.
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When she has sunk so low into the water that she can 

sink no farther, the pumps are cut off and the rumble of 

cavitation noise from oil gushing into her hull ceases.  There is 

a pause while the pipes are disconnected and her tanks are 

pressurized with inert gas.  Then her mooring lines are cast off, 

and accompanied by shouts in a number of oddly accented 

versions of the English language--the crew of the Albutain Star 

is quite diverse--she begins to move.  Begins, only.  A ship of 

this size cannot under any circumstances move quickly.  The 

mountain is attempting to come to Mohammed, but it is taking 

its time about it.  In a quarter of an hour the Albutain Star will 

be working northwest at fifteen knots.  Then she will make a 

sweeping turn to starboard, reversing course towards the Strait 

of Hormuz.  From there the Indian Ocean will be open to her.

* * * * *

Greater Tunb lies directly abeam.  Abu Musa is now 

astern as the Albutain Star edges slightly northwards, aiming 

for the narrowest part of the strait.  In the distance, an Iranian 

frigate can be seen stalking the shipping lanes officiously, 

accompanied by a low smear on the horizon that suggests the 

presence of a smaller vessel of some kind.  Farther south, in 

Omani waters, the radar of an American destroyer pecks gently 

at these two ships as well as the tanker.  The tanker’s captain 

allows himself a single silent curse in Croatian.  If the men of 

the sword should become irritable, the chances of the highly 

valuable, highly explosive supertanker under his command 

figuring in someone’s after-action report as collateral damage 

will become very good indeed.  No one has yet trained a bullet 

to avoid bystanders--especially when the bullet is apt to choose 

a target based on size and the bystanders are far larger than 

any of the combatants.
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Some hours later, with a sort of ponderous dignity, the 

ship rounds the Musandam Peninsula and turns her head 

south, out of danger and into further danger.

* * * * *

It is night.  The Horn of Africa is a vague memory, and 

the coast of the Dark Continent is away to starboard, invisible 

but palpable all the same.  The Albutain Star is making for the 

Mozambique Channel and the shortest route to the Cape of 

Good Hope.  She is directly in the center of what is perhaps the 

most dangerous area for shipping on the planet Earth.  

Entrepreneurs from nearby Somalia have acquired the habit of 

sweeping out to sea in heavily crewed small craft and casually 

appropriating the ships and personal property of anyone 

passing.  For years an international task force has attempted to 

mop them up, only to discover that water always runs 

downhill, even when international law orders it to do 

otherwise.  At most they have only been able to limit the 

phenomenon.  The West calls it piracy.  The Somalians call it 

fair compensation for exploitation.  And supertankers, in spite 

of their size, complexity, and unsuitability for resale, are just as 

much fair prey as a fishing trawler.  More so, in fact.  The local 

gentlemen of fortune have not yet forgotten that Vela once paid 

three million dollars for the return of one of its tankers.

The time passes quietly and the ship’s watch changes.  

Somewhere off in the vast reaches of space is the sun, ready as 

always to appear over the horizon when the earth spins a little 

further.  And all the time the Albutain Star sails steadily 

southwards.

Something flickers on the ship’s radar screens.  A tiny 

scattering, it comes and goes far astern of their position.  The 

watch officer does not even notice it for several minutes.  When 

the anomaly finally catches his eye, it is closer than it was at 

first, although he has no way of knowing that.  But he watches 
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it now, and plots the sporadic flashes.  The returns begin to 

suggest a very small vessel edging down and across the 

supertanker’s wake.  It is a less than encouraging observation.  

Pirates generally attempt to approach and board their targets 

from directly astern, hoping that the ship’s funnel will interfere 

with its radar coverage and permit them to attack unseen.

Before the officer has time to come to a decision 

regarding the ambiguous radar returns, the radio crackles, with 

someone on the other end jabbering eagerly in Italian.  This 

switches to English as more ships join the conversation.  The 

anti-piracy patrol clearly has the wind up about something.  

The watch officer casts another look at the radar.  His 

mysterious speck seems to be falling astern.  Then a few more 

flashes, slowly spaced, show it retreating faster before it 

disappears completely.  Meanwhile, the ships of war come 

charging across the scope before disappearing in their turn, 

seeking a target almost at random so long as they have 

something to do.

The Albutain Star sails on.  In a few hours the sun shines 

down on her green-painted decks.  By the end of the day she is 

out of the zone of greatest danger for an attack.

* * * * *

In the dark there is a gurgle, a whisper of sound that is 

swallowed up entirely by the roar of the waves that the 

supertanker creates as its three hundred thousand-ton bulk 

rolls southward.  Somewhere off to port a low, narrow vessel 

slices unobtrusively through the water.  She has no mast or 

superstructure; sometimes a sea higher than the average 

washes completely over her.  Her hull is painted a shade of 

gray so dark that she would be invisible if it were not for the 

trails of foam left by her wake and bow.  Unseen, she slips up 

to the side of the larger vessel and hovers along its side before 

sliding very gradually nearer to it.  The water surges between 
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their hulls while the smaller craft’s thrusters fight to keep it 

precisely in place.

For all its massive size, the Albutain Star has 

comparatively little freeboard when fully loaded.  Playing 

remora to the shark, the crew of the smaller vessel swing a pair 

of ladders up from the deck and connect them to the tanker’s 

bulwarks.  The hooks of the ladders are heavily padded with 

foam and rubber; the bases are jointed and sprung so that they 

can flex and move with the motion of the two ships.  A minute 

later, more than a dozen agile men, their faces masked, have 

flitted up the ladders and are sprinting across the tanker’s deck 

towards her superstructure.

They are unopposed.  The Albutain Star’s crew is 

unarmed and would prefer to fight back with someone else’s 

weapons, anyway.  A chance look at the deck alerts the captain 

to the seizure of his ship.  He grabs at the radio but a moment 

later is almost physically hurled away from it by an explosion 

of static as the frequency bands are jammed by a transmitter far 

more powerful than his.  The ship’s satellite communications 

links are no better off.  In another moment the noise from the 

radio ceases altogether.  The wires leading to the antenna have 

been cut.

And then, before there is time to try anything else, the 

door to the bridge opens and a gentleman in a mask steps over 

the threshold, followed by his comrades.  He gestures politely 

at the captain with his Kalashnikov.

The tanker is entirely in the hands of the pirates before 

its entire crew can even be awakened from sleep.  Such are the 

advantages of night actions.

Some time later, one of the pirates comes up on deck, 

carrying a large case in his hand.  An antenna protrudes from 

one side of the aluminium box.  Inside is the Albutain Star’s 

Automatic Identification System, the computer that sends the 

ship’s position to land-based tracking stations.  It has been cut 

out of the ship and spliced into the new case without so much 
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as interrupting the signal.  Granted, there may be no one close 

enough to receive the transmission at the moment, or looking 

for it, but it never hurts to make sure.  The pirate carries the 

case across to the tanker’s starboard side, where another small 

vessel has appeared out of the darkness, a very nondescript 

trawler.  He places it in a harness, then hooks it to a line drawn 

taut between the two ships and lets it slide down the incline.  

The men on the decoy vessel catch the case at the end of its 

journey and unfasten it before casting off the transfer line.  

Then the pirate turns and signals to the bridge.  Shortly 

thereafter, the Albutain Star’s bow comes around until it is 

pointing due east.  Then the turn ceases, and the ship steadies 

on her new course.

Meanwhile, the rest of the pirates have been busy 

carrying the bodies of the tanker’s crew out onto the deck and 

laying them out in orderly rows.  They have only just managed 

to finish the job when a faint throbbing noise comes to their 

ears.  It grows in volume, and the pirates stand well back from 

the broad “H” marked in white on the green deck.  One of 

them takes a pair of lighted sticks from his pockets and raises 

them above his head, signaling.  A heavy, somewhat 

dilapidated helicopter drops out of the darkness, hangs poised 

above them for the moment, then settles on the ship’s landing 

pad, its turbines coughing noisily and its shape betraying the 

unmistakable styling of the former Soviet Union.  One of its 

pilots throws open the loading door.  With the help of the 

pirates, the tanker’s crew is carried on board, one at a time.  

The whine from the helicopter’s engines rises in pitch once 

more and it lifts off heavily, drifting away into the night until 

all is silent once again.  Or as silent as the noise from thousands 

of tons of water being displaced every second will allow.

The Albutain Star lumbers onwards.  Far ahead of it, the 

shapes of other, smaller, ships emerge dimly, patches of 

unrelieved black on a sky lightened faintly by the stars.
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deux

Francois Cesar de Bourbon-Busset looked down into the 

water and smiled.

There was blue all around him, the deep crystalline blue 

of the ocean beneath him and the brilliant saturated blue of the 

tropical sky above him, shading from robin’s-egg at the 

horizon to almost indigo at the zenith.  The only other colors in 

the world at the moment were supplied by the golden sun far 

above his head and the trim white yacht beneath his feet.  It 

was a very soothing and rejuvenating color scheme, he 

decided.

For the past week the Laverna had been cruising slowly 

south and east from the Seychelles.  Somewhere ahead in the 

distance there were no doubt dodos and giant land tortoises, or 

at least the islands that those interesting creatures had once 

inhabited.  Poor enough compensation for Nature’s ingenious 

jokes, which man had carelessly eliminated, but still diverting 

enough to beguile away a few weeks of waiting.  Paris grew 

more depressing every year, Francois reflected.  He was an 

exception to the general run of Frenchmen.  Marianne had 

never seduced him the way she had his compatriots.

But then, he had a perfectly good substitute in Vaiata.  

He looked over at her, standing perched on the rail of the 

bridge, clothed in nothing more concealing than a wave of 

shining ebony hair down to her waist.  It was more than twenty 

years ago now that he had gone on a desultory visit to Tahiti, 
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as much to remove himself from the public eye for the moment 

as for any other reason, only to come across her before his first 

day was out.  She had been an exquisitely skilled practitioner 

in those days, beautiful with the poise of maturity though not 

out of her teens, talented and masterful within the limitations 

imposed on her field by such a remote part of the world.  As 

much could not be said for the rest of her family, who had 

been, on the whole, professionally disappointing.  Most of 

them were utterly without enthusiasm, ennervated either by 

the rituals of their society or the general nonchalance of the 

islands.  All the same, the fire and skill had been in Vaiata’s 

blood.  Francois never stopped appreciating his good fortune in 

finding her.  Statistically their meeting had been probable 

anyway, but he preferred to bet only on certainties.  The supple 

Tahitian girl had been a certainty from that moment in the 

dusk when they both had realized how far their mutual 

passions went.

From that passion had come a generation that Francois 

was quietly confident would outdo all the previous ones.  Well, 

for the last century or so, anyway.  His grandfather had never 

been very clear on whether he bore the name of Bourbon-

Busset legitimately or not--or even if he bore it at all or had 

merely adopted it because he delighted in the irony.  The old 

man had been quite fond of pointing out that technically it was 

a stretch for anyone to bear the name legitimately.  At any rate, 

Francois had never cared to inquire further into the matter.  

Ambiguity was amusing as well as safe.  The name worked as 

well as any other for a permanent identity in a changing world.

Laughter drifted up from the bow.  His younger 

children were splashing about in the jacuzzi on the foredeck, 

indifferent to more serious considerations.  Their mother gazed 

down at them approvingly.  The captain on the bridge a few 

yards away tried not to gaze at her at all.  Even the English 

must work to maintain their indifference at times.
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Francois stepped over to the small bar and poured 

himself another glass of Vermentino, then opened his book 

again.  Instead of reading, he drifted into a reverie over its 

pages.  The gentle splashing of the waves in the quiet lulled 

him.  Somewhere in the portion of him that was still awake, the 

logic section of his brain noted that the specially silenced 

engines he had ordered for the yacht left nothing to be desired.

A fuzzy shape materialized at the edge of his vision.  

Then he suddenly came awake again and the picture 

sharpened.  The Laverna’s captain was youngish, very blonde, 

and slightly perspiring.  Or rather, he was usually all of those 

things.  At the moment, he also appeared to be slightly 

apologetic for intruding on the beginnings of his employer’s 

nap.

“Begging your pardon, sir, but we have an unusual 

contact on radar that I think you might want to look at.”

Francois nodded and rose from his chair.  As he 

followed the officer down the stairs to the wheelhouse, he felt 

the comfortable upwelling of satisfaction that comes with the 

exact fulfillment of one’s expectations.  Human beings are so 

predictable.  He had chosen his officer well.

The captain gestured at the brightly illuminated screen.  

“As you can see, we’re picking up another ship about thirty 

miles from here, off to starboard.  She doesn’t appear to be 

moving, though.  We’re well out of the shipping lanes, so she 

isn’t likely to be a vessel that has broken down or stopped for 

repairs.  And the return is so strong that it can only be a very 

large ship, a container vessel most likely.”  He shrugged his 

shoulders.  “There’s no other traffic in the area, and I can’t raise 

them on the radio, so I thought I’d ask if you might care to alter 

course and investigate.”

“We might as well,” Francois decided, glancing 

leisurely across the chart.  “And you may run the engines full 

out if you like.”  He knew the captain loved to take the 

beautiful yacht to full speed whenever the opportunity offered.
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“Very good, sir.  Shall I send out a call for assistance as 

well?”

Francois paused at the bridge door.  “Unnecessary.  We 

do not know for sure that there is anything amiss with that 

vessel, and as you pointed out, we are the only ship in the area 

able to render assistance if there is.  It would be wiser to wait 

until we have made contact with them.  It shouldn’t be long 

now.”  He turned and wrapped his arm about his wife’s waist.  

Beneath them the deck began to vibrate slightly as more and 

more fuel poured into the engines.  The Laverna slid forward 

smoothly into the fastest of her gaits, and then her bow cut an 

elegant arc through the water as she spun onto her new course.

Less than an hour later, just as Francois was beginning 

to contemplate opening another bottle of wine, the distant ship 

pushed itself up over the horizon and became visible.

It was very apparent that the captain’s expectations of 

finding a cargo ship were to be disappointed.  The thing that 

loomed in front of them was obviously a tanker, but a tanker 

riding high in the water, which accounted for the strength of 

the radar return.  In five minutes its appearance changed from 

that of a couple streaks of blue and orange on the horizon to 

that of a behemoth that could swallow the Laverna for breakfast 

without stopping to think twice.  No smoke came from the 

ship’s stack; no figures crowded to the rail at the yacht’s 

approach.  Its bulk just floated there amidst the waves.

The captain scanned it eagerly through his binoculars.  

He was still young enough to feel excitement and pleasurable 

anticipation when confronted with something unexpected, 

instead of the tiredness that would come to most men as they 

aged.

“Vela Marine,” he announced proudly, reading the 

print the size of a house on the tanker’s side.

“Yes, I daresay the seabirds miles away on the horizon 

have also discovered that,” Francois replied with just the 

faintest flavor of sarcasm in his voice.
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The Laverna shifted course slightly at that moment and 

the curve of the tanker’s blunt bow became fully visible, along 

with the letters painted on it.

“Wait...” said the captain, leaning forward in an 

instinctive attempt to get a better look at the abandoned ship.  

“This is the Albutain Star.  But what’s it doing here?”

“Albutain Star?  I thought the press said she had 

disappeared in the Mozambique Channel a month or more 

ago.”

“Well, unless all eleven hundred feet of her length are 

lying, she didn’t.”  The captain put down his binoculars, the 

combined elation and puzzlement of his discovery struggling 

for expression on his face, along with an attempt at being 

businesslike.  He reached out for the satellite handset.  “Of 

course, I’m sure once the investigators go over her, they’ll find 

out how it happened--”  His voice broke off abruptly as a firm 

hand closed around his wrist.

“What do you think you are doing?” Francois inquired 

quietly.  He was perfectly calm, but something about him had 

altered in a way the captain had never seen before.  If all the 

atoms in his body had suddenly begun vibrating on a slightly 

different frequency, such a change might have given him the 

suggestion of intensity that he was now projecting.

“I have to report this, sir.  Her owners will need to be 

alerted and the CMF will most likely want to send a team 

down to investigate.  And she will have to be towed back into 

port--”

“You will most certainly not report it to anyone.”  

Francois’ voice was quite level.

The professional yachtsman took a deep breath.  “May 

I ask why not?”

“Certainly.  There are two reasons.  The first is that you 

are in my service, and I do not desire you to do so.  It is 

traditional, I believe, for captains to take instructions from their 
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owners.  And the second may be expressed in a single word.  

Salvage.”

“Salvage?” the captain echoed skeptically.  “You want 

to salvage a supertanker?  Board it and take possession?”

Instead of answering directly, Francois turned and 

looked out again at the enormous hull, which now loomed 

much closer.  “How much does a supertanker cost to build?”

“What?  Why, I couldn’t say exactly, but--”

“A ship of that size costs in excess of a hundred and 

twenty million dollars to build, and it depreciates very slowly.  

In addition, there is the value of the cargo to be considered.  

We can see that the Star rides high in the water, but not high 

enough to be empty.  Should there be even half a million 

barrels of crude on board her, that would represent another 

sum of almost fifty million dollars.  Even given the 

niggardliness of admiralty courts, the salvage award would be 

substantial.  Much too substantial for me to even consider 

passing up.”

There was a pause while the captain tried to assimilate 

this information and the yacht slowed.  Finally he spoke up 

again.  “But our crew is a small one.  You realize that manning 

both ships might not be possible?”

“The Laverna is fully automated.  If we leave a 

watchstander or two here, that will be sufficient.  However, the 

Star is also likely to be advanced enough to make do without 

requiring the services of a full crew.  And of course I and my 

family shall form part of the boarding party.”

“You can’t be serious!  Taking your children on board 

an abandoned ship to run it?  Not possible.  They couldn’t do 

it.”

Francois eyed him coldly.  “My children, in case you 

have failed to observe the fact, are fully capable of holding their 

own with any so-called adults in virtually any field.”  He never 

cared to discuss his family with patronizing, narrow-minded 

outsiders.  His tone was a warning in itself.
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“And for weapons?”

“I have a small battery in my cabin.  Not automatics, 

but then, only the wasteful and the pretentious have any desire 

for automatic weapons.”

A new thought occurred to the captain.  “And 

supposing this is the aftermath of a pirate attack?  Suppose the 

Star is still under pirate control?”

For the first time Francois let out a slight sigh of 

exasperation.  “As I recall my international law, pirates are 

exempt from normal judicial procedure and may be dealt with 

legally by anyone who encounters them.  And as I recall my 

own yacht’s crew roster, its engineers were formerly with the 

Commandos marine.  I see nothing to stand in the way of 

retaking the vessel if necessary.”  Before the idea of a pitched 

battle at sea had time to raise an objection in the mind of his all 

too conventional captain, he added, “The crew will, of course, 

receive bonuses for undertaking the salvage, and a further 

bonus if the claim is eventually successful.”

The captain spluttered for a while but produced no 

effect on his determined employer.  In the end he gave in.

* * * * *

“I don’t think there can be any question that there were 

pirates here recently,” Francois said, gently needling his 

captain.  The latter was jumpy enough merely from standing 

on the vast unoccupied deck of the Albutain Star.  Behind them 

were the yacht’s three engineers, each clasping one of Francois’ 

beautifully chased Holland & Holland rifles and standing 

casually around in an attitude of alert boredom.  There was 

also a steward who had once served in the Royal Navy, 

Madame de Bourbon-Busset in a less nubile form, and the three 

young Bourbon-Bussets, all of them bristling with various 

implements of force that had emerged from a highly discreet 

and highly illegal concealed locker in Monsieur’s suite.
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“Perhaps the boarding ladders and ropes still hanging 

over the side gave it away?” the captain shot back sarcastically.  

His deference was eroding a bit under pressure.

“Oh, that and other things,” Francois replied with a 

typical Gallic shrug that seemed to encompass the ladders as 

well as the puddle of spilled oil farther down the deck, the 

cartridge casing that had just clinked against the toe of his boot, 

and the shattered windows of the wheelhouse.  “Now if Athos, 

Porthos, and Aramis”--he nodded amiably to the 

engineers--“would care to inspect the lower decks, I believe we 

can attend to the superstructure, no?”  The captain groaned 

inwardly but had no choice but to follow his employer aft.

For a pirated ship, the tanker turned out to be 

surprisingly undamaged.  Apart from the occasional bullet 

mark, the mask found lying on the floor of the wheelhouse, and 

the mess left in the galley--someone had been cooking kebabs 

at one point--everything was as it should be.  Barring the 

absence of the crew, of course.  And the cargo.

“They seem to have pumped off about half the 

petroleum she was originally loaded with,” the captain said, 

studying the ship’s computer, which one of the Mademoiselles 

de Bourbon-Busset had coaxed back into life.

“About half?”

“Give or take.  The readings show just over eleven 

hundred thousand barrels left in the tanks.”

“A hundred million dollars’ worth, in practical terms.  

Where do you suppose the rest is?”

“I can only guess they tried to offload some of it and 

ended up dumping the rest.  That’s probably when they 

decided to jump ship, knowing that they had let enough air 

into the tanks to make the entire ship one big bomb.  Or 

because they were afraid someone might discover the oil slick.  

Still, it’s a new departure in piracy.”

You have no idea exactly how new it is, Francois said to 

himself.  “Can you repressurize the tanks with inert gas?”
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“Not until the engines are restarted.  This ship uses a 

flue gas system--it draws on the exhaust from the engines to 

supply nitrogen and carbon dioxide for filling the empty space 

in the tanks.  Once we have power I can do so, but not before.”

“In that case, I will have ‘No Smoking’ signs posted at 

once.”  Francois nodded to the steward.  The captain was never 

sure just how far he could take his employer seriously.  Of 

course, that uncertainty was precisely what Francois had 

counted on when he engaged him.  “How long to restore 

power and get underway?”

The captain looked over the console.  “Perhaps half an 

hour.  Perhaps longer.  The engines and controls don’t seem to 

have been tampered with.  The buggers just shut them down 

and walked away.”

“Do so, then.  I will give you the course shortly.”  

Francois stepped out onto the bridge wing and pulled his own 

satellite phone from his pocket.  Several time zones to the west, 

in Luxembourg, another phone rang.

“Yes?” came a voice over the line that almost purred 

lovingly.

“Uncle Pierre.”

“Ah, my child!  Then you are not drowned after all, it 

seems.”  Francois listened indulgently to the slightly incoherent 

babble that his aging relative poured into his ear.  Uncle Pierre 

had always been one of the more eccentric members of the 

family, flirting dangerously with respectability in some ways.  

At the same time, he never hesitated to go after anything that 

tempted him, with a reckless abandon uncharacteristic of his 

siblings.  Somehow it had worked out and he remained whole 

and untouched by the passage of time and chaos.  He hadn’t 

acquired the nickname “Pierre le chanceux” for nothing, after 

all.

Eventually Francois cut the one-sided conversation 

short.  “Uncle Pierre, I hope you’re not occupied with anything 

at the moment.”  Before that gentleman had a chance to reply, 
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he went straight on: “You’ll remember that matter we 

discussed several months ago, before I returned home?”

“Aha, yes, but of course.  Hmm, so may I presume to 

inquire--”

“To be frank, I think it would be better if you didn’t.”

“Oh, well, if you are so sure of it, nephew.  Still, there 

are some things a man would be wise to find out now and 

then.”

“Since when is it ever wise to find anything out?” his 

nephew retorted.  Apparently there was no answer to the 

question.  Or at least it was sufficiently complex to stump 

Uncle Pierre temporarily.  “Anyway, I’d like you to look up 

your notes on the matter and fly to Liberia as soon as you can.”

“Always providing that the good God is gracious 

enough to allow me to find our pilots.  You know, I do believe 

they have become more interested in recreation than flying 

these days.  Dedication and enthusiasm are too much to ask 

for, it seems.”

“I have my own version of that problem to deal with 

over here at the moment, so I can’t spare more than a 

thimbleful of pity for your predicament.  A few vagaries on the 

part of the pilots are forgivable.  After all, you did manage to 

con someone into giving us the Falcon.  How, I’ve never 

bothered to find out.”

“And very wisely, too,” purred his uncle.  “Liberia, I 

believe you said?  And once I arrive?”

“You are to file a lien in admiralty court on the Albutain 

Star, the property of Vela International Marine.  She’s 

registered there.  Remember to include the ship’s cargo 

specifically in that as well.  Approximately eleven hundred 

thousand barrels of crude.  I’ll fax you the manifest and more 

exact figures by the time you arrive.”

There was a brief pause.  “The Albutain Star was 

reported lost at sea a month ago, you know,” Uncle Pierre said 

into the void.
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“It’s been found and it’s in my possession at the present 

moment.  I’m speaking to you from the bridge, as a matter of 

fact.  We’ll be taking it into Port Louis, in Mauritius, where I’m 

sure we can lay it up until the salvage claim is resolved.”

“How convenient.  How very convenient,” his relative 

murmured.  “All right, then.  I shall leave in due course.  I 

presume there is a slight need for urgency?  And that you do 

not wish to have Vela informed of the lien for the moment?”

“I’d prefer they don’t find out until it’s safely stowed 

away in a SALCON-signatory country.  Of course, that 

depends largely on whether or not I can keep this tame seaman 

of mine in check.  He’s developing an annoying streak of 

punctiliousness.  Wants to inform the anti-piracy task force and 

have investigative teams come in to trace the pirates who 

originally took it.  The economic argument doesn’t seem to 

weigh very much with him.”

“Deplorable!  Where would parasites such as myself be 

without economic arguments?  Or parasites such as yourself, 

for that matter?”

“My parasitism as compared to yours--”

“Yes, yes, our family has always held the considered 

opinion that the law is a lower-class profession.  But it 

fascinates me irresistibly.”

“Remain fascinated, then,” Francois said.  “And don’t 

forget the lien.  This ship and cargo combined are worth an 

easy two hundred million dollars.  We stand to get twenty 

percent or better of that in court, so let your law do its utmost.”

“A thousand pardons!  The sum stirs me to action.  It is 

grand.  It is poetic.  It represents a continued tour of Castile’s 

finest dining establishments.  Incidentally, shall I stop and call 

for Marius on my way south?”

“No, I have other plans for him.  He can find me a crew 

in one of the coast ports and fly them out here in that helicopter 

of his.  Then I’ll move my own men back to the Laverna.  I have 

a feeling they’ll be safer there.”
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“Safer for you, that is!  Well, this should be an amusing 

week.  I depart.  My felicitations to that ravishing wife of 

yours.”

The phone clicked abruptly.  Uncle Pierre was never 

good at small talk once a conversation was over.  All the same, 

Francois was sure now that the old reprobate would turn up in 

both Monrovia and Port Louis in good time, out of curiosity if 

for no other reason.  Up above his head the tanker’s funnel 

coughed throatily.  

He turned and walked back onto the bridge, where the 

captain was fiddling with what appeared to be a video game, 

but which was actually the ship’s wheel.  Korean shipyards 

yearned desperately to build aircraft or computers instead of 

thousand-foot gas tanks, and compensated by trying to make 

the bridge of a tanker pay homage to both.  “Engines in order?  

Then set a course south, for Port Louis.  Half speed or even less 

is sufficient.  We can afford to take our time getting there.”

“Yes, sir.  But I thought we would be heading north 

instead.”

Francois looked at his officer as if the man had taken 

leave of his senses.  “You wish to sail a recently pirated ship, 

which various naval vessels will still be keeping an eye open 

for, back through the most heavily patrolled area of sea on the 

planet?  Were you perhaps supposing they would accidentally 

overlook us?”

“I was under the impression we would be seeking them 

out, yes.  After all, this is a sort of crime scene, and they 

represent the law.”

“The law’s interests are not mine.  Mine are to put as 

much distance as possible between this vessel and its owners 

and their enforcers.”

“That seems neither fair nor strictly honest,” the captain 

blushed.

“I am a businessman.  This is a highly profitable 

speculation.  Fair does not enter into it.  We have a legal right 
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to this vessel as salvage.  I do not intend to jeopardize that right 

by allowing the American navy to take it away from us on the 

excuse that it represents evidence in their ridiculous war on 

terror, while returning us nothing but their perfunctory 

thanks.”

“But once in Port Louis, can’t the Mauritian 

government also seize it on such a pretext?”

“By the time we arrive there, I will already have a lien 

in place on the Albutain Star.  Subsequently it will become 

illegal under the Salvage Convention of 1989, to which 

Mauritius is a contracting party, for anyone to attempt to take 

possession of the vessel before the claim for salvage is resolved.  

My lawyer is quite excellent at this sort of thing.”

“And in the meantime--the pirates?”

Francois gestured with his shoulders again.  “Who cares 

about them?  I don’t, for one.  If anything, I owe them thanks 

for having thrown this opportunity in my way.”

The captain’s sense of the law and custom of the sea 

was offended, but there was nothing he could do.
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trois

Port Louis, Mauritius, was not one of Francois’s favorite 

cities.  He always thought of it as a slightly older variant of 

Honolulu, crowded, overbuilt, and reeking with a lack of 

introspection.  Skyscrapers in hideous taste thrust themselves 

up into the sky to challenge the volcanic cliffs, always losing by 

the comparison but never taking a lesson from their failure.  It 

was doing everything it possibly could to live up to its 

reputation as Africa’s most modern and developed city--

developed, of course, meaning overpopulated and 

overindustrialized, with absolutely no hope for a sustainable 

future.  Francois would have fled to the Laverna if possible, but 

he thought it wiser to remain on shore for the moment, in order 

to be on hand for meetings.

And meetings there were.  Meetings in never-ending 

succession.  An admiral in tropical whites came panting down 

from Bahrain to enter a demand that the ship be turned over to 

him for investigation, with a slim, swarthy lieutenant hovering 

uneasily behind him the whole way.  A chartered flight 

disembarked virtually an entire encampment of assorted 

lawyers and officials.  The keffiyeh became a common sight 

along the waterfront.  Representatives of the International 

Maritime Organization and International Maritime Bureau 

arrived late but accompanied by portfolios of questions and 

forms whose volume more than made up for their previous 

absence.  Mauritius even experienced a brief helicopter 
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shortage as news organizations fought for the ability to shoot 

footage of the Albutain Star from the air.  The noise was 

overwhelming.

Fortunately, long before the tanker had made port, the 

slim form of a Falcon 50 jet had slipped through the skies above 

Europe and Africa, overtaken the ship, and touched down at 

Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International Airport, where it 

had disgorged Uncle Pierre.  Diminutive, dapper, and 

delightful, he inserted himself between his nephew and the 

packs of howling attorneys with an air of pleasant insolence.  

On his first night on the island he dined with the deputy prime 

minister.  The next day he might have been observed escorting 

a cabinet minister’s wife through the Caudan.  At some point 

prior to his arrival he had managed to find the time not only to 

file a lien on the Albutain Star, but also to submit the claim for 

salvage to the Liberian courts.  After that he gave himself up 

entirely to pleasure until the Indian Rim woke up to what had 

happened and it became necessary for him to intervene directly 

in affairs.

The Americans, of course, demanded that they should 

be allowed to take possession of the ship in order to conduct a 

forensic investigation.  To this the Mauritian police returned a 

cool note stating that there was little likelihood of finding any 

evidence on the Star due to the lapse of time involved and the 

number of people that had boarded her since the attack, and 

adding that they had already been over her and were satisfied 

that there was nothing more to be learned.  A copy of their 

brief report--untranslated--was provided to the visiting 

admiral, who was then left to bite his nails in peace and make 

futile appeals to Francois’s generosity and Uncle Pierre’s 

public-spiritedness.

The officials from Vela were more difficult to handle.  

Suave on the surface, they were seething with annoyance that 

a nondescript gentleman of leisure should stand to make an 

accidental profit off their misfortune.  They had no objection to 
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entering a constant stream of pleas with the Mauritian court in 

an attempt to undermine some portion of Uncle Pierre’s claims.  

When that proved ineffective, they hinted darkly at misconduct 

to the foreign press, treading very carefully along the border 

that separated slander and libel from privileged information.  

And in spite of having no new information to produce, they 

insisted on regular meetings with both lawyer and nephew and 

listened with exemplary patience to the former’s vague 

ramblings, designed to bore an opponent into a state of despair 

and make him flee the office, never to return.

They probably would have tried to repossess the ship 

and simply sail it away had circumstances been different.  The 

Salvage Convention of 1989 had established the right of a 

salvor to retain possession of a salvaged vessel and deny its 

owners access to the ship, but the limits of the convention had 

never been thoroughly tested.  They certainly had never been 

tested in a case where the ship and cargo were so valuable as in 

this one.  Fortunately, Francois had succeeded in using his 

government contacts at home to induce the Mauritian 

commissioner of police to assign the tanker a small detachment 

of coastguards.  In addition, his eldest son Marius had flown in 

from Mombasa with a new and ample crew for the Star, which 

the Saudis would have to reckon with as well if they attempted 

to retake the ship.

The Vela attorneys then attempted to sabotage the claim 

by asserting to the board of investigation that Monsieur de 

Bourbon-Busset and his dependents had encountered no peril 

in undertaking the salvage, and had not rescued the Albutain 

Star from any imminent danger.  It was a weak argument at 

best.  Uncle Pierre reminded the court that peril merely 

influences the amount of a salvage award, not whether the case 

for such an award exists.  He further added that the Albutain 

Star had been left unattended for a month with unpressurized 

storage tanks, and thus was in a highly explosive and 

dangerous condition when his nephew and family had 
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boarded her.  That could easily be considered perilous.  Uncle 

Pierre then dismayed his opponents by raising the 

environmental question that had been overlooked so far, 

pointing out that the salvage had averted a severe 

environmental disaster and should therefore be considered 

worthy of a higher award.

At that point Vela attempted arbitration to prevent the 

Liberian suit from proceeding.  The IMB representative turned 

up in Uncle Pierre’s bedroom at the obscenely early hour of ten 

one morning with an offer of five million dollars US in 

settlement of the claim.  Shocked at the timing and the 

unfairness of the offer, he merely waved the man out, unable to 

articulate a sound.  But he rather gloated over it at lunch with 

his nephew that day.

“They shall, of course, come round to our way of 

thinking.  Whether voluntarily or not is of no importance.  But 

they really have no case.  They have lost all hope of being able 

to profit from the insurance, and the Americans are of no use to 

them here, crippled by their own international commitments.  

It is a matter of time alone...”  He trailed off as he felt his jacket 

pocket vibrate.

“Give her my respects,” Francois said lightly.

“Ah, you have grown into such a perverse boy,” replied 

Uncle Pierre, withdrawing the phone carefully before breathing 

into it heavily.  “Yes?  Ah!”  His eyes suddenly sparkled 

intently.  “And you are sure of this?  When?  Good.  Very 

good.”  He turned to Francois, looking alert.  “You will perhaps 

be interested to hear that they have discovered the Albutain 

Star’s crew.  Alive!”

“The only people in whom dead bodies arouse interest 

are the police and archaeologists, so presumably they are alive 

if someone else is taking an interest in them.  Where did this 

happy event occur?”

“As far as I can tell, it was somewhere closer to 

Australia than to Africa.  We shall know in more detail soon, I 
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presume.  On the representations of the Mauritian government, 

they are being flown here for their evidence to be taken.  Part of 

the ongoing local investigation.”

“That should settle Vela, then.”

“Providing that what they have to say is favorable to 

our claims, yes, but if it is not--just consider the 

complications--”

“There will be no complications, and their testimony 

will be the most useful thing to happen to our case since you 

took it on.”

“Flatter not the gods, lest they blast thee with 

lightnings.  Are you not perhaps a trifle overconfident?”

Francois eyed his uncle shrewdly.  “Would you be 

willing to bet with me that I could tell you, here and now, 

exactly what those men are going to say when their depositions 

are taken?”

“Frankly, I should not,” Uncle Pierre admitted.  He 

knew that look.

* * * * *

The press, which had begun to lose interest in the 

salvage itself, returned in full force with the news that the 

tanker’s crew had been found.  Humans have a weakness for 

stories about shipwrecked sailors who survive their ordeals in 

spite of the odds.  Such stories appeal especially to those 

readers who sit smugly at home and applaud or criticize from 

the comfort of their own kitchens.  Surrounded by luxury, they 

are incapable of appreciating reality, but nevertheless feel that 

their own lives are magnified somehow through learning of the 

sacrifice of others.  The discovery of the Albutain Star’s crew 

after being lost at sea for more than a month was perfect 

material for another quick thrill for them.  Consequently, 

reporters hastened to Port Louis to exploit it.
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Meanwhile, the Vela attorneys grew more and more 

uneasy.  Uncle Pierre was tugging gently but persistently at 

every string he could get his hands on in order to have the 

board of inquiry take the evidence of the tanker’s crew at the 

first possible opportunity.  They had been picked up by an 

Australian naval patrol, which had obligingly forwarded them 

on to Mauritius at that government’s request.  The Saudis 

counted on at least a slight delay while the men recuperated, 

and were almost visibly disappointed to hear that they were in 

generally good health, so no delay would be forthcoming.  Vela 

doubled its settlement offer.  It was presented after noon this 

time, so Uncle Pierre was capable of smiling and politely 

declining it on his client’s behalf.

Then came the incredibly tedious process of sitting and 

listening to one man after another relate his version of the 

hijacking in broken English.  In the right hands, or in different 

circumstances, their stories might have been woven together 

into an epic.  Unfortunately for Hollywood, there was not one 

single item of dramatic interest in the entire tale.  Uncle Pierre 

sat in silence and almost dozed throughout the whole thing 

while his opponents struggled to find extenuating 

circumstances and failed.

Stripped of individual perspectives and minor 

disagreements as to the time and place of certain insults, the 

crew’s narrative amounted to this:

The Albutain Star had been heading towards the 

Mozambique Channel at night.  Her captain had been on watch 

when he noticed a number of men, masked and carrying 

weapons, sprinting across the ship’s deck towards the bridge.  

He had attempted to call for help first by radio and then using 

the ship’s satellite communications system.  Both had been 

jammed before he could get any message out, probably by a 

very short-range transmitter.  The pirates may even have 

brought it on board the tanker with them.  Before he could try 

to organize a defense, the pirates had taken control of the 
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bridge.  One of them had waved his Kalashnikov and fired a 

burst through the bridge windows, for which he had been 

reprimanded by another of his companions who seemed to be 

in charge of the boarding party.  Pressed as to the language 

used in the exchange, the captain proved unable to identify it.  

It could have been Arabic, Hindi, Urdu, or Swahili for all he 

could tell.

He and the rest of the watch were then taken below by 

the pirates and locked into a room with the remainder of the 

vessel’s crew.  Some of the men were still half asleep, having 

quite literally been dragged out of their beds by the invaders.  

The attack arguably owed its success to the skillful timing 

involved.  Shortly thereafter, each man had been called out of 

the room, one at a time.  Frightened and confused, the 

crewmen did not try to resist.  Each of them remembered being 

blindfolded.  Some recalled the prick of a needle.  All agreed 

that unconsciousness had followed.

They had awoken to find that it was daylight, and that 

they were on board one of the pirate craft.  Neither the Albutain 

Star or the pirates were anywhere in sight.  After that, they had 

no further information to give except that they had drifted 

eastwards across the ocean until they were picked up.

The pirate vessel itself was a low-lying dhow that had 

been re-equipped with an ancient diesel engine in place of 

masts.  Unfortunately, the engine was seized and could not be 

repaired, which was likely why the pirates had selected that 

craft as a coffin for their prisoners.  Presumably the tanker’s 

crew had been drugged in order to keep them from causing 

trouble, loaded onto the dhow and towed out of the shipping 

lanes, then left to drift.  Careless, but then the pirates had failed 

to remove their own supplies from the dhow beforehand, 

either.  There were a few canned goods on board and a 

substantial amount of khat, and the boat’s lockers had 

contained a small manual watermaker and some corroded 

flares.  The latter were useless; the former kept them alive with 
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relatively little strain the whole time.  Hence the lack of any 

great human drama during the weeks of drifting.  There had 

been no fierce struggle to survive, and rescue was inevitable 

given patience.  The most the crew could disagree about was 

who should work the watermaker or watch the fishing lines.  

And so, soothed by resignation and the subtle narcotics of 

Yemen, they waited out their experience.

That was the most that questioning and cross-

questioning could produce from the men.  They had no idea 

who their assailants were or where they hailed from.  They 

couldn’t say what had happened aboard the Albutain Star after 

they had been removed from it.  They had seen no other pirates 

at any time or noticed the presence of an oil slick that could 

account for the missing petroleum.  They could testify that the 

attack had been swift and skillful, but were unable to say more.

Vela capitulated.  Rather than waiting for the board of 

inquiry to formally establish the fact that an act of piracy had 

been committed, and thereby the validity of the salvage, which 

would prejudice their case terribly when it came to trial, their 

lead attorney sent Uncle Pierre a note which read simply, 

“How much?”

Uncle Pierre read it, wrote the words “Twenty-five 

percent” underneath in a legible and very undecorative 

handwriting, and sent it back.

* * * * *

Francois sniffed appreciatively at the scent of orchids 

that blew in through the high windows.  Vanilla orchids.  

Praslin abounds in them.

His father had been one of the world’s wanderers.  

Typically Gallic, if he had found it necessary to call any place 

his home--other than for tax reasons--he would have named 

Paris.  Francois, by contrast, had always been drawn back to his 

own birthplace on Praslin, the northern of the two main islands 
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that make up the Seychelles archipelago.  Some writers had 

genuinely believed it was the original Garden of Eden.  To him, 

it was enough that it was home, and a place for his family, now 

that he stood at the head of it, to entrench itself and grow 

strong.

The terrace he stood on was one of a series of inlaid 

pavements that descended in stages to the garden below.  Their 

lines were sharp and yet ill-defined at the same time, so that it 

was not quite apparent where the outdoors left off and the 

interior of the house that loomed behind him began.  It was 

Roman, almost severe, in its outlines, with gently pitched roofs, 

encompassing porticoes, and the occasional column at a corner 

or an interval.  All of it was stonework, built to endure for ages 

without decay beneath the tropical sun; a strong house, built to 

house greater strength.

Taking a last look at the nearly empty beaches far 

below, Francois turned and reentered the house, passing 

through one of the porticoes into the library.  His wife and 

Uncle Pierre were already there, her gaily-patterned sarong a 

complete contrast to his tribute to the talents of the more 

prominent Italian fashion designers.

Uncle Pierre sighed delicately as his nephew 

approached.  “Now that we have finished with those so terribly 

uninteresting seamen, I really must have my curiosity satisfied.  

What precisely did you do with the missing petroleum?”

“We removed it, of course,” Vaiata replied, tilting her 

head to one side with an expression that suggested she was the 

one asking him questions.

“That you removed it I never really doubted, though I 

must admit the logic as to why was never quite clear, and the 

methodology involved remains admittedly obscure.”

“Simple mathematics.”  Francois removed a map from 

a shelf and laid it on the table they had gathered around.  

“How much did Vela finally agree to pay us in salvage?”
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“I couldn’t be troubled to remember the precise sum.  

Fifty million American dollars, give or take a few centimes.”

“Representing a fourth of the value of the Albutain Star 

and slightly more than half her cargo, worth a total of say two 

hundred millions.  Now suppose she had been fully loaded?  

The total value of the ship and her cargo would have been just 

short of three hundred millions then.  What would our salvage 

award have come to in that case?”

“Assuming the same percentage, seventy-five millions, 

of course.”

“Which you will admit is not a particularly large 

increase.  By removing part of the cargo before the ship was 

valued for salvage, we increased our overall takings by 

considerably more than we diminished our salvage award.  In 

addition to the fifty millions we received from Vela, we now 

also have almost ninety millions’ worth of crude oil, which is a 

very easy thing to turn into cash.  So for practical purposes, 

lightening the ship before we rediscovered it allowed us to 

make off with approximately half its value instead of the 

quarter which we would otherwise have obtained.”

“The true talent for innovation which has made our 

house great,” murmured Uncle Pierre, raising his hands in 

admiration.  “And now I begin to perceive your motives in 

having me arrange for that rather elaborate corporate structure 

last year.  Disposal of the bodies.”

Vaiata drew imaginary lines on the map with a slender 

golden hand.  “The world is filled with ships that are past their 

time of service and of no interest to anyone but the breakers.  

No one deigns to notice them, any more than they bother to 

consider that a beggar may beg from motives of disguise rather 

than poverty.  We have ten of them.  They came cheaply.  They 

are small, worn out, and insignificant.  No one would connect 

them with the lost petroleum, especially as only two of them 

are tankers--unless they could imagine all of those ships, with 

different owners, different registries, different itineraries, 

30



working together!  And no one in this conventional world has 

that much imagination.  Weeks or months from now, they will 

arrive at their destinations, discharge the cargo that they were 

contracted to deliver, and disappear.  Chittagong and Alang 

and ports less well known will swallow them forever, and the 

last evidence that an inoffensive-looking grain carrier took part 

in one of the largest pirate raids in history will no longer exist.  

Their crews, who have sympathy with skulduggery rather than 

otherwise, will scatter back into the masses of seafarers and be 

hidden from sight.  The ships cannot be traced.  The men 

cannot be traced.  And the oil itself cannot be traced.”

“And the pirates?” Uncle Pierre inquired.

“The pirate queen stands before you,” Vaiata replied, a 

smile illuminating her face.  Uncle Pierre bowed in 

compliment.

“It was only a question of timing and organization,” she 

continued.  “The Star’s polyglot crew was not trained or 

inclined to fight back, and half of them were asleep when we 

struck.  We chose a few petty larcenists from large cities to act 

the part of the other pirates.  The deception was more than 

sufficiently convincing.  After we had locked up the crew, all I 

had to do was drug them one by one.  Marius flew the 

helicopter in and carried them to the northern tip of 

Madagascar.  We had them put on an aeroplane there to save 

time, flew them south across the island, and then helicoptered 

them back out to the dhow, which was already drifting 

eastward before the prevailing winds and was sure to wash up 

on the Australian coast eventually.  Meanwhile I passed the 

tanker’s emergency transmitter to Francois, who carried it 

south into the Mozambique Channel and eventually sank it, 

along with the old trawler he was using as a decoy.  By that 

time Marius had also removed our imitation pirates, well 

before the cargo transfer even took place.  Then it was a simple 

matter of leaving the tanker to drift and keeping it on station 
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with a hired tug now and then, until the time came along to 

discover it and take the credit.”

“An elegant and precise operation,” Uncle Pierre 

opined.  “Superb in conception, but slightly more complex than 

usual.”

“The profits have justified the complexity, I think,” 

Francois said.  “Still, it was perhaps not quite up to our usual 

standards for simplicity.”  They were silent for a moment, 

considering this.

Standards for comparison were easy to come by.  This 

particular branch of the Bourbon-Busset family had 

distinguished itself all along by the practice of a very particular 

kind of crime.  Or, at least, most of the world would term their 

actions crime.  Somewhere in the vibrant Parisian anarchist 

community of the early twentieth century, their forebearer had 

gone off on an intellectual streak of his own that diverged 

notably from standard leftist thought.  His reasoning was quite 

simple, if a trifle unorthodox.  It began with the concept that 

each person had the right to own property, that being one of 

his rights as a human being.  By extension, since a government 

or a state was not a person, it was not able to own anything.  

And if a government could not actually own anything, it would 

be impossible to steal from a government.  Theft requires 

ownership as a condition for establishing the theft.  Picking a 

dead leaf up off the ground is not stealing, since no one owns 

the leaf.  It exists without being possessed.  So, reasoned this 

first of the Bourbon-Bussets, did all the properties and 

possessions claimed by the governments of the world.  These 

things had no real owners--and if he were to appropriate them, 

he would not be stealing.  This line of thought might be 

considered a quibble by the legal and criminal fraternities, but 

it established one important point very effectively: Robbing a 

state is not robbery at all, and therefore cannot be unethical, 

immoral, or sinful.
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Having come to this conclusion, he proceeded to collect 

his modest resources and start carefully looting half a dozen 

different governments.  His activities ran the gamut from 

trafficking in classified information to paying night calls on 

national museums to running off a few excellent imitations of 

banknotes now and then.  As his career continued without 

interruption, thanks to his cautiousness, his contempt for the 

state grew.  When his children were born, he bothered to teach 

them nothing about government save that it was a nuisance 

that had to be avoided but not respected or regarded.  His 

eldest son would become Francois’ grandfather.  Naturally, 

with such an example before them, the Bourbon-Bussets rarely 

ventured into what the rest of the world would call legitimate 

work.  And as they were deprived of identifying with a country 

or state due to their antipathy towards authority, they were 

driven to identify much more closely with one another.  For a 

century now the family had been preying on the governments 

of the world with discretion and grace.  Not one of them had 

ever been caught.

As for the Albutain Star, she and her cargo were 

government property, and thus fair game.

Francois put an end to the brief pause in the flow of the 

conversation.  “And our salvage award.  How is the transfer 

progressing?”

“I directed Vela to wire the money to our local 

corporate account,” Uncle Pierre replied.  “And I refused to 

withdraw the salvage claim until the bank confirmed that it 

had been received.”  He beamed as if he had just done a highly 

meritorious action.  “I presume that this operation has left you 

somewhat in need of cash.  So with your permission I shall 

transfer ten million to your regular expense account and the 

remainder to the general fund.”

“That will do very well.  By the end of next month we 

should also have been paid for the delivery of the petroleum.  

Indirectly, of course.  None of those firms that the contracts 
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went through are likely to be of any use to us in the future.  

Pick a few representative ones and put them in storage; then 

close the rest down and transfer their balances as usual.  Their 

assets won’t fetch much but if there is nothing promising on 

hand, you might as well sell those, too.”

No Bourbon-Busset ever paid tax.  They had never so 

much as considered such a thing, and certainly would not 

given that some of them were domiciled in France, where the 

highest income tax bracket is technically a hundred and six 

percent.  The family fortune had been growing steadily for 

decades, concealed by the very regulations that in certain parts 

of the world would have permitted its confiscation.  

Popular culture holds that it is possible for a 

government agency to pull up complete computerized records 

of a person’s bank and corporate holdings in a matter of 

seconds.  The truth is actually very different.  The immediate 

source of the Bourbon-Busset family’s wealth was a Seychelles-

based international business corporation.  It technically owned 

the yacht and the villa and the jet, and their bank accounts 

were actually the corporation’s accounts, over which they had 

signature authority.  It did no business in the islands, being 

banned from doing so by the laws under which it had been 

created, but the connection between the corporation and the 

family was obvious.

What was not so obvious was the single sheet of paper 

reposing in a safe somewhere in one of the villa’s massive stone 

walls.  The paper was a share certificate which gave the 

Seychelles corporation one hundred percent ownership of 

another corporation registered somewhere in Belize.  The 

company did nothing whatsoever, and the only name that had 

ever appeared on any of its documents belonged to a nominee 

director, a lazy gentleman of leisure who was paid well in cash 

for signing the annual report and who had never met any of his 

principals.  There were also other certificates in that safe which 

gave the Belize corporation ownership of a similar entity 
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registered in Andorra, the Andorran company control of 

another in Guatemala, and the Guatemalan firm possession of 

a financial services operation in Nevis.  No record of this 

interlocking chain of ownership existed anywhere outside 

Francois’s safe.  None of the countries in which the companies 

were domiciled required that the names of shareholders be 

officially recorded.  Consequently, there was no point from 

which an investigation could start.  No connection had ever 

been made between the aggressively managed Nevisian hedge 

fund, with its own raft of constantly shifting subsidiary 

companies that it used for different purposes, and the private 

holding company halfway around the world in the Seychelles.  

It was Uncle Pierre’s main task, when he wasn’t hanging on the 

outskirts of youthful blondes or annoying political movements, 

to keep this invisible structure intact and functioning correctly.  

So far the arrangement had worked rather well.

Which was necessary, because Francois was beginning 

to tax it more and more heavily for a scheme more dramatic 

and audacious than anything the family had planned so far.
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quatre

“Dr. Nelson!”

The slightly-built resident stopped in mid-stride and 

turned to see his supervisor beckoning to him.

“Would you come in here for a moment, please?”

Dr. Nelson stepped gingerly across the threshold of the 

office, closing the door behind him.  Across the room, Dr. 

Robert Saul’s elegant form reposed behind his desk.  

Handsome and well turned out, secure in the luxury of his 

surroundings, the senior researcher projected exactly the air of 

gentle interest that he intended.

“Sit down, sit down.”  He waved his underling to a 

chair with a gesture that somehow conveyed weariness bravely 

suppressed in the interests of the public.  Even though Dr. 

Nelson had become familiar enough with his boss’s posturing 

by now to see through it, some part of his mind was still faintly 

impressed.  Mentally he had an instantaneous vision of 

attempting to pull off the same airs and graces himself.  “Now, 

what about this Marcus case?”

Dr. Nelson experienced a fleeting sensation of wonder 

that his superior would recall his own involvement in the case 

or display it so openly.  “Well, you originally diagnosed her 

with multiple sclerosis,” he began tentatively.  “Of course, that 

was a couple of years previously.”

“Yes, I believe that was correct.  What treatment was 

specified?”
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“At the time you prescribed Avonex.”

“And she’s complaining of side effects?”

“Actually the side effects were so severe that she 

discontinued the treatment a long time ago.  Additional 

symptoms have developed and now she wants us to reevaluate 

the diagnosis.”  The resident shifted to a more comfortable 

position in his chair.  “Frankly, I’m slightly puzzled by the 

case.”

“Now, now,” the senior physician admonished him.  

“We can’t be puzzled.  Being puzzled damages the patient’s 

confidence in us.  They like to be given definite answers.  What 

new symptoms is she claiming?”

“Originally she mentioned muscular atrophy and 

spasms, constant pain, headaches, arthritis, lack of energy, and 

the formation of scar tissue at various points throughout her 

body.  All of which she thought were traceable to an accident 

years ago that damaged the base of her spine--even though she 

admits to having surgery to correct that at the time.  Now she 

also reports asthma, ongoing muscular deterioration, blurred 

vision, food allergies, and numbness in her limbs.”

Dr. Saul shook his head decisively.  “An injury that long 

ago that has healed shouldn’t be causing systemic decay 

throughout her body.  Anything else?”

“She’s also expressed concern that she may be suffering 

from heavy metal poisoning.”

“She had her metal fillings removed years ago, didn’t 

she?”  The senior doctor tapped the file on his desk to 

discreetly indicate the source of his information and his 

thorough comprehension of it.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“So those can’t be an ongoing source of toxins.  Have 

you had her fill out a questionnaire about her living 

environment?  And run samples from her home?”

“I did, and those told us nothing.”
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“Another false lead, then.  It seems to be definitely 

neurological.  Probably a spinal tumor of some kind, in which 

case we can’t let it get too far if we want to get her into 

treatment.  I would suggest you schedule her for the usual 

tests.”

“She refuses to do those tests, though.  She keeps 

describing her physical history and demanding that we treat 

her based on that information.”

For the first time the elder man betrayed a sign of slight 

annoyance.  “If she’s unwilling to obey our instructions, there’s 

nothing we can do.  We know better than our patients how 

they should be treated.  Don’t forget that.  Too many people 

think they can self-diagnose, which is nonsense.  And then they 

bring their theories back to us and expect us to act on them.  

Has she done that to you yet?”

“Yes, she keeps asking that we put her on a chelation 

program of some kind.  I’ve explained to her that there is 

nothing in her bloodwork to indicate that chelation would be 

worth the time.”

“Very good.  Anything else?”

“She also keeps demanding that if we won’t treat her, 

that we’ll at least give her a prescription for laudanum to dull 

the pain.”

Dr. Saul snorted in open derision.  “Laudanum?  Are 

you kidding me?”

“Apparently aspirin upsets her stomach and does 

nothing for her pain.”

“Give her some oxycodone, then.”

“But she doesn’t want anything chemically synthesized.  

She says she’d rather take her medications in the most natural 

form possible.  She even claims the drugs she’s already been 

given have worsened her condition simply by their toxicity.”

“Well I see no reason why we should give her 

laudanum, of all things.  Not worth the trouble of prescribing it 

just because she has a whim, considering how hard it is for us 
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to get the stuff.  No, offer her the usual drugs, and if those 

don’t work you can explore other options.  If she refuses to take 

them, then it’s no longer your problem.  I think that’s about all.  

Oh, speaking of prescriptions.”  The doctor reached into a stack 

of papers and brought out a single sheet.  “I have a complaint 

here from a student you treated at the campus clinic last week.  

He says that after he had waited for over an hour, you came in 

and told him that he had either a bacterial or viral infection.  

He lays particular stress on the fact that that description can 

cover the vast majority of all diseases, and then goes from there 

to claim that you didn’t have a clue what you were talking 

about when you prescribed an antibacterial drug at random.”

Dr. Nelson shrugged stiffly.  “Without the results from 

anything but a swab test, I couldn’t do much more.”  He had an 

unpleasant memory of that day: being told he was a fool to his 

face had left a very real if invisible mental scar.

“Quite right.  But you shouldn’t have let him become 

aware of that.  Just a thought for the future.  When you talk to 

patients, never give them grounds to make a genuine 

complaint about their treatment.”  Dr. Saul smiled and 

dropped the letter of complaint through his paper shredder.

* * * * *

He had forgotten all about the conversation with his 

resident before he had covered half of the distance between his 

office and the quartz-blue Mercedes waiting for him in the 

parking lot.  It had been a gesture designed to suggest both 

control and compassion to the younger man, an internal public 

relations stunt, nothing more.

True, the name Marcus had aroused some vague train 

of thought, which is why he had chosen that particular case as 

the object of his benevolent intervention.  But he could not 

recall any more specific memory than that he had treated the 

woman along with hundreds of other patients a few years ago, 
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before he had gone over to teaching and research exclusively, 

well in advance of any malpractice suits.  The move had paid 

off, both financially and in terms of professional standing.  

Now he sat on the board of a company that was about to make 

one of the major medical advances of the twenty-first century.  

His workload was light; his reputation was assured.  The 

financial scheming of past years, to keep his assets out of the 

hands of his two ex-wives, was no longer required.  His name 

had been mentioned in connection with the possibility of a 

prestigious official position in the future.  And he had Rosalie.

Just thinking of Rosalie made Dr. Saul shiver slightly 

with pleasure.  She was utterly captivating.  Slim, supple, with 

the combined strength and grace of a gymnast.  Full of 

charming little touches of European manner and style that she 

displayed on a daily basis.  Inevitably the most eye-catching 

young woman in a room.  And also completely naive.  She 

never asked questions about anything.  Careless of the present 

and having only a couple of distant relatives, who couldn’t 

restrain her even if they cared to do so, she had signed the 

prenuptial agreement his lawyers had prepared without a 

glance at it--a move that debarred her from ever claiming his 

fortune, and one which endeared him to her even more.  Not 

that he contemplated ever getting rid of her, of course.  As 

much as Robert Saul could be said to be attached to any human 

being other than himself, he was attached to Rosalie.  She 

might be a trophy, but she was at least a prized trophy.

Not that he had ever doubted his own ability to carry 

her off from the younger men if he set himself to do so.  He had 

always prided himself on having polish where others had flash.  

It had proved professionally useful many times, in deflecting a 

patient’s ire.  He was always well-tailored and well-groomed, 

the perfect gentlemen.  And when he had spotted Rosalie’s 

dark beauty hovering over the roulette wheel in Monte Carlo, 

observing it with such fascination, he had brought all his native 

and artificial charm to the attack.  His success had been almost 
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too easy.  Without a brain herself, she was quite content to be 

swept away by his stronger personality.  Which form of 

submission he considered an admirable quality in a woman.

By now, the Mercedes was gliding gently down a tree-

lined street, its route flanked on either side by the homes of the 

moderately wealthy who preferred to announce their wealth in 

an obvious if not an ostentatious manner.  The place would 

have provoked wry comments from a disinterested observer, 

but Dr. Saul would not have cared to live anywhere else.  He 

had discovered through the years that confidence was derived 

in part from one’s surroundings.  In a luxurious setting, it 

seemed simpler and more appropriate for him to remain calm, 

distinguished, and--now and then he would admit this to 

himself--insincere.

He left his car in the drive.  There was to be a benefit at 

the hospital later that night.  Rosalie would look ravishing, no 

doubt.  Her taste in formal gowns was always impeccable, 

though not an experience for the faint of heart.  After that, 

dinner downtown at a new gourmet Japanese restaurant that 

had just opened.  Then what?  There was a long weekend 

coming up.  Perhaps they should fly to Spain?  Or Milan.  She 

loved Milan with a passion.

And there she was, poised before the full-length mirror 

in their bedroom, trying on a simple pair of jeans which the 

lines of her figure somehow transformed into sculpture.  

Ravishing, the doctor thought.  Decidedly the best of all the 

presents he had treated himself to after his success in life was 

assured.

“Ma mie,” he breathed into her ear, as he came up 

behind her.  She arched her back and cuddled into him.

* * * * *

Months later, a sculptor was laying strips of papier-

mache on the surface of a mask he was finishing.  There wasn’t 
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much more to add.  Another piece or two to fill in a critical 

area, and that was enough.  He stepped back a little to examine 

the final effect.  Yes, very good.

Curiously enough, the last bit of newspaper he had laid 

on was face up and still legible.  A name caught his eye.  

Eleanor Marcus.  Rapidly he ran his eye down the slowly 

blurring column of words.  It was an obituary, he realized.  

How ironic that some woman’s last claim to public 

remembrance should end up as part of a work of art designed 

for public display.  The idea of creating a series of pieces based 

around this theme flashed into his mind and slowly grew on 

him.  It could be worked into a rather wry commentary on 

human fragility.

Idly scanning the sodden piece of newsprint, he picked 

out a few more facts here and there before the ink became 

completely illegible.  As a girl she had been a champion figure 

skater.  Later, an equestrian.  Fashion designer.  Noted for her 

restorations of historic homes.  Survived by several sons.  

Private cremation.  She wasn’t very old, though.  Surprising.  

And apparently it wasn’t disease or accident, since the cause of 

death was nowhere mentioned.  Not foul play, surely?  Though 

the families would sometimes keep that quiet at official 

request, which might account for the reticence in this case.

He could never know that the editors had chopped and 

excised that short paragraph to ensure that the few harsh 

phrases defining her death as murder would never appear in 

print.  Especially when the assertion, true as it might be, was 

not endorsed by the powers that reserve for themselves the 

right to preside over such questions of semantics.

Meanwhile, somewhere far to the south in the 

Caribbean Sea, Dr. Saul closed the cover of his laptop and 

stepped out onto the beach, where another woman awaited 

him.

* * * * *
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News of Eleanor Marcus’s death had come to the 

hospital indirectly.  Since she was no longer a patient, they 

were never formally notified of her absence from this world.  

So she continued to exist in a file, until one day the records 

office swept up the notice of her death along with a whole 

stack of others and cross-referenced those names against their 

records.  Then she was added to a list of names of former 

patients whose records were to be permanently stored.

Gradually the list and its accompanying instructions 

filtered up to Dr. Nelson, who had been the physician of 

record.  He grumbled silently, but went to go fetch the file 

anyway.  To his surprise, he found a second, considerably 

older, file with her name on it placed directly in the center of 

his desk.  That had not been there an hour ago.

He summoned a nurse.  She summoned others.  

Between them, they managed to discover that the new--or old--

file had been sent up from records for him to integrate with his 

own before they were both put in storage for good.  Why 

records couldn’t do that on its own initiative, nobody bothered 

to explain.  Anyway, the file was here, and Dr. Nelson knew 

full well that it would take him much less time to deal with it 

himself than would be required to persuade someone else that 

it was their job.  Maybe he could just dump the contents of one 

into the other and put it away.  Besides, a tiny vestige of 

intellectual curiosity was shouting at him that he might find a 

better explanation for Eleanor Marcus’s puzzling symptoms in 

the old information.

So he sat down and opened it up.  And the first thing 

that jumped out to greet his eyes was the name of Dr. Robert 

Saul.

That was a bit odd.  Dr. Saul barely recalled treating 

this woman a few years ago, so it was possible he had forgotten 

that he had also seen her a quarter of a century previously.  

Still, how did the file end up here?  The paperwork indicated 
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that it had come from a small practice in which he had been a 

partner, not the hospital.  Dr. Nelson remembered that his 

superior had lived out in California for a number of years 

before moving back east again.  So presumably the file had 

gone with him to his new practice, then eventually found its 

way to the hospital when he accepted his current position.  

And it would not have been discovered when Eleanor Marcus 

first came to the hospital for treatment; they would not have 

had her in their records as a patient and thus would not have 

searched for a previous record in the first place.  It was just 

another quirk of the slow-moving hospital bureaucracy.

He turned his attention back to the information 

recorded in the file.  There didn’t seem to be anything unusual 

there.  Records of her checkups and physicals, maternity X-

rays, notes on a supplement she had been taking on her 

physician’s advice.  And then came something else.  There 

were a series of notes on an incident where she had fallen from 

her horse and cracked the base of her spine, just as she had 

claimed to him.  He shrugged.  So it did happen, after all.  It 

couldn’t have made much difference to her later treatment.  A 

view which he became certain was the correct one when he 

discovered another document referring her to a surgeon for an 

operation to reset the bone properly.  All quite commonplace 

and in order.

And that was all.  The file ended there.  There was not 

so much as a transfer to another practitioner or anything of the 

kind.  Dr. Saul must simply have picked up and left his former 

practice without attending to such administrative details.  Or 

she could just have found someone else, or stopped coming, he 

remembered.  That’s what she had done with him.

His very brief attack of curiosity subsided.  Shaking his 

head to clear it, he picked up all the old paperwork and shoved 

it into the newer file.  Then he quickly relabeled the combined 

mass as “Deceased.”  Given time, it would float down from his 

desk into the records room, get pushed off into some contract 
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storage facility, and eventually find its way to a pulping plant.  

Long before that happened, he would probably forget about it, 

too.

He was forgetting about it already.  Luckily he could 

get away from work early that night.  There was a political 

fundraiser downtown to which he’d been fortunate enough to 

secure a personal invitation.  Dr. Nelson had decided that the 

key to career success in his particular case lay in deliberately 

aligning himself with those in the public eye.  He wasn’t 

confident enough in his abilities or patient enough to wait for 

popular recognition of his merits.  Instead, he’d simply 

ingratiate himself with the rising generation of politicians and 

reap the benefits of their association and patronage.  He had 

nothing on his mind but deciding on the size of the check he 

would write to his candidate of choice as he stepped out the 

door.
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cinq

Togo is a stepping stone.  While Audoghast still 

flourished, before Mansa Musa shook Africa from the Niger to 

the Nile, it waited.  From Oyo man came to Ketu.  From Ketu 

he came still further west to Tado.  From Tado he moved 

onwards to Notsie.  From there he scattered in all directions, 

and the peoples who would one day be called the Togolese 

were born.

The Portuguese came, and left.  The Germans came, and 

left.  The French came--and never quite left.  Compelled by the 

rest of the world to yield up their colonial possessions, they 

grudgingly complied, but only to the extent of abandoning the 

concept of direct rule.  La Francophonie, playing on the 

economic, linguistic, and social ties of the former colonies to 

the mother country, strove to keep them all more or less 

aligned with Paris on important issues.  To a certain extent, it 

succeeded.  The external affairs of the member states were 

happily normalized, for the most part, but their internal affairs 

remained largely outside French control.  Which was perfectly 

acceptable to the National Assembly.  As long as France’s 

supplies of raw materials and foodstuffs were assured, along 

with the occasional political support of the former colonies in 

an international political forum, those miniature states could be 

as destabilized at home as they liked.  Jim Hacker’s broad 

characterization of the “tin pot little African country,” or 
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“TPLAC,” would have been accepted by the Elysee without a 

question.  Particularly if the phrase were applied to Togo.

If political scientists happen to be discussing the success 

of democracy in post-colonial Africa, and the subject of Togo 

arises, they will usually cough delicately and change the 

subject completely.  Later one of them will nudge Togo farther 

under the rug to make sure it is not noticed again.  None of 

them particularly like to address the failures of their discipline, 

and Togo cannot by any stretch of the imagination be seen as a 

success by the advocates of democratization.

Less than three years after Togo secured its 

independence from France, a coup d’etat deposed the sitting 

president and replaced him with his main political opponent.  

Two more coups later, that gentleman was removed as well.  

After flirting briefly with a biumvirate, Togo then spent a 

comparatively quiet decade under the rule of yet another 

president, who thought it prudent to hold highly characteristic 

99% elections every so often, in order to confirm his legitimacy.  

The fall of the Soviet Union disturbed this balance.  Exalted by 

the sudden realization that it was not only possible for private 

citizens to overthrow their government, but also realistic to 

consider doing so in everyday life, the Togolese opposition 

went to work with a will.  Protests, insurgencies, negotiations, 

awkward elections and three more coups took place in rapid 

succession.  And still Monsieur le President hung on to power, 

albeit with a greatly reduced majority.  He finally passed out of 

the picture, to be replaced by his son on the stool of state.

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, a fairly large number of 

Togolese citizens objected to that.  The son was forced to go 

through the humiliating farce of an election before being able 

to officially reclaim his birthright.  Another scuffle ensued, 

with the son of Togo’s very first president returning from exile 

to contest the results.  With the assistance of international 

mediators, a temporary compromise was put together.  It 

didn’t last long.
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The sitting president was extinguished by his military 

driver.  His rival cried victory, only to be crushed to death in 

the midst of a mob during the subsequent chaos.  Two more 

presidents followed amidst a flurry of coups.  By the time that 

Sedinam Kojo emerged from somewhere in the ranks of one of 

the more establishment-aligned political factions to assume 

control of the country, the Togolese were already beginning to 

feel exhausted again.  They were slightly pleased to discover 

that the new man was wiser than his predecessors.  His more 

moderate opponents he bought off and subsumed into his 

regime.  The fiercer ones died quietly in circumstances which 

actually had a reasonable chance of being considered true 

accidents.  The army was pacified with privileges, trinkets, and 

new toys.  The new chief executive pocketed a considerable 

take of the oil and tariff revenues but otherwise left everyone 

mostly alone, a policy which produced more stability than 

Western bureaucrats were willing to admit.  Faced with a 

choice between an active but corrupt police force and an 

inactive police force, most people will prefer the latter.

And so President Kojo came to lord it over the Republic 

of Togo, population seven million souls, give or take, 

corruption index 150 or thereabouts, international profile nil.  

At his feet sprawled his capital of Lome.  It was not an entirely 

uninteresting place.  Where else, for example, were you likely 

to find such an extensive selection of fetishes in the local 

market?  The peculiar consistency of Lome’s red dirt roads had 

won praise from visitors for miles around.  Also the city 

boasted perhaps the highest ratio of motorcycle taxis to the 

general population in the world.  However, the architecture left 

something to be desired, although it did grow more visually 

appealing along the coast, where the ministers and more 

important soldiers had their residences.  Nearby loomed the 

government buildings and the exclusive enclaves of foreign aid 

workers and wealthy businessmen.
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Interestingly enough, the details of Togo’s recent 

history were hardly unique in the world.  There were countries 

even more corrupt, with even wealthier presidents and even 

more poverty, that had endured even more tumultuous 

histories and retained even less political stability over time.  In 

fact, Togo was almost a moderate and restrained example of 

the genus.

Consequently it was one of the last states of its kind to 

attract the attention of the Bourbon-Bussets.

* * * * *

A blonde, sunburned man in extremely ill-fitted khaki 

pants and a wrinkled white shirt stood on a street corner in 

suburban Lome and scowled at the traffic.

Why Americans find it necessary to their understanding 

of life to scatter aid workers broadcast over the surface of the 

earth is something that only their State Department could 

explain.  And probably, if asked, it would not be able to explain 

the phenomenon very well.  But the fact remains that USAID--

the United States Agency for International Development--exists 

and is a constant presence in those areas of the world that have 

not been completely industrialized yet.  To their task its agents 

bring superior knowledge of management theory, large 

amounts of cash, and in some cases an insufferable amount of 

smugness.

Of course, some members of an organization always 

raise its smugness factor more than others do, and Randall 

Jackson was one of those.  He hadn’t wanted to be seconded to 

USAID.  That his assignment would be served in Togo made it 

even worse for him.  He hated the weather.  He hated the 

helpful intent of his work.  And most of all, he hated the 

people.  To be out in the streets of the city with them was 

almost unbearable for him.  His rushed superiors hadn’t 

noticed this yet.  Hence their lack of wisdom in placing him in 
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a position where he was bound to create an international 

incident sooner or later.

It was rush hour in Lome, and the traffic continued to 

flood the streets steadily.  White-gloved policemen were an 

innovation that had gone out with the French, while electric 

traffic lights were an innovation that had not yet arrived.  

Jackson was panting more and more under his slight paunch.  

He stepped back under a tattered awning to get some relief 

from at least the direct sunlight, and the crowd closed up in 

front of him.  Just then there was a break in the column of 

vehicles and motorbikes.  Pedestrians poured across the road 

for a moment before it disappeared.  Yelling and waving 

frantically, Jackson tried to shove his way back to the edge of 

the street, but the gap in the traffic was gone long before he 

could get there.

He cursed volubly.  Someone bumped into him from 

behind and knocked the portfolio he was carrying out from 

under his arm.  He turned to see the man who had caused the 

collision bend down, pick up the case, and offer it back to him.

Jackson grabbed it from him viciously.  He was so hot 

and furious it was impossible to tell whether he was spitting 

deliberately or unconsciously.  “Don’t touch me, you fucking 

gator bait!” he screamed.

The man shrugged.  Apparently rude tourists who lost 

their tempers in the heat were nothing surprising to him.  He 

turned away and mingled with the crowd.  Jackson stared after 

him, his fists clenching, wanting to do nothing so much as leap 

on him and pummel him with his heavy fists.

At that moment he felt someone tap him on the 

shoulder.

He spun around, ready to vent his fury on whoever it 

was, then found himself checked abruptly.  He was looking 

down into the face of an extremely elegant young man, much 

younger than himself, probably not out of his teens.  Being 

confronted by a white boy in the middle of an African city was 
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something that had never occurred to Jackson as being likely to 

happen to him.  He was sufficiently surprised that the volume 

of his voice came down to just below a shout.

“Well, what do you want?” he demanded belligerently.

“An apology would be quite sufficient, thank you,” the 

boy replied in perfect English with only the barest trace of a 

French accent.

“Apologize?  To you?  What the hell!  Why would I 

apologize to you?”

“Oh, not only to me, by any means.  First to the man 

you just insulted, for your entirely inappropriate remarks.  

Then to this crowd, for insulting them by extension.  And 

lastly, to myself, for offending my sense of right and wrong, 

and for making me go to the trouble of correcting you.”

For a minute Jackson couldn’t quite process this and 

stood staring stupidly at his antagonist.  Then he started 

swearing again.  “You think I’m going to apologize to a little 

kid like you?  Or that nigger who just touched me?  Not a 

chance!”

The teenager smiled a beautiful yet surprisingly cold 

smile.  “I have said you will apologize; therefore, you will 

apologize.”

Jackson laughed harshly, but a sense of the absurdity of 

his position came home to him and added to his growing 

anger.  In the world as he understood it, children and 

foreigners did not give orders or expect respect and 

consideration.  Not knowing how to respond, he reacted with 

defiance.  “Let that thug apologize to me!  He probably just 

wanted to pick my pocket anyway.  Besides, what am I 

supposed to do, get up in front of this bunch and grunt at 

them?  Scratch my ass?  Maybe they’ll understand that way?”

“You speak French perfectly well.  Oddly enough, so do 

the majority of Togolese.  It is why you were sent to Togo in the 

first place.  If you use that language, you will have no trouble 

making your meaning clear.”
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“Fuck no!  Who are you anyway, you brat?”

“I am Alexandre Rodrigo de Bourbon-Busset,” the 

young man replied, with a shrug, “and I repeat, for the last 

time, you will apologize.”

“Go to hell!”

The French language, though generally useless for 

routine communication, is one of the most efficient on earth 

when it comes to the ability to convey insults.  There are those 

who argue for the superiority of German or Dutch, on the 

grounds that they simply sound dirtier.  But for truly pungent, 

hypocritical, ironical insults with counterpoint, French is 

typically matchless.  Less than twenty seconds after Alexandre 

switched to that language, Jackson fired off a punch at him.

That was a mistake.  The boy caught his fist, stepped 

aside, and tossed him flat on his face without appearing to 

have expended any effort in doing so.  Jackson lay inert for an 

instant, then staggered back to his feet, a spot of blood at the 

corner of his mouth, murder in his eyes.

“Apologize!”

The crowd cheered.  Jackson threw himself forward 

with a snarl.  Alexandre balanced, flicked one of his legs up, 

and the American stopped dead, bent double and gasping for 

breath.  The crowd he despised stretched out hands to him, 

encouraging him and keeping him on his feet.  Slowly he 

pulled himself erect again.

“This ain’t your fight,” he slurred, looking at 

Alexandre.

“On the contrary, it is.”  With a rapid gesture the 

teenager indicated the man whom the American had insulted, 

standing off to one side.  “Yours is one of those diseased minds 

that sees differences between human beings, when there are no 

differences.  There is only humanity.  If you do not realize that 

you are a fool.  If you act based on such a lack of realization, 

you are a common menace and therefore--”
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He got no farther.  Jackson had recovered enough to 

charge him again.  This time Alexandre spun and knocked the 

fat American’s legs out from under him.  He fell heavily.  

Alexandre continued talking.

“And right now in your foolish heart you are enraged 

because you have run up against concepts that have no place in 

your notions of existence.  You do not think an African is a 

human being.  You do not think a child is a human being.  You 

think they are both inferior creatures with rights inferior to 

your own.  Well, you are sadly in error.  Any human being is 

the same as any other in rights and privileges and powers.  

And you must respect them as your full equals before you can 

possibly be considered to have any respect for yourself.”

While Alexandre had stood over him lecturing, Jackson 

had spotted a pair of policemen approaching them lazily 

through his half-shut eye.  As they came up he groaned, flung 

out an arm, and then, calling on his considerable resources of 

French, babbled out an accusation aimed at Alexandre with 

more vigor than his injured posture would suggest he 

possessed.  He grinned wickedly into the dust.  As an 

American on official business he would be immune from 

arrest.  And if he slipped those thugs that passed for police in 

Togo a few dollars, they would probably agree quite readily to 

beat that annoying French kid into a pulp.

Then his heart sank as Alexandre turned to the officers, 

addressed them quite agreeably, and handed them a small 

booklet bound in burgundy.  Even at that distance he could 

recognize it as a Togolese diplomatic passport.  Suddenly he no 

longer had the advantage.  The policemen handed the 

document back to the teenager, simply oozing cordiality 

towards him.  He pointed a casual finger at Jackson, who had 

gone silent.

“Take him back to his embassy, and inform your 

superiors of his behavior.  I shall arrange with the minister to 
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have him removed from the country as unwelcome here.  He is 

a fool, and I do not tolerate fools.”

The police dragged Jackson to his feet.  He broke out 

into a storm of protests, threatening, begging, offering money.  

They listened to him with indifference.  Finally he lashed out at 

Alexandre again, and they had to restrain him.  The latter 

looked straight at the American one last time.

“I suggest you remember from now on that your 

national superstitions as to who is or is not a human being do 

not correlate with reality.  Nor can you use them to accurately 

determine those who are powerful and those who are weak.  

You have forgotten, but the rest of the world remembers.”

* * * * *

“Beware and take care of the Bight of Benin,” sailors 

sang in bygone centuries.  Unfortunately for the scruples of the 

maritime community, the wealthy Togolese were unaware of 

the nautical superstition regarding their coast.  With prosperity 

and corruption came villa after villa along the shoreline, till 

there were uneven rows of them straggling down in a 

disorderly fashion towards the water’s edge.  Their owners 

looked out calmly on the dreaded Bight, and instead of fearing 

it, ignored it, or at the most viewed it as a convenient form of 

decoration.  They were more interested in the golden sand 

beaches they had appropriated and the parties thrown by well-

heeled French expatriates of dubious reputation.  The oil 

refinery in the distance, the salt pans, the hand-tended gardens 

of the poor--these were a background to their lives of luxury 

and nothing more.

A not inconsiderable portion of Togo’s GDP had been 

expended on this little patch of coast land.  Here were to be 

found not only the rich of Togo, but the powerful as well.  

Cabinet ministers either lived here or visited regularly.  So did 

the upper echelons of the ruling party and the senior officers of 
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the army.  Some brought families.  Others came by themselves.  

All brought token security teams which stalked the grounds of 

the villas, relying upon their intimidating appearance more 

than on their Kalashnikovs of varying age and condition.

The sun dropped out of the sky and settled into the 

west in a flash of fire that quickly dwindled to blackness.  The 

stars and insects came out.  So did Lome’s socialites.  Music 

and raucous laughter drifted in spurts along the beach.

Meanwhile, Francois was making a critical appraisal of 

the artistic tastes of a certain prosperous citizen who had 

suddenly been called away to his native village.  He really 

couldn’t applaud the man’s judgment.  Third-rate painters, a 

few obvious forgeries of second-rate ones, and the most 

appalling mishmash of styles and subjects.  It failed to entertain 

him for very long, and the time passed slowly.  At last he 

decided that if he had to stare at that absurd daub intended to 

be an impressionist seascape one more minute, he would go 

mad.  Professionalism has its limits.  He rose, nodded to his 

wife, and they made their way out of the house and down 

through the deserted and extensive gardens that surrounded it.

At the end of the garden, a wall of flowering plants and 

palms blocked their way.  Behind those was a real wall.  

Francois knelt and unsheathed a trowel.  Vaiata supplied the 

watering can.  Under their firm, unhurried touch, the soil 

beneath the wall melted away.  The builders had failed to 

ground it very deeply in the loose earth where salt scrub had 

formerly grown.  Long before the gap had been enlarged 

enough to admit your average Togolese, the slim Vaiata 

slipped through it into the adjoining garden.  Francois then 

passed her a number of small cylinders and sat down to wait.  

The next part would take a while.

The cylinders, predictably enough, contained a strong 

but slow-acting sleeping gas.  Vaiata would plant them at 

appropriate locations around the garden, and given time, the 

four guards would eventually succumb to the effects of the gas.  
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It would work on them very slowly.  They would gradually 

grow tired, pause for a brief nap, and then lose consciousness 

completely.  When they woke, they would have no idea that 

their sleep had not been natural.  And since the gas was spread 

so diffusely, any odor from it would disappear in the smell of 

the sea.  The technique made up in efficiency for what it lacked 

in dramatics.

So Francois settled himself to meditate on the eternal 

problem of law and the avoidance thereof until a low whistle 

from his wife abruptly called him back from theory to practice.  

He took a padded grapnel and tossed it gently over the wall.  

In ten more seconds, he had joined her on the other side.

They strolled quietly through the grounds, passing the 

recumbent, snoring form of one of the guards along the way.  

A darkened house stood just ahead.  Single story, not ornate, 

but in good taste.  Skirting the swimming pool, they mounted 

the verandah.  Francois tried the sliding door.  He smiled as it 

gave under his touch.  With all that firepower present outside, 

the villa’s occupants had felt safe enough to leave it unlocked.  

It was nice to be lucky every once in a while, but then, this 

wasn’t entirely unexpected, either.  He took an eyedropper and 

a bottle of oil from his pocket and carefully moistened the 

bottom of the doorframe.  Then he gently slid the door back, 

taking his time about it.  Three minutes, he estimated.

Inside was a small, simply furnished living room, with 

another door off to one side.  It also proved to be unlocked.  

Francois devoted even more care to opening this one than he 

had to the outside door.  Even when it was halfway open, he 

did not alter his technique or speed up his pace.  Only when it 

was all the way back against the wall and secured with a 

wedge did he nod to Vaiata.  She darted across the room and 

bent over one side of the bed first, then the other.

President Kojo was never able to remember more of 

those next few moments than a faint recollection of a dark 
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figure beside his bed and a strong hand pressed over his face as 

he tried in vain to suck air into his lungs.

* * * * *

The President of Togo recovered consciousness quite 

literally with a thud.  At some point he had been wedged into 

the back of a very dilapidated car and was finding himself 

bounced around considerably as it flew merrily over Lome’s 

unpaved streets.  The blindfold over his eyes was a constant 

source of apprehension for him, as it kept him from bracing 

himself for any of the more severe jolts.  Not that he could have 

done much in that direction with his legs tied and his hands 

cuffed behind his back, but it was the wish that registered with 

his brain at the moment.  The smell of putrefying fish also left 

an impression.

Neither kidnapping nor murder are uncommon in West 

Africa, even for presidents.  Especially for presidents, you 

might almost say.  However, for either to be done quietly, 

without noise or a pitched battle, was very unusual.  President 

Kojo gathered that he was being taken somewhere alone and in 

secret, which he could not understand.  None of his political 

enemies would kidnap him and use him for purposes of 

negotiation with the government.  They would simply kill him 

if they wanted to replace him.  So he could find no adequate 

way to explain his situation as the car rolled on through the 

night.

Presently the bouncing increased and the noise of other 

traffic died away.  The car was leaving the city.  From the 

number of turns and swerves involved, it was apparently 

taking a very unfrequented road.  The air grew even muggier 

and the President sweated in a daze.  Between his mental 

confusion and his physical discomfort, his sense of awareness 

was gradually vanishing completely.
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At some point thereafter the car came to a halt.  

Whether half an hour or several hours had elapsed on the 

journey, he would never find out.  But it did stop, and his body 

sighed with the blessedness of the relief.

There was silence all around him.  The driver stepped 

out of the car--he could hear the door open and shut again--and 

then opened the rear hatch.  The President felt his legs being 

loosed.  Gently, his kidnapper helped him to his feet.  They 

moved forward, across a stretch of open ground, before 

crossing the threshold of a building.  Somehow Kojo gleaned 

the impression of a number of twisting concrete corridors, 

although that could have been purely imaginary.  Eventually 

there came a pause in this slow, shuffling progress.  A pair of 

hands rested authoritatively on his shoulders and pushed him 

backwards.  He found himself falling into a chair, and felt a key 

pressed into his hand.  Then the sound of a heavy door closing 

reached his ears.  It took a minute of scrambling with the lock 

before the President could unlatch the handcuffs, but he 

accomplished it fairly rapidly for someone whose circulation 

had just been curtailed considerably.  Then he grabbed at the 

blindfold and jerked it off, struggling to his feet as he did so.

He was alone in a square, brightly lit room of bare 

concrete.  Behind him was his chair.  In front of him was a plain 

wood table adorned, suggestively enough, with paper and 

pens.

The President sat down again and began to think very 

hard.

* * * * *

At the same time that President Kojo was being 

snatched so very unromantically from his mistress’s bed, 

Alexandre was disembarking from a chauffeur-driven car in 

front of another villa somewhat further down the beach.  

Unlike the president’s, this one was brightly lit and crowded 
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with guests.  A band was playing inside, its music somewhat 

drowned out by the noise of conversation.  There was even a 

guard at the door.  Alexandre flashed a French passport and a 

banknote, and murmured the words “Official business.”  The 

guard folded up before him like the Red Sea before Moses.

Moving solemnly, he made his way through the little 

clusters of intoxicated people who were adorning the villa’s 

more public rooms.  Eventually he sidled up behind a very 

stout, bemedalled man who seemed to be even more drunk 

than the average at this party.  “Your pardon, Minister.  I am 

Alphonse Thibadeau of the French Embassy.  Our ambassador 

has sent me to ask if you are available for an immediate 

conference with him.  He regrets most deeply to disturb your 

evening, but the matter is urgent.”

The Togolese Defense Minister balanced unsteadily 

against the table, his ego fighting back against his alcohol 

consumption and succeeding in holding it at bay for the 

moment.  “Why, yes, yes--I’ll come.  Let me call for my car.”

“The Embassy has placed a car at your disposal, 

Minister.  It is awaiting us outside.”

The Minister nodded genially and slowly began to 

make his way towards the door, pausing to offer a word of 

farewell here and there, or exchange a joke with one of his 

fellow guests.  He also found time to swallow a final glass of 

champagne.  Alexandre, alias Alphonse, followed him at a 

respectful distance.  On the doorstep he leapt forward into the 

dark and beckoned, and by the time the Minister had arrived at 

the gate, the car was waiting with the chauffeur holding the 

door.  The honorable gentleman heaved himself in with a sigh 

of relief, noting with some part of his brain that the man from 

the embassy was already seated next to him as the car took off.  

A moment later he felt a sharp pain in his thigh, but before he 

had time to say anything about it, his already alcohol-saturated 

brain had shut down.
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While Alexandre was dealing with the elderly general, 

his older brothers Marius and Ernesto were waiting quietly in 

a side corridor of one of the government palaces nearer to 

central Lome.  They had been there for some time already, and 

would have stayed for hours more if it had been necessary.  But 

it wasn’t.  The sound of footsteps came to them from the main 

corridor, accompanied by a few blurred echoes of muted 

conversation as the sounds drew nearer.  Marius nodded, and 

they both quickly slipped on goggles.  Then he touched a 

heavy switch that he had wired into the building’s electrical 

system while they waited.  Immediately the lights flashed and 

died and the low grumbling in the hall turned into shouts of 

annoyance.  But power blackouts in Lome were too common to 

call for any serious investigation, even when the lights failed to 

come back on.  The members of the cabinet would find their 

way out of the building somehow.  They’d all done it on 

previous occasions.  That the Prime Minister was absent when 

they emerged sporadically into the still-lit street they regarded 

merely as evidence that he had a better sense of direction than 

they did.

If truth must be told, the Prime Minister’s sense of 

direction was actually inferior to that of his colleagues.  He had 

barely come to a standstill after the lights went out when 

something was forced into his mouth and his hands were 

grabbed and cuffed behind his back.  Then he had been hustled 

off through the side passages of the building by a couple of 

men in dark clothes with glowing green spots where their eyes 

should have been.  Superstition nibbled briefly at his 

conscience before he realized they were only wearing infrared 

goggles.  After one of them paused to blindfold him, he didn’t 

even have those little spots of color to rely on for comfort.  He 

felt the night air on his face, realized he was being pushed into 

a car, and gave one muffled heave of protest before the door 

closed on him.
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six

President Kojo was still sitting and thinking furiously 

when he realized he had a visitor.

The door to his cell had opened more quietly than he 

would have thought probable, given its massive size and 

antiquated look.  And the man standing in front of him also 

seemed to have come from outside the realm of the probable.  

He was wearing the immaculate evening dress of the turn of 

the last century, complete with a high opera hat on his head 

and a silk-lined cloak slung over his shoulders.  His folded 

hands were hidden in white gloves; the upper part of his face 

was covered by a black half-mask.  Altogether an entirely 

incongruous figure to appear suddenly in a jail in the African 

countryside.

“Good evening, Monsieur le President,” the man said.  

“I apologize for how uncomfortable the journey was for you, 

but as you will realize, it was necessary for our safety.  You will 

even come to appreciate that it was perhaps better for yours as 

well.  No one saw you leave, and consequently no one will 

wonder about your absence when you return.”

“When I return?  I am to be put to ransom then?”

The man in the hat made a deprecating gesture.  “Not in 

the least.  You have merely been brought here in order that we 

might explain certain things to you and receive your agreement 

to our proposals.  It will not take long.  We can have you back 

with the beautiful Yvette in a couple of hours or so.”
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“You speak as if my agreement is guaranteed.  How do 

you know I will agree to anything?”

“First, because you have no alternative.  And second, 

because you are the sort of man who does not mind sacrificing 

something that is not important to him in order to save the 

things that are.”

“Just to satisfy my own personal curiosity, may I be 

informed what it is that I do not consider worthy of a sacrifice 

to save?”

“Your government, of course.”

“My government!  Name of a name, do you suppose I 

don’t care about my government?  The government I risked my 

life to establish?  The government I had to fight to put in 

power?”

The man in the hat raised a warning finger.  “Ah, but I 

don’t mean your government, as in the government and 

council of ministers and generals associated with you 

personally.  I meant your government, as in the abstract and 

technically nonexistent nation-state of Togo and the 

foundations of theory on which it rests.  Let us not deceive 

ourselves, after all.  You sacrifice the interests of Togo to your 

own every day.  You and the republic are two entirely different 

entities, and in your mind, you take priority.  Which is only 

reasonable.”

“So you intend to offer me a role in some enterprise 

which benefits me at the expense of my country.  Why?  Is my 

participation necessary to ensure your success?  Or is it that 

you bear a grudge against the state?”

“I should not like to say that we bear a grudge against 

it.  We simply find it an easy target that may be plundered with 

moral impunity.  And if any justification were needed, of 

course, there is the issue of its crimes against the human race, 

and of how humanity might best be served by the weakening 

of the nation-state system.”
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The awful realization hit Kojo.  “My God!  You are a 

practical anarchist!”

“Or a practicing anarchist, yes.  Either term is 

acceptable.”  The growing anarchist movement of the past 

decade was still too weak for national leaders to believe in it as 

a genuine menace to themselves, but it was also too strong for 

them to be ignorant of the distinctly unpleasant consequences 

arising from an anarchist who forsook theory for practice.  

Once in a while one of these would crop up and cause far more 

trouble than anticipated.  Rhetoric and procedure were 

ineffective weapons against men whose actions were generally 

governed by rigid logic, and whose dislike of limits of any sort 

was so strong that they were skeptical about the validity of 

things as concrete as higher mathematics.  Kojo remembered all 

of this in an abbreviated fashion.  If it relieved him of some 

anxiety regarding his own safety, it also made him feel more 

generally bewildered.  He shrugged.  “What is it that you want 

me to do for you?”

The man in the hat smiled reasonably.  “Something very 

easy for you.”  He took a paper from the pocket of his coat and 

laid it on the table.  “You will sign this memorandum of an 

agreement between your government and the group I 

represent.  In it, you commit to pay us the sum of twenty 

million euros annually.  There are two stipulations attached to 

this.  First, the money must be paid for from government 

funds, not from the private pockets of your or your ministers.  

Second, you bind yourself not to raise taxes in order to extract 

the needed funds from the general public.  You must, in short, 

include us in your budget at the expense of other programs.”

“And in return?  How do I benefit from this 

arrangement?”

“In return, we agree that we will not depose you, 

remove you from power, or support your political opponents 

while the agreement remains in force.”
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The President let out a yell of rage.  “You are 

blackmailing me!  You are blackmailing me with a threat that 

does not even exist yet!  You demand that I pay you for doing 

nothing!  Outrageous!  Impossible!”

“Actually, if we’re going to be technical about this, it’s 

extortion, not blackmail,” the man in the hat replied.  

“Blackmail involves obtaining money in return for information 

which the person blackmailed prefers to keep secret.  Extortion, 

on the other hand, makes a profit based on the prospect of 

future action rather than the disposition of present information.  

And I must also reject your use of the terms ‘outrageous’ and 

‘impossible.’  You are not familiar with American history?  

Then you will not recall the so-called protection racket, which 

was a popular business model in major American cities during 

the early years of the twentieth century.  Shopkeepers and 

businesses paid local leaders handsomely for the privilege of 

not being shut down, for the privilege of continued existence, 

in fact.  Unfortunately, this system was highly destructive and 

exploitative.  We have refined it and applied it to those cases 

where it does the least harm and the most good.  You might 

call it a protection racket for the weakest, most corrupt 

governments of this world.  Leaders like yourself, with little to 

recommend their administrations, pay us to be allowed to stay 

in power.  It is a sort of tariff on government, which would no 

doubt be an immensely popular idea if it were more widely 

known.  No, Monsieur le President, you are not by any means 

alone in this experience.”

“You can’t enforce such a threat,” Kojo growled at him.

“I think our capabilities have been amply demonstrated 

tonight, don’t you?”  The man waved his hand at the 

windowless walls of the room.

There was an uncomfortable pause while the Togolese 

head of state quickly reevaluated his position.  He obviously 

would have liked to strangle his interlocutor, but realized that 
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would do him no good.  At last he began to speak grudgingly.  

“If I agree to your terms, what happens then?”

“In that case, you will be returned immediately to 

Lome.  As I pointed out earlier, no one knows you have left, so 

your unexpected absence will cause you no difficulties.  With 

you will go instructions for paying us the first of the annual 

remittances.  Each year, about this time, you will receive 

additional instructions on where, how, and when to make the 

payment.  No doubt on the first few of these occasions you will 

attempt to entrap us when we appear to collect.  You will not 

succeed, so for your own convenience I would advise against 

making the effort.  As for the rest of the year, your life will 

proceed as usual.  It will only be a bit more austere.  One less 

Mercedes, fewer trinkets for the ladies in your life.  No doubt 

you can more than make up the difference in foreign aid.  

China is always looking to acquire complaisant partners in this 

region.”

“And supposing I choose to break this agreement you 

are coercing me into signing?”

“Then you will be given a single year in which to return 

to your senses and resume fulfillment of the terms of the 

bargain, as well as to make up any payments which you may 

have missed.  If at the end of that time you have failed to do so, 

you and your fellow ministers will be removed from your 

positions of authority.”

“Murdered, you mean.”

“I most certainly do not mean that.  You will be 

removed.  As you have realized tonight, your removal is a 

rather simple matter for us, and far less uncomfortable for you 

than your death would be.  No, should you breach the terms of 

this agreement, you will be taken by us and quietly relocated 

somewhere else in the world.  Somewhere where no one will 

ever believe that you were the president of a small west African 

country.  Your claims will be received as evidence of madness, 

nothing more, and you will be forced to keep silent even about 

65



your identity in order to live in peace.  You will be trapped in 

the life of an ordinary laborer for the rest of your days, and 

with your rivals here immediately assuming the mantle of 

government following your mysterious disappearance, you 

will have no chance of returning home and reasserting yourself 

successfully.”

It is unsurprising that this was the point at which Kojo 

decided to cooperate with his captors.  To the career politician, 

a loss of identity and notoriety is the worst possible fate he can 

envision.  Being a politician, however, he continued to 

temporize.

“You may overrate my powers.  I cannot speak 

bindingly for my whole government.  If my ministers resent 

being deprived of funds, I will not be able to convince them to 

appropriate the money for you.”

“That is a distinct possibility.  For that reason, we have 

also taken the precaution of summoning your prime minister 

and minister of defence tonight.  Their support for you in 

cabinet should prevent any unfortunate accidents which might 

otherwise occur.  And the possibility of removal will apply just 

as much to them as to you, which will ensure that they will 

remain your allies for good.”  Kojo groaned inwardly as his 

most promising avenue of escape was cut off.

“They are here?  In this building?”

“And presumably nearly ready to affix their names to 

the same document presented to you.  Yes.”

“And if I do not sign?”

“Then they will be given the chance to sign for you and 

replace you in your country’s highest office.”  Kojo shuddered.  

“Should all of you prove intractable, then we will have no 

choice but to remove you in the fashion already described and 

resume negotiations with your successors.”

“I will sign!” Monsieur le President declared, with an 

air of finality.
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“You are wise,” Francois said approvingly.  He pointed 

at the document.  “If you will do so, I will go and convince 

your associates that they would be well-advised to follow your 

example.”  Kojo seated himself, glanced over the text, in French 

and English, and scrawled his signature at the bottom.  “The 

others, too, if you please,” Francois said, removing the top 

sheet of paper.  Underneath the first one were four additional 

copies of the agreement.  Kojo had to put his name to all of 

them.  Unsurprisingly, he felt no guilt as he signed nine percent 

of his country’s revenues away.  Mentally he was already 

turning over the hint Francois had dropped about Chinese 

interests in Africa.

Roughly an hour later, Francois returned, still cloaked 

and masked.  “I am pleased to say that I have persuaded the 

others to accede to our arrangements.  Your prime minister was 

easy enough.  I think the poor man is sufficiently tired that he 

would have agreed to relocate the seat of government to the 

South Pole if I had demanded that in return for allowing him to 

sleep.  Your minister of defence was much more difficult, 

though, in spite of being dead drunk.  He was highly opposed 

to the agreement on the grounds that it would interfere with 

the purchase of new tanks and a command and control 

aircraft.”

“Did you suggest the Chinese?” President Kojo asked 

sarcastically.

“I did, of course.  For some reason that possibility did 

not comfort him as much as it has you.  But I won him over in 

the end.  He was a farm laborer for the first twenty years or 

more of his life, you know.  A return to that condition would 

hold no attractions for him.  So he signed.”

“But you haven’t.”  An idea had occurred to the 

President while his captor was away.  “We have put our names 

to that agreement, but you have not.  I insist that you meet us 

on equal terms on that point at least, since you claim equality 

with us otherwise.”
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The faintest hint of a frown could be detected in the 

lines around Francois’s mouth.  “First, may I remind you that 

you are in no position to bargain?  And second, allow me to 

point out that abandoning my incognito to assuage your fears 

offers me no advantage whatsoever.  You have signed the 

document.  You have no way of compelling me to agree to your 

own terms now without bringing unpleasant consequences on 

yourself.”  He drew the signed agreements from his pocket and 

laid them on the table.  “However, if it will satisfy you to have 

some form of a signature from me, regardless of what that is, I 

have no objection to obliging you.”  With that, Francois picked 

up the pen to sign in his turn.

As he leaned over the table, his attention on the 

documents in front of him, Kojo rushed him.  With one hand he 

tried to choke Francois while grabbing at his mask with the 

other.  Francois twisted in his grip with a sudden vicious surge 

of power and sprang back.  Kojo’s fingers missed his mask by 

an inch.  The President would have tried to continue the 

conflict but for the strangely-shaped, rather cumbersome pistol 

that Francois had produced from under his cloak.

“A fair attempt, but it has been tried before, you know,” 

Francois said.  He appeared to be indifferent to personal 

violence.  “On several occasions.  With, I am sorry to say, no 

more success.”

He took careful aim at Kojo and pressed the trigger of 

his weapon.

* * * * *

This time it was snoring that awoke the President.  

Snoring that drifted down and hung in a cloud about his 

spinning head.  Its source was a mystery to him.  He had no 

focus.  Recent memories were confused.  There was a bit there 

about him rogering the delectable Yvette, and a car ride, and a 

jail cell--but that surely couldn’t all be part of the same 
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sequence of events, could it?  Or even the same dream?  He 

blinked one eye open, only to clench it shut as the light seared 

it uncomfortably.  Slowly, very slowly, he tried again and 

managed to get both of his optical organs partially open this 

time.  And when he did, the bedroom looked just as he had left 

it.  His unconscious mistress was still in bed next to him.  The 

morning sun was pouring through the windows.

Through what promised to be a hangover for the record 

books, he managed to piece together an essentially coherent 

recollection of the previous night’s happenings.  Clearly the 

dart the man in the hat had finally used on him was much less 

benign than the chloroform involved in the kidnapping.  The 

experience of being subdued twice and carried about like a doll 

at somebody else’s command was humiliating.  He sat up in 

anger.  And something crinkled and fell down in front of him 

as he did so.

The agreement in which he had signed away part of his 

country’s revenues to an unknown criminal organization had 

been placed neatly on his chest.  And it had been ornamented, 

across from his own signature and those of his ministers, with 

a stylized yet accurate sketch of a pelican in finely brushed ink.  

Nor was that all.  An index card bearing neatly printed 

instructions for the payment of the first twenty millions was 

clipped to one corner of the damning document.

An urgent and highly secret meeting later that 

afternoon between the three most important men in Togo 

produced no results whatsoever.  The first hour was spent 

trying to apportion blame.  The second hour was wasted in 

attempting to come up with a plan to catch the extortioners 

when they called for payment.  After that it degenerated into a 

symphony of complaint, with no one really bothering to 

suggest an alternative to cooperation.  They had no initiative to 

do so, really.  Plundering the state treasury was something they 

did every day for personal reasons.  The consequences of 

corruption were far less threatening than those of failure to 
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comply with the hatted man’s instructions.  In fact, their chief 

annoyance was that he had, to use an American phrase, 

muscled in on their graft.  It meant less plunder for them.  But 

then, a reduction in the pickings that could be made out of 

their offices was preferable to a return to penury and obscurity.  

In due course the twenty millions were packaged and 

dispatched.  So reconciled to their departure did the Minister of 

Defence become that he did not even attempt to use them for 

baiting a trap.  The Chinese ambassador may or may not have 

had something to do with that.

* * * * *

“You shouldn’t have lost your temper with the 

American,” Francois said to Alexandre.

Alexandre shrugged, apparently not regretting his 

actions very much.  “He provoked me.  You taught us to hate 

stupidity and injustice and to make examples out of fighting 

against them whenever possible.  Can you say I was wrong to 

act as I did?”

“That is a difficult question.  You were imprudent, 

without doubt.  But whether imprudence is wrong is 

something that always depends on the situation.  As we did go 

to the trouble of bribing the Togolese government just to give 

us the ability to act with impunity in everyday life, and as your 

actions in no way interfered with our plans, the imprudence 

itself was probably not wrong.

“But you were also unkind.  The American was a fool, I 

grant that.  But was it very generous of your superior 

intelligence to provoke and prod him into attacking you?  More 

than that, even, was it good-hearted of you to treat a fellow 

human being that way?”

“Intellectually, yes, I was unreasonable and unkind.  

Emotionally I couldn’t have done much else.  He deserved it.  If 
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you had only looked into his eyes and seen how much he 

deserved it...”

“It will not teach him a lesson, though.  He will take 

refuge in his bigotry and find excuses somehow.  Our pseudo-

Gothic civilization has lost that understanding of trial by 

combat which can make even the loser acknowledge the justice 

of his loss.  Your anger merely leaves him worse off and you 

depleted.”

“But it is my right to act on my impulses, is that not 

so?”

“Yes, it is your right.  Which you know to exercise with 

caution.”

“Sometimes when you feel that there is wrong involved 

you ignore caution,” Alexandre shot back.  “And you ignore 

kindness, too.  Can you yourself claim to be free from that form 

of passion?”

Francois nodded slowly.  “No, you are right.  I cannot 

make that claim.”

They sat in silence, apart in their own worlds of thought 

and calculation, yet moving intellectually along roughly 

parallel lines.  Alexandre spoke first.  “It would be easier for us 

if there was something to prevent us from raging.  But there is 

nothing to hold us back.”

“No,” his father said.  “Between man and God there is 

no authority.  Nor should there be.  Authority only makes men 

resentful and still more unkind to one another.  Better to let the 

irregularities in human behavior cancel each other out.  Who 

are we to claim to judge among them, or to know what their 

outcome will be?  Try to do so enough times and it will leave 

you exhausted, indifferent without empathy.  Admit that you 

cannot judge, that a human being is incapable of forming value 

judgments at all except on the basis of artificial standards, and 

you will gain detachment without losing your sense of 

humanity.”
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“In other words, please remain calm,” Alexandre 

paraphrased.

“It is a much-abused solution.  But it is often the right 

one.”

And as they talked, the sun fell towards the misty 

horizon like a blood-orange and the Falcon jet soared 

northwards across the increasingly sandy expanses of Africa.  

Behind them were the TPLAC’s, their governments the poorer 

for the family’s efforts.  Togo, less wealthy and less corrupt 

than some of the other states in the region, had been the last to 

be added to the Bourbon-Busset roster of protected 

governments.  Before it there had been the Guineas and the 

Congos, Angola and the Central African Republic and the 

Ivory Coast, and from even further afield a judicious selection 

of the former Soviet republics in central Asia.  Hundreds of 

millions a year flowed from the coffers of these ci-devant 

nations into Francois’s hands.  Then they flowed out again.  

Where exactly those millions went, only Uncle Pierre knew for 

sure.  And he also knew the value of silence.

72



sept

Dr. Saul liked the fact that his office windows faced 

east.  In the afternoons he was sheltered from the sun by the 

massive bulk of the building and could work without being 

bothered by glare or overheating.  In the mornings he could sit 

in his chair and be majestically backlit by the early light as it 

did wonderful things with the subtle shades of his sportcoats.  

And he was doing precisely that at the moment: sitting in the 

sun and trying to look his most impressive and judicial.  He 

considered agitation and excitement to be a waste of his time, 

the sort of acts which only made a good impression on certain 

very emotional minds under the right circumstances.  So he 

remained composed, although he certainly had enough 

justification for losing his temper at the moment.  His 

complacency and self-satisfaction had been wounded so deeply 

that, for the first time in twenty years, he almost remembered 

that they existed and went to make up the greater part of his 

being.

The university with which Dr. Saul was affiliated made 

certain demands on his time in return for the munificent salary 

they handed over to him at regular intervals and the additional 

prestige they allowed him to gather from his association with 

their medical school.  Teaching a class or two, appearing 

regularly at certain functions, giving an occasional special 

lecture, sitting on a committee--nothing that was ever really too 
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arduous for him.  Until his most recent committee appointment 

had backfired.

It wasn’t that the members of the Committee on 

Academic Standards took their work seriously or anything like 

that.  They were all as indifferent to its duties and 

responsibilities as he was.  He had sat on it for two years 

previously without having been party to a single significant 

accomplishment.  The committee would meet a few times a 

semester, desultorily consider a few resolutions, or whether it 

might venture to recommend a tiny change in policy that 

would never be implemented, and break up again.  Simple and 

routine.

Then a student who didn’t even sit on the committee--

there were a couple who did, merely for appearances’ sake--

began taking an interest in its proceedings.  He read its reports 

and looked into its history and did some background research 

on the standards it was responsible for setting.  He then moved 

on to interviewing its members.  And they were not happy at 

all to find that, instead of putting vague questions to which 

they could give equally vague replies, he was hardly 

questioning them at all.  The only questions he put generally 

ran something like “Why aren’t you doing this?” or “Why 

didn’t you do that?”  To their shock, the faculty members 

realized that they were being lobbied to raise admissions and 

enrollment standards.  Of course after that they refused to even 

speak to him.

He was persistent, though.  He sought out the vice 

presidents of the university and asked them to intervene.  They 

declined.  He interviewed the president, to no result.  He 

approached the student government, which didn’t even stir 

from its apathy and its preoccupation with appropriating funds 

for spring break events.  Finally, he had capped his efforts by 

sitting down and writing an independent report on the 

committee’s activities, which found its way into the hands of 

every committee member, as well as those of their superiors.  It 
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was not by any means a brilliant report, but it was highly 

embarrassing to the members.  It drew attention to the lack of 

activity indicated in their own annual reports, pointed out the 

ill effects of the standards they set or allowed to remain in 

place, and made a series of broad recommendations as to how 

these effects might be reversed.  The language was shocking, 

being direct and honest.  And the inclusion of a list of 

recommended reading materials for committee members who 

were unaware of what the committee actually did was 

particularly infuriating to those sedate bureaucrats.

Now, a university is not a democracy.  Though no 

administrator or faculty member is ever very likely to admit it, 

they still believe wholeheartedly that they stand in loco 

parentis--in the place of the parents--over their students, and 

consequently that for the students to tell them what to do is not 

only inappropriate but almost criminal.  Hence Dr. Saul’s early 

meeting and his careful positioning of himself so as to make the 

best impression on his guests.  He intended to put an 

immediate end to the annoyance of being reminded that he was 

unqualified and incompetent.

There were two other people sitting across from him.  

One was a Dr. Bird, a sociology professor who also sat on the 

Committee for Academic Standards.  The other was one of Dr. 

Bird’s students.  They both seemed much less at ease than their 

host.

Dr. Bird set his copy of the report on his lap and cleared 

his throat.  “You realize he’s not exactly a student in the usual 

sense.  He’s a retired janitor.  Now he’s studying because he’s 

in love with books.”

Dr. Saul allowed his eyebrows to express indulgent 

interest.  “Yes, I recall that.  He interviewed me and one of my 

colleagues a few months back.  In his fifties, I think?”

“About that.  What did he have to say to you?”
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“Very little.  He spent most of his time trying to explain 

why he had misrepresented himself to us as a faculty member 

and then left in a huff.”

Actually Dr. Saul was lying quite deliberately, although 

given the amount of time that had elapsed since the interview, 

he had almost come to believe his own lie.  The retired janitor 

hadn’t said anything about being a professor or lecturer.  He 

had merely presented himself as interested in the committee 

and wanting to talk to its members.  When Dr. Saul and his 

counterpart discovered he was only a lowly undergraduate, 

they were furious and spent most of the meeting accusing him 

of deception.  But then, his visitors didn’t need to know those 

details.

Dr. Bird looked troubled.  “I know him well.  He stops 

by my office frequently.  And he’s been very wrapped up in 

this campaign of his for some time now.  I think he’s dwelling 

on it far too much, spending too much time thinking about it.  

It’s not his fight but he’s stubborn and won’t give it up.  He 

believes there’s a principle involved even though it’s none of 

his business.”

“Principles are very often dangerous to their holders 

when they are misinterpreted.  You are suggesting it could be 

an unhealthy obsession?”

“I’m concerned, yes.  I’ve asked him to speak with one 

of the student counselors but he laughed that off.  He insists 

that what he is doing is justified and reasonable, that he has a 

cause worth fighting for.  He says there can’t possibly be 

anything wrong with his trying to make the university better, 

and he doesn’t understand why we criticize him for trying 

instead of applauding him.  He made that point to me 

personally, as a matter of fact.  In relation to my own teaching.”

“How so?”

“To put it briefly, he says he’s trying to take what I’ve 

taught about creating social change and put it into use in the 

world around him.  This campaign of his is, in one sense, a test 
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to see if he can force the committee to make changes using 

tactics he’s learned from me.”

“That’s very disturbing.  The classroom is not a place 

for activism, social or otherwise.”

“I’ve told him there would be nothing wrong with his 

writing a few letters or protesting if, when the committee said 

they weren’t interested in his point of view, he accepted their 

refusal.  He disagrees.  According to him it’s hypocrisy and 

even conspiracy to raise an objection, knowing full well that it 

will be ignored, and then be content with having spoken up in 

vain.  He quotes that line about silence in the face of evil being 

itself evil.”

“He thinks of us as evil?”

“Not evil exactly, but misguided.  Lazy.  Entrenched.  

Cowardly.  Insufficiently devoted to scholarship.”

“Pretty drastic.  He sounds more unstable than I 

thought.”

“I’ve been worried about that too, lately.  He’s too 

dedicated to this project of his.”

“He’s one of your students.  Have his grades suffered?  

Do you know if any of his instructors are finding his work 

unsatisfactory?”

“No, as far as I can tell, he’s still a straight A student.  If 

anything, his work has improved somewhat over time.”

“So you are here because you’re concerned.  What do 

you think we should do?”

Dr. Bird hesitated.  “I think we should see about having 

him involuntarily committed.  He won’t cooperate with any of 

the counselors, so we can see about getting him taken in for 

tests.  And at that point it will be in their hands.”

The student, Duncan, squirmed in his chair at this 

point.  “But--but isn’t what he’s doing just a form of peaceful 

protest?”

“I beg your pardon?”
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“Well, isn’t it what lobbyists do when they are trying to 

get a law changed?  Approach the lawmakers and keep trying 

to convince them?  And aren’t we encouraged to write letters to 

government officials when we object to their policies?”

Dr. Saul clicked his tongue sympathetically at the 

young man.  “I think those arguments are a little out of place 

here.  First, lobbyists don’t get personally committed to the 

measures they advocate.  If they lose, they shrug and go home.  

If they win, they smile and move on to the next campaign.  But 

they don’t get attached to their causes to the point where their 

competence or mental stability are at risk.  And second, the 

university is not an appropriate venue for initiating political or 

social change.  Students are here to learn.  Then they can go out 

into the world and practice.  This isn’t the place for practicing.  

While they’re here, they should focus on their studies and on 

acquiring knowledge from those who are more experienced 

than they are.  Your friend’s actions indicate that he does not 

have a proper awareness of the world around him.  A 

disconnection from or misunderstanding of normal social 

interactions.”

“Duncan is a good friend of his,” Dr. Bird apologized.  

“He’s learned a lot from spending time with him and having 

him help with papers and assignments.”

Now Dr. Saul brought out an encouraging yet 

insinuating smile.  “It’s very generous of you to defend him 

like that.  And I see you’ve given what he’s doing a great deal 

of thought.  So surely you also are able to see that it’s 

unhealthy for him to be pursuing this vendetta.  Do you know 

if he actually hates the committee at all?  Or any of its members 

personally?”

“I know he wasn’t very happy about your appointment.  

Or about Dr. Lassiter being named the chair.”

“Why was that?”

“Because you’re a medical doctor and Dr. Lassiter is an 

engineer.  He doesn’t think medicine or engineering are 
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scholarly disciplines.  According to him, they’re professions 

that should be learned in trade schools.  He kind of dislikes 

seeing men he thinks of as manual laborers in charge of 

academic standards.”

“It seems like he has some major problems with the 

academic environment in general.  Do you think he despises 

the university as a whole?”

“Well, he likes to talk about how colleges used to be 

run.  How the students and faculty used to make policy 

decisions, and set standards.  How the administrators were 

basically servants.  And how people went to school because 

they loved learning and were passionate about scholarship, not 

just because they wanted a career.  In his mind universities are 

almost like, you know, monasteries.  Dedicated to one thing 

and one thing only.”

“It doesn’t seem that he has much balance in his life or 

activities.  Does he have any hobbies?  Is he interested in much 

outside of academics?”

“He’s a big reader.  He likes crime and mystery stories.  

He told me he’s even written a couple but they weren’t very 

good.”

“Still very introspective and not involved.  What else?”

“He likes music.  Oh, and he collects medieval 

weapons.  Or replicas.”

Dr. Saul gently caressed one of his hands with the other.  

“Medieval weapons.  Interesting.  Very interesting.  What sort?  

Have you seen them?”

“There’s a lot of swords.  And what he called maces.  

And a crossbow.  He explained to me once how they all were 

used in the past, when he showed me around, but I don’t 

remember much about the details.”

“Has he ever talked about actually using them?”

Duncan looked even more uncomfortable.  “Oh, no.  

Although he did tell me a story once about their use.”

“What was it?  I’d like to hear that.”
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“Something about how Henry the Eighth was once 

having problems getting a bill through Parliament.  So he 

called the Speaker in for an audience, and when the man came 

and knelt in front of him, he put his hand on the Speaker’s 

head and regretfully said that if his bill couldn’t stick around, 

the Speaker’s head couldn’t stick on his shoulders, either.  The 

bill was passed the next day.”

“So he remembers that once upon a time, his weapons 

had a very practical use.”

“Yes but he’s never talked about using them himself.”

“I know.  Still, it’s interesting as a general indication.”  

Dr. Saul paused for a moment for effect.  “Well, gentlemen, I 

think I find myself in agreement with you.  We should have 

him committed for tests.  I will certainly be willing to provide 

a statement based on my own experience of his actions.  If you 

will both do the same, we can probably arrange to have the 

paperwork finalized today.”

Dr. Bird nodded quietly.  Duncan still wavered.  “But 

this will hurt him.  A lot.”

“It will hurt him worse if we allow him to do something 

even more irresponsible,” Dr. Saul said, soothing the young 

man gently.  “We are doing this for his own good.”

He let an appealing gaze rest steadily on Duncan.  The 

teenager didn’t quite know what to do.  Finally he gave in.  

“All right, okay.  I’ll make a statement.  I don’t know what to 

put in it though.”

“Just write down what you’ve told us,” Dr. Saul said 

encouragingly.  “In fact, if you like, I’ll type up a summary of it 

for you.  Then you can read it over and make changes as you 

think necessary before you sign it.”

“Okay,” Duncan said.  He stood, picking up his bag, 

and began to move towards the door.  “I have a class to go to 

now, but I can come back afterwards and take care of that.”  

The room seemed just a trifle contaminated to him now.  He 

fought back the feeling.  He was doing the right thing, after all.
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“Of course,” Dr. Saul replied with understanding.  He 

watched him go, pleased with his own handling of the 

situation.  Then he turned back to Dr. Bird.

“If you’ll have yours ready by that time as well, I think 

I can get a couple of my colleagues in the counseling office to 

sign the necessary forms.  We can have him picked up 

immediately afterward.  I’ll also have the local police find out 

where he lives and see if we can collect those weapons of his.  

Combined with that story and his known attitudes, I think we 

can work them up to create a presumption that there was a 

threat to harm one of us involved.”

“That’s a stretch,” countered Dr. Bird.

“Maybe.  But the psych department will eat it up.  And 

by the time he gets out of the hospital--if he does--I think we 

can arrange to have him barred from campus.  It won’t take 

much to convince administration he’s a danger.”

“I think you enjoy this too much,” Dr. Bird said as he 

took his departure.

Dr. Saul permitted himself an unrestrained grin when 

the door had finished closing.  Of course he enjoyed doing this.  

Solving problems in a way that was unpleasant for his 

adversaries was always enjoyable.

Words flicked through his brain, an assortment of 

standard pejoratives.  Delusional ... unstable ... antisocial ... 

obsessive ... guilty of misrepresentation.  They were powerful 

enough when merely included in an ordinary accusation.  In a 

statement from a highly respected physician, they would pass 

unquestioned as absolute and scientific truth.  It didn’t matter 

that Dr. Saul had never so much as considered psychology or 

psychiatry as a profession and hadn’t studied anything to do 

with either field since he himself had been in college.  His name 

and position were enough to give whatever he said the veracity 

of a medical diagnosis.  Besides, humans are always eager to be 

given ostensibly good reasons for believing what they want to 

believe.  The committee and administration were tired of 
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having their mistakes pointed out by a student.  If he could 

devise an apparently valid reason for getting rid of the man, his 

colleagues would no doubt thank him later.  Dr. Saul felt a 

glow of happiness flood through him as he reflected dimly on 

the power he possessed and was about to exercise.  He opened 

the brushed aluminium lid of the laptop in front of him and 

began to type.

He was to feel the glow again later that afternoon.

As he stepped out the glass doors separating his 

domain from the outside world, he glanced across the street 

and halted for a moment to get a better look.  Four police cars 

were pulled up in front of the opposite building, two of them 

campus police and the other two city police.  A small group 

was descending the steps, a group composed of a bunch of 

officers surrounding a slightly built man with a shock of light 

hair.  He had a heavy bag of books in one hand and looked 

rather puzzled as to what was going on.  The police put him 

into one of the cars and then the cavalcade moved off.  Dr. Saul 

sighed with pleasure.  One more annoyance out of the way.

Just then his cell phone rang.

* * * * *

The quartz-blue Mercedes had never covered the 

distance between the university hospital and suburbia in so 

short an amount of time as it did after Dr. Saul had hung up his 

phone and leapt into the driver’s seat.  He had been lucky on 

the trip.  Traffic was not yet heavy and he hadn’t even needed 

to muzzle a too-officious patrolman with the explanation that 

he was a physician responding to an emergency call.

Not half an hour ago, he had been looking at policemen 

with a sense of triumph.  Now he was looking at them and 

fearing a setback, or worse, a defeat.  He couldn’t even park in 

front of his own house with their vehicles in the way.  A small 

part of his brain reminded him that it was a tribute to his own 
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importance for them to have turned out in such force.  He 

shook his head derisively at the thought.  It wasn’t the sort of 

tribute he relished.

A burly woman in uniform headed him off at the front 

door.  Over her shoulder he could see the other officers, all 

male, clustered around his beautiful young wife, who looked 

still more vague and confused than she usually did.  Dr. Saul 

almost sneered at their simplicity.

Rosalie had informed him over the phone that she had 

come home from a day’s shopping to find their house burgled, 

but she was short on details, as usual.  Particularly given the 

circumstances.  So the doctor found it more prudent to stop on 

his own threshold and listen to the executive summary the 

police had managed to compile.  Overall it was a rather 

ordinary story.  A large window at the back of the house had 

been smashed and the thief or thieves had strolled right in.  

The safe in his office was untouched.  It appeared that a few 

expensive pieces of electronic equipment were missing, 

however.  In addition, the thieves seemed to have strolled 

through the house picking up any object that looked small and 

valuable.

“She wasn’t too upset at first,” the policewoman said, 

nodding in the direction of the bewildered Rosalie.  “She just 

sat down and stared.  Then I think she realized that a lot of the 

smaller items were missing and she bolted upstairs.  When she 

came back down she looked slightly distraught and said that 

her bedside lamp had been taken.  A keepsake of hers?”

“To a certain extent,” Dr. Saul replied.  “I bought it for 

her on a trip to France about a year ago.  She saw it in a shop 

and fell in love with it.  Though I don’t think she attached too 

much importance to it afterwards.  It was all on the spur of the 

moment.”

“Was it valuable?”

“Not very.  A replica antique.  She just happened to 

want that one and I was happy to humor her.”
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“And the other things that were taken?”

“I don’t know what was taken yet,” the doctor retorted 

testily.  “And I’m sure she hasn’t been able to give you a list?  

No?  Well, come with me, then.”

Dragging another of the officers out of orbit around his 

wife, he proceeded to take them through the house one room at 

a time.  The value of the missing bric-a-brac was not 

overwhelming to him but would represent a substantial haul 

for the robbers.  A couple of pictures were missing, though 

most were untouched; the amateur thief is not usually a good 

judge of the market value of art and prefers more liquid items.  

All the dresser drawers had been cleared of jewelery and loose 

valuables.  Some of Rosalie’s more expensive dresses were 

missing along with a few of the cheaper ones, again pointing 

towards a very indiscriminate and rapid search.  The boxes 

high on the closet shelves were untouched.  Her laptop and the 

smaller kitchen appliances also turned out to be absent, along 

with the doctor’s very powerful camera.

Dr. Saul saved his office for last on the tour of 

inspection.  He glanced keenly around it while the officers 

watched.  “I don’t see anything that has been taken here, 

although those have been moved.”  He pointed at the stereo 

system and its speakers.  Then he quickly stepped across the 

room and swung a picture away from the wall.  Behind it, 

predictably enough, was a safe.  He beckoned to one of the 

police officers.  “Could you have your team check this area 

very carefully, please?  I keep important medical research in 

this safe and I need to know if it has been tampered with.”

“Confidential records?”

“Highly confidential.”

The police shrugged but obliged him.  No outsider had 

touched the picture or discovered the safe, they declared.  And 

it didn’t show any signs of being forced.  Still, Dr. Saul insisted 

on opening it in their presence to check the contents.  Which 

turned out to be fairly unimpressive.  A few files of papers, a 
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stack of discs and a large laptop.  He breathed a sigh of relief at 

the sight of these.

“I suppose nothing really valuable was taken, then,” he 

mused, making a mental note to call the insurance company all 

the same and not to understate the value of the missing items.

At last the police had satisfied themselves and 

departed, the males of the species taking a regretful farewell of 

the lovely if clueless Rosalie.  She still lay reclined on the chaise 

lounge in the yard, staring distractedly off into space.  Her 

husband came softly across the grass towards her.

“Very upset?” he asked.

She jumped slightly.  “No, I suppose not.”  There was a 

faintly discordant note in her tone though.  Annoyance?  

Regret?  He patted her shoulder.

“We’ll replace them.  And if you miss that lamp I’m 

sure we can find you another one that you like as much the 

next time we’re in Lyons.  I’ll also make sure we get an alarm 

installed so that this doesn’t happen again.”

She smiled up at him with a trusting expression.  He 

leaned over and placed a kiss on her forehead.  “Now go get 

changed.  I’m sure you’ll feel better after dinner.  Start thinking 

about where you want to eat tonight.”

He watched her undulating form disappear into the 

house, then pulled his phone from his pocket once more and 

placed a call.  It wouldn’t do for him to be less than candid 

with his real employers.
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huit

Rural Uganda is not, perhaps, the ideal place to be 

caught in a sudden downpour.

To start with, the country ranks highly among the 

world’s wetter climes.  It is a vast plateau shot through with 

lakes and rivers, among which may be counted the White Nile, 

which rises in Lake Victoria and emerges as a river only after 

meandering very indirectly through a series of Ugandan 

swamps.  The climate is generally temperate, but there are two 

wet seasons, and most of the countryside is lush.  And the part 

just to the north of Mbarara, where Tony Henderson was 

spluttering into a satellite phone while the rain spattered down 

outside, was just as well-foliated as the rest of it.

“Look, there’s no way we’re going to make it to Lake 

George on schedule.  We didn’t even get here till last night and 

there’s no possible way of telling just how long we’re going to 

be stuck in this dump.  Now unless you people want to extend 

the timetable, and presumably the budget as well, we’re going 

to get nothing!  Nothing!”

A pause.  Thunder rumbled in the distance.  

Somewhere a farmer’s hut had been struck by lightning and 

was not quite on fire thanks to all the rain.  Or was it a tree?

“You’re complaining?  And what about me?  

Somebody’s cow just floated by here!  A bloody cow floating, 

floating, not walking, down the middle of the village street!  
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This tin roof gives in and a cool half a million in cameras goes 

flush!”

The imperturbable Englishman is a thing of the past.  

Two world wars, the Beatles, socialized medicine, the IRA, 

Princess Diana, and Tony Blair all played a role in stripping 

him of his famed indifference.  Now he is as unreserved and 

nervy as any other descendant of a Gothic culture.  The cow 

Henderson had gotten so worked up over was little bigger than 

a calf.

“You want us to do something, get one of your weather 

gurus to shut the damn valve off at the head.  It was hard 

enough just getting this far.  And speaking of that, where’s the 

legal office at on our visa problems?”

Another pause.  The camera crew was playing gin with 

slightly soggy cards.

“Well that’s not good enough.  Ten years I’ve been 

coming to this country off and on, and I’ve never had a trip go 

bad this soon.  First the Ugandan government tries to rain us 

out, and then the weather tries to rain us out!  It’s bloody 

ridiculous!”  He paused to draw breath and shake some of the 

water out of his hair.  “Okay, see here.  You get upstairs to 

unwind and let me do this properly, and I’ll carry the thing 

through.  We can do it with what we’ll be able to get.  But it’s 

going to take time.  I can tell you that much.  There’s been a 

change here, a significant change.  People are different.  

Something’s going on behind the scenes and for some strange 

reason, no one is running to the press to scream about it.  

That’s unusual.  If we can stick around long enough, we have 

the makings of real news here, not just a documentary about 

some sunrises or dead gorillas.  You make that clear to 

management.  They’ve got to have patience.  Hell, I’m not 

asking them for more than I’m willing to give, at any rate.  I’ve 

got to have patience, too, sitting here half underwater.”  A jet of 

water chose that moment to shoot through the wall of the hut.  
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“Make that three quarters of the way underwater.  Get the 

picture?”

Apparently whoever was on the other end of the line 

was still not receiving very clearly.  Henderson snorted 

something most likely offensive into the phone and hung up.  

Then he stared rather glumly around the hut at his team and 

the various cases of electronics they were perching on in a 

more or less unsuccessful attempt to keep out of the mud.

All in all, it had not been one of his more successful 

trips to central Africa so far.  As a journalist of some 

experience, he was fairly certain of his ability to dodge 

whatever obstacles uncooperative subjects might throw in his 

way.  And he was also accustomed to having stories practically 

thrown into his arms.  People with grievances would make a 

beeline for the first camera they saw, which in this case, would 

be his.  That was the general rule.  Unfortunately, his 

expectations in both directions had been disappointed up to 

this point.

First there had been the unforeseen problem with their 

visas.  Back in London they had applied to the embassy as 

usual and duly received their permits for travel and filming in 

Uganda, perhaps even a little more quickly than anticipated.  

The flight to Kampala several weeks later had been utterly 

uneventful.  Until the plane landed.

Henderson was surprised, to say the least, when the 

pilot’s voice came over the intercom asking that he and his 

crew remain on board the aircraft until the rest of the 

passengers deplaned.  The stewardesses, when questioned, had 

no information to offer.  And the pilots never showed 

themselves.  Eventually an immigration official manifested 

himself from somewhere.  He was polite, he was full of regrets, 

he was handsomely tailored.  He went through all of their 

passports very carefully, making detailed notes, and promised 

immediate action.  Then he vanished.
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Well over an hour later, a pair of policemen finally 

appeared to escort them off the plane.  However, they got no 

farther than the inside of the terminal, where they were 

shuffled off into a waiting room and left to stew.  Their luggage 

and equipment trickled in a piece or two at a time.  Henderson 

tried to get information from the officials and was rebuffed.  

After a while, the policemen took to chucking him forcibly back 

into the room each time he tried to leave, over his outraged 

protests about the freedom of the press.  The sun was coming 

up before the first official returned.

He announced that through some bureaucratic 

oversight--at the foreign ministry, no doubt--the crew had only 

been issued with short stay visas, which would be obviously 

insufficient to allow them to complete their planned itinerary.  

In fact, their return tickets were booked for long after their 

visas expired.  So it would be necessary for them to either 

reschedule their departure to a much nearer date or return to 

London immediately.

Now, Henderson was not unfamiliar with this tactic.  

He offered a small bribe for reissuing the visas for the 

necessary period.  The official accepted almost too promptly 

and departed.  This time it was for good.  They never saw 

either him or the crisp new euro notes Henderson had handed 

over again.  Sometime after the breakfast hour, more or less, a 

higher and even more polite official arrived to confirm that the 

visas were actually improperly issued in the first place.  He 

also appeared to be completely disinterested in where his 

subordinate had gone.  Henderson’s subsequent demand to 

speak to the British ambassador was complied with 

immediately.  The embassy was sympathetic, but couldn’t do 

much.  The Ugandan government would have to cancel the old 

visas and issue new ones.  They would send someone over to 

the ministry to see about putting some pressure on the staff.

The team finally staggered exhausted and frustrated out 

of the airport as the sun was going down, correct visas in hand.  
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But that was not the end of the matter, it turned out.  They had 

barely settled into their hotel before another policeman came 

calling.  The ministry of foreign affairs had noticed that one of 

the cameramen had recently visited South Sudan.  Relations 

between Uganda and South Sudan were at an all-time low at 

the moment.  He was requested to present himself tomorrow 

morning for an interview, and in the meantime he was 

forbidden to leave Kampala.  Henderson was livid.  His plans 

were falling apart.  And for some astonishing reason, another 

bribe proved insufficient.  He bid the officials up to a thousand 

euros each and they did not even budge.

There followed several days of inaction.  The 

cameraman was interviewed again and again by the police, 

with no result.  He was extended every courtesy, including the 

presence of an attache from his own embassy, but the delay ate 

away at Henderson’s nerves.  When he discovered that the 

Ugandan officials were effectively asking his man the same 

questions over and over again, he lost his temper altogether 

and threatened legal action.  So they relented.  They agreed to 

release the cameraman and allow him to travel around the 

country, but they would continue to investigate and he could 

be ordered to leave Uganda at any time.

The appropriate papers were no sooner printed off than 

Henderson bundled his crew into a couple of Land Rovers and 

headed south.  He had intended to strike straight for the 

southwestern part of Uganda, then work north and east 

through the countryside, avoiding the major towns in 

preference for small villages.  Whether he would be able to 

accomplish that remained to be seen.  No one he had tried to 

interview so far had been very interested in talking.  As for the 

route itself, that would have to be reevaluated after the rain let 

up.  He sat and kicked himself mentally for forgetting that this 

was the rainy season.  Something splashed heavily in the flood 

outside.  Could it be another cow?  Henderson decided not to 

look and opened a carefully packed flask of whiskey instead.
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* * * * *

The rains had stopped.  The drier areas of the village 

were ankle-deep in mud.  The wetter portions were knee-deep.  

Frogs spontaneously generated from the once dry ground, 

while wading birds did the same from the air before swooping 

down to join battle with the amphibians over random patches 

of mud.  Above them, the morning sun blazed down on the 

sodden ground until it smoked, drawing tails of vapor up from 

the ground in homage to its benificence.  A poet might have 

said that on such a morning even the dull dead earth sang 

praises to Apollo.

Again, Henderson was experiencing a sensation of 

dislocation.  This wasn’t quite the Africa he remembered.  To 

be sure, the wet and the mud and the heat and the birds all 

looked the same--but the people were subtly different.  Usually 

the appearance of a news crew with cameras had a very 

predictable effect on them.  Either they would cluster round 

with interest and eagerness, or they would shyly slip away.  A 

few would compromise and hover a certain distance away 

from the crew, wanting to make a move for notoriety but not 

being quite bold enough to do so yet.

This time, no one came looking for the cameras.  The 

villagers tended to their business with an air of aloofness, of 

indifference that puzzled the experienced reporter.  No one 

gave the impression that they had been told or ordered to keep 

quiet, or that they wanted to talk but were held back by a 

prohibition.  They simply had no interest at all in him as a 

journalist.  The only talkative people around were his own 

crew, who were alternating between genuine complaints and 

cynical complaints, and the drivers, who were patiently trying 

to extricate the Land Rovers from the mud.  They were in no 

hurry about that.  Someone led up a swaying ox and worn 

chains and ropes were produced.  Then there was an 
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appreciable interval while attachment and positioning were 

discussed before the groans of strained metal and strained 

animal confirmed that work was actually being done.

Henderson beckoned to his interpreter, a Highland girl 

with flaming red hair whose Swahili and Bantu had a unique 

dialectical flavor that the locals always found fascinating, and 

strolled over to the village headman, who was watching the 

proceedings politely from a short way off.

“Nice weather,” he commented.  The man smiled 

grimly but offered no remark.

Henderson decided to skip the byplay and go right to 

his main topic of interest.  “What are your feelings here on the 

proposed restoration of the Ankole kingdom?”

The headman’s face lost its grin and took on a look of 

wariness.  Not fear, but serious consideration.  He studied 

Henderson for a moment as if considering his words.  At last 

he expressed an opinion, but it was in the form of a question of 

his own: “What does Kampala do for us?”

“Does that mean you distrust them?  Might you trust a 

replacement or a local administration more?”

The headman shook his head.  “Trust?  What does trust 

matter?  What do they do for us?”

“Are you dissatisfied with their handling of local 

affairs?  Taxes?  Farming aid?  Medical help?  Elsewhere in the 

world, the perception is that the Ugandan government has 

done a great deal so far to reduce rural poverty and improve 

local health.”

“It seems that elsewhere in the world there are even 

greater fools than us.”

“So you don’t agree that the Ugandan government has 

done much to improve your lives, then.”

“They have improved.  But for how long?”

“What do you mean?  Is there a threat you’re worried 

about?”
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The headman motioned to Henderson to follow him.  

He led the way past a straggling collection of huts and houses, 

splashing unconcernedly through the mud, till the dwellings 

were behind them altogether.  Then he pointed off to his left.  

“Look!”

Henderson looked in the direction indicated and saw a 

coffee plantation arranged in neat rows on a slope of rising 

ground.  The shrubs stood up green and glossy against the red 

soil, very little damaged by the storm.  He turned back to find 

the headman already moving on in the direction of a shed that 

stood at the base of the slope, and quickened his pace to catch 

up.  Inside the shed, piled high on pallets that had kept them 

out of the mud, were arranged bags of fertilizer, row after row 

of them.

“This is how we grow coffee now,” the headman said, 

letting his hand rest on one of the bags.  “This is how Kampala 

tells us to grow coffee.”

“Are you worried about the continued supply of 

fertilizer?”

Again the man shook his head and hurried out of the 

shed.  This time he struck off into a small dip in the ground 

filled with overgrown banana plants.  The soil was sticky and 

getting through it was extremely difficult for both Henderson 

and the interpreter.  When they finally emerged on the other 

side, they found themselves facing another slope.  But this one 

was exposed.  It supported only straggling grass and a few 

stunted shrubs.  The rain had cut sharp if small gullies through 

its face.  And yet there were still obvious signs that the hillside 

had once been worked as a plantation just like the other.

“This is where we used to grow coffee,” the headman 

said.

“Why don’t you use it now?”

“We are no longer able to get the fertilizer we need for 

this and the other hills.  There is none, or it is not made 
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available to us if it exists.  We choose to farm the ones that are 

closer to our homes.  So this one must stand empty.”

“Can’t you use it to grow something else?  Or for 

grazing?”

And then the headman turned his eyes on Henderson 

with the first glimmerings of emotion that the reporter had 

detected.  “We cannot.  Nothing will grow here.  For years we 

fertilized this ground.  Ever since I was a boy.  Now we cannot.  

And the soil no longer has life in it.  It has become useless to 

us.”

“So you are concerned about shortages, after all.”

The headman said something that was presumably very 

rude in Bantu.  The interpreter didn’t translate it, so Henderson 

never found out.  The next part came through, though.  “You 

do not understand.  What happens when the fertilizer runs 

out?”

Henderson was confused.  “Isn’t that what I just said?  

You’re worried about what happens to your means of 

livelihood if you keep finding it hard to get the farming 

supplies you need.”

“No!  We are not concerned with that.  The question I 

ask you is, what happens when the fertilizer runs out 

completely?  When there is no more?”

“You mean if you can’t get any more?”

“No.  When there is no more.  When the plants and fuel 

and ingredients to make it no longer exist.  When there can be 

no more fertilizer from any source, yet our lands cannot grow 

anything without it.”

“That’s a pretty remote possibility.”

“But it will happen in time.”

“But not in your lifetimes, or those of your children.”

“But it will happen.  And we have a responsibility to 

think of those who come after us.  Nothing is forever.  But men 

last longer than the tools they make.  Those will wear out long 

before our people go down into time never to be seen again.
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“What happens when our land can grow nothing?  

Already it does not feed us.  We grow things for which we 

have no need and take them and sell them.  Then we buy from 

others who do still grow food.  Those who come from Kampala 

and elsewhere tell us that this is wise, that it is fair, that it is 

efficient.  We look at it and see foolishness.  Our land should 

feed us.  If we have more than we need, we can sell it.  At least 

we would be safe then.  But now we have no choice but to 

continue farming for the needs of others.  And should they ever 

not want our produce, or should there be no more fertilizer, 

then we would die.  Or at least most of us would.  A few would 

live on, trying to survive on the wreckage we had left them.  

And this will happen.  It will.  How are we supposed to go on 

with our lives, knowing what our actions mean to our own 

future?”

“Very interesting,” Henderson murmured to himself.  

“A burgeoning food sovereignty movement in central Africa.  I 

wonder if this means--”

The germ of the idea was chased out of his head by a 

shout.  A very British, emphatic shout.  He called back in reply.  

A minute later, one of his crew came thrashing through the 

banana trees in a highly perturbed state.

“You’re wanted back in the village,” he panted.

* * * * *

An ancient truck, so patched and decrepit and covered 

with mud that its origins were impossible to discover, had 

come to rest in the center of the village street by the time 

Henderson got back there.  It sat almost up to its axles in mud 

and for some reason reminded him of the dragon in Chinese 

mythology.  Enormous, ugly, almost unkillable, serene in 

repose.  Except in this case the comparison was marred by the 

soldiers in somewhat frayed uniforms who were descending 

from the vehicle.  Their rifles were slung at their backs, and 
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they didn’t look particularly menacing, and southern Uganda 

wasn’t currently involved in any wars, but you never could 

tell.  Caution was necessary, along with a reasonable amount of 

politeness.  Henderson slipped in the mud, recovered with the 

help of one of the horns of the ox that had been hauling his 

Land Rovers free, and floundered his way across the street to 

address the sergeant in charge.

The sergeant turned out to be most expansive in 

Swahili, though his English was poor and his vocabulary 

limited almost entirely to rugby terms.  The patrol was making 

a routine cast for poachers.  They had been fortunate enough to 

spend the night on high ground among the hills and were thus 

making better time than they might have otherwise.  No, there 

were no known gangs of poachers operating in this area, but 

the regional government considered that regular patrols were 

necessary anyway.  Although two months ago...  The sergeant 

launched into a detailed and surprisingly entertaining story 

about two brothers with a get-rich-quick scheme, an elephant 

calf, a hyena, and an unscrupulous trader, accompanying the 

tale with appropriate gestures.  As usual, everyone was made 

to look silly in the end, except for the forces of law and order, 

which watched majestically from the sidelines until the 

decisive moment arrived.  Henderson had discreetly waved to 

his cameraman at the start, and was reasonably certain the 

whole thing had been captured on film.  It might make a nice 

vignette if he couldn’t get more important material to fill the 

space.  Perhaps he should go back and see if he could get 

anything else out of the headman.

“So it’s mostly a quiet life here for you soldiers,” he said 

as the tale came to an end.

The sergeant shrugged.  A definite hint of evasion crept 

into his manner.  “Very busy lately,” he declared.  “Nothing to 

do, but lots of running.”  From which Henderson gathered that 

the patrols had been out more often than the soldiery 

considered absolutely necessary.  But why?

96



“You don’t get LRA fighters down here, at least,” he 

went on.

“Oh, them!  No, they stay up north.  Nothing down 

here for them.  But sometimes we have separatists to deal with 

though.  Those buggers are everywhere these days!”  He 

meandered off into a confused discourse on the various groups 

that were agitating for the restoration of the traditional 

Ugandan kingdoms as independent states.  From his 

descriptions, Henderson couldn’t quite tell how far the matter 

had gone.  One sentence would suggest that an area was on the 

brink of armed rebellion and the next would dismiss it as home 

to no more than a few malcontents who waved banners along 

the sides of deserted roads.  He also gathered that the sergeant 

was a northern man, with no connections to any of the 

traditional kingdoms, and thus viewed their restoration as a 

threat to the territorial integrity of his country.  Good enough 

as a starting point.

“Well, I won’t keep you from your patrolling,” he said 

after a few more questions that led nowhere.  “Thanks awfully 

for your time, though.  Perhaps we’ll meet in Mbarara 

sometime?”

The sergeant laughed in that peculiarly irritating 

fashion reserved to those who assume authority and are used 

to obedience.  “I’m sure we will.  You and your crew are 

coming with me, after all.”

“What!”  Henderson’s face went scarlet.  “We’re 

journalists, not poachers!  We pose no threat to your wildlife.  If 

anything, we’ll be protecting it by encouraging people abroad 

to support your preservation efforts.  So why arrest us?”

“Oh, I am not arresting you.  But I also have no 

instructions regarding you.  And foreigners wandering around 

the countryside at random certainly come within the scope of 

my normal duties.  I have to take you in, you see.  Purely a 

formality.”
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“I lost days in Kampala over your formalities,” 

Henderson snapped, unable to contain his fury.  “This is 

absurd beyond belief!  If you force us to accompany you, our 

ambassador will no doubt make a formal protest to your 

government.  Unwarranted restraint on the freedom of the 

press!”

“I am sorry, but I have my duty to think of.”  The 

sergeant made an effort to assume a sympathetic expression, 

with limited success.  “Now assemble your crew and be ready 

to leave shortly.”

* * * * *

As an administrative center, Mbarara left a great deal to 

be desired.  The available accommodations were sparse.  The 

town was entirely lacking in amenities.  And the official 

responsible for authorizing the release of Henderson and his 

team was flooded out somewhere in the countryside.  No one 

knew when he would be able to return.  Few cared to guess, 

and Henderson found that their guesses depressed him 

enormously.

Almost a week later the man showed up.  Henderson 

tried to see him and was informed he would be dealing with a 

backlog of work for the next three days.  A strenuous argument 

with the clerk eventually resulted in that period being reduced 

to two days.  When the Englishman finally did gain access to 

the presence, he was received politely but rebuffed.  These 

matters require careful deliberation, he was told.  The 

preservation of our natural resources cannot be taken lightly.  

All views must be weighed before a course of action can be 

determined.  Bureaucratic tripe, Henderson realized, but there 

was nothing he could do about it.  And the British 

ambassador’s tentacles apparently did not extend as far as 

Mbarara.
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In due course he was informed that the government 

saw no obstacle to his team proceeding, but that the ministry of 

health had inspected their passports and demanded they 

receive additional vaccinations for a fever said to be sweeping 

up from the south at present before they could depart.  That 

equipment was still en route.  Its arrival was followed by 

Henderson’s interpreter coming down with a severe reaction to 

the vaccine and having to remain under medical care for nearly 

two more weeks.  Meanwhile the British and Ugandan foreign 

offices continued to spar over the credentials and security 

status of the cameraman who had recently returned from the 

Sudan.  In despair, Henderson tried to fill in the time by 

conducting interviews with the residents of Mbarara, but 

finding a substitute interpreter proved difficult and finding 

someone to interview almost impossible.

However, the two Land Rovers did roll out of town 

again one morning, in due course as promised.  The sergeant 

who had brought the crew in had come to see them off, very 

solicitous for their well-being.  At the last minute he noted that 

they had no guard and hinted that they should wait to hire a 

couple.  Or perhaps a proper application for a military guard 

would receive prompt consideration by the department 

responsible.  The suggestion threw Henderson into a frenzy.  

“I’ll take my chances!” he screamed.  “At least out there I have 

a chance.  I have no chance at all against your bureaucracy!”

“But the lions!” the sergeant protested.

“I’d rather have the lions!” Henderson shouted back, 

throwing his full weight on the accelerator.
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neuf

No city on earth offers quite as many opportunities to a 

movement entrepreneur as Ciudad Juarez.  No other city offers 

quite as many challenges, either.  It is a place where, if doing 

six impossible things before breakfast is a bit of a stretch, 

seeing six unlikely things is almost a matter of course.  It is a 

realm of contradictions, where massive immigration and 

emigration take place at the same time, where crowded slums 

abut on entire streets that stand deserted, where capital floods 

into local businesses and the numbers indicating economic 

growth climb madly upwards even as thousands of firms put 

up their shutters every year.  Excepting active war zones, it is 

the most violent place on earth.  Thousands of men and women 

die on its streets every year by the bullet or the knife.  

Once it had looked like an occupied city.  Ten thousand 

soldiers and more had patrolled its streets, weapons drawn.  

Pitched battles were waged.  Whole blocks erupted into flames.  

The bare soil of the Chihuahuan desert boiled in a hundred 

degrees of heat during the summer and men still fought on 

until it was impossible to walk down the street without hearing 

the chink of spent cartridge cases rolling in the gutter.

Then the resistance seemed to vanish.  All at once the 

city lay quiet.  The Mexican government hesitated, doubtful.  It 

pushed out tentacles of force into disputed areas, and its 

patrols came back untouched.  It lifted martial law, and the city 

did not descend into violence again.  It purged the police, and 

100



the newly hired officers did not have to be immediately 

removed for corruption.  Empty homes were filled again.  

Economic growth increased faster than ever.  The American 

ambassador called to offer his congratulations on the defeat of 

the cartels.  Rejoicing, Mexico City uttered a long sigh of relief 

and unhurriedly withdrew the soldiers, a few at a time.

Their absence would be far more temporary than their 

commanders expected.

The sudden peace had been partly an accident, partly a 

strategic decision.  When the first of the cartel leaders had 

pulled out of Ciudad Juarez to get away from the pressure put 

on them by the Mexican army, the others followed, reluctant to 

let their rivals entrench themselves in a new area without 

opposition.  Without organization and backing, the smaller 

operations and hired guns left in the city were quickly killed 

off by government forces, creating a momentary bubble of 

stability.  Meanwhile, a few members of the rising generation 

of traffickers waited quietly and studied the problem.  They 

drew inspiration from sources as far apart as Che Guevara, 

William Lind, and Martin van Creveld.  Until they departed 

voluntarily, they remembered, the government had been 

unable to dislodge them.  The fight had been a draw, but then 

that was a question largely of tradition, almost of habit.  Their 

forces had always been more or less evenly matched with those 

of the government, with both sides adding troops at the same 

rate.  If they were to start over, attacking suddenly rather than 

progressively, they theorized that they could dislodge the 

government altogether and solve the problem of its 

interference permanently.

This was not a unique idea.  In the second decade of the 

twentieth century, the cartel heads in general had begun to see 

dimly that in many areas, they had supplanted the Mexican 

government already.  De facto control at the least rested with 

them.  So why not convert it into de jure control?  Why not take 

the reins of government and operate the city or province where 
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they had their headquarters as a private mercantile state?  Why 

not demand autonomy or even independence?  They had 

armies of their own.  Their soldiers were enthusiastic, while the 

government’s were dispirited.  They had vast revenues 

stemming from their trade and could afford to run a state 

without the necessity of taxation, which would go far to 

winning them popular support.  The police could be suborned 

or else killed and replaced.  Qualified endorsement from the 

church would gradually become a possibility with careful 

management.  In short, after decades of private greed and 

disorganized stupidity, the cartels started to grasp the essential 

principle of the post-Cold War political environment: It is 

possible for individuals to fight against the state and win.

And so violence came again to Ciudad Juarez.  A 

triumvirate formed somewhere in the highlands and swept 

down upon the city, three powerful men in an alliance that 

went beyond mere profits and losses.  They took the police and 

state for their targets, aiming very precisely, maintaining a 

more thorough discipline among their troops than their 

predecessors had done.  However, such restraint did not 

prevent collateral damage.  The increasing lawlessness bred 

small opportunists in the same way that maggots breed from 

rotten meat.  The city became disordered and dangerous again.  

The triumvirate found their ambitions to formally control 

Ciudad Juarez hampered by the proliferation of fighters and 

dealers acting independently of their efforts.  While they had 

more power than they had previously enjoyed, their plans 

remained incomplete, their goals unreachable for the present.

Troops came again, but not so many.  The authorities in 

Mexico City were beginning to realize they were fighting for 

their country’s life.  They faced the same problem in other 

cities, other provinces, and had to husband their resources.  

Tijuana had all but reached the stage of declaring formal 

independence.  They could not crush the plotters in Ciudad 

Juarez.  They could not admit defeat, either, because doing so 
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would undermine the legitimacy of their rule.  The war went 

on.

Somehow all the fighting did not manage to choke off 

the supply of white crystals streaming up from the south, or 

the rate at which tall plants were budding inside warehouses in 

some of the more dangerous areas of the city.

* * * * *

Thousands of buildings stood abandoned in Ciudad 

Juarez.  They did not rot in the heat but only grew dried and 

dessicated instead.

Some were detached houses, individual units clustered 

into sprawling suburbs in the American style.  Others were 

crowded tenements piled against each other and confined only 

by a network of winding, narrow streets.  They were 

unclaimed, unowned for the most part, empty but for the birds 

and mice and the occasional slumbering drunk.  Far off, the 

industrial heart of the city still hammered away.  It could not 

be heard in the empty streets.  “The lands of perpetual siesta,” 

the citizens called them.

These empty quarters were the no man’s land of the 

street fighting.  Unfortified and poorly placed, their inhabitants 

had been easy prey for any wandering gang.  Consequently 

they were the first areas to be deserted when the war 

worsened, and now that they were empty of dwellers, neither 

gangs nor soldiers passed by them very often.

Which ironically turned out to be an attraction for the 

cartel leaders, whom one would have thought secure in the 

relatively safe sections of the city under their personal control 

and oversight.

A battered taxi crawled up to the entrance of one of the 

buildings, letting off a heavy man in a shirt too small for him 

before moving on.  He stepped unostentatiously into the 

doorway and fumbled in his pocket for a set of keys.  
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Eventually he must have found them, because the door swung 

open and then closed behind him.

The minutes ticked by slowly in the heat.  Here and 

there the grasshoppers rattled in bunches of dried weeds that 

sprouted in profusion along the old sidewalks.  An orange 

tomcat, battered but proud, stalked across the street and 

rubbed himself against a fire hydrant before sprawling out in 

its shadow.  He started to groom his dusty fur, then paused, 

ears pricked.  Someone was coming.  Or something.  He looked 

up the street just in time to see a rusting pickup truck that must 

have been half a century old turn out from one of the side 

alleys.  The cab and bed were filled with men in rags.  They 

sweated profusely, drank even more than they sweated, and 

shouted even more than they drank.  The tomcat looked at 

them with an expression of indifference as their wobbly 

conveyance crawled past him, coughing the whole time.  Its 

passengers didn’t seem to care much.  Until about a hundred 

yards farther on, the engine stalled and the truck stopped dead.

Then there were howls and cries for vengeance.  

Somebody gave the driver a shove.  The fastening of the cab 

door gave way and he sprawled out into the road.  His 

passengers followed him promptly, only to fall back as he 

threw a punch at one of them and missed.  It was aimed at the 

man who had shoved him, obviously.  The two of them faced 

off and began to circle one another, cheered on by the men in 

the back of the truck, some of whom leapt down and began to 

form a circle around the fighters.  The original aggressor struck 

out, overshot himself, and the next moment found himself 

sprawling on the ground wrestling with the driver.  They 

rolled over and over in the dust to the vast amusement of their 

friends.  That is, until yet another man jumped out of the truck.  

With a single disdainful kick, he separated them.  For some 

reason, they did not attack him and lay there sullenly listening 

to him belabor them with curses and imprecations.  Apparently 

he was what passed for a leader among this bunch.  Eventually 
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he ordered them back to their feet.  The driver attempted to 

restart the engine, but it sputtered and whimpered and 

wouldn’t catch.  So the boss ordered his men to push.  They 

complained.  He passed a bottle around.  After that obedience 

followed more rapidly and the truck began to crawl down the 

street again, this time under human power.

Suddenly the gang leader let out a shout, and with 

surprising unanimity, his men turned, abandoned the truck, 

and sprinted in the opposite direction.  A bystander would 

never have believed those inebriated wrecks could move so 

fast.  For some reason they were making directly for the house 

that had been entered a little while ago by the man in the tight 

shirt, at the same moment that the door of the house opened 

again and the man reappeared on the doorstep.  He caught 

sight of the charging horde immediately.  An expression of 

alarm crossed his face and he threw himself back into the 

house.  The door swung to again, but before it could latch, the 

gang was on top of it.  It crashed inwards and they flowed into 

the house until the street was empty.  Then came the noise of 

shots, the sound of blows, the vicious crunching of glass and 

wood giving way.  A man staggered back out into the street, 

his hand to his side, and collapsed halfway across.  His blood 

soaked into the thirsty ground and did not spread.  He was not 

one of the gang who had just broken into the building.

The echo of more shots drifted onto the street from 

somewhere in the distance.  One of the alleys behind the house, 

most likely.  There was a dull, oddly penetrating clang as 

something heavy smashed into a metal object.  Then silence 

momentarily, broken shortly thereafter by a faint scuffling.  A 

pair of figures emerged from a hatch atop the house and 

scurried across its roof towards the next building.  From thin 

air came the disembodied voice of a bullhorn, apparently 

warning them to stop.  They didn’t heed it.  The man in the 

lead jumped neatly over the token parapet that separated the 

two roofs.  Then he twisted ungracefully and his head parted 
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company with his shoulders as a gunshot that sounded like the 

whip of an archangel rang out across the roofs.  The second 

man skidded to a stop, gulped, and threw his hands over his 

head.

Three minutes later a line of police cars screamed out of 

the distance and surrounded the house.  Two unmarked cars in 

dark colors followed.  Gray-haired men in power ties and shirts 

so white they were almost reflective in the heat disembarked, 

looking even more smug and self-important than usual as they 

strutted about in their ballistic vests.  Following a rapid 

conference, they filed into the house.

The first floor was a disaster.  Two corpses had been 

pulled aside into a corner.  A pool of blood had formed under 

one of the front windows, staining the splayed legs of a belt-fed 

machine gun that still pointed out at the street.  Near it a heavy 

bar leaned against the wall.  If that had been in place behind 

the three-inch thick, steel-reinforced door, the occupants would 

have had time to evacuate the entire house thrice over before 

an assaulting force could ever have gained admittance.

In an inner room the original tenants stood lined up in 

a row.  The ones who were still alive, that is.  The fat man was 

placed a little apart from the others.  His arm hung at an 

awkward angle and a stream of sweat ran down his face as his 

lips twitched.  Some of his counterparts sported hastily applied 

gauze wraps that were rapidly turning red.  Others were 

merely bruised, but regardless of the extent of the damage, 

they were all injured somehow.  It had been a good fight.  They 

glowered under the guns trained on them by the gang 

members, who had now produced shiny little badges from 

somewhere and were prominently displaying them at their 

belts.  Policemen are never pretty objects to look at in any 

situation, but policemen triumphant are more revolting still.

One of the more formally dressed newcomers led the 

way.  “Did you get him?” he demanded abruptly of the gang 

leader.
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“Yes, sir.”  Question and answer both came in 

unmistakable American English.  The agent who had led the 

entry party motioned with his gun to the fat man.  “Ramon 

Gutierrez, as promised.”

The man in the tie nodded.  “Mr. Gutierrez, I am Special 

Agent Parkins, in charge of the DEA’s El Paso bureau.  It is my 

duty to inform you that following your questioning by our 

joint task force, the United States government intends to 

pursue extradition charges against you for murder as well as 

drug trafficking.  I would advise you to cooperate fully with 

our investigation.”

Gutierrez said nothing.  One of the men in the rear 

bustled forward and gave an order to the uniformed police in 

Spanish.  Two of them came forward and handcuffed 

Gutierrez, drawing a gasp of pain from him as they wrenched 

his broken arm backwards.  They led him out and their officer 

called another instruction after them.  Parkins turned, 

frowning.

“Wait.  Are you going to have him sent to Mexico 

City?”

“For the present, yes,” his Mexican counterpart said.  

“Unless military intelligence finds it necessary to question him 

elsewhere.”

“Captain Miraflores, this man is wanted by my 

government.  I warned you previously that we would be 

demanding his extradition if he was captured.  Do you intend 

to go back on that understanding?”

“There was no understanding beyond your informing 

me that your government would seek his extradition.  I made 

no commitment, nor did my superiors.  Gutierrez is a 

significant capture for us.  We will most likely need to retain 

him.”

“His capture was a joint effort.  Are your people 

planning on foregoing your natural obligations in this case 
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because you want to use him as a source of political 

intelligence?”

“He is a member of an organized conspiracy to 

overthrow the federal government in Chihuahua!  And he is 

also a source of information on that conspiracy!  His 

importance to our national security far transcends his value to 

you as the scapegoat for the shooting of a drunken policeman.”

“How very devoted you are,” Parkins sneered at him.

The two looked like they would have enjoyed taking 

bites out of each other.  A cough from the doorway distracted 

them momentarily.

“Excuse me, sir, but we’ve found their supply room,” 

said one of the American agents.

Without another word Parkins took off after him.  

Miraflores followed on his heels, grumbling under his breath.

Up the stairs, down the crumbling hallway, and two 

doors along on the right, agents and police clustered around a 

plain wooden door that stood open.  Behind it was another 

door, this one made of hardened steel.  It stood out oddly in 

this ramshackle, filthy house, with its enameled green and gold 

front and its brass-ornamented dials and levers.  The cartel 

must have lifted it from an old bank or bought it new from a 

high-end safe dealer.  It may not have been a very sophisticated 

solution, but it would certainly have resisted the sporadic 

efforts made by any disorganized raiding party to open it.  

Heavy tools or an expert safecracker were required.

Or the combination.  One of the agents in mufti handed 

Parkins a leather wallet.  “We found this on Gutierrez when we 

searched him.  I assumed the numbers on those slips of paper 

might be useful if we found a safe.”

“Good work,” Parkins said, critically examining the 

pieces of paper.  They were wrinkled and smudged from 

frequent handling, but also very smooth, suggesting they were 

kept pressed inside the wallet as a rule.  That would fit with the 

concept of important information entrusted to a senior officer 
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of one of the drug lords.  He took the top one first, spinning the 

dial precisely in accordance with the long string of numbers at 

the top.  Then he tried the lever.  Nothing happened.

It was possible, probable even, that this was not the 

cartel’s only storehouse.  In business as in guerrilla warfare, 

dispersal was the new best practice in Mexico.  If so, Gutierrez 

might make regular rounds of the various locations where 

drugs were stored to inspect them.  In which case he would 

have already checked this one today and might have rotated its 

combination to the bottom of his pile of codes.  Parkins pulled 

out the bottom slip and tried that number.  This time, the 

handle yielded when he tugged on it.

Inside were assured promotions and awards for himself 

and every man who had participated in the raid.

The room was surprisingly large and well-lit.  It 

probably spilled over into the adjoining building to help hide 

its extent and existence from an outside observer.  Immediately 

off to the right of the doorway was a long table covered with 

scales, vials, packing materials.  A computer and laser printer 

stood next to them, along with a stock of labels and a box of 

prepaid phones still in their packaging.  On the opposite side of 

the door stood a similar table.  This one was piled high with 

currency.  Stacks of it.  Dollars, euros, pesos, bolivars, yen--they 

spread out in a bewildering kaleidoscope of colors and 

patterns.  At a guess Parkins couldn’t put the value of it all at 

anything less than twenty million dollars.  Most likely there 

was a good bit more.

But the real payoff was at the other end of the room.  

Against the far wall was a pile of what appeared at first glance 

to be bricks painted white.  Except that they were rather oddly 

shaped for bricks and wrapped in plastic.  Of course, the bricks 

weren’t bricks at all in the usual sense.  They were carefully 

weighed packets of cocaine hydrochloride, still in its pure 

crystalline form and not yet adulterated with any of the fillers 

that opportunistic middlemen would introduce farther down 
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the distribution chain.  Parkins made a quick estimate of the 

number of bricks in the pile: twelve hundred.  Each packet 

would contain a single kilogram of the drug.  That meant there 

was over a ton of the stuff.  At current street prices it would 

retail for as much as a hundred million dollars by the time it 

filtered down to the user.  Seizures this size were hardly 

uncommon anymore, but still rare enough that being in on one 

conferred a sort of prestige.  The amount would look good in 

his report.

His sense of achievement was rudely interrupted by a 

yell behind him.  He turned to see one of the Mexican 

policemen struggling with two of his own agents.  Miraflores 

poked his nose around the corner and barked something at his 

subordinate.  The man stopped thrashing about, but turned his 

energy instead to pouring out a flood of vituperation in 

Spanish.  Finally he ran short of breath.  One of the agents took 

the opportunity to address Parkins.  “I saw him pocketing 

some of those bills, sir.”  He nodded in the direction of the 

currency table.

“Is this true?”  Parkins put the question in the local 

language.

The policeman remained silent.  Miraflores stepped 

forward and ran his hands over the man’s uniform.  One of 

them darted inside the officer’s shirt and reappeared holding a 

packet of thousand-peso notes.  He casually tossed them back 

onto the table and ordered his men to remove the offender.  

Corruption was so common in the Mexican police that this 

incident was unremarkable from his point of view.  But Parkins 

fumed.

“Could I have a word with you outside, Captain?” he 

demanded.

The word degenerated into a shouting match.  Its 

attraction overcame even the interest in the newly-discovered 

hoard for the moment.  The agents appeared to fade into the 

background, but in reality, none of them missed a second of the 
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argument.  The few who had been in the storage room drifted 

towards the door again.

Except for two.  One of the American DEA agents stood 

by the currency table.  And one of Miraflores’ police was 

bending over the pile of cocaine packets with his clipboard, 

making an inventory.  He knelt casually to count the bottom 

rows more accurately.  As he did so, the sharp edge of the clip 

sliced into one of the packets.  A few grains of the precious 

crystals trickled out in an almost imperceptible stream.  

Ignoring them, he went on with his count as if nothing had 

happened.  Then he stood back up and set the clipboard on top 

of the pile.  He had already abstracted a vial from the 

measuring table earlier.  In a flash he slipped it into the hole he 

had made, pressed his thumb over the opening, and let his 

hand slide back to his pocket with the equivalent of three 

months’ wages clutched in his fingers.

The concept of theft as a guilty action has been so 

deeply ingrained in the human race through countless 

generations of socialization that few thieves can resist looking 

around in the middle of their work in order to reassure 

themselves that there are no witnesses.  Such a lack of 

assurance has ruined many an operation by arousing suspicion 

in the onlookers.  Nevertheless, in this case, it proved 

providential for the policeman.

Because just as he pulled his hand away, he looked 

towards the door.  And he saw the American thrust a sheaf of 

purple banknotes into his trouser leg at the exact same 

moment.  The American, too, glanced around him slyly.  Their 

eyes met.

They looked at each other only for an instant before 

turning away.  Obviously neither of them could denounce the 

other, since that would result in a counter-charge and they both 

would be caught in the act.  That much was obvious.  On the 

other hand, if they ignored each other, they were both safe.  So 

ignore they did.

111



It’s funny how no sociologist has ever realized that the 

prisoner’s dilemma can be solved by silence.

* * * * *

Ciudad Juarez acquires its unique character entirely 

from its population.  Its location only makes it ridiculous.

By all reasonable measures, Ciudad Juarez is one city 

with El Paso to the north, which lies on the opposite bank of 

the Rio Grande.  Humans usually build their cities on both 

sides of a river for maximum efficiency.  It is very rare that a 

city will be constructed on one side of a river only, a decision 

which is typically made for defensive purposes.  Of course, in 

the Chihuahuan Desert, there is nothing to defend against 

except the occasional armadillo.  Which knocks the defensive 

explanation flat.  No, the real reason for the unnatural division 

between the two cities lies in the decisions of successive 

generations of nationalists, who thought the river would make 

a convenient way of determining which land would belong to 

which theoretical state.  This attitude turned into a habit.  Then 

it turned into a law, which is the same thing as a habit, but with 

more ceremony.  In due time the law would either be elevated 

to the status of a sacred taboo, to violate which would be to 

court death, or it would be forgotten altogether.

A dusty armored van wound its way gradually 

northwards on the twining system of expressways that links El 

Paso’s various suburbs into one semi-contiguous whole.  It had 

crossed the river by the Paso del Norte bridge and been waved 

through customs in record time.  Perhaps its position in a 

cavalcade of police cars had something to do with that.  

Immediately behind the van came the classic black Suburban 

bearing the triumphant Parkins.

El Paso is slightly less dingy than its counterpart across 

the river.  Most of the homes are newer and thus have not had 

time to age in accordance with the local weather yet, and their 
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inhabitants have a great fetish for water.  They have made 

green lawns to bloom in the middle of the desert.  There is a 

Biblical aspect to that, but it is hidden.

The little convoy passed hundreds of such handkerchief 

lawns as the sun sank and the sky grew leaden.  Finally it 

coasted through a chain-link fence and came to a halt in front 

of a warehouse out in a less-populated industrial area.  Parkins 

dismounted and held a brief conference with the building 

guards and someone else in a tie.  Then the van was waved 

onwards and the building swallowed it.
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dix

Lines flowed across the computer screen in complex 

patterns.  Blue and green and pink twisted together, parodying 

life with their shapes.  The resulting composite would have 

been gibberish to anyone but a physician or a biologist, and no 

doubt many of those would have had difficulty understanding 

it, too.  In some mysterious fashion, Dr. Saul was not only able 

to understand the images but to create them as well.  His 

callousness towards others signified disinterest and selfishness 

rather than genuine stupidity.  It was his brain that had been 

responsible in no small part for the evolution of the picture he 

was staring at now.

He tapped his fingers on the laptop’s keyboard and the 

screen changed, the swirling lines and bright colors on a dark 

background giving way to a plain white page filled with 

columns of figures.  Slowly the doctor worked his way through 

these.  The numbers went into equations that appeared in 

another window and recast themselves as something different.  

The new results would then be fed back into the original 

document.  Now and then he would highlight something or 

type a note to call his attention to it later.

A faint splashing noise behind him drew his attention 

away from the screen.  His wife was basking happily in a hot 

tub under an awning of lilacs.  She beckoned to him.  “Come to 

me, my prince of scholars,” she called to him.  “Come and be 

content.”  Her voice still retained that delightful accent that he 
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had found so charming on their drives through the French 

countryside.  He smiled and shook his head at her.  “Perhaps 

later.”

They were out behind the house on a sort of extensive 

verandah that took up more space than the lawn did.  It was 

partially open to the sky and partly covered with a roof formed 

of trellises, beams, and climbing plants.  There were flowers 

everywhere. The tub was underneath the most luxuriant of 

these floral displays, surrounded by steps of Italian tile.  A little 

ways off, the doctor sat at a small folding table in one of the 

shadier spots the verandah offered.  In the background chimes 

tinkled and the breeze made the water in the pool ripple.  It 

was all rather idyllic and distinctly upper middle class.

His wife stood up in the tub and climbed out of it, 

running a towel lightly over her deeply golden skin as she did 

so.  Dr. Saul felt a slight catch in his throat as he watched the 

sensuous languor of her movements.  Rosalie had never quite 

adapted to American customs.  She still wore her swimsuits in 

the French fashion, an act of cultural assertion that was all too 

apparent to the doctor as she turned and moved towards him.

“If you shall not come to me, then I shall come to you,” 

she murmured into his ear.  Her hands massaged his shoulders 

deftly.  “And I shall join you in whatever it is that you find 

more attractive, more compelling than me.  Share I shall, if I 

must, but surrender unconditionally?  Never!”  He felt her 

cheek come to rest against his, powerfully evocative.  “So share 

with me, my great one.”

The doctor chuckled slightly and took her hand in his.  

“But it’s very complicated stuff.  You don’t want to spend your 

time worrying about it, do you?  I know I don’t especially want 

to.  So maybe I should deal with it on my own.  It is my 

profession, after all.”

“Ah, no, ridiculous,” Rosalie said, tossing her head 

decisively.  “Share you must.  I will not consent to your 

abandonment of me for these, these games, these shapes, these 
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lines without sense.  I must share them with you, else I am no 

longer a woman loved but a woman whose days of compelling 

admiration are behind her.  Having come to you to partake of 

your pleasures that they might be mine as well, you would not 

turn me away?”  Her eyes glowed at him, fired with pleading.

And then he yielded.  The research he was doing was 

highly confidential, of course.  But that was all the more reason 

he could tell it to his scatterbrained wife.  She would remember 

nothing about the details, if she could even understand any of 

them to begin with.  Simplifying the explanation for her would 

also help him practice for addressing the press, or for that 

matter his board of directors, both of whom he would have to 

confront in the not so distant future.  Besides, his vanity urged 

him forward.  His work’s secrecy kept him from boasting to his 

colleagues about its importance, and he couldn’t very well brag 

to his research team when their contributions equaled or 

exceeded his own.  No, if he wanted glory, for the present he 

would have to content himself with gaining it at home.

“Well, all right,” he said to her.  She cooed with delight 

and leapt onto the lounge beside him, trying to compose her 

naturally vibrant features in an expression of seriousness.  Dr. 

Saul took a moment to admire her as he composed his 

thoughts.  Then he began.

“Do you know what a virus is?” he asked.

“But certainly, it is what I catch cold from in the 

winter.”  She shuddered in exaggerated disapproval.

Dr. Saul laughed again.  He couldn’t help it.  Rosalie 

was so charming in her simplicity.  She must have sensed his 

approval, for she joined in with him.

“Yes, a virus is what you catch cold from,” he 

continued when their little interlude was over.  “Or at least, 

that is the outcome of one type of virus.  There are many kinds 

that all do different things.  Do you know how a virus works?”

His wife shook her head at him.

“Well, you know what DNA is, naturally.”
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“Ah yes, the computer code of you and me, the 

blueprints we are built from.”

“Exactly.  DNA is the information that determines what 

shape our bodies will be and what physical features we will 

have.  But in addition, it also tells our bodies how to keep 

working.  Now it does all this by being read and copied in the 

individual cells that make up our bodies.  Think of each of the 

cells as a tiny computer and DNA as the program they are 

running.  Sometimes they run a second program as well.  This 

one is called RNA.  RNA is very much like DNA, but simpler 

overall.  Between the two, they manage to keep us functioning.

“Now, a virus is basically a packet of DNA or RNA 

inside a protective case.  You can think of it, as a matter of fact, 

as being a compact disc that hasn’t been removed from its case 

yet.  The information necessary to make a computer run is 

inside the case, but the case itself is not able to use that 

information.  That is the difference between a cell in our body 

and a virus.  Do you follow me so far?”

Rosalie nodded at him.  “I think that I do.  The cell is 

the computer and the virus is computer storage, yes?”

“That’s right.  And that relationship is what makes the 

two able to interact.  The virus is capable of penetrating the 

cell, just as you could put a disc into a computer.  Once it is 

inside, the information can be removed from the package and 

the computer can run the program.  And that’s where the 

trouble starts.

“The program that comes out of the virus takes over the 

cell.  It replaces the cell’s normal programming and stops its 

regular functions.  Instead, it forces the cell to start producing 

more copies of the viral program.  It’s about the same thing 

that would happen if you installed an operating system on a 

computer and then backed the whole system up on a new disc.  

Except in this case, the operating system is stuck in a loop and 

can’t do anything but make copies of itself.”

“So the cell, it no longer does its job?”
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“Correct.  It does nothing but make copies of the virus.  

That’s bad for the body to begin with, because whatever 

functions the cell had are now not being performed.  If the cell 

was supposed to remove toxins from the blood, those toxins 

are allowed to keep circulating.  If the cell was supposed to 

produce new tissue to heal an injury, that tissue is not being 

produced.  When a cell is infected with a virus, then part of 

your body simply stops working, because the cell is so busy 

reproducing the virus.”

“How terrible!  And is that where the symptoms come 

from when we are sick?”

“In certain cases, yes.  However, for the most part, our 

symptoms from viral infections have another cause.  Let me ask 

you a question.  If you put a disc into a computer, and the 

computer started making copies of that disc automatically, but 

had to contain them all inside its case, how many copies would 

it be able to make?”

“Why, I do not know.  But it could not be very many.  

The computer would run out of room inside!”

“And that is exactly what happens during a viral 

infection.  The cells which have been reprogrammed by the 

viruses make so many new copies of the viruses that they can’t 

hold them all.  So the cells swell up and eventually burst.  

They’re destroyed altogether and the copies of the virus are 

released into the body to seek out other cells they can infect.  

And then the cycle of copying and release starts all over again.  

When you are sick with an illness caused by a virus, what you 

feel is the ongoing destruction of your cells combined with the 

body’s attempts to prevent the remaining cells from being 

reprogrammed.”

Rosalie’s graceful figure shuddered as she pictured this.  

The idea that little bits of her would be dying off during a bout 

of sickness did not seem very appealing.  Her husband did not 

give her time to comment on the situation, though.  He was 

growing more enthusiastic as he continued talking.
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“So far in medical history we’ve tried to deal with viral 

infections by using vaccines.  With those, we basically create a 

broken or incomplete version of the harmful program--the viral 

DNA or RNA--and then we feed that into the computers in our 

bodies.  They realize that the program is invalid before it can 

cause any significant damage, and blacklist it so that even if 

another, more complete copy enters the system sometime, the 

cellular computers will not run it.  That’s vaccination.  It’s the 

general idea behind all those shots you got as a child.

“This works a lot of the time.  But then there are 

problems.  Sometimes the vaccination simply doesn’t work, for 

unknown reasons.  Sometimes the viral programs recompile 

themselves, or mutate, in biological terms, so that they can 

appear as something different and avoid the body’s blacklist.  

And sometimes you get infected with something that we know 

about but can’t vaccinate for due to its particular 

characteristics, or something that hasn’t even been studied yet.  

There are millions of viruses out there.

“So my team is taking a new approach.  We’re trying to 

create something that can work against all viruses based on 

common characteristics that they share.  A broad-spectrum 

antiviral, in other words.  Let’s go back to the computer 

metaphor again.  Think of the virus as a program that has been 

loaded into a computer, on a disc.  The computer is making 

copies of that program, writing them to discs, and storing them 

within its case until it runs out of room, at which time they will 

be released to spread and cause further infection.  Suppose you 

unplug the power from that computer before it’s ready to 

release them?  What happens to it?”

His wife took a minute to think about this.  “Without 

power it cannot continue to run.  It has to stop making copies 

of the program.”

“Very good.  And the copies that it has already made?”
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“Why, I suppose that because it has not run out of 

room, they are not released.  Besides, it has no power, no 

energy to do so!”

“Correct.  It just sits there with the copies inside it.  

They are harmless at that stage, although the computer is in 

operation.  Now, suppose you know that computer is full of 

harmful programs.  You unplug it from the wall and take it off 

to be incinerated.  What happens to the additional copies of the 

virus that it has made?”

“Naturally they must be destroyed along with it.  Is it 

not so?”

“Oh, it’s very much so.  That’s an exact analogy for 

what happens in an infected cell.  The viruses can’t be released 

until the cell has had time to finish making multiple copies of 

them, at which point they force the cell to burst its casing and 

release them.  If you can shut the cell down before they are 

released, and then safely destroy it, you can prevent the viruses 

from copying themselves and reproducing.  That ends any viral 

infection very quickly.  The methodology of the process is 

simple, at least in theory.  Finding a way to make the process 

happen has been the more difficult part.

“Here’s another question.  Do you know what a 

programming language is?”

“I have heard the term before, yes.  But I do not 

understand it.”

“Don’t worry.  Not many people do outside of a 

computer lab.  The short explanation is that programming 

languages are the systems used to translate electrical signals 

inside a computer into images and sounds you can see and 

interact with.  Computer programs are written in a 

programming language, which allows them to interpret the 

physical operations of the computer.  There are many different 

programming languages out there that have been used over the 

years.  Some are very similar and can be used almost 

interchangeably.  Others cannot.
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“And this is where the computer metaphor becomes 

directly applicable to viral infections.  Of course DNA and 

RNA, the computer programs that our body runs, are written 

in a programming language.  That’s only natural.  And the 

DNA and RNA inside a virus are also, logically enough, 

written in a programming language.  However--and this is the 

important part--we’ve discovered that while the language viral 

programs use is compatible with our bodies’ cellular 

computers, which can read and write it, it is not exactly the 

same as the language our body uses for its own programs!  It 

incorporates a slight but critical modification.  And this is 

uniformly the same for all viruses!  Every known virus uses the 

modified programming language.  Which means it is now 

possible for us to write a program of our own, using the same 

language our bodies do for DNA.  Then we can input this 

program into our cells, our miniature computers.  If the 

program detects that everything is running normally, it does 

nothing.  However, if it finds that a program written in the 

modified programming language is present anywhere in the 

computer, it shuts the entire cell off and marks it for disposal.  

It’s as simple as that.  The viruses can’t reproduce and the the 

infections come to a halt.  They can’t even attempt to 

reprogram themselves to avoid it, because they don’t have the 

time or the ability to modify themselves that far.  And there 

you have it.  Complete effectiveness against every known 

virus.”  He was so excited by his own description that he was 

strutting up and down the verandah by this time.

“It seems quite brilliant,” Rosalie said, nodding gravely 

at him.  “But why are there still computer viruses, then?  Surely 

it would be possible to do the same thing for my computer, 

would it not?  And then I would not need all this antivirus 

software always running and telling me to do things which I 

do not like to do?”

Dr. Saul let out a hearty laugh.  “My dear, there are two 

problems with making it work on a computer.  The first is that 
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computer viruses are usually written in the same programming 

language as the computer on which they run.  Viruses in the 

body, as I’ve just explained, use a different language, which is 

how we can detect them and target them selectively.  And the 

second problem is that our antiviral works by shutting the 

infected computer down and having it destroyed.  Most people 

would have a problem with an antivirus software that melted 

their computer into a pile of sludge every time something went 

wrong with it.  What is practical inside a human body that 

contains tens of millions of cells, all of which can be replaced 

fairly easily, is not practical at a cruder level.”

“Oh,” Rosalie murmured.  She contemplated that for a 

minute.  “I would not like that at all.”

“It would be a bit drastic.  But on a small scale inside 

the body, which can rapidly repair itself, the damage is easily 

manageable.”

“And you can really cure anything with this?”

“Not anything,” Dr. Saul said patiently.  “Anything that 

is caused by a virus.  Still, that’s a lot of things.  Of course it 

will take us a long time to test it and make sure there are no 

side effects.  But eventually it should be able to cut any viral 

infection short.  Anything from colds and flus to ebola and 

HIV.  So it’s a starting point.”

“Such superb cleverness!”  Rosalie threw herself on him 

in an embrace that, stifling as it was, he wouldn’t have missed 

for the world.  “You are a genius!  Shall they not give you 

prizes and acclaim you for this?  You have discovered this all 

by yourself?”

“Well I am working with a team after all,” the doctor 

grudgingly admitted.  “My contributions have been significant, 

though.”

“They could not be otherwise,” Rosalie cooed as she 

nuzzled him again.  “You are too modest.  What do you call 

this miracle which you have created?”
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“We call it VIPER.  Short for Viral Immuno-

Programming Extension Redirector.”

“Such a name!  But then I suppose you must call it 

something.  I shall think of a better one for you.  Were you not 

wise to confide in me?  Now your invention shall be known by 

a name that suits it far better, a name worthy of its 

contributions to the world.  But this computer program of 

sorts--how do you copy it?  You cannot stick a disc into a 

human body.  That I do not believe.  There is nowhere to put 

it.”  She flung out her limbs in an exaggerated display intended 

to emphasize the absence of a slot-loading optical drive 

anywhere in her chassis.

“We grow copies of it, as a matter of fact.”

“Grow copies?  Ah, but you are jesting with me!”

“Not at all.  The program is nothing especially 

complicated as far as programs for the human body go.  It’s not 

even a drug or chemical.  It is a series of protein molecules 

arranged in the appropriate sequence.  We produce it using 

bacteria.  We give them some of the protein to use as a point of 

reference and they start duplicating it.  It’s not very hard to do.  

And we can easily expand our production when the time 

comes for further tests.  No machinery required.  We actually 

have quite an advantage over the producers of ordinary 

computer programs in that respect.”

“It is less impressive than I had hoped,” Rosalie said, 

pouting slightly.  “No great rooms of shining machines?  No 

computers?  Only sludge in tanks?  Can you not produce it in a 

more exotic fashion, more stylish, more eye-catching?”

The doctor laughed again.  “Oh, trust me, when we are 

finally ready to release this publicly, we’ll catch everyone’s 

attention quickly enough.  Bacteria and an invisible protein 

may not seem very glamorous now, but all the world needs to 

know is that we’ve found the holy grail of viral pathology.  We 

can cure--not treat, but cure--virtually every major disease now 

in existence.  And that will give us glamor enough.”
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Rosalie opened her mouth to ask another question just 

as chimes rang out from the front of the house.  Her big eyes 

opened slightly wider.  She spun around and bolted off in the 

direction of the front door.  From where he was standing, her 

husband could catch a glimpse of a delivery truck on the other 

side of the building.  She must be expecting something, he 

thought.  Then he gloated slightly over what the expression on 

the courier’s face would be when she suddenly appeared in 

front of him in her current state.  Poor man.  That spastic, 

adorable girl was all his.

He turned back to his laptop and closed the screen.  The 

actual work could wait.  For now he would just relax and bask 

in the thought of the fame and glory to come.  It was a prospect 

that was no less attractive because his own words had called it 

to mind.
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onze

Out in the west Texas town of El Paso, men in ugly, ill-

fitting uniforms paced up and down inside a warehouse all 

night long.

Their routes took them past and through one of the 

greatest collections of miscellany existing outside a museum.  

Towering shelves filled with plastic and cardboard boxes, each 

one badly labeled.  Rows of automobiles, everything from a 

battered, dirty van to a limited edition Maserati in pristine 

condition.  Stacks of weapons and crates of ammunition.  

Bundles of dry goods.  Racks of clothing.  Enough filing 

cabinets to swallow the records of an army.  All of it bathed in 

the cold, characterless glow of fluorescent light.

Then somewhere off in the distance, the steady rush of 

electrons inside a machine was interrupted.  The current 

pouring through the machine surged.  A transformer exploded.  

Alarms went off and a substation shut down.  And the 

cheerless lights overhead died gratefully.

“Aw, crap,” one of the guards said softly into the 

blackness.

There were protocols for this, of course.  There were 

protocols for everything they did on the job.  A round of radio 

checks followed while nobody moved.  The cameras were 

useless without power, so one of the operators would go 

outside to walk the perimeter.  The others would join the 

indoor patrols for the moment after calling in a report.  Not 
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that police headquarters could do anything about a power 

outage, but they felt better if they knew about it.  On the other 

hand, they were in a different sector of the city altogether and 

probably still had power.  Which meant they wouldn’t likely 

care very much, either.

Five minutes later everything was back in motion as 

usual, except that the guards were having to use their 

flashlights to figure out where they were going.  Occasional 

flashes of light filtered between the shelves from stray beams 

and rare reflections.  Soon the novelty wore off and holding the 

lights up became very tedious.

One of the guards was just reaching the end of an aisle 

when he heard the faintest swish of sound behind him.  Before 

his brain could tell his muscles to do anything, a pair of hands 

fastened expertly around his neck.  For five seconds or so they 

squeezed.  Then the pressure relaxed and the unconscious 

guard descended gently towards the floor, supported by the 

same pair of hands that had choked the breath out of him.

Francois de Bourbon-Busset let the guard lie there for a 

moment.  “McGillis down,” he said into the microphone in his 

helmet.  He waited.  Presently other names were called out 

over the radio, all followed by the brief word indicating that 

they had been dealt with.  When the last one had been 

accounted for, he stooped, picked up the guard under the arms, 

and began to drag him away.

It was a slow process, but he took his time.  They had 

plenty of that, after all.  The engineers would not be able to 

replace the transformer, repair the burned-out circuits, or 

otherwise restore power to the warehouse for at least several 

more hours.  In the meantime, no one was likely to come 

poking around as long as the police kept receiving regular 

reports from the site.  Which were easy enough to fake, now 

that they had the phones and radios from the guards.  The 

latter were not due to be relieved for more than three hours, so 

there was a safe margin in that respect, too.
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As for the guards themselves, they ended up being 

gagged, blindfolded, and tied to their chairs in the break room.  

Francois saw no reason to drug them or to leave unnecessary 

hints about the sophistication of the operation.  Let them tell 

their detectives about how they were overcome with brute 

force.  It was always good to leave conflicting evidence behind.  

The only thing he regretted was that the guard who had been 

overcome by his twin daughters would have no memory of the 

event.  The poor man could have entertained his colleagues 

with that story for years.  But then, policemen were not entitled 

to any special consideration, so it was no great loss.

He pulled a map out of his pocket and checked it again 

to be sure.  Then he motioned to his family.  They moved off 

down one of the aisles in a body.  Above them the racks and 

shelves were invisible in the darkness.  Their world consisted 

of nothing but the small pool of light cast by their lamps, a unit 

cut off from everything outside, utterly isolated except when 

the corner or edge of some object floated briefly through it like 

a drifting wreck.  But Francois led the way unhesitatingly.  

Finally he came to a halt in front of several large steel evidence 

lockers, each one of them heavily padlocked.

Inside these was the cocaine seized in the recent raid 

down in Ciudad Juarez, as well as that amassed in the course of 

half a dozen lesser raids.

Francois pulled a flask from his pack.  Marius did the 

same.  The air hissed faintly as they carefully poured liquid 

nitrogen onto the padlocks.  A whitish, flaky crust formed on 

the surface of the metal, barely discernable in the dimness.  

Then Francois took up a mallet with a rubber-coated head and 

struck each of the padlocks in turn.  The specially hardened 

steel alloy that would have resisted cutting and grinding for 

hours shattered like ice under the blows.  The extreme cold 

produced by the application of liquid nitrogen turns the 

strongest metals into something slightly less durable than fine 

china.
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One by one, Francois went down the row, freezing the 

padlocks and breaking them open.  No torches, no equipment, 

and virtually no effort involved.  That was how they had 

gotten into the building in the first place.  The flimsy sheet 

metal on the outside of the warehouse had responded nicely to 

the liquid nitrogen.  When poured into a sprayer, it was easy to 

apply the icy fluid very precisely.  Ernesto had simply traced 

the outline of a doorway on the side of the building with the 

sprayer, then gone over it with a punch to cut out the 

weakened steel before lifting out the untouched middle section.  

They had considered using a waterjet for that stage of the 

operation, but since there would be no concrete to cut through, 

it was deemed unnecessary.  Too much extra weight to cart 

around.

While Francois was opening the evidence lockers, the 

rest of the family was occupied with putting together three 

lightweight pallets.  All of them had carried a number of metal 

tubes in their packs on the way into the building.  These 

snapped together to form little rectangular platforms on 

wheels.  At each of the smaller ends of a pallet, a vertical pole 

was installed to help keep the load in place.  The final 

arrangement looked like nothing so much as a movable clothes 

rack without a bar across the top.

No one seemed to hurry at all, yet the pallets came 

together in an astonishingly short amount of time.  Then the 

Bourbon-Bussets paired off.  Francois reached into a locker and 

passed a package of cocaine to Alexandre.  It gleamed white 

and translucent under the lamp.  Alexandre took it and tucked 

it neatly into a duffel bag.  The bags had been sewn to fit the 

pallets exactly, although they looked rather odd and 

rectangular for that reason.  But form follows function.  Each 

bag would hold about a hundred kilograms, depending on the 

exact size of the packets.  It took perhaps six or seven minutes, 

without rushing, for the two of them to pack a single bag.  

Farther down the line, Marius and Ernesto were doing the 
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same thing with the twins.  In just under half an hour, nearly 

the whole of the proceeds of the recent DEA raid had been 

transferred to twelve neatly filled duffels.

And that was all there was to it.  The bags went onto the 

pallets, which were sturdy enough not to give way under the 

weight.  Francois closed the lockers carefully and resealed them 

securely with new padlocks.  The new locks were close enough 

in appearance to the originals to pass muster until someone 

tried to open them.  If there was no clear evidence as to what 

had been taken, the local authorities would have to waste 

precious time on inventorying the contents of the entire 

warehouse before they could even begin their investigation 

properly.  Which was bad for them and good for the Bourbon-

Bussets.

The twins were sent back to make a final check on the 

guards.  Meanwhile, Francois and Ernesto got behind one of 

the pallets, while Marius and Alexandre took another.  They 

leaned forward and began to push.  It was slow at first, but the 

pallets moved smoothly.  They rode on hardened steel wheels, 

which were considerably more efficient than rubber tires, albeit 

noisier.  Since noise was not a concern here, they could afford 

to be efficient.  Instead of making for the side of the building 

where they had come in, Francois directed them to steer 

towards the loading bay at the front.  This was not only closer, 

it would also make things easier in the long run.  He spoke into 

his radio again as they pushed.

The bay was still empty when the pallets got there.  

Francois consulted his watch while his sons shared a drink.  

Three more minutes went by.  Then he stepped over to a 

nearby control box and opened its access panel.  With deft 

fingers and a pair of pliers, he clipped off several of the wires 

inside and attached them to a portable battery.  He paused 

briefly before flipping one switch and then another.  The 

massive door hauled itself away from the ground with a loud 

screeching and a few faint patches of dappled light seeped in 
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from outside.  But the door barely had the chance to come to a 

stop at the top of its run before Francois flipped the switch back 

over again and it recommenced its journey downwards.  In the 

brief time it was open, a white van with government insignia 

painted boldly on the side slipped underneath it and came to a 

stop in the loading bay.  Vaiata sat calmly behind the wheel, 

conveniently and appropriately uniformed for the occasion.

Another five minutes and the bags were loaded into the 

van.  The Bourbon-Busset children piled in as well.  Francois 

remained behind to man the door and manually close the gate 

to the compound.  After the van was gone, he would leave via 

their original entry point, then loiter in the area for a while to 

call in false reports.  This would go on until it was time for the 

guard to be relieved.  When the replacements arrived, he 

would disappear and the state and federal governments would 

be confronted with the humiliating realization that they had 

been outsmarted.

While this distraction was going on, the van with 

government markings would disappear into the desert.  They 

had prepared a nice little hole in the ground for it already.  

Underground is traditionally one of the best places to hide 

things, as sometimes they are not discovered for thousands of 

years.  Vaiata and the children would then load the cocaine 

into several nondescript waiting cars, drive back and cache it in 

El Paso, and board a flight to Rio de Janeiro.  Rio was a 

convenient place to be this summer.

* * * * *

El Paso, on the other hand, was hell on earth if you 

were in any way associated with law enforcement.

The experience of having a band of thieves waltz into 

their secure storage location and out again without so much as 

a scratch sent the DEA, FBI, and El Paso police into 

convulsions.  The officers who had been subdued and tied up 
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during the break-in were all sacked.  Not that they could have 

done anything to avoid being knocked on the head and tied up, 

but it was the principle that counted.  The transformer 

explosion was obviously suspect, but the combined skills of a 

dozen forensic scientists revealed nothing suggestive in the 

wreckage.  Basing an investigation on a suspicion is one thing.  

Shoring up that suspicion in the absence of evidence and the 

presence of demanding superiors is another.

Then there was the gnawing uncertainty as to why the 

robbery had been committed.  A quick walkthrough showed 

nothing missing from the warehouse.  The cameras, naturally, 

were no help, since not only did they require electricity, so did 

the hard drives that stored the footage.  After a great deal of 

bickering and inter-departmental infighting, the detectives 

agreed to start combing through the thousands of boxes of 

evidence stored there first.  They argued that such a surgical, 

low-impact robbery pointed to a need to remove one particular 

item, and that the most likely items to attract so much attention 

were those that had previously been used as evidence in a 

major trial, or were likely to be in the near future.  One of their 

chiefs thought this was such a good idea that he assigned a 

special team to make a list of all the high-profile cases for 

which they had retained the evidence while the main force 

started counting the boxes.

They probably would still have been doing that a week 

later had not Special Agent Parkins showed up two days after 

the heist and demanded some of his cocaine for further testing.

As far as he knew, it was there.  The evidence lockers 

were reportedly untouched.  But when his keys failed to fit the 

locks, he almost had a heart attack on the spot.  Only the 

presence of unfriendly and harassed onlookers from rival 

services kept him on his feet.  As casually as he could, he broke 

the news to them.  The locks were forced and the El Paso DEA 

office wept tears of exasperation and rage.
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And they had no clues.  None at all.  The brilliance of 

the robbery lay in its very simplicity.  There had been no 

witnesses out among the warehouses on a night without 

power.  One or two people who had been in the area had 

noticed the government van, but a government van traveling to 

or from a government warehouse is not exactly a suspicious 

object, and it turned out to be impossible to trace.  There were 

many roads out of El Paso.

Liquid nitrogen is an uncommon feature in crime, even 

among the more advanced criminals, but then it is not a 

controlled substance, either.  The battery Francois had left 

behind was an ordinary car battery with a homemade 

transformer.  The ties and gags used on the guards could have 

come from anywhere.  And the chances of finding a random 

fingerprint or DNA sample in the vastness of the warehouse 

were small enough to make a congenital optimist despair.  

There were no suspicious incidents at the border crossings and 

no reports from the airports that turned out to have any value 

at all to the investigation.

The typical police investigation does not seek evidence.  

It seeks motive.  From motives can be derived suspects, and 

once the police have suspects, they can find evidence to 

corroborate their suspicions.  Or not, as the case may be.  There 

was no motive in this case apart from the rather mercenary 

one.  The drugs had been taken because they were valuable 

property.  Valuable, and far more easy to dispose of than a 

Renoir or even cash.  That line of thought suggested an 

investigation of everyone who could possibly have known 

about the existence of the cocaine.  So Parkins and his men 

spent several uncomfortable afternoons in meetings, across 

from hostile interviewers, without being able to shed any light 

on where the drugs might have gone.  And once they 

mentioned the possibility that their Mexican counterparts had 

talked, the rest of the detectives shook their heads in disgust 
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and resignation.  The Mexican police force leaks like a sieve 

with two strands of wire left in it.

Then after a week of this fruitless searching, a letter 

dropped quietly into the mailroom of the DEA office with 

Agent Parkins’s name on it.

It was an unusual letter.  The envelope and paper were 

both made of pure cotton, not wood pulp, and bore the 

monogram of a European maker not quite exclusive enough to 

render the documents traceable.  Instead of white, they were 

cream in color, which made the envelope instantly noticeable 

among the other letters addressed to the agent in charge.  And 

the address was inscribed using the lost art of flowing cursive 

in combination with a fountain pen.  The combination looked 

so respectable that no one ever thought it contained something 

relative to a criminal case.  That is, until Parkins’s secretary 

walked gingerly into his office with the letter in one hand and 

an expression of distaste on her face.

“It’s about the warehouse robbery,” she said.

That was all Parkins needed to hear.  He snatched it 

from her and read it through.  Then he sank back in his chair, 

baffled.  This was not at all what he had expected.  In fact, it 

was completely unprecedented.

The letter was handwritten like the envelope.  Its 

message was clear enough, if a trifle poorly expressed:

Gentlemen,

I understand that you are engaged in an attempt to recover 

the cocaine recently removed from your agency’s evidence warehouse 

in El Paso, which you in turn acquired from a raid on one of the 

cartels operating across the border in Ciudad Juarez.  This cocaine, 

amounting to roughly twelve hundred kilograms in total, is currently 

in my possession.
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You may rest assured that I have no intention of marketing it 

or otherwise offering it to the public.  In fact, I am writing for the 

express purpose of opening negotiations for selling it back to you.

As you represent the United States of America, which is a 

nation-state and not a person, and thus is incapable of possessing 

property, it is somewhat doubtful whether you can actually acquire 

ownership of this consignment on its behalf.  However, for practical 

purposes, the question is immaterial.  I am willing to transfer the 

entire amount to you as proxy for your government.  You may work 

out the precise details of the true relationship between yourself and it 

at your leisure.

Thanks to your own agency’s recent successful operations, 

the average street price of cocaine in the United States has risen to 

nearly one hundred dollars per gram.  This places a total retail value 

on the cocaine in my hands of slightly less than one hundred twenty 

million dollars.  Under the circumstances, it would be unreasonable 

of me to ask full retail value for the shipment.  So I shall name a price 

of fifty million euros, which represents a reasonable wholesale value 

for the amount of product involved at current exchange rates.

I would greatly prefer to see this cocaine returned to your 

hands with as little delay as possible.  At the same time, I desire you 

to bear in mind that I view this entirely as an ordinary commercial 

transaction.  There are no moral imperatives involved in the matter 

for me.  I intend to sell at a profit.  Should I be unable to come to an 

arrangement with you and your agency, I will have no hesitation in 

approaching any of the rings currently operating within your 

nation’s major cities.  Such a large shipment would offer certain of 

them enormous competitive advantages, and I do not think that under 

those circumstances I would be faced with a shortage of potential 

purchasers.

If you desire to conclude this bargain, it will be necessary for 

you to reach a decision within five days.  The price and terms are not 

open to negotiation.  If you find them acceptable, you will be required 

to place an advertisement in the El Paso Times within the specified 
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time period.  It should state your willingness to sell a 1967 John 

Deere tractor, currently painted blue, for the price of fifty thousand 

dollars.  Following publication of the advertisement, I will be pleased 

to forward you additional instructions regarding your payment.  I 

should add that until I have safely received the full payment, the 

cocaine will not, under any circumstances, be delivered to you.

I see no point in requesting that you uphold your side of the 

bargain honorably, since obviously you will not do so.  If I asked for 

and received a commitment that you would not endeavor to discover 

my identity or prevent me from receiving your payment, you would 

give such a commitment even while you were engaged in issuing 

orders that you hoped would result in my arrest.  As an agent of the 

nation-state, you cannot be relied upon to treat fairly with those you 

regard as “non-state actors.”  Individuals have no legal existence or 

standing on the plane on which states deal, and no means of recourse 

against the state for abuses committed by it or its agents, so states feel 

free to abuse them.  I am well aware of this prejudice.  Nonetheless, I 

will permit you to retain it, since its existence makes no difference to 

my arrangements.

Anticipating a speedy reply,

Your Correspondent.

The joint task force that convened that afternoon to 

discuss the letter was a very unhappy one.

“First of all, how did this guy even find out about the 

raid?  We haven’t publicized it yet.”

“Again, the Mexican police are not reliable,” Parkins 

sighed wearily, for the fiftieth time.

“We can’t pay him, obviously,” the representative from 

Homeland Security put in.  “It would be funding terrorism.”

The FBI man contradicted him.  “That’s not the case 

here.  This is a simple smash and grab robbery, better executed 

than most.  The amount of harm to persons involved was 

negligible, and there was no expectation of public awareness.  
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Call it blackmail, extortion.  That’s more accurate.  Or even 

kidnapping.  Come to think of it, there’s no substantial 

difference here between this and a kidnapping.  They stole a 

bunch of coke instead of a human being, and now they want us 

to pay a ransom for its return.”

“It still doesn’t mean we can pay.”

“How much choice do we have?” Parkins’s superior 

asked.  “You read the letter.  If we don’t pay him, he’ll take it 

elsewhere.  And he clearly knows where it would do the most 

damage, so he dangles that possibility over our heads.”

“Where do you see that?”

“The bit about major cities and enormous competitive 

advantages.  Take a place like Detroit these days.  The only 

reason crime isn’t far worse there than it is--and God knows it’s 

bad enough--is because organized crime becomes self-

regulating to a certain degree once it gets entrenched.  That’s 

particularly true of the drug rings, since they’re all locked into 

purchasing agreements with the cartels down in Mexico and 

Central America.  If a ton and a quarter of pure cocaine ends 

up directly in the hands of a single purchaser in Detroit or 

Chicago or LA or Jersey City, it would destroy the existing 

balance of power between the rival networks of dealers.  We’d 

not only have to deal with the worst cocaine epidemic in 

decades, we’d have a gang war that would make the Roaring 

Twenties look peaceful.  Face it, gentlemen, do you really want 

to live through that?  On an economic level alone, paying this 

man fifty million to get that coke back is cheap compared to 

what our departments could be spending on other measures 

this time next year.”

As compelling as that argument was, it failed to carry 

conviction to the man from the intelligence community.  “But 

there is a clear threat here.  These people are expressing direct 

opposition to and hatred of the United States government.  

And that makes them a threat to our national security.  This 
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must be handled at the federal level and as the serious political 

matter that it is, not as some trifling burglary.”

The Texas Ranger at the table snorted in disgust.  

“Don’t you listen when people talk?  Or didn’t you actually 

read the letter?  There’s no threat there!  It’s patronizing as hell, 

sure, but it doesn’t contain anything but a politely stated 

business proposal.  Telling someone you’re negotiating with 

that a competitor is interested in your product is the oldest 

trick in the book.  There’s no court, not even a federal one, that 

could convict this guy for making a threat.  And that’s 

assuming we take that part of the letter seriously.  As for the bit 

about political aspects, all he’s doing is explaining why he 

doesn’t trust us in an especially nasty way.  I don’t blame him.  

He knows we’re not going to keep any deal we make with him 

if we can help it, and we know he knows it.  The field’s level.  

He’s confident enough to take us on in a fair fight.  Well, let 

him.  That kind of confidence will make him easier to catch.”

“Assuming you can catch him.”

“If we send him the money electronically or through the 

banking system, your people can trace him, no problem there.  

And if he comes to pick it up in person, which we’re assuming 

that he will, then we can surround him with enough force that 

he doesn’t stand a chance of getting out.”

“Why do you think he’s more likely to want to pick it 

up?”

“Look at what he’s demanding.  Fifty million euros.  

That’s a suggestive number.  The largest euro banknote is for 

five hundred.  So a hundred thousand notes.  That would 

weigh around two hundred pounds.  Not small, but easier to 

physically move than dollars.  And much easier to move in 

terms of passing them if he can get them out of the country.  

That suggests both that he’s going to insist on taking his money 

in cash and that he’s more comfortable abroad.”

“So he’s a foreigner?  Yet another reason why this is a 

national security issue.  Very likely this money is intended to 
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fund terrorism once it’s been laundered abroad.  Now I’ll set 

up a task force--”

“Domestic crimes committed by foreign nationals come 

under the jurisdiction of the FBI,” said that organization’s 

representative with an edge to his voice.  “And we have every 

intention of continuing to work closely with local law 

enforcement in this particular case.”

Apparently no one was very fond of the man from 

Washington.  Their own interservice rivalries melted away in 

the presence of one of these new lords of life and death, who 

had the habit of prancing onto a crime scene, giving orders that 

had to be obeyed, and then walking off without ever being held 

accountable for their mistakes.

The arguing continued.  Five hours later, the deadlock 

was broken when word came down from upstairs.  The DEA 

would assemble the necessary funds from amounts previously 

confiscated, making up the difference from its cash reserves.  

They would pay.  But they would also use the money as bait.  

On the surface it was a rational decision.  The real motivation, 

of course, was that no one wanted to be so much as indirectly 

responsible for starting a major drug war on American soil.  

That sort of thing is very bad for the career.  Even worse for the 

career is having the public learn that the niggardliness of their 

government was the cause of hundreds of civilian deaths.  The 

spectre of leakage was very busy haunting offices in 

Washington that week.

And thus it was that the required advertisement 

appeared in the El Paso Times three days in advance of the 

deadline set in the letter.

A response was not immediately forthcoming.  In fact, 

the agents complained to each other about how disrespectful it 

was for the thieves to keep them waiting.  They had agreed to 

pay, hadn’t they?  So why the delay?  It didn’t show very much 

seriousness on the part of these robbers.  How could they be 

trusted?
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They had four days to indulge in self-loathing before 

another letter drifted into Agent Parkins’s office.  It was written 

on the same paper as the first, in the same elegant handwriting 

that implied a disdain for both modern forensics and modern 

education.  It was also much shorter and considerably more 

unsettling:

You have a Basler BT-67 at Duke Field, Florida.  Two weeks 

from today, place fifty million euros in five hundred-euro notes 

aboard it, packed in five packages of twenty thousand notes apiece.  

Proceed south to Bogota, departing Duke at 0800 local time.  A 

refueling stop in Quintana Roo is permitted if necessary.  You will be 

issued further instructions prior to landing in Bogota.

There were screams of protest from every direction.  If 

the transfer took place abroad, it would completely deprive the 

DEA of its manpower advantage.  The Texas Rangers, El Paso 

police, and FBI would be entirely out of the case at that point as 

well, thanks to their legal limitations.  The transfer would have 

to be handled by a very small team of DEA agents with 

perhaps one or two people from the CIA and the Air Force or 

Marines thrown in.  And even those would have very little 

room in which to maneuver.  The United States was not very 

popular in Colombia, thanks to how successful it had been at 

destroying the livelihood of a large number of Colombia’s 

poorest people.  The political situation inside the country was 

hardly stable at the moment, either.  All factors that worked to 

the advantage of the thieves.

Unfortunately, the Americans had already committed 

themselves.  There was no way they could negotiate for a more 

favorable location, since they could only receive 

communications from the robbers without being able to reply.  

If they failed to make the transfer, the cocaine would go to 

another buyer.  And if they went ahead with it, they would get 
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the cocaine back, but the thieves would most likely get off scot-

free.  It was a shockingly unpleasant position.  The knowledge 

that there was nothing they could do about it only made the 

experience worse.

Agent Parkins reflected that at least the case was 

somebody else’s problem now.
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douze

The coastline of Quintana Roo is often considered one 

of the most beautiful in the world.  Cancun, Playa del Carmen, 

Cozumel--the greatest resort cities of the Caribbean cluster 

along it at intervals.  And yet beyond them the white sands still 

run on for mile after mile, until they give way to a jungle that 

crawls right down to the edge of the ocean and drinks from it.  

Offshore lie reefs and islets whose positions shift constantly 

beneath the driving force of the hurricane.  The colors are 

saturated, yet bright at the same time.  The air is thick and 

heavy, and fever lurks in unexpected corners to strike down 

the unwary.

A mile overhead, a sleek white and blue aircraft was 

heading south.  It had a classic, timeless look to it, the sort of 

shape and streamlining that might have been seen at any 

airport in South America fifty years previously.  It was a 

modified classic, though.  The long, flattened engine nacelles 

gave it away.  Once there had been radials inside them and 

they had been considerably shorter.  Now, refurbished and 

extended, they housed turbojets that gave the old aircraft 

greater speed and performance than its designers had ever 

intended.

This particular plane was a Basler BT-67, an upgraded 

DC-3 airliner from the time when DC-3’s had been turned out 

by the thousands for use all over the world.  The BT-67 

conversion added modern engines, a fuselage extension, larger 
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fuel tanks, and other accessories to keep the original design 

competitive into the twenty-first century.  Simple and rugged, 

they filled a niche market, but they filled it very well.  Smaller 

air forces were fond of the type.  They could put cargo, guns, or 

men in it indiscriminately and fly it out of practically any 

airport, no matter how small or unprepared.  The popularity of 

upgraded DC-3’s became such that even the United States Air 

Force took notice of the trend and ordered one.  They toyed 

with its abilities as a gunship and used it to train their special 

operations pilots, who one day might have to fly someone 

else’s DC-3 on very short notice.  Apart from that, no one took 

it very seriously.

Except Francois.  The BT-67 was the most suitable thing 

the Americans had for making a quick delivery to South 

America.  He had taken that into account in his planning, with 

the result that the plane was now headed for Columbia with 

fifty million euros on board.

Naturally, the cash was not alone.  A dozen heavily 

armed commandos sat along the sides of the cabin, facing 

inwards with the money between them.  They were all Air 

Force.  The commander of the 6th Special Operations Squadron 

had made that a condition for loaning the DEA the airplane.  

His service would have to get the credit for any captures.  The 

two DEA agents in the cabin were heavily outnumbered and 

were really only there for token representation.

The entire group wasn’t exactly alone in the sky, either.  

Once the men at the Pentagon had gotten involved, they had 

laid on an operation that was much more thorough than the 

DEA had originally believed possible.  The setup was so 

thorough, in fact, that everyone began to feel hopeful again.  It 

helped that they had been handed two weeks in which to put 

the operation together and get their resources in position.  Or at 

least they thought it helped.  Francois was actually helping no 

one but himself by allowing them that much time to plan.  He 

understood that if there was no sense of urgency, no immediate 
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need to act, their minds would fall naturally into predictable 

patterns and their plans would then be easier for him to cope 

with.  And that was precisely what had happened.

Farther to the south, three helicopters packed with 

Navy SEALs were sneaking their way across the Colombian 

border.  It was more difficult than it sounded, since more than 

twenty percent of Colombia’s population lives along the 

seaboard and the Colombian government had most definitely 

not given permission for the overflight.  As a matter of fact, the 

Colombians had been showing a distinct lack of enthusiasm for 

returning the Navy’s phone calls lately.  But the additional 

firepower might be necessary.  If anything went wrong, the 

administrator of the DEA planned to tell the Colombian 

government that they had been trying to kidnap a cartel leader 

who was involved with FARC guerrillas.  The government 

would complain loudly, but that explanation would be 

sufficient to divert most of the backlash.  The SEALs would not 

get to Bogota before the BT-67 arrived, but they would be 

loitering conveniently nearby if needed.

The other piece of the puzzle was on its way down from 

the north at a much faster pace.  This one was an E-8 JSTARS 

aircraft from Robins Air Force Base in Georgia.  It appeared 

fairly nondescript from the outside.  Any Boeing 707 that had 

been painted white and had a canoe-shaped box glued to the 

underside of its fuselage would have looked about the same.  

Inside, though, it was distinctly unusual in appearance and 

construction.

The US Air Force has never been completely candid 

with the general public about how well the JSTARS idea 

actually works.  The odd box under the fuselage houses a 

synthetic aperture radar.  That feeds into a series of terminals 

in the cabin, where rows of teenagers in dull green jumpsuits 

sit and tinker with the settings on a heavily modified version of 

Microsoft Windows.  The combination is used for tracking 

objects on the ground.  Small objects.  Very small objects.  How 
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small exactly is a matter of some debate.  The test results often 

vary.  But under the best conditions the JSTARS radar is 

capable of tracking birds or even large insects.  If the Air Force 

team was forced to hand over the money after they had landed, 

and the thieves drove off with it, the Americans would still 

know exactly where it went.  And its presence was easily 

justified with the designation “survey flight.”

The Air Force would have liked to send in fighter jets, 

too, but those were too likely to be noticed by the Colombian 

air traffic controllers.  Their possible usefulness wasn’t enough 

to warrant causing an international incident.  The presence of 

helicopters under DEA control could be overlooked and even 

justified under existing agreements.  Armed fighter jets could 

not.

* * * * *

The BT-67 was fifty miles out from Bogota.  The radios 

were quiet most of the time.  Sometimes pilots talked to each 

other in Spanish, ignoring the international conventions in 

favor of what was convenient.  The American aviators tensed 

slightly as their destination came closer.  They tensed more 

when someone with an unmistakable and highly distinguished 

Spanish accent hailed them on the radio.  He failed to identify 

himself but sounded quite determined.  They really had no 

choice but to reply to his salutation.  Then came the response 

they had been waiting for since Florida.

“You are awaiting further instructions regarding your 

cargo.”  It was not a question.  “Turn to port immediately and 

continue on a course due east until you are told to divert.”

Now things were really going badly for the Americans.  

Eastern Colombia is not heavily populated.  There are no 

policemen, soldiers, or narcotics task forces to call on in an 

emergency.  And the Venezuelan border is very close.  The 

United States and Venezuela had enjoyed steadily worsening 
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relations for a number of years.  If by some mischance they 

ended up in Venezuela, with armed soldiers and a load of cash, 

the consequences would be dramatic, to say the least.  The 

aircraft commander tried to protest.  The gentleman with the 

accent ignored him, except to repeat the instruction to head 

east.  After doing that twice more, he disappeared from the 

airwaves completely.

The BT-67 slowed in the sky.  The DEA agents were 

already phoning home.  For a few  moment their superiors 

panicked deliciously.  Then they realized they could easily 

redeploy the SEALs and the JSTARS further east with a couple 

of radio calls.  In fact, a countryside transfer would work to 

their advantage, since there would be no Colombian officials 

about to witness any shooting that might occur.  It took exactly 

three minutes for them to convince themselves that the change 

was to their advantage.  The white plane turned back to the 

north briefly to make up the distance it had traveled, then 

swung around again, this time to the east as directed.  The 

Andes slowly began to recede beneath its belly.

* * * * *

In an old shed with a pitted, rusting tin roof, Francois 

stood and contemplated the row of generators humming away 

in front of him.  None of them were new or even close to being 

new.  They were all surplus Chinese equipment, bought used 

and hauled halfway around the world in order to render them 

more or less untraceable.  They were grimy, tarnished, and 

noisy.  And they were also pouring enough electrical current 

into the ground to power a small village.  None of the current 

was being used at the moment, but soon it would all be needed 

instantaneously.  At one end of the shed, the generator feeds 

disappeared into rack upon rack of radio tubes.  The whole 

setup looked rather primitive.  The glowing computer monitor 
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that controlled the system was tucked away in a corner and 

invisible.

Francois turned away and looked down at another 

screen.  This one displayed a map of the area with a radar 

overlay on top of it.  The screen was nearly empty.  It showed 

only the two Air Force planes, the three Navy helicopters, and 

one other craft off in the opposite direction.  The BT-67 was 

almost directly overhead, according to the map.  It would be on 

top of him soon if he left it alone.

Instead, he picked up the radio microphone that sat 

next to the laptop and called up the oncoming aircraft.  As 

before, he wasted no time on pleasantries.  “There is an airfield 

to the northeast of your present position.”  He reeled off the 

coordinates as well.  “Land there, shut down your engines, and 

wait for your contacts to arrive.”  This time he didn’t bother 

repeating himself.  He touched the power switch on the radio 

and the apparatus went dead.  No sense in giving the Air Force 

something to help them pinpoint his location, regardless of the 

fact that the equipment they had brought with them wasn’t 

optimized for that.

His eyes stayed fixed on the screen and its readouts.  

Nothing changed for a minute.  The Air Force plane was 

probably sending its destination back to the other units and 

telling them to hurry up.  Of course there was no doubt that 

they would follow his instructions.  The most formative 

experience in the life of an Air Force pilot is the four-year 

period of schooling used to teach him that disobeying orders, 

either literally or in spirit, is the greatest crime he can possibly 

commit.  The pilots had been ordered to land.  They were 

psychologically inclined to obey, and besides, they had no 

alternative.  Sure enough, the numbers on the screen began to 

change.  The BT-67 was descending and altering course to the 

north.

Francois smiled pleasantly.  Timor mortis exultat me.
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* * * * *

The man on the radio had said they would be landing at 

an airport.  To the American pilots it didn’t look like an airport 

at all.

From earliest youth they were trained to think of 

airports as these vast, immaculate areas with miles of runways 

picked clean of dirt by hand and surrounded by control towers, 

hangars, radar installations, break rooms, and officer’s clubs.  

In contrast, the rural Colombian version of an airport consisted 

of a barely cleared dirt field covered in grass, a single battered 

building at one end with some fuel drums piled up next to it, 

and a windsock.  Given the choice, the pilots would have 

preferred to leave and go elsewhere.  Perhaps they could defect 

to Russia.  At least the Russians had runways, poorly 

maintained though those might be.  But they had no choice and 

so they landed.  It was uncomfortable.  The airplane jarred 

heavily.  Any machine but the descendant of a DC-3 would 

probably have broken during the process.  As it was, they were 

unhurt, and they could even use the airplane again.

Now they were sitting near the terminal, if the lone 

building might be dignified by that name, with the plane’s nose 

pointed into the wind ready for takeoff.  Back in the cabin, the 

commandos were growing restless.  Two of them were already 

on the ground, walking around the aircraft and keeping a 

lookout for new arrivals.  Another pair jumped down and 

made for the building.  They circled it carefully before entering 

and coming out empty-handed.  Then they turned their 

attention to the trees that were clustered all around the landing 

strip.  Here and there gaps showed in the foliage, but for the 

most part the horizon was completely obscured.  It would have 

taken a force ten times their present strength to patrol the 

boundaries of the field effectively.  The realization of how 

exposed they were to any attack in force came as an unpleasant 

surprise.  Meanwhile, the technicians on board the JSTARS 
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jabbered down at them, demanding constant updates and 

reassuring them about the progress of the slower-moving Navy 

helicopters.

American special forces soldiers know the sound of 

a .50 caliber bullet when they hear it.  In this case they saw a 

chunk of sod go flying into the air near one of the plane’s 

wings before the sound reached their ears.  Fortunately their 

brains tied the two events together in time for them to 

recognize the report and fling themselves flat on their faces.

At that moment Francois, safely ensconced in his shed 

miles away, typed a command into his computer and pressed 

the enter key.

* * * * *

The JSTARS aircraft is a remarkable piece of technology.  

Given ideal conditions, it can do impressive things.  Given the 

combat conditions for which it was designed, namely, a low-

intensity war against disorganized, low-tech ground troops, it 

can still turn in a respectable performance.  Given conditions 

where the enemy is aware of its presence and has taken that 

into account, it very rapidly turns into the world’s most 

underloaded airliner.

The canoe-shaped fairing under the aircraft’s fuselage 

houses a synthetic aperture radar that operates in the high 

frequency X-band for greater accuracy.  Like all modern 

military radar systems, it also employs a technique called 

frequency hopping: constantly changing the frequency it 

broadcasts on at random in order to minimize interference or 

jamming.  This works fairly well to prevent interference by 

simple jammers using a single frequency or set of frequencies.  

It does not work at all when opposed to a wideband jammer 

that can block out the entire radio spectrum between eight and 

ten gigahertz where the JSTARS radar operates.
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At Francois’ command, the entire power output of his 

generator array shifted almost instantaneously into just such a 

wideband transmitter.  The sky filled with static, turned out by 

the transmitter and an array of photomultiplier tubes which 

multiplied the noise by a factor of ten million before it left the 

antennas.  Miles up, the screens inside the JSTARS dissolved 

into a jumble of radar noise, and the Air Force operators lost all 

touch with what was happening on the ground.

There are generally two methods that radar operators 

can use to overcome jamming.  The first and simplest is 

switching the radar to a different frequency, one which is not 

being jammed.  Unfortunately, Francois was jamming every 

frequency the JSTARS aircraft was capable of using, so that was 

not an option for its crew.  The other method is overpowering 

the jammer.  The strongest signal always prevails in the 

broadcasting environment.  And again, this was out of the 

question.  The only electrical power available to the JSTARS 

came from a dedicated but small generator and any excess 

current that could be pulled from the engines.  It was not 

nearly enough to overcome the strength of the entire power 

station that Francois was directing at it.

Not only were the radar frequencies jammed, the 

ordinary radio frequencies turned out to be completely filled 

with static, too.  The Americans tried frantically to contact the 

BT-67 and the Navy helicopters, but without success.  The Air 

Force command plane was now completely isolated from the 

battle breaking out far below it.

* * * * *

The first shot was followed by a second and a third.  

Out of their half-closed eyes, the soldiers on the ground saw 

their aircraft lurch and sway in front of them.  Shreds of rubber 

from the disintegrated tires went flying.  Then another report 
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was accompanied by a shower of glass as the cockpit windows 

shattered.

Smaller bullets whisked through the skin of the airplane 

with a strange dull thudding sound.  The Air Force troops 

inside almost fell over one another in their rush to get out of it.  

The pilots followed even more rapidly.  They hadn’t been given 

ballistic vests or rifles, after all.

Luckily for them, the shots all seemed to be coming 

from the same direction, and the evacuating passengers were 

slightly reassured to realize that the airplane was between 

them and their assailants.  The first soldiers out were already 

retreating towards the terminal building and returning fire as 

best they could.  The rest of the team followed.  Their 

commander waved them away from the building itself and 

deployed them behind it instead, with a few taking cover 

behind the pile of empty fuel drums.  If they went inside the 

terminal, they would be trapped.  If they stayed outside, they 

could retain their freedom of movement and still use the 

obstacles to their advantage.  In addition, they could use the 

BT-67 as a shield as well.  Already the enemy fire seemed more 

sporadic.  The fifty-caliber gun that had fired the opening 

rounds of the engagement was silent now.  Perhaps they had 

gotten lucky and hit the gunner.  Smaller bullets continued to 

whistle through the air, but those were mostly spent on the 

airplane or the concrete walls of the terminal building.

The Air Force commander began to recover his 

equilibrium.  None of his men had been so much as injured yet.  

They knew where their attackers were located, and they had 

reinforcements coming up which could land and take the 

attacking force in the rear.  That was a comforting thought.  

Also running through his subconscious mind was a growing 

contempt for anyone who could bungle an ambush this badly.  

He reached for his radio to relay the new situation to the 

command center high above them in the JSTARS, and was 

rewarded by nearly having his eardrum blown out by the 
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static.  He frowned.  The lack of communications was 

inconvenient, to be sure, but hardly crippling.

Just as he turned to give one of his sergeants orders to 

make a sortie, there was a soft whoosh and the building and 

fuel drums both erupted in a cloud of gas.

Francois had laid the ambush much more carefully than 

his rash opponent had assumed.  It was only natural that when 

the Bourbon-Bussets opened fire on the aircraft, which offered 

a very poor defensive position, the commandos would flee to 

the only better position at hand.  Whether they went into the 

building or merely hid behind it didn’t matter.  It had been 

simple enough to mine the entire area.  In the scramble to take 

cover, the Americans wouldn’t bother to conduct a very 

thorough check of their surroundings.  They would assume the 

family’s intention was to shoot it out with them for possession 

of the aircraft and react accordingly, directed by a curious 

combination of training and instinct.  That predictability made 

them vulnerable.  And now they were rolling around on the 

grass coughing their lungs out in a cloud of extremely 

powerful tear gas, unable to stand, let alone shoot back.

From the generator room, Francois watched the scene 

unfolding on his monitor without the slightest concern.  He 

had seen men in uniforms fire gas on unarmed crowds too 

often to feel any pity for the discomfort this particular batch of 

costumed hominids was experiencing.  All he noted was that 

the gas had been well placed.  The entire Air Force team was 

out of the fight.  He glanced at his watch.

Right on schedule, the firing from the woods ceased 

and the air filled with a clattering roar as a large red-and-white 

helicopter blazed over the treetops, missing them by a few feet 

at most, and settled on the opposite side of the airplane from 

where the Americans were.  Its wheels had barely touched the 

ground before the door flew open and two men in gas masks 

darted out and ducked underneath the belly of the BT-67.  One 

of them jumped into its cabin while the other waited by the 
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door.  In a moment the first man reappeared with a neatly 

wrapped stack of banknotes in his arms.  He tossed these to his 

partner, who immediately bent down and threw them back 

towards the helicopter, the plastic-wrapped packages skidding 

neatly across the grass underneath the American plane.  The 

two kept right on repeating the process.  In less than a minute 

the entire fifty million euros had been unloaded.  Then the first 

man jumped down from the cabin door.  In another minute the 

two of them would have the sum on board the helicopter and it 

would be gone.

Near the edge of the area where the gas had been 

released, one of the Air Force sergeants struggled to pull 

himself upright.  He could vaguely discern what was 

happening through the tears that clouded his vision.  

Strangling a cough in his throat and nearly strangling himself 

in the process, he shakily raised his carbine and trained it on 

the man who had just climbed out of the BT-67.

At that moment the second man turned, a heavy pistol 

in his hand, and shot the sergeant in the thigh.  The impact of 

the rubber bullet numbed the soldier’s entire body and sent 

him sprawling, while the shock of his fall made him inhale a 

lungful of tainted air and start coughing again.  A second 

round of gas, less ample than the first, erupted from the 

terminal building immediately thereafter.

The helicopter roared again in takeoff, leaving the 

sergeant alone with a lasting memory of how badly the United 

States armed forces had underestimated a bunch of common 

burglars.

* * * * *

Francois closed his laptop and calmly strolled out of the 

shed.  He did pause long enough to shut the door behind him.  

Given that the interior walls were heavily padded with 

multiple layers of heavy foam, it was unlikely that any 
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passersby would hear the noise made by the generators and be 

encouraged to search the building.  For the immediate future, 

anyway.

Several hundred yards away a late model Land Rover 

sat parked under the shelter of a clump of trees.  In spite of a 

reputation for prevailing flatness and featurelessness, the 

Colombian llanos always seem to have vegetation very 

conveniently located when one requires it.  Francois climbed 

aboard and drove a couple of miles in a northeasterly direction, 

more or less.  Then he stopped the engine, mixed himself a 

toasted almond from the contents of the vehicle’s icebox, and 

waited.

Shortly thereafter, Vaiata emerged from the trees with 

mademoiselles following closely after her.  She carried nothing 

but a canteen and a radio.  The girls, on the other hand, refused 

to abandon their delicate little target rifles, whose mechanisms 

were almost as finely crafted as a piece of jewelery.  If the 

American special forces ever learned that one of their crack 

units had been panicked and forced into a trap by two 

teenagers and their mother, their humiliation would be 

complete.

Vaiata slid gracefully into the passenger seat and took 

the drink from her husband’s hand.  “Any trouble?” he asked.

“None at all,” she replied, sipping at it with a 

combination of daintiness and thirst.  “As we assumed, they 

couldn’t find us in the little time they had.  Perhaps their 

marksmen would have thought the situation more fair if we 

had used tracer bullets.  Did the boys get away all right?”

“Yes.  Now it’s our turn before the United States 

Marines show up uninvited.”

In the back, the twins began to sing in chorus, “From 

the halls of Montezuma...”

Francois chuckled and started the engine, touching a 

button on the dashboard at the same time.  The elegant 
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rhythms of Rameau’s “Les Indes galantes” filled the interior of 

the Land Rover as it began moving sturdily eastwards.

Perhaps half an hour later he made a sharp turn off the 

very rough road they had been following.  Now they seemed to 

be plowing directly through the shrubbery, except that at some 

recent time the undergrowth had been cleared away from the 

immediate path the vehicle was taking.  A few sharp turns 

later, they emerged into a small clearing.

And at the far end, humped up on the grass, was the 

unmistakable form of an olive-colored parachute.  Underneath 

it lay the sum of fifty million euros in cash, freshly released 

from a low-flying helicopter that had barely slowed over the 

clearing to throw the stuff out.  By now that helicopter was far 

away on another course.

Francois and Vaiata loaded the money into the rear of 

the car without displaying any more emotion than quiet smiles 

of triumph.  Then Francois spun the wheel again and sent the 

Rover heading southwards.

Several hours later they were in Brazil.

* * * * *

To say the Americans were furious would be to omit all 

mention of the overwhelming confusion and disorientation that 

they also felt.

The Navy helicopters, packed with SEALs, had arrived 

at the airfield about the same time that the Bourbon-Bussets 

had set course for the Brazilian border.  They landed in force 

and fanned out with weapons drawn, but discovered nothing 

apart from some spent gas canisters, a few boxes of 

ammunition, and a highly precise sniper rifle locked into a 

benchrest.  Brief excursions into the surrounding area proved 

to be no more informative.  They had to settle for the grim 

satisfaction of giving their badly beaten Air Force counterparts 

first aid.  The BT-67, with its tires and cockpit missing, was in 
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no condition to fly anywhere, so it was apparent that its 

passengers would have to be evacuated courtesy of the Navy.  

And with that extra weight taken into account, the helicopters 

would be incapable of scouting the surrounding countryside in 

search of the attacking force.  They were already several 

hundred miles deep inside the territory of a country which had 

not given them permission to come calling.  Each additional 

delay raised their risk of discovery substantially.

Communications were still out.  Eventually the pilots 

found a satellite frequency that wasn’t being overriden by 

Francois’s transmitter, and managed to reestablish their link 

with the JSTARS.  As it was flying blind, its crew had no 

recommendations to offer, or tips for the Preakness, either.  

They did forward a report of the situation on to Florida, 

though.  The response from headquarters came back almost 

immediately.  It amounted to an unqualified “Get the hell out 

of Colombia now.”

And so the United States special forces limped back to 

the coast, having accomplished nothing but the destruction of 

a vintage aircraft.  The JSTARS also turned and fled, shrieking 

through the skies in an impotent fury.  As it landed back in 

Georgia, the jammers that had rendered it useless disintegrated 

in a fireball.  Future investigators, poking discreetly around the 

burned-out shed, would find no clues there.

On the following day, Agent Parkins would be 

informed that the cocaine was right under his nose in El Paso.  

In fact, its location turned out to be only a few blocks from his 

own home.  He was not sufficiently humbled by the whole 

fiasco to avoid feeling that the burglars had purposefully made 

him look ridiculous.  Which was only reasonable, because they 

had.

* * * * *
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The big red-and-white helicopter descended from the 

sky again at a small airport in rural Venezuela.  Its engines 

whined to a stop.  Three elegant young men stepped out of it, 

walked across the tarmac, and entered a waiting car.  The car 

would soon disappear altogether in the wetlands to the south, 

while another plane would take its passengers on to rejoin the 

rest of the Bourbon-Busset family.  The helicopter, which had 

been borrowed without permission from a Venezuelan oil 

company in the early hours of the morning, would find its way 

back to them in due course, along with a generous fee for its 

use.

Before leaving, Marius, struck by the humor of the 

situation, wrote a note and placed it in the cockpit window.  

The note read, “To be left till called for.”
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treize

Modern industrial architects have a passion for glass.  

They use it liberally in their creations.  Sadly, they also have no 

idea how to use it properly.  Las Vegas remains the only spot in 

the world where the design potential of glass has been 

explored at all; its buildings rise hundreds of feet in the air 

with their siliceous sides gleaming gold and emerald and 

copper and ebony.  Everywhere else, architects settle for a 

generic shade of bluish-silver and throw it together with 

concrete and perhaps a splash of aluminium sheeting before 

proudly hinting at their eligibility for a Pritzker.  The majesty 

of color, except for a few faded tints, is as unknown to them as 

it was to the master builders of the Romanesque period.

This handicap has done nothing whatsoever to stop the 

proliferation of clean, sharp-lined, utterly uninspiring 

buildings, which are now the architectural hallmark of the 

postindustrial economy.  For any firm not tied by history or 

tradition to a less stylistically up-to-date set of premises, an 

office in such a building is an absolute requirement.  Especially 

if that firm wishes to attract substantial investment or generate 

serious respect for its resources.

And so when Dr. Saul stepped through the automatic 

doors and the quiet, orderly bustle of the business park died 

away behind him, he felt right at home.  His expectations were 

met.  The fresh, sharp smells of nearly new plastic and recently 

spun nylon soothed him, a welcome change after the stenches 
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of the decades-old hospital where he was forced to spend most 

of his time.  His office here he used much less often.  Hopefully 

that would all change soon.  He liked this place much better.  

To his mind, it imposed a proper sense of its power on the 

world outside.

He nodded genially to the receptionist and stepped into 

an elevator more spacious than any of those in the 

Congressional office buildings hundreds of miles away.  

African hardwoods and brass glowed around him as it raised 

him silently to the tenth floor.

The boardroom was already more than half full when 

he arrived.  Greetings were subdued if they took place at all.  

These men were cautious when it came to small talk.  All of 

them fell into three categories: the wealthy, the expert, and the 

publicly distinguished.  Inevitably there was some overlap.  

The founders of the newly organized Protos Industrie S.A. 

made up most of the first group.  They in turn had drawn on 

thousands of potential candidates in order to select the best 

ones for their board, while those who were not judged 

sufficiently qualified were offered positions in administration 

or the laboratories.  Brilliance, expertise in one’s field, public 

presence, and a slight tendency to unscrupulousness were a 

few of the unwritten criteria that had guided the process.  

Now, with the company slowly consolidating itself out of the 

smaller and larger businesses that had sheltered its activities at 

the beginning, the circle defining its elite had contracted again.  

As senior researcher, Dr. Saul remained within it.

And he was the one who was questioned when the 

meeting began.  It had been called largely for the purpose of 

hearing his report and discussing the company’s future course 

of action.  Protos was not only funding the development of his 

VIPER program, it existed for no other reason than to develop 

and market the result of that research.

“How far have we progressed through the clinical 

trials?” the chairman wanted to know.
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“That depends largely on how you define progress,” 

Dr. Saul responded.  His current audience had had little 

exposure to medical concepts up to this point.  “If progress is 

defined by having a finished product that can successfully kill 

every virus we’ve tested it on, without any risks, then we are 

done.  The project is complete.”

There was a ripple of intense interest around the table.  

Dr. Saul held up his hand.

“The project is complete in the sense that it works.  

VIPER is a functioning reality.  All the evidence we have 

collected so far suggests that it could be scaled up and actively 

used now without any problems.  However, that is not nearly 

the same thing as having it ready for the market in practical 

terms.  Working in the United States, since this will probably 

be our largest market to begin with, our primary goal will be to 

get it certified by the FDA.  And that will take a long time.”

“How long?” one of the investors asked.

“About ten years.”

This time the atmospheric charge was decidedly 

negative.  The doctor’s only response was to chuckle.  “I 

explained to you at the beginning that this process would be a 

long one.”

“We’ve already put three years into R&D,” someone 

else grumbled.  “Ten more years before we ever see anything 

on the shelves is a longer wait than some of us signed up for.”

“Ten years is the mean time according to my estimates.  

We’ll be making a profit before then.  Allow me to explain 

more thoroughly.”

He paused and took a sip of water before going on.  “So 

far we have just about completed our trials using mice.  And 

these have been highly successful.  VIPER is fully effective 

against every virus we have used in testing.  The common cold, 

influenza, dengue fever, hepatitis, ebola--it kills them all.”

“And HIV?”
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“It is just as effective against HIV.  The projections were 

correct.  We finally have a cure for it, just as we expected we 

would.

“But each of these viruses is a different creature, which 

is why it took so long in the first place to devise a solution that 

would be capable of dealing with all of them.  That means we 

have to test VIPER separately on each type of virus, repeatedly 

and under carefully monitored conditions, before we can make 

any definite announcement as to its effectiveness.  This takes 

time, and the results have to be ordered, studied, and any side 

effects noted, with the antiviral being modified to mitigate 

them if we can manage that.  In this particular case things have 

gone extremely smoothly.  I don’t ever recall a series of trials 

before that has been so promising.  VIPER is just another 

protein to the body under ordinary conditions, and so it causes 

no damage.  No systemic toxicity, no tissue damage, no organ 

failure.  Even extremely high doses, many times what is needed 

for an effective cure, produce no illness on their own.

“I realize this is an exciting concept to many of you.  Let 

me remind you again, though: these are trials on mice.  In 

theory we can take the same thing we used on the mice and 

inject it into ourselves.  And it would probably work.  I’m fairly 

confident already, based on the results of experiments we’ve 

done using human tissue cells, that we could do just that.  But 

doing so would not fulfill the criteria for FDA approval.  

Approval will require a whole series of tests of gradually 

increasing complexity.  The next stage of testing will involve 

rabbits.  Then a third using monkeys will follow.  Only then 

can we get preliminary approval for human trials.  Each stage 

will take years, because not only do we have to keep track of 

the results painstakingly, and repeat the process multiple 

times, we also have to do that over for every type of virus we 

want VIPER approved to treat.

“Of course the FDA will be cautious about such a 

sweeping new idea at first, so we’ll start slowly.  We’ll get 
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VIPER approved for the most dangerous viruses first.  Then it 

will go to market in highly controlled prescription form as a 

treatment for those long before we’ll be making versions 

available over the counter to treat the common cold.”

“There’s a possibility that VIPER could be made 

available over the counter one day?”

“Those are our expectations at the moment.  It is 

devastatingly effective against viruses and harmless to the 

body otherwise.  I see no reason why we couldn’t package and 

market it as capsules or tablets.  The exact design of the pills 

would call for some additional research, but it shouldn’t be 

terribly difficult to figure out.  Not with our resources.  And for 

marketing purposes that gives us an enormous advantage.  It 

creates a whole new market, in fact.  If someone feels sick, they 

can take a VIPER pill instead of different medications for pain 

and fever and congestion and whatnot, and the VIPER pill will 

actually fight the virus off and kill it.  It replaces hundreds, if 

not thousands, of drugs in common use.  Imagine that--half the 

market for everything from aspirin to specialty antiretrovirals 

handed to us, and we only need produce one product to 

replace every one of them effectively.  It’s a long time in the 

future, but it’s inevitable now that we have a properly working 

prototype.”

He had the investors in a good mood now.  All of them 

could see the tremendous economic potential that VIPER 

offered.  Pundits who enjoyed claiming that pharmaceutical 

companies deliberately held back cures to make a profit would 

have been very disappointed if they could have sat in on this 

meeting.  The cure was clearly a much more financially 

attractive proposition than the remedies.

Its unqualified success raised other marketing concerns, 

though.  A gentleman from France was the next to speak.  

“That sounds very promising.  I am sure that a situation in 

which we dominate a large portion of the market from the 

sheer versatility of our products is very desirable to us all.  But 
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I must ask about the aspect of repeat buyers.  Ordinary 

vaccinations provide immunity.  Does VIPER work in the same 

fashion?”

“Not at all,” Dr. Saul replied, turning to face him.  “Its 

effect is temporary.  Based on the level of measurement, we 

have found it to persist in the body for periods varying from 

two days to two weeks.  It filters out of the system as a whole 

before it disappears from the individual cells.  When it does 

finally disappear, it does not leave immunity behind.  It’s 

temporary.  And it only works while present in a sufficiently 

high concentration.  So it’s extremely probable that multiple 

doses taken at regular intervals would be required to treat any 

infection.  And each new infection also requires individual 

treatment, whether it is similar or different to the previous one.  

We have no reason to fear killing our own market.  VIPER 

doesn’t work that way.”

“And production?  Now that we have this scientific 

miracle, what sort of facilities will we require for producing it 

on a large scale?”

“Essentially the same that we would for producing, say, 

penicillin.  VIPER itself is a protein molecule.  Synthesizing it 

chemically would be difficult and time-consuming.  Instead, 

we use bacteria to produce many copies of this particular 

protein rapidly and without too much hands-on labor on our 

part.  Given a large biotech facility and the appropriate culture 

mediums, ramping up production to a commercial scale could 

take place almost overnight.  The bacteria grow fast.  We can 

start production instantly, as soon as we receive FDA approval, 

as long as the fairly basic facilities we need are ready in 

advance.”

“What about risk of cross-contamination from the 

bacteria involved in the production process?”

“These bacteria are not the kind that cause human 

diseases.  Black plague and tuberculosis are in a completely 

different category from the ones we use to grow VIPER.  There 
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is no threat of the bacteria themselves causing a disease, and in 

any case they are killed during the extraction process.  Again, 

there’s no more risk involved here than there is with well-

known drugs like penicillin.”

The chairman caught Dr. Saul’s attention.  “You stated 

that VIPER is effective against HIV and can entirely eliminate 

the virus from the body.  Is that correct?”

“Yes, at least that’s what all our tests have indicated so 

far.”

“Does it prevent reinfection?”

“That is something we have not yet been able to 

determine.  Viral immunity relies upon antibodies that remain 

circulating in the bloodstream and destroy an invading virus 

before it can establish itself, as long as the individual in 

question has been exposed to the virus previously.  However, it 

is possible that if a viral infection is treated with VIPER right 

away, it may succeed in destroying the infection before the 

body has a chance to produce antibodies against that particular 

virus, meaning that the person might be susceptible to future 

infection by the same virus.  VIPER does not of itself give a 

person immunity to infection, it only stops an existing 

infection.  That is one of our uncertainties.  The other is that 

there is no antibody which is capable of destroying the HIV 

virus.  Our bodies cannot develop one as they can for other 

viruses.  Hence its high mortality rate.  So if a person is infected 

with HIV, and VIPER successfully removes the infection, then 

yes, they could be infected again and require a repeat 

treatment.”

Several of the investors were smiling broadly right now.  

Repeat treatment.  That meant steady income and repeat 

profits, if VIPER was merely going to become an analogue to 

penicillin for humanity’s most feared diseases.

At the same time, there was a dissenting voice in the 

room.  Its source was a young Chinese entrepreneur at the far 
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end of the table.  He was probably the only one of the men 

there who still possessed anything like an imagination.

“I understand that the approval process for VIPER will 

take a long time.  That is to be expected, and in the case of most 

new products, it is understandable.  But we have something 

here of immense importance.  Its preliminary results alone are 

more impressive than the final results of most other 

pharmaceutical tests.  Could we not take what we have to the 

FDA now and request, given what VIPER has to offer, an 

accelerated human testing program?  Not for general 

distribution if and when it was approved, just for prescriptions 

in cases of dire need while more work is done.  Surely we could 

persuade them to make an exception for a potential solution to 

the rapidly rising HIV infection rate.”

“You mean jump right to human trials?”

“Why not?  You say you have already tested this 

protein on human tissues without any adverse consequences.  

Testing it on a complete human body seems to be the next 

logical step.”

“And where do you propose we find test subjects for 

such a program?”

“There are over two million people with HIV in this 

country.  Probably half of them are already on some form of 

medication for it.  Would it be so hard to find a few who want 

their freedom, their quality of life back?  And are prepared to 

take a considerable risk, even if that risk be dying, to achieve 

it?”

Dr. Saul swallowed hard.  “That’s not what we 

physicians do.  We keep people alive.  That is more important 

than whether they are free from pain or enjoying their lives or 

have money in the bank.  We give them life!  And that is what 

we are doing now with VIPER.  The current solutions are 

adequate for the present, and soon we’ll be able to replace 

them.  But there is no respectable medical practitioner who 

would tell his patients they should risk death just because there 
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is also a chance it may give them a more fulfilling life.  Life 

itself is what counts.  People will always be unhappy with their 

quality of life.  It’s our job to stand between them and that 

desire, and prevent them from doing anything stupid or 

harmful in pursuing it.”

“The medical community would refuse to participate in 

such trials?  Regardless of their potential for good?”

“Without the slightest doubt.  Preventing further harm 

must take priority over creating improvement.”

“But at the very least you could ask the FDA for an 

exception and see if that approval could change the minds of 

your colleagues.”

“But why would we want to?  This is how the process 

works.  There isn’t any other way to do it.  Besides, it’s in our 

best interests.  Suppose we did test on humans and something 

went wrong, even by the least little bit?  Our licenses would be 

withdrawn, our company would be shut down, and we’d all be 

blacklisted by the FDA.  No, the risk isn’t worth it.”

“But risk aside?”

“Risk aside, the FDA wouldn’t permit it.  Not a chance.  

This is a scientific experiment and there are procedures to 

follow.  If we want to succeed at all, we have to follow the 

rules.  There’s no hurry.  We have the product developed, we 

have every aspect of it patented, and we have plenty of funds 

to move to further trials.  Why rush into things?  Just to garner 

some quick publicity for our miracle drug at the risk of 

destroying our whole program?  No.  I would never 

recommend such a thing.  It’s unthinkable.”

“It’s not practical, either.”

“What would you suggest that we do?  Grab a syringe 

and inject some VIPER into someone with terminal AIDS?”

“Why not?  It couldn’t possibly hurt him in the long 

run, and it might just help him.”

The doctor nearly choked in his exasperation.  “Why 

not?  Because if we did that, the chances are excellent that no 

165



one would ever have a chance to benefit from VIPER again.  

We must follow the FDA protocols, or we will not be allowed 

to produce it.  Period.  Our three years’ work will be no good to 

anyone, including ourselves.”

The entrepreneur subsided at that, deciding that there 

was nothing he could do to make the firm’s senior researcher 

aware of the fact that there were options outside the 

bureaucracy.  Or the rest of the firm, for that matter.  A passage 

from a spy novel he had once read recurred to him.  “You tell 

these people to think outside the box, and what do they do?  

They build a better box!”

Oblivious to his backer’s internal criticism, Dr. Saul 

plowed on, answering increasingly trivial questions with his 

old sense of complacency firmly back in place.  He was 

enjoying this.
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quatorze

The Tiber continues to churn its muddy way through 

Rome, indifferent alike to the centuries that have passed it by 

and the waste disposal men who have not.  Its banks, where 

once Romulus delved and Remus span, are now lined with a 

bewildering array of apartments, palazzos, churches, and 

architectural follies, mixed in with the occasional ancient or 

modern ruin.  The remote past and the immediate present alike 

seem like accidental inclusions, out of place in a city whose 

ethos was shaped not by imperial power or national 

prominence, but by its experience of isolation.  Rome is 

peculiarly its own.  It is neither Latin nor Italian nor Catholic, 

yet retains something of all those as it goes about its business.  

That the rulers of that strangest of aberrations, a united Italy, 

should have settled in Rome to conduct their affairs the city 

regards as merely incidental.  Bernini’s elephant will still be 

laughing when Rome’s memory of them has grown so dim as 

to be lit only by the glowworm and the phosphorescence of 
the tomb.

As it makes its way towards the sea, and the port of 

Ostia whither various emperors brought barges loaded with art 

and grain from Egypt, the Tiber makes turn upon turn in its 

course.  No doubt the hills had something to do with the 

arrangement long before the first aquarius arrived, trowel and 

cement in hand.  One of these bends in the river reaches out 

and comes almost within a stone’s throw of the Vatican.  Ages 

167



ago, one of the gates in the walls of Rome stood here, the Porta 

Cavalleggeri.  Now the traveler may pass by the remains of the 

old gate and cross the Tiber eastwards, proceeding first by the 

Via di Consolato before debouching onto the Corso Vittorio 

Emanuele II and the Via del Plebiscito.  And just north of the 

latter lies the Piazza Grazioli, onto which the Biblioteca 

dell’Rispoli looks with its arches and its shuttered windows.

Inside the library, Ernesto passed quietly down the 

rows of shelves.  The learned of the world no longer make 

pilgrimages to Rome, and he had the place almost entirely to 

himself apart from the several members of the Ancient and 

Venerable Order of Librarians.  Who, appropriately enough, 

were uniformly ancient and venerable.  The planet Earth offers 

an endless supply of coincidences to anyone who cares to look 

for them.  But Ernesto wasn’t precisely looking for them at the 

moment.  An obscure volume on genealogy and heraldry was 

more to his tastes.  Thankfully, no one ever seemed to borrow 

books from the Biblioteca dell’Rispoli, which meant that the 

shelves were actually organized and that it was possible to find 

a book in the place where its call number suggested it would be 

found.  This remarkable occurrence allowed Ernesto to have his 

book in hand less than five minutes after he entered the library.

He retired with his find to a chair in a remote alcove.  

For half an hour or so, he paged through it, admiring the color 

plates and becoming engrossed in the layers of history it 

revealed.  The library became still more silent while he read, if 

that was possible.  Eventually his eyes flicked up from the 

book, apparently idly, and swept the area with a quick but 

thorough glance.  There wasn’t another human in sight.  No 

breathing, no approaching footsteps, just the occasional hum of 

a fan somewhere in the distance.

One of Ernesto’s hands dropped to his hip pocket and 

reappeared with a tiny slip of paper in it.  He slid his 

thumbnail along the edge, and the slip turned out to be an 

adhesive label as its backing peeled away.  Without taking his 
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eyes off his surroundings, Ernesto opened his book to the back 

cover and stuck the label very precisely onto the endpaper.  

Then, closing the book, he rose, stretched himself, and made 

for the stairwell.  The label backing went into a trash can along 

the way.

The ground floor of the library would have seemed just 

as tomb-like if it weren’t for the few tiny electric cars purring 

past in the narrow street outside.  Halfway to the door, Ernesto 

paused at a console standing by the newspaper rack.  He 

flicked a card from his pocket and slid it underneath the 

machine’s scanner.  Then he offered it the book.  Each time the 

machine beeped gratefully.  When it became apparent that 

there were no more items forthcoming, it produced a flimsy 

receipt.  Ernesto took it and tucked it into the book, then 

strolled gracefully towards the building’s entrance.  He nodded 

politely to the librarian at the desk on his way out.  The gesture 

was returned as he walked out through the double arch of 

stonework onto the cobblestone street.

The librarian, poor man, had no way of knowing that an 

almost irreplaceable book had just left with him and would 

never be coming back.

Ernesto had used a very simple trick to enable him to 

walk off with the volume, one which relied on the automation 

that the Italians had been eagerly introducing along with the 

rest of Europe.  The label he had pasted into the back of the 

book before leaving carried a barcode using the same form of 

computer language as the book’s original identifying barcode.  

The new label had gone right over the old one.  However, it 

was neither the same as the old one nor completely random.  

Instead, it was identical to that of another book sitting safely 

back on the shelves in an unfrequented part of the library.  

When Ernesto had scanned the book using the self-checkout 

machine, the library’s computer recorded him as having 

checked out a work on anatomy instead of one on heraldry.  It 

then demagnetized the book, allowing Ernesto to walk out the 
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door with it safely, but without anyone else knowing that he 

was in possession of it.  The next time he came to the library, a 

few days or perhaps a week later, he would retrieve the book 

on anatomy and drop it in the returns bin before leaving the 

library.  In due course it would be sorted and reentered into the 

computer system as having been returned, when in fact it had 

never left the building at all.  And meanwhile the book Ernesto 

had removed would await his pleasure in his own collection.  

The library would not miss it for years, not until they did a 

complete inventory of their entire catalog.  When they did 

discover its absence, they would shrug and write it off as 

missing.  The number of books that go missing within the walls 

of a large library every year is astonishing.  Since the Biblioteca 

dell’Rispoli was part of the Roman public library system, it was 

technically a branch of the Italian nation-state, and thus its 

property came well within the purview of the Bourbon-Busset 

family’s operations.

Ernesto walked almost randomly through a number of 

side streets after leaving the library.  The sun was bright in a 

cloudless sky today, creating fascinating effects of light and 

shadow in the narrow old streets flanked by their many-

windowed buildings of five and six stories.  Much of Rome was 

still like this.  No broad stretches of concrete pavement, no 

busloads of tourists, no new plastic architecture to break with 

the pattern.  If he ignored a few small intrusions of the 

postindustrial era, it was easy for him to picture this as the 

Rome of a century or more past.

Ironically, one of the intrusions was Ernesto’s own.  A 

few minutes after leaving the library, he stopped at the curb on 

one of the side streets and unlocked a gleaming scarlet Vespa 

scooter.  Here in Rome it blended in to a degree that it would 

have nowhere else in the world.  It was still eye-catching, 

though, especially with Ernesto seated astride it.  Elegant, 

assured, well-dressed--the Bourbon-Busset males perpetually 

favored Armani--he was always the recipient of plenty of 
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admiring looks from bystanders.  It was an impression that he 

consciously strove to encourage with a sense of quiet style.  

And why shouldn’t he?  Once his ancestors had ruled this city 

with a flair and splendor that even the Romans themselves 

found it difficult to surpass.

The scooter coughed into life and sped off across the 

cobblestones, threading its way through the narrow back lanes 

until it drifted into a less dense and more bucolic section of 

Rome.

* * * * *

A knock on the door made Ernesto look up from his 

new acquisition.  His private secretary entered, bringing with 

him a waft of exotic cologne.  Ernesto silently noted that it was 

not the same fragrance he had been sporting last week.  

Proximity to some of the world’s most prominent fashion 

houses over-encourages some people.

“Senator Faraldo has arrived,” the young man informed 

him.

“You can show him in here,” Ernesto replied, putting 

the book away.  “And when he leaves, bring me my notes on 

Deputy Abate.  And my usual coffee.”

The secretary nodded and withdrew.  A moment later 

the Senator appeared in the doorway.  A man of average size, 

the high arch above his head seemed to diminish what stature 

he had by a very small amount.  Disconcerting to a politician, 

but only if he noticed it.  This one did not.  He had eyes only 

for Ernesto, who was inspecting him closely.

“You do not approve?” he inquired, with genial 

familiarity.

“The general color scheme gives one the impression of 

a giant bluebird,” retorted Ernesto.  “The lines are pleasing, 

though.”
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“Ah, well, half a fault is sufficient for one day.  We 

cannot commit mortal sins on a regular basis without risking 

exhaustion,” the Senator said, maneuvering himself to a chair 

opposite Ernesto’s desk and sitting down carefully with due 

regard for the set of his new jacket.  “You have had a busy 

afternoon, no doubt?  I am eternally grateful for this 

opportunity.”

Ernesto waved a hand somewhat deprecatingly.  “If 

you had not arrived I would be immersed in the fifteenth 

century.  A change is necessary now and then.  But how can I 

be of service to you?”

“It is a very sensitive matter.  But I am sure we can 

come to a satisfactory arrangement.  You come very highly 

recommended to me.  A colleague of mine I serve with on the--

well, perhaps I had better not mention the name of the body--

or his name for that matter”--Ernesto’s left eyebrow lifted in 

incredulity at this point--”oh, well, if I must.”  The Senator 

drew a sheet of paper towards him and scribbled a name across 

it.  His host glanced down at the two words before nodding to 

him to proceed.  “Thank you.  I much prefer that method.  I 

was speaking with him several days ago on a subject of mutual 

interest.  In the course of the conversation he suggested that 

you might be able to assist me in obtaining a very desirable 

situation currently vacant.”

“Did the gentleman mention the nature of this 

situation?”

“He never did explicitly.  But I was able to deduce the 

nature of it from his words.  A very courteous and patient man.  

He also mentioned that you might find that I am qualified for it 

by virtue of my membership of a certain committee--though I 

am unaware if you have been informed of that fact--”

Ernesto slid a manila folder across the desk.  Senator 

Faraldo opened it and an expression of moderate yet pleased 

surprise crossed his face.  The cover sheet listed in unadorned 

prose the full details of his current political standing.  One 
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phrase had a single red line drawn under it.  The Senator 

would have gone on reading, curious to find out how much 

was known about his career, but the folder slid gently from his 

hands under the delicate pressure of Ernesto’s grip.

“I apologize.  Confidential business information.  

Nonetheless, you will see that we here are very aware of events 

taking place within the Chamber.  Perhaps you would be so 

good as to continue with this knowledge in mind?  We may 

take the committee for granted from here.”

“Of course, of course.  I am delighted by your quick 

apprehension.  It makes things so much easier.  You have, 

perhaps, intended it to be this way?”

Ernesto admitted that was indeed the case.  The Senator 

relaxed a little more and settled himself more comfortably in 

his chair.

“In that case, I shall not trouble you with additional 

details.  Your own knowledge and research should testify 

adequately to my standing and influence.  I believe that they 

are sufficient for our joint purposes?”

“Without doubt.  May I ask what you are prepared to 

suggest?”

“In the forthcoming session there will be several 

promising opportunities.  A fisheries bill currently being 

drafted by my office will require substantial study.  A word to 

the ministry from myself can settle that matter.  Then there is 

the efficiency review for the army’s recent reorganization, 

which I thought you might find of interest.  I have taken the 

liberty of jotting down several other similar items.”  The 

Senator took an index card from inside his coat pocket and 

passed it to Ernesto, who reviewed them with a mounting 

sense of anticipation.  If the Senator performed as well as he 

promised, he would be a valuable acquisition.  He was careful 

to conceal his emotion from that halfway-shrewd politician, 

though.
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“I believe we are in agreement.  You are certainly 

approaching this with commendable enthusiasm.”

Senator Faraldo sighed heavily and shrugged.  “I 

cannot be hypocritical about the matter.  I love my position, but 

the chances of my enjoying it beyond a few years in the future 

are extremely small.  You have seen the results of our last 

election?  And the polls are not encouraging.  When the time 

comes I will not regret it--so long as I am able to move from 

one life to the other with grace and without discomfort.”

“A very sensible view.  I applaud your foresight and 

moderation.”

“Well, I have no need to be unreasonable about it, after 

all.  I have been fortunate so far.  A little planning, a little 

caution, and I may continue to be fortunate.  You agree?”

“Most certainly.  If you will call again, say, the day after 

tomorrow, in the morning, I believe we may have some 

additional details for you.  Is that acceptable?”

“Eminently so.  And again, my thanks for your time 

and your agreeableness.  I look forward to our partnership.”

After Ernesto had allowed the Senator to bow himself 

out--and the man took long enough about it--he sat down again 

and reopened the file.  The new information on Faraldo needed 

to be entered.  Also he wanted to review the honorable 

gentleman’s tastes, habits, and proclivities, all of which would 

be useful.  It meant still more information to process, but the 

results would be worth it.

The Bourbon-Busset operation in Italy was conducted 

with a level of sophistication surpassing that of any of the 

family’s other, more minor, affairs.  Most of the time they were 

content to rob the state either behind its back or in such a way 

that it could not retaliate at them.  In this case, however, they 

were looting the government with its own connivance and 

assistance.  The relationship was so close that it was almost 

legal.  Only the scrutiny of a court could dissipate that illusion 

from the minds of the family’s agents, who found the pseudo-
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legality of their actions quite comforting.  And at the worst, 

they could only be exposed as corrupt.  The criminal penalties 

for corruption, thanks to the highly evolved state of Gothic 

civilization at present, are far less severe than those for outright 

robbery, testifying to the barbarian preference for appearances 

over realities.  Unfortunately they have not yet evolved so far 

as to give points for style, but no doubt that will come in time.

Ernesto sat at the head, and was nominally the 

president of, a single master corporation whose shares reposed 

in Francois’s safe thousands of miles away.  This corporation 

was the parent to a dozen others, which in turn had spawned 

their own subsidiaries and layers of subsidiaries.  These 

differed from the family’s main organization in that they were 

all entirely local, all domiciled and registered in Italy.  The 

overlap and sheer number of companies, and the frequency 

with which they were dissolved and new ones created, gave 

the accountants and lawyers retained to manage the structure 

terrible headaches.  It was necessary, though.  Governments are 

not eager to give contracts to foreign businesses if they can help 

it.

And contracts were what the Bourbon-Bussets were 

after.  The nation-state draws its power and longevity from 

delegation.  Most tasks are delegated within the structure of the 

state itself, but with continued expansion has come delegation 

to private entities as well.  Especially easy to pass off to 

someone else are the tedious research and consulting contracts, 

which constituted the family’s sole interest in this line of work.  

Their different firms were executing dozens of research tasks 

for various branches of the Italian government.  Or rather, 

Ernesto was executing them.  The business consisted of a few 

statisticians, a few secretaries, and himself.  From his desk he 

could draft a plausible, convincing report on virtually any 

subject the parliament desired.  It was blatant fraud, in one 

sense, since he did little research and conducted almost no tests 

or field studies whatsoever.  But then, something which does 
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not exist, such as a government, cannot be defrauded.  Besides, 

his own common sense and good judgment made his reports 

just as useful as if teams of highly trained specialists had 

worked on them for six months.  The Italian government had 

never discovered the difference and kept right on offering the 

family’s various firms successive contracts.  The number of 

separate entities even created a pleasing illusion of diversity in 

the marketplace.

While the system of multiple companies gave the family 

an advantage, certainly, it by no means guaranteed the 

continued patronage of the government.  Hence the 

involvement of men like Senator Faraldo, who were paid 

extremely well to steer contracts to one or the other of the 

firms.  They could write requirements for studies into new 

laws, or make discreet suggestions to ministry officials who 

wanted to earn their goodwill, or occasionally pass out 

contracts directly through use of their committee 

appointments.  Or they could steer their fellow delegates to do 

the same.  It was a very profitable arrangement.  The Bourbon-

Bussets spent millions of euros annually on tame politicians.  In 

a scheme where they reaped ten times that amount from a 

generous government in return for nothing more than 

Ernesto’s verbosity, the bribes practically didn’t count at all.

The secretary returned, bearing another folder.  This 

one was marked “Abate” in large capitals.  Ernesto flipped 

through it idly.  “I suppose you have made the necessary 

arrangements for next month?”

“As per your instructions.  I have reserved three tables 

for dinner and secured the appropriate tickets for afterwards.  

Here are those for the Deputy.”

“And your friend from Milano?”

“Only too happy to be of assistance.  He is ambitious, as 

I told you.”

“Ambitious in the sense that he is likely to go off and 

put the screws on a member of parliament?”
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“I would hesitate to say that he would never consider 

that option.  But--he would not do it right away, by any means.  

Not until all other methods had been exhausted.  And I think, 

given what we know of the deputy, that such an event would 

be far in the future.”

“Well, his success is not critical.  It will be useful if he 

achieves it, but Abate will also have delivered by that time, so 

it becomes a sort of optional extra.  Still, your friend is very 

good at what he does.  I was impressed.  But please remind 

him that we are not going to pay him a regular salary.  He gets 

paid only for the jobs he does.  If he wants more, he’ll have to 

get it out of the deputy.”

“He will,” the secretary said confidently.  “I have seen 

him at work--oh, many times.  And he always succeeds.  There 

is a charm about him that makes him well suited for such 

endeavors.”

“So much the better.  It will earn us goodwill in the 

Chamber.”

“May I inquire as to what you are expecting Deputy 

Abate to do?  He sits on no committee and holds no portfolio.”

“Very true.  But he does have considerable popularity 

within the ranks of his party, among a small group of like-

minded thinkers to whom he is the whole of the law and the 

prophets.  Provided they do not have constituency matters to 

consider, he can guarantee to deliver their votes on whichever 

side of an ambiguous issue he chooses.  Two of them do hold 

committee appointments, too, and they are swayed as easily as 

the rest by his arguments.  In other words, Abate has the gift of 

dragging people along with him without making them feel 

they have been pulled.  And that is worth paying for.”

“I take it he is not a man of strong convictions himself.”

“He is a man with exactly the same convictions as the 

recently departed Senator.  He is convinced that whatever 

makes him comfortable and applauded with a minimum of risk 

177



is right.  If he had any strong moral feelings I would never have 

considered making use of him.”

“He is said to be a devout Catholic, though.”

“I have heard the same phrase applied to you with 

equal justification.”

“You doubt it?”  Ernesto’s only reply was to fix the 

young man with a sardonic glance.  Cynical, amused, 

engaging, it answered him better than words.  Besides, there 

are few men who do not grow nervous during a silence that is 

directed at them.  The secretary was no exception.  He 

surrendered to the invisible pressure and laughed it away.

Ernesto chuckled too, then turned his attention back to 

the notes in front of him.  It was time to write a check.
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quinze

Somewhere overhead a small airplane was flying past.  

Not a military plane, and not a commercial one, either.  

Something with a single propeller, a couple of wheels, and a 

pilot whose certificate would be viewed with extreme 

skepticism in London, Paris, New York, or even Tokyo.  Or at 

least that was what it sounded like to Tony Henderson.  He 

spent a few minutes brooding on the possibility of shooting a 

programme on aviation in Uganda.  There had been films on 

bush flying, but nothing that took in the whole picture of what 

the aerospace sector looked like in the developing world.  It 

might draw niche viewers.  Or they could always sell it to 

another channel.  Eventually he dismissed the thought.  Too 

much work, plus, considering the way the government was 

behaving about giving out permits and permissions lately--out 

of the question.

In front of him the land sloped very gently away down 

to a forested area.  There was a village tucked in among the 

trees at the edge of the wood, and children were playing soccer 

where the ground flattened out.  His cameramen, lacking 

anything better to do, were filming the game.  At least they 

would have the stock footage, if nothing else.  One of them was 

refereeing.

So far the expedition had been an utter failure.  The 

delays caused by the Ugandan government had turned out to 

be the least of Henderson’s worries.  Ever since Mbarara, the 
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crew’s relations with officialdom had been free of trouble, if 

never quite cordial or chummy.  But official friendliness failed 

to inspire the locals with a willingness to talk, and the uncanny 

silence of the latter was completely outside Henderson’s 

experience as a journalist.  Usually the poor were willing to 

discuss their poverty, the victims were ready and eager to 

bewail the terrors of war.  A few, more proud than their 

fellows, might reject his overtures angrily and leave in a huff.  

Which could also make for compelling footage in the hands of 

the right editor.

Ugandans lately had been doing neither.  The entire 

country seemed to have adopted an attitude of indifference 

towards curious outsiders.  The brief interview he had gotten 

with the headman on the subject of sustainable agriculture all 

those weeks ago had been the most original or interesting bit of 

information anyone had volunteered so far.  Henderson 

winced as he recalled that he hadn’t managed to tape their 

discussion.  He would have to reconstruct it from memory and 

then use it as narration, which made it significantly less 

valuable.

Oh, well, what the hell, he thought.  Time to try again.  

He drifted down the slope, assuming a professional look of 

ingenuous concern, and called his interpreter and one of the 

cameramen over to his side.  Then he set off into the village 

looking for a prospective subject.  He found one in a woman 

who was sitting on the stoop of her house stitching away 

industriously at a dress.  Perfect for local color, Henderson 

decided.

Unfortunately she didn’t have much to say to him.  Or, 

more precisely, what she said was of absolutely no use to him.  

He was trying to build a sensational story on modern African 

separatist movements.  Tales of a beloved cow’s difficult 

pregnancy, her uncle’s attempts at propitiating an unfriendly 

demon, and the ongoing battle between a Muslim cleric and a 

Mormon missionary in a neighboring village for the souls of its 
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inhabitants did not fit into that picture.  There was no shortage 

of words; the words came pouring out of her with no effort at 

all.  They just weren’t the words he was looking for.  He asked 

her point-blank what she thought about the restoration of the 

traditional kingdoms and got a bright but noncommittal smile 

in return.

“Are you concerned that supplies like fertilizer may run 

out in the future and threaten your livelihood?” Henderson 

wanted to know, trying his single lead.

“Oh, no.  We have plenty of land,” the woman said, still 

smiling.

“But what if you can’t use that land?”

“We can always use the land.  We always have.  It will 

still be here for our children.”

Interesting, the journalist thought.  She had the same 

ideas on human persistence as the headman but carried them 

to a very different conclusion.  “Suppose, though, that the land 

isn’t here for your children?  What do you think you would do 

if that were to happen?”

The woman laughed heartily at him.  “But the land will 

always be here!  It cannot get up and walk away over the hills.  

That does not happen even in the old stories!”  She apparently 

thought he was suggesting something very amusing.

“Well, perhaps the land will always be here.  Still, if one 

day you found it would no longer grow crops, and your cows 

could not graze on it and grew thin, what would you do then?”

“But that will never happen.  It never has,” she insisted.

Henderson felt very uncomfortable.  Either she was 

extremely stupid, or she was deliberately baiting him.  And for 

some reason he didn’t think she was stupid.  The expression on 

her face was good-humored, but underneath that there was a 

trace of something else that was just as genuine as her laughter.  

He realized with a slight shock that it might be smugness.  She 

was patronizing him in a sense, laughing at him as well as with 

him and standing between him and something he would like to 
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know.  A sudden sense of powerlessness washed over him and 

was gone in a flash.  But the memory of the feeling lingered.  It 

occurred to him that this was a reversal of colonial power roles 

with a vengeance, and he didn’t particularly relish 

experiencing it.

Searching for something to say, he let his eyes wander 

past her and down the village street.  A few yards off, two boys 

were intent on a complicated game they had laid out on the 

ground.  It wasn’t anything Henderson recognized, and for a 

moment he couldn’t tell what they were playing it with, either.  

Some kind of shiny gold objects.  Not marbles, surely?  No, the 

ones he could see were more elongated than round.  Old 

cartridge casings?  They looked too clean and slender for that, 

but--

Then he realized that they were cartridge casings, in a 

sense.  They were casings that were still part of brand new, 

unfired rifle cartridges.  And the boys were playing with them 

nonchalantly as if they handled such things every day.  In a 

war zone, he wouldn’t have been terribly surprised at the sight, 

though he would have wondered at the presence of live 

cartridges.  Guerrillas don’t usually waste ammunition or leave 

it around for children to use in games.  Anyway, there were no 

guerrillas in Uganda.  This wasn’t a war zone and except for a 

few sporadic flareups along the Sudanese border, the country 

was entirely peaceful.

Unless he was tripping over the first hints of a war in 

the making here.

Henderson nodded politely to the smiling woman and 

turned towards the children, motioning to his cameraman to 

follow him.  He kept a watch on her out of the corner of his eye.  

If she or the village had something to hide, he expected her to 

cut him off or forbid the boys to speak to him.  But instead, she 

paid him no attention and went right back to her sewing.  No 

one interfered as he approached the game, which was being 

carried on even more enthusiastically than before.
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“Hi there!” he greeted the boys.  “What are you playing 

at?”

They explained in detail through the interpreter.  The 

rules turned out to be rather ingenious in places, but 

Henderson was giving their description only half of his 

attention.  The rest was fixed on the cartridges.  Now he 

realized why he had been puzzled by their appearance at first.  

These weren’t the stumpy, polymer-coated Russian cartridges 

that fed the rifles of revolutionaries all over Africa.  They were 

NATO standard 5.56 millimeter rounds with copper-jacketed 

bullets and brass cases.  High-end ammunition that wouldn’t 

have been out of place in the British army.  Since it was hardly 

likely that a local hunter would be using a caliber this small, or 

that he would leave his ammunition lying around if he did, 

Henderson jumped to the conclusion that the bullets must be 

coming from another source.  Which itself raised any number 

of questions.

“Where did you get your pieces from?” he asked the 

boys, who had finished outlining the rules of their game and 

were looking at him with an expression of pleased curiosity on 

their faces.

“Oh, we picked them up in the woods,” the older boy 

replied.  “There are lots of them there.”

“Don’t the adults mind that you’re using them?”

“No, they have plenty more.  They don’t need these 

too.”

“And where exactly did you find them?  Can you show 

us?”

The boy shrugged.  “We can, but you may not find 

anything.”

“Why is that?”  Henderson didn’t get an answer, 

though.  The two gamers were already making for the trees, 

and he had no choice but to follow them.  And keeping up with 

them took effort.  The wood wasn’t by any means a jungle, but 

there was no shortage of bushes and shrubs to slow his crew 
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down, either.  The boys, more accustomed to their 

surroundings, flitted smoothly ahead.

Eventually the party emerged into a small clearing.  It 

was empty.

“This is where they were,” the younger boy piped up.  

He looked at Henderson, clearly interested in the man’s 

reaction.  The reporter wasn’t troubling to hide a faint air of 

disappointment.

“There’s nothing here now, though.  Can you tell me 

where they might have gone?”

The boys looked at him and shook their heads blankly.  

Further questioning, cajoling, and offering of rewards failed to 

extract any new information from them.  Having brought 

Henderson all this way, they seemed content to stand back and 

watch him peer eagerly around the clearing without finding 

anything.  Next he began studying the ground.

“There have been boxes or crates here, you know,” he 

said to his cameraman.  “You can still see the markings in the 

dust.  And look!”  He pointed at a slight swell of softer dirt.  

There were footprints all over it, but in one small bare patch 

were the clear impressions of cartridges.  After that it was only 

a question of careful scouring.  Less than a minute later the 

interpreter called out and Henderson and the cameraman 

rushed over to her.  She stood over an oval impression in the 

dirt.  It was faintly crossed with lines and grooves, with a large 

hole near one end.

“Oh, lovely, lovely,” Henderson said softly, as the 

camera ran silently away next to him.  “That’s an impression 

made by the butt of an American military carbine.  Someone is 

moving modern weapons through here.  And a lot of them.  

And why all these expensive guns unless there is going to be a 

war?”

* * * * *
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By the time night fell, Henderson was convinced that 

the only way he was going to find out about a war in Uganda 

was through reading about it in the Times.

The villagers received his statements and questions 

about their arms hoard with a polite blend of indifference and 

incomprehension.  Without so much as getting excited, they 

denied everything.  “You are mistaken.”  “We have no 

weapons here.”  “We are not at war.”  “We are not going to 

war.”  “There is no attempt being made to restore the 

traditional kingdoms.”  Their unanimous ignorance was 

infuriating.  And when Henderson sent a man back to the 

clearing for additional footage, and to see if he could find any 

other evidence, the markings on the ground had all been 

obliterated somehow.  The villagers were apologetic, but they 

had no idea that that particular clearing was somehow 

important to their guest, and if they happened to pass through 

it on their way into or out of the forest, how could he blame 

them?  The explanation was suspicious, of course, but also 

impossible to disprove.

“Somebody is coaching them,” Henderson fumed to his 

crew.  “They all evade the questions in the same way and give 

the same responses.  It’s absolutely certain that there was a 

load of weapons through here fairly recently, weapons that 

have no obvious business in this part of the country.  And it’s 

equally certain that everyone is deliberately helping to conceal 

the fact.  But unless we find the weapons, or one of the 

villagers starts talking, we can’t prove it.”

“So you think there is a secessionist movement on foot,” 

the interpreter summed up.

“Absolutely!  It’s the only thing that makes sense!  And 

whoever’s behind it must be bloody good at organizing and 

inspiring people.  I’ve never seen any population become this 

consistently noncommittal.”
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“But if there’s going to be a revolution, where are the 

weapons--and where are the soldiers who’ll be using the 

weapons?”

Henderson cocked his head and thought about that for 

a minute.  “You’re quite right.  We haven’t seen any guerrillas 

yet.  And if we find them, then finding the weapons or getting 

disclosures from the locals don’t matter.  Good thinking.”

The next morning the Rovers filed out of camp and 

made for the nearby hills.  Henderson had decided they were 

more likely to find revolutionaries hiding in the mountains 

than in the plains.  The stereotype turned out to be less 

accurate than he had hoped.  The crew did not in fact come 

across any revolutionaries until they were leaving the hills.  

And even then they didn’t realize that their search had been 

successful until a jeep roared out of the brush and planted itself 

across the road in front of them.  The little caravan came to an 

abrupt halt.

Oddly enough, Henderson’s first feeling on seeing a 

gun aimed in his general direction was relief.  Now he had the 

evidence he needed that there was an active revolutionary 

movement going on in Uganda, while the general population 

plotted with it and the government presumably remained 

ignorant.  The villagers’ reticence didn’t matter anymore.  Their 

reluctance to talk would make an excellent backdrop for his 

dramatic exposure of the plot.  Not that he especially cared 

who ran things in Uganda, but successfully reporting on a war 

long before it came to the attention of the wider world would 

be the sort of scoop that journalists dream about at night, and 

now the scoop was sitting right in front of him.  All he had to 

do was wrap things up with a few interviews with the 

guerrillas.  He didn’t doubt for a second that he could get them.  

Revolutionaries are always ready to talk to the press for 

propaganda purposes.  Behind him, he heard the soft whirr of 

the autofocus lens going into action.  Time for the men in front 

of him to step up and take center stage.
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Except that they didn’t seem to be inclined to do that.  

Instead, they just sat and watched the television crew.  They 

were well-equipped for guerrillas who no one knew existed, 

with their new olive uniforms and their American-made 

carbines.  Henderson got the impression again that he was in 

the presence of a lavishly-funded revolutionary movement, 

rather than some random local rebellion that would starve 

itself to death in a week.  His mind raced ahead to plans for a 

followup series, in which he would be digging deep into the 

financial and political backing of the Ugandan revolution while 

his colleagues were still rushing into the field to report on the 

ongoing violence.  Brilliant.

The idea began to look less ingenious as the minutes 

ticked by and the two Ugandans didn’t budge.  Like all their 

countrymen lately, they exuded an air of indifference and 

boredom.  The reporter didn’t allow himself to consider what 

would happen if they turned out to be unwilling to talk.  

Shrugging off a faint concern for the safety of his crew, he 

clambered out of his vehicle and strode across the few yards of 

road that separated him from the jeep.  His cameras trailed 

obediently behind him.

The effort was wasted.  Before he could open his mouth 

to introduce himself, the man in the passenger seat of the jeep 

half turned and addressed him.  “I am sorry, but you are not 

permitted to go any farther along this road.  Please turn back 

now.”

Good grief, Henderson thought.  His use of Received 

Pronunciation is better than mine.  Aloud, he demanded, “Why 

aren’t you allowing us to go on?”

The Ugandan looked at him very calmly.  “Because I 

have decided that you should stop here.”

“Are you an officer?”  In response, the man touched the 

three pips sewn onto his collar, which Henderson had 

overlooked until now.  “In that case, are you in charge of 

operations in this area?”
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The Ugandan’s calm expression had shifted to one of 

very slight dislike.  “What operations?  What area?”

“Well, I’m assuming that you are with a military force 

operating nearby, naturally.  Are you affiliated with the Toro 

separatist party, or with another movement?”

“I mean no offense, but your questions are highly 

irrelevant.  I have asked you to turn around and go back.  Is 

that request very difficult to understand?”

“Frankly, yes, it is.  I don’t see what reason you have for 

stopping us.  Especially given that we’re hoping to help draw 

attention to your cause.”

“Do you know what my cause is?”

“Well--no, I suppose not.”

“Then how can you know whether or not I would like 

attention drawn to it?”

The question was so obviously a dead end that 

Henderson tried to evade it.  “Perhaps if you could explain 

your goals to us, we’d be able to arrange to give you the right 

amount of publicity for them.  After all, there’s no reason we 

should disclose your military secrets--”

“And suppose I do not want any publicity for my cause 

at all?”

“Then we have a problem.”

“Precisely.  A problem which you are exacerbating by 

remaining here.  It would be very easy for you to remove it by 

turning back.”

“Oh, come on, now, be serious!  I can’t do that.  Like it 

or not, Captain, you’re part of a very widespread movement to 

overthrow the Ugandan government.  I’m astonished by its 

extent, honestly.  And impressed.  Your people have done a 

marvelous job of organization.  It’s like nothing I’ve seen before 

in a regional conflict.  Now I can help you use that to your 

advantage.  Favorable reports on what you’ve been able to 

accomplish so far will really help your cause with the world 

when word gets out.  Given what I’ve seen the past few weeks, 
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I could probably spin it to convince the government that your 

support is so strong that they don’t dare fight you.  You could 

go right to negotiations for getting whatever it is that you want.  

A role in government, autonomy, gradual independence, 

constitutional change--name it and I’ll see what I can do.  We’d 

both benefit!”

The Ugandan shook his head.  “No, you are mistaken.  

You would benefit.  I do not see how your publicity would be 

able to assist me at all.”

“But it’s not just about you.  It’s about your whole 

movement as well!”

“What movement?”

And then Henderson lost his temper and swore.  “Look, 

you can play dumb all you like, but the fact that you’re here is 

evidence enough that, one, there will be a revolution going on 

very soon, and two, that this area is important to it.  Important 

enough for you to try to get rid of the press.  I appreciate your 

reticence, it’s understandable.  But my job is to find out secrets 

and publicize them.  I can’t just turn back now, with this story 

under my nose.  I have to keep investigating.  Can’t we come to 

some arrangement that works for all of us?”

“No,” the guerrilla captain sighed.  “Can’t you 

understand that you are not wanted here?”

“No, I can’t,” Henderson retorted.  “A world without 

the press is unthinkable to me.”

“I can see that.  But even so, you must leave.”

“Not a chance!”  Henderson stared back at him, hoping 

for some further reaction.  But all the Ugandan did was give a 

very expressive shrug and settle himself more comfortably in 

his seat.  The reporter turned on his heel and went back to his 

Land Rover.

“Well, do we turn back?” his driver asked.

“No!” Henderson snapped.  “We’ll go around them!  If 

he wants to sit there and play Buddha, that’s fine with me.  But 

unless they try to force us to stop, we go ahead!”
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And ahead they went, off the road, down the side of the 

hill, and through the brush.  Thankfully it wasn’t very heavy 

and the gradient was gentle enough to be safe.  The Ugandans 

in the jeep hardly bothered to look in their direction as they 

passed.  Around the next bend, Henderson had the drivers turn 

back onto the road.  It wasn’t a good road, but they would 

travel faster on it, all the same.  Which they did, until they 

came slowly around another curve and found a dozen men 

with rifles blocking the way.  This time the effect of the guns 

was discouraging, rather than the reverse.

“Oh, bugger,” Henderson hissed as his Rovers ground 

to a stop.  Before he could make up his mind on whether to try 

going back or not, he heard the sound of the jeep’s engine 

approaching them from behind.

The captain was still polite, but this time he more than 

made up for his earlier inactivity.  He hustled the reporters out 

of their vehicles, lined them up by the side of the road, then 

had his men search each of them very thoroughly.  Their half-

hearted complaints about being foreign nationals were duly 

ignored.  In the meantime, he personally went through the 

Rovers collecting various items of electronic gear.

“Spoils of war?” Henderson asked ironically, nodding 

at the growing pile of cameras, computers, and other gadgets.

“Self-defense,” the Ugandan replied.  He offered a 

computer to Henderson.  “This is yours, I believe?  Will you 

please enter the necessary password?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Well, that’s unfortunate.”  The captain went back to 

his jeep and pulled something small and heavy out of the back 

of the vehicle.  It looked more or less like a large flashlight.  He 

placed it against the computer for a few seconds, then turned it 

off.  Whatever it had done seemed to satisfy him.  He put the 

computer back in Henderson’s vehicle, then went through the 

rest of the electronics, holding the device up to each of them in 

turn.  One of the cameramen nearly had hysterics when he 
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realized the Ugandan was erasing their hard drives, along with 

all of the footage they had taken over the past few days.  For 

good measure, he collared all the memory cards and flash 

drives he could find as well.

“If you had been more cooperative, we could have 

avoided that,” he said apologetically to Henderson, who was 

too angry to reply.

After that came several rather unpleasant hours for the 

crew.  They were blindfolded, handcuffed, and put back in 

their own vehicles, which the guerrillas then proceeded to 

drive off down a different road and into the depths of the 

countryside.  None of them were experts in Ugandan 

geography, and they lost all sense of direction during the first 

sixty seconds of the trip.  All they could tell was that most of 

the time they were in direct sunlight, and so presumably they 

were not traveling through a forest.

When the Rovers finally stopped, Henderson found the 

guerrilla captain speaking to him again.

“The key to your cuffs is on a ring in the glove 

compartment of the other truck.  I suggest you do not rush in 

trying to find it.  There are many to choose from and you will 

have to exercise care.  And when you do, do not return to 

where you were today.  Or we will have to do this all over 

again.”

His footsteps faded away in the distance.  Then came 

the noise of his jeep being started, which presently died away 

too.

When Henderson got his crew loose, they discovered 

that they had been left at an unmarked crossroads.  There was 

no way of knowing where the captain had gone, or where they 

were in relation to their starting point that morning.  That 

gentleman had also abstracted their GPS units before leaving.  

A passing herder was able to point them in the direction of the 

nearest village, but that wasn’t much help.  And their cameras 

were all useless, anyway.  Henderson gritted his teeth and 
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reluctantly decided on a return to Kampala as soon as they 

could find their way.

A revolution that didn’t want publicity and devoted its 

military strength to getting rid of reporters instead of soldiers?  

That was a new thing in his experience.  The realization was a 

slightly sinister one.
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seize

The president’s voice droned on.  Dr. Saul kept his face 

composed in an expression of polite interest.  This listening to 

the voice of the bureaucracy was perfectly routine work for 

him.  Quite frankly, he had no objection to it, either.  It was part 

of the pattern and flow of life as he understood it.  Certain 

conventions had to be complied with, certain rituals had to be 

performed.  It would be foolish to reject these standards, since 

doing so would alienate their remaining adherents, and since 

they couldn’t reasonably be rejected, it would also be foolish to 

resent them.  The good doctor had learned this lesson many 

years ago, admirably codified into a simple piece of advice by 

one of his instructors: Work within the system.  The abstract 

benefits offered by this approach were minimal.  The concrete 

benefits to one’s career and comfort, on the other hand, were 

substantial.

Which explained the presence of Dr. Saul and several 

other professors of equal standing in a half-circle of leather 

chairs neatly arranged on the forest green carpet of the 

president’s office.  One of the rituals of academia called for the 

president of the university to pretend to be in touch with his 

senior scholars and their work.  Being a failed scholar himself, 

a mediocre biologist who had drifted into administration in an 

effort to avoid original thinking, none of them had any special 

respect for him.  Incidentally, some of them didn’t have much 

respect for each other, either.  At least it was an inter-
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departmental soiree and so the tensions were kept to a 

minimum.  Bringing in rival professors from the same 

department had caused trouble on several previous occasions.  

Hence the diversity.

The meeting began to wind down.  Again, it became 

necessary for the guests to display their skill in handling such 

ritual interactions.  If they left too quickly, that could be 

interpreted as a lack of interest in the administration, which 

might provoke its displeasure.  But if they lingered too long, 

they might be seen as clingy and attempting to ingratiate 

themselves with the president, which was equally bad.  The 

result was a very extended departure pattern and a slow 

shifting of the room’s biomass in the direction of the door.

Dr. Saul got away more quickly than most of the others.  

A faint vibration in his breast pocket alerted him to the urgency 

of someone’s need.  With that in mind, he pressed ahead and 

took a quick farewell of the president.  His stature was 

sufficiently high, given his discreetly-rumored involvement 

with the VIPER project, to prevent his departure from being 

seen as disrespectful.  Outside the door, though, his hand went 

instantly to his phone.  It was still ringing, fortunately.  Or 

unfortunately, depending on who the caller was.  “Yes?”

It turned out to be his second-in-command at the Protos 

laboratory.  “I thought you should know we have a bit of a 

problem here.  We had to reboot the whole computer system 

earlier after a power outage.  And now for some reason the 

computers won’t let us log in again.”

“They won’t let you log in?  Are they giving an 

incorrect password message or something?”

“They’re not even getting that far.  They just hang on 

the boot screen.  We’ve tried restarts individually and in 

sequence but it’s not helping.”

“Well, that’s a nuisance.  I wouldn’t worry about it 

now, though.  It’s Friday afternoon and we don’t have any 

experiments running, right?  Just leave them alone for the 
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moment.  But call whoever does our tech support and have 

them show up first thing on Monday.  There’s some data I’d 

like to run again.”

“Can do.  Just wanted to keep you up to date.”

The doctor broke the connection and slid his phone 

back into his pocket.  His arm prickled slightly as he did so.  

He’d noticed a tiny speck of blood on it when he woke up that 

morning.  The source of the injury was something he could 

only guess at, but it must have happened the previous night.  

Rosalie had been at her most enticing, and there had been 

drinks and romping out on the verandah.  It was probably a 

thorn from one of the rose plants on the trellis out there.  The 

memory transformed the instant’s pain into a pleasant 

reminder for him.  He smiled.

An hour later he wasn’t smiling quite so much.  He had 

told Rosalie that morning that he had made plans for them 

over the weekend.  And she was out when he got home.  

Probably off shopping somewhere, or having drinks with one 

of her many friends.  His wife practically collected younger 

women at times, swearing that they had no proper sense of 

style and that they needed the mentoring of an older and more 

experienced Frenchwoman.  Dr. Saul found her “Continental 

act,” as he called it, very funny to watch.  The thought restored 

his good humor and he settled down with a stiff drink and a 

stack of old pulp magazines.  He was sure she wouldn’t be 

away too much longer.  Rosalie was never late--or at least 

never very late--for any kind of amusement.  Somewhere in the 

midst of his reading, he dozed off.

When he woke night had fallen and the room was 

completely dark.

He got up a trifle groggily and slowly went through the 

house, switching on the lights.  There was still no sign of his 

wife anywhere.  He checked his phone.  No messages or calls.  

Then he tried calling her.  And a smooth recorded voice 
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informed him that the number he was trying to reach was not 

in service.

That brought him back to full wakefulness on the 

instant.  Rosalie’s mere absence shouldn’t have resulted in her 

phone being disconnected.  He tried her number again and 

again, only to get the same recording.  So it wasn’t a fluke.  

Then he called the phone company, who proved to be 

distressingly helpful.

“Yes, sir, your wife called earlier today and 

disconnected this number.  She did not give a reason for doing 

so,” the operator informed him.

Now Dr. Saul had to try to find a way to account for her 

behavior, and he found himself unable to do so.  It was 

unthinkable, of course, that she had left him.  Such things did 

not happen in his world.  He left women when he was tired of 

them.  Women, those fragile, vacillating, and utterly dependent 

creatures, did not leave him.  In the moment of stress, his 

innate arrogance reasserted itself with full force, and he found 

himself mentally expressing those feelings in a much more 

lucid and forthright manner than he ever had before.

To reassure himself, he started making a tour of the 

house, looking around for anything that might be missing, 

anything that she might have removed had she decided to 

leave him for good.  But everything looked untouched.  His 

computer and files, which he jealously checked first of all, were 

still secure in the safe.  None of the furniture or appliances or 

bric-a-brac had disappeared.  Upstairs, Rosalie’s extensive 

wardrobe still hung in the closet; her makeup still reposed in 

the bathroom drawers.  He checked her dresser and found her 

jewelery there, as usual.  He went downstairs again and 

opened a locked drawer in his desk.  There were her passport, 

birth certificate, and immigration papers.  She couldn’t have 

gone very far without those.

The doctor paced and fretted and fumed a while longer, 

but the evidence and his own inclinations alike seemed to rule 
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out the possibility that his wife, his scatterbrained, simple, 

enticing wife, could possibly have deserted him.  The blame 

had to lie elsewhere.

Finally he called the police.

* * * * *

The police proved to be much less useful to him than 

they had been on previous occasions.  In fact, they were not the 

least bit sympathetic.  A vanishing wife was quite an ordinary 

occurrence as far as they were concerned.  They dealt with such 

complaints every day and the novelty had worn off.  Dr. Saul’s 

insistence that Rosalie’s absence was involuntary first amused, 

then annoyed, them.  Her name had not appeared in any of 

their recent reports, be it as a witness, victim, or offender, and 

when the doctor managed to cajole them into expanding their 

records search to a national level, that turned up nothing, 

either.  He also succeeded in talking a friend of his, who had 

connections at the State Department, into running her name 

through passport control, but that proved equally fruitless.  She 

was not in jail or a hospital, and she had not left the country, at 

least not by the usual routes.  And so the police were not 

interested in her.  Eventually, after a weekend of having to deal 

with Dr. Saul from morning till night, they simply told him to 

go away.

“Look, she just left you,” the sergeant who was 

handling the complaint told him.  “I’m sure she’s fine, probably 

staying with one of her friends or something.  Maybe she’s 

moved out of the state.  But she didn’t want you to know, and 

that’s that.  Nothing you can do about it.”

“Unacceptable!” the doctor snapped.  “She had no 

reason to leave and she took nothing with her, not even her 

purse!  How often do you find women leaving their husbands 

in cold blood without any preparation at all?  Explain that!”
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“Maybe she wanted to break with her past,” sighed the 

officer, who was growing very tired of being contradicted, as 

policemen always do.

“Why would she want to break with anything?  If that’s 

what you think you clearly weren’t able to see what was 

happening at our place Thursday night.  The idea that she 

would walk out is ridiculous!”

“Why?” the sergeant asked point-blank.

The doctor stared at him as if he were trying to explain 

addition to a schoolchild.  “Because that’s not how the world 

works.  Women cling to me, they don’t leave me.”

“There’s a first time for everything.  Besides, you’ve 

been divorced twice, so don’t go claiming that women don’t 

leave you.  Apparently they do just that!”

“If your information is so good, take another look at it.  

They didn’t leave me.  I divorced them.”

“Well maybe now someone is doing the same to you.”

“That statement is both ridiculous and insulting!” the 

doctor spluttered, practically spitting all over the sergeant in 

his fury and frustration.  The bored policeman stood up.

“Go away,” he said quietly.  And however unwillingly, 

Dr. Saul had to obey.

* * * * *

For a minute Dr. Saul thought that someone was 

drilling into the wall of his house.  Then, as his brain slowly 

reoriented itself, he realized it was only his phone dancing a jig 

on the coffee table and being quite lively about it.  In his 

bafflement he had collapsed on his living room sofa and slept 

the sleep of the exhausted and confused.  Now the wider world 

was demanding attention again.  He resented it, but reflexively 

opened one eye far enough to see the screen.  It was his chief 

researcher at the lab.  And it was long past the hour at which 

they usually started work over there.  What did the man want 
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last Friday?  Something about computers?  Dr. Saul forced 

himself into a state of greater wakefulness and picked up the 

phone.

“Yes, what is it?” he said unpleasantly.

“You need to come down here now,” his second in 

command answered, his voice shaking.  “It looks like we’ve 

just lost all of our data on the VIPER project.  Backups, too.”

Dr. Saul came wide awake at that.  The loss of a wife 

was a blow to his ego.  The loss of this project was a blow to his 

career.  And in his hierarchy of values, the latter was far more 

important than the former.  For the time being he dismissed the 

absent Rosalie from his thoughts.  “How the hell did that 

happen?”

“The technicians are working on it now.  They say it 

was a virus that got into the system and locked us out of it.  It 

could have been uploaded long ago and only activated when 

we tried to restart the whole system the other day.  But it was 

definitely a virus, because the data was deliberately erased.  

They have a longer explanation, but that’s the essence of it.”

“I’ll be there in forty minutes.”  The doctor hung up.

Actually it took him forty-five minutes to groom 

himself properly and then cover the distance between his 

house and the lab.  He prided himself on looking immaculate 

in spite of crises, arguing that it raised people’s confidence to 

see him calm and outwardly controlled.  The effect had often 

proved to be a good one.  Unfortunately it was lost on the 

technician bending over one of the control terminals, whose 

sense of style was limited to an Xkcd t-shirt.  Dr. Saul tried not 

to patronize him.  But it was hard.  Especially after he was told 

his project had just vanished into the uncharted wilderness of 

cyberspace, for which disaster the technician seemed at least 

peripherally responsible.

“Even if the virus deleted the project files, can’t you 

recover them from the drives somehow?” he demanded.
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“Sometimes, yes.  In this case, probably not,” the 

technician shrugged.  “The virus not only deleted the contents 

of your drives, it downloaded other files, expanded them and 

made multiple copies of them to fill the whole drive, then 

deleted those copies and repeated the process.  If your data had 

simply been deleted, we could recover it.  Now that it’s been 

overwritten multiple times, that makes it much harder.  And 

the virus went back and took out your recovery partitions as 

well.  You had your backups on drives that were still physically 

connected to the system, so it was able to erase those as easily 

as the originals.  This was a nifty little program.  Whoever 

wrote it meant it for you.  It was a custom job.”

“Can you trace whoever uploaded it?”

“There’s a remote chance that if any of the system logs 

are still intact, they’ll give me an IP address, but I’m betting 

that whoever designed this program ordered it to take those 

out too.  And even if they didn’t, it’s pretty much certain that 

they would have used an IP anonymizer, so tracing their real 

location wouldn’t be an option.”  He looked from one to 

another of the scientists gathered around him.  “Didn’t you 

backup all this info on discs or something?”

“Only parts of it,” Dr. Saul said tightly.  “The servers 

here were our backup.  We made changes via the cloud and 

relied on this infrastructure to provide us with hard copies.  So 

if they’re gone then so is most of our work.”

The technician whistled softly.  “How much did you 

lose?”

“Everything from the blueprints of the product we’re 

working on to the results of our testing program.”

“That’s bad.  But I can try to rebuild as much of it as 

possible.  I’ll take these drives and send them out to see if our 

labs can pull anything at all off them.  Then I’m going to need 

everything you have as well.  Anyone who was ever given a 

physical disc or physical copies of any of the program material 

is going to have to bring it in.  Paper reports and notes, too.  
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And any emails you’ve sent that had project info included or 

attached.  And the computers you all use for working at home.  

There may still be temporary files on them that I can recover 

data from.  Got it?”

The scientists mumbled a halfhearted acquiescence and 

drifted away into smaller groups, doing their best to seem busy 

when they actually had nothing to do now.  Dr. Saul’s 

henchman hovered by his side.

“How far do you think this will set us back?” he asked 

quietly.

“Months,” the doctor snarled.  “Even providing we 

didn’t lose anything critical about how to build the proteins, 

we may very well have to run the trials all over again.”

“The board of directors isn’t going to like that.”

“The board of directors really isn’t going to like the 

possibility that we have a competitor out there deliberately 

trying to delay our research, which is what this little incident 

suggests.”

“Oh, hell!”

* * * * *

Dr. Saul was in a much calmer frame of mind as he sat 

facing the detective.  As always, his consciousness of his 

position and abilities steadied him in the presence of anyone he 

viewed as a menial.  And a detective, however skilled, was 

certainly a menial.  In between his lengthy sessions spent 

pacifying the board and keeping track of the data 

reconstruction program, he had put in a call to his lawyers, and 

they in turn had summoned the firm of private investigators 

they had employed during the doctor’s last divorce.  Then the 

investigators had gone off and dug while the scientist watched 

his pet program slowly rebuild itself under his eyes.  VIPER 

would survive.  Some of the trials would have to be run again, 

but on the whole the details of its structure and manufacture 

201



had been successfully reconstructed.  The news did wonders 

for Dr. Saul’s complacency.  Now, waiting to receive the 

agency’s report, he was in a most optimistic frame of mind.  He 

expected the detective to instantly produce, if not Rosalie 

herself, at least her present address and the name of whoever 

had spirited her away.

So when the man tried to explain the steps he had taken 

in his search for Rosalie, the doctor was impatient with his 

narration from the start and cut him off midway without 

having paid it much attention.  “Look, at the moment I don’t 

particularly care about the details.  Please just tell me where 

she is and why.  I want to bring her home as soon as I can.”

“We were unable to discover her whereabouts,” the 

detective replied stolidly.

“What do you mean, unable to discover?  Then why 

else are you here?  Next you’ll be telling me you have no idea 

who took her.”

“No one took her.”  The detective could not possibly 

have looked more tired and weary then he did at this moment.  

“She left deliberately and we have not been able to trace her.”

Dr. Saul let out a braying laugh.  “You people just don’t 

get it, do you?  My wife would not intentionally leave me.  

Now I’m not saying for sure that she was kidnapped, but 

maybe she went out and got tangled up in a friend’s problems 

or something like that.  But I expect you to tell me which one it 

was and where she is now.  That’s non-negotiable.”

The detective had been fiddling with his laptop the 

whole time his employer was talking.  Now he set it down on 

Dr. Saul’s desk and spun it around to face him.  “Take a look at 

this,” he said, tapping one of the keys.

The screen was showing a video, somewhat enlarged, of 

the front of the doctor’s house.  “How did you get this?” the 

doctor demanded.

“Your neighbors have a very good system of security 

cameras.  And when we can’t persuade homeowners to share 
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footage with us, our computers can usually persuade their 

computers to share anyway.  Translation: it’s better you didn’t 

know.”

Dr. Saul was already ignoring the explanation again.  

His attention was riveted on the video.  It showed a dark 

convertible pulling up to his driveway, but instead of turning 

in, the car merely pulled over and waited by the curb.  A 

minute later someone came out of the house and down the 

drive.  It was Rosalie, wearing a simple dress and carrying 

nothing with her.  He realized with an unpleasant prickle along 

the back of his neck that she looked subtly different in the 

video.  Taller, more assured.  Her elegance and good looks 

were still there, but they had been enriched and intensified.  He 

could see her smile radiantly as she approached the car.  

Without hesitation, she slipped into the passenger seat and 

leaned over to embrace the driver, kissing him on both cheeks 

as she did so.  Then the car pulled off and the video ended.

“And then?” the doctor finally asked.  He noticed he 

was having difficulty keeping his breathing steady.

“And then they went to the airport,” the detective said, 

retrieving his computer and calling up some additional notes.  

“We have footage from the traffic cameras at several points, not 

to mention airport security.  The car was returned to the rental 

company from which it had been hired and no questions were 

asked.  We’ve since determined it was obtained using a false 

identity--or a stolen one, to be more exact.  The company 

thought they were renting to an Army major visiting from 

Colorado.  Who still happens to be in Colorado.  The odd thing 

is that whoever stole his identity also deposited enough money 

into his bank account to pay for the whole car rental, plus quite 

a bit more.  As you can guess, he’s more relieved than curious.  

That’s a dead end.”

He paused to collect his thoughts.  The doctor had not 

offered him any refreshments.  Grudgingly, he continued with 

his story.  “The car had already been cleaned and rented out 
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again, so there was no chance of getting fingerprints from it.  

We ran the man’s picture through our facial recognition 

databases, but again, no hits.”

“Perhaps you were able to find out where they were 

headed, at least?” Dr. Saul said almost pleasantly.

“Not quite.  They walked over to the business terminal.  

One of the cameras we managed to get access to shows them 

boarding a private jet, which departed shortly thereafter.  We 

ran the tail number and found that the jet is registered to a 

charter firm operating out of Dubai.  They refused to share 

their client list or flight records, and we haven’t been able to 

hack those.  Besides, given that this man used a false identity to 

book the rental car, I’m sure he did the same when chartering 

the plane.  So even if we could trace them to Dubai, they are 

sure to have disappeared in the city and reappeared later with 

different identities.  I’m sorry, but that’s the best information 

we have for you.”

“I understand,” Dr. Saul nodded.  “Well, if that’s all, 

don’t let me keep you.”  To the detective’s eye, he looked 

abstracted but composed.  And the calmness still persisted after 

his visitor left the room.

Of course, the doctor was clinging to control of his 

features and expression because those were about the only 

things he could control at the moment.  He couldn’t dismiss 

this evidence.  He couldn’t reconcile it with his understanding 

of the world, either.  When he was tired of a woman, he set her 

aside.  No woman was allowed to do the same thing to him, 

not with an air of casual disdain that was galling in itself.  The 

humiliation was unthinkable.  So naturally he was still thinking 

about it when his phone rang.

It turned out to be the computer technician from his lab.  

Not someone he especially wanted to talk to, but the man 

announced himself as having good news.  “I’ve just been going 

through the files on your laptop and I’ve discovered that you 

downloaded almost the complete records for the entire VIPER 
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program recently.  They’ve been deleted but not overwritten 

yet, so I think I should be able to recover them from the hard 

drive.  Looks like you accidentally saved your own ass.”  The 

man chuckled slightly.  Dr. Saul felt annoyed at his sense of 

humor.  An instant later, the annoyance disappeared in a 

sudden surge of horror.

“I’m glad you’re pleased about it, but can you tell me 

how those files got on there?  Because I certainly didn’t 

download them.”

A brief clatter of keys drifted across the phone line.  

“Well, the computer says you did.  No one has logged on to 

this laptop but you, and let me take a look here”--there was 

another pause and the sound of more typing--“yes, your logon 

was definitely used to access the main project servers for the 

downloads.  And it was your home internet connection, too, if 

I’m not mistaken.”

The doctor swallowed hard.  “When does it say the files 

were downloaded?”

“According to the logs, it was Wednesday.  Late 

morning and early afternoon.”

Wednesday.  He’d been busy with university-imposed 

duties at the hospital all day.  And after that he’d gone 

immediately to a dinner with some of his project’s key backers.  

Rosalie, on the other hand, had expressed her intention of 

sleeping late that day and recovering from the previous night’s 

parties.  How she had gotten his passwords or found the skill 

to break into his safe, he didn’t know.  But she had.  She had 

deliberately lied to him and pumped him dry of his discovery 

before walking off and leaving him to suffer the consequences.

For the first time in his life, Robert Saul lost his temper 

completely and dramatically.  Amazingly, the technician on the 

other end of the line heard the crash of breaking glass as the 

doctor’s phone sailed through a window before it went dead.
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dix-sept

The early worshipers filed out of Sant’Ignazio into the 

golden light and cool air of a Roman morning, passing quietly 

out beneath the waves of color that played over their heads in 

the frescoes of the nave.  They could enter and leave the 

hallowed precincts at will, but the saint to whose memory the 

building was dedicated was perpetually trapped there, frozen 

in time by the skill of a seventeenth century painter.  He had 

spent the past three centuries being welcomed into paradise 

and the reception had not visibly progressed since the Romans 

had first looked up at the scene in wonder.  Their church 

strives to confer immortality in more ways than one.  Paint can 

be as powerful as holy water.

The frescoes of the nave were not of any particular 

interest to Ernesto as he moved slowly beneath them, heading 

in the opposite direction to the drift of the crowd.  They were 

stunning enough, to be sure, but he had come to see something 

else.  Farther down, the church spread its wings in the form of 

a pair of broad transepts.  He turned into the eastern transept, 

which terminated in a magnificent apse where the candles of 

the high altar flared before still more frescoes, splashes of 

brilliant color amidst the uniform white and gold of the 

building’s interior.  Ernesto’s eyes were immediately drawn to 

one of the panels: Saint Ignatius receiving Saint Francis Borgia.  

Hello, great-uncle, he thought.  He felt almost proprietary 

towards the painting.  It was a constant delight to him, this 
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discovering of new ways in which his ancestors had left their 

marks on Rome.  Four and five hundred years onwards, the 

evidence was still there in public view, testimony to his 

family’s reach that anyone who bothered to look could see.  

The unfortunate fact that most people looked on it without 

understanding was considered by the family to be an 

advantage rather than the reverse.

He gazed for a while, letting the power of the fresco’s 

history saturate his mind.  It was invigorating to know that 

others had accomplished so much.  It inspired him to do the 

same while simultaneously giving him supreme confidence 

that such achievements were inevitable.  At last he turned and 

retraced his steps, a faint smile on his lips.  Emerging from the 

church, he continued northwards, past the ruins of the old 

Temple of Hadrian.  Once this area had been called the 

Campus Martius, the most populous district of Rome, and 

arguably the most diverse, where the religions of three 

continents had erected their fanes by the dozen.  In its day, 

Hadrian’s would have been almost commonplace.  And so it 

was perhaps inevitable that it was the one that had survived.  It 

was also ironic, Ernesto thought, that an area which for 

hundreds of years had been outside the city of Rome and 

associated with foreigners should eventually have become the 

political center of Italy.  But that was the way history usually 

worked.  Reversal after confusing reversal.

He passed the old temple, along with its straggling 

modern contemporaries, and turned into the lobby of the Hotel 

Colonna Palace.  A staff member or two nodded discreetly at 

him before he managed to ensconce himself in a comfortable 

chair.  Really, the location was ideal.  It couldn’t be bettered for 

his purposes.  Now if he had a computer, too, then life would 

be perfect.  But even a small laptop was too much of a nuisance 

in this part of Rome, especially given his schedule and habits, 

and a smartphone would have to do.  Everyone in Europe 

carried one these days and at least the service was excellent.  
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Nor did he have to worry about the Italian police.  Various 

Bourbon-Busset connections had procured him some of the 

most secure encryption algorithms in existence.  Ernesto could 

feed the entire records of his operation through his phone 

without the nosy anti-Mafia task forces ever becoming one 

whit the wiser about it.

For the next half hour that was precisely what he did.  

His fingers blurred over the screen as he flipped from browser 

to browser and account to account, checking records at half a 

dozen banks to start with and more as the time passed.  Three 

small payments had come through in the south, not over a 

million euros in total.  A conservation assessment in Sardinia 

had brought twice that.  And a civil service contract in Turin 

had just been paid for in advance.  Five million euros.  Ernesto 

sniggered slightly as he scanned the transfer.  Six months from 

now, he would turn in several hundred pages of reports to the 

government, most of which he had already written in the past 

week.  This sort of thing was almost making stealing from the 

nation-state look too easy.

Of course the money never stayed in the Italian banks 

very long.  Ernesto switched the funds back and forth among 

the different accounts a few times, just to muddy the waters, 

then doled most of them out in payments to other family-

owned firms elsewhere in the world.  All in highly 

uncooperative jurisdictions, naturally.  From there Uncle Pierre 

would sweep them up eventually and reroute them to their 

final destination in perfect security.  For a minute Ernesto 

regretted that the Italian government would probably never 

find out that it had been systematically plucked.  The Bourbon-

Bussets always enjoyed making a government writhe in 

impotence whenever possible, but that required letting the 

government know that it had been robbed.  In this case, open 

pillage was impossible.

His shuffling completed, Ernesto put the phone away 

and strolled out of the lobby across the Piazza di Montecitorio.  
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Ahead of him loomed a cream-and-white-colored building of 

three stories with a rather oddly-shaped facade.  Both of its 

sides angled away from the center as if the architect had been 

trying to create a visual representation of a drawn bow with his 

floorplan.  He had not succeeded.  To complete the faintly 

distorted look, some other civic genius had elected to set an 

Egyptian obelisk down directly in front of the building.  The 

combination was highly anachronistic, but also strangely 

harmonious in a way that only Rome, loaded down with 

thousands of years’ worth of architectural remnants, could 

achieve.  And to add zest to the situation, the awkwardly-

designed building happened to be the Palazzo Montecitorio, 

home to the Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of the 

Italian Parliament.  Ernesto sometimes referred to it 

humorously as the columbarium, using the Latin word for a 

dovecote, or pigeon house.

He skirted the bands of tourists who were already 

arriving to pay homage to the work of Fuji and Nikon rather 

than that of Garibaldi and made his way around the side of the 

building.  A voice hailed him.  His host was approaching, 

another youngish deputy who had proven useful in several 

swing votes, mainly because his fellows considered him to be 

too simple to also be devious.  An extra ten thousand euros 

here and there can be a powerful motivator.  Even more 

importantly, though, Deputy Ranallo liked to conspire.  He 

enjoyed his role as a minor plotter hugely.  Without significant 

parliamentary ambitions or fears for his future career, he did 

Ernesto’s bidding with a naive enthusiasm that was beautiful 

to behold.

With the deputy by his side, Ernesto was waved 

through the entrance to the Palazzo with hardly more than a 

cursory check of his identification.  It paid to have agents in the 

right places.  He listened appreciatively to his companion’s 

more or less idle commentary on public affairs and thought 

ahead to his next meeting.
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* * * * *

The Transatlantico was crowded.  Legislators, lobbyists, 

and staff rushed through it in all directions, oblivious to the 

fact that they were relying on their own power and not Signor 

Ferrari’s.  The only difference between the salon and the streets 

of Rome outside was that drivers along the latter were subject 

to traffic laws.  Italian legislators in their place of business were 

not.  Here and there a couple small groups of politically-

minded American tourists gawked at the activity, totally 

unfamiliar with the concept of government business being 

conducted quickly or with enthusiasm.

When the Palazzo had been converted for 

parliamentary use, one of its interior courtyards had been 

roofed over and turned into a semicircular debating chamber.  

Stained glass, polished wood, and allegorical frescoes and 

sculpture had been freely applied.  The result was impressive.  

It was also highly favorable to acrophobia, given the steep 

angle at which the seats were arranged around the podium.  

Above the last row of seats, arched windows looked down on 

the floor of the chamber.  From these vantage points, the 

political elite and not-so-elite of Italy could observe the actions 

of their legislators and think wishful thoughts about 

influencing their deliberations.  Outside and beneath the 

windows, the expansive salon called the Transatlantico 

wrapped around the chamber, creating an intensive yet 

informal venue where politicians could meet, talk, and corrupt 

each other.  Though sometimes corruption entered from 

outside, too.  Ernesto reeked of it to those whose senses were 

finely tuned to discovering its presence.  To the rest of the 

world, he appeared to be nothing more than a junior staffer or 

perhaps a reporter, albeit a very good-looking one.

Deputy Ranallo had long since drifted away, oozing 

self-importance at being summoned by a more senior member 
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of his party.  Ernesto watched him leave with amusement.  His 

knowledge of Italian politics informed him in advance that the 

deputy was going to be instructed to vote against the Bourbon-

Busset interests.  That didn’t particularly matter.  In fact, he 

found it very entertaining.  Whatever damage Ranallo might 

do with his votes, he would repair more than adequately in 

other ways.  At the very least he was worth a guaranteed 

entree to the building.  And in these days of national paranoia, 

that was a valuable possession.

He was not missed for very long, either.  Less than a 

minute after his departure, Deputy Abate materialized from 

the crowd to replace him, a feat possible due to Abate’s 

nondescript appearance.  Middle-aged, neither tall nor short, 

neither fat nor thin, he was in no way an impressive physical 

presence.  He owed his advancement solely to his undoubted, 

if somewhat shallow, talent for producing agreement.  One-on-

one, people found him charming and likable.  In a group of 

dissenting voices, his would be the moderate one with just the 

right amount of originality to rally most of the dissidents to his 

favored compromise.  Among those with similar views, he 

would be the first to seize on the key phrases to compellingly 

describe their joint position.

He was also, as Ernesto had realized, a man with no 

minor morals at all.  He would quibble at an outright crime, 

whether it be murder or taking an apple from a fruit vendor’s 

stall without paying.  On the other hand, if he could twist the 

mechanisms of his government to his own uses, and do so with 

at least the impression that he was remaining within the law, 

he would do so as cold-bloodedly as Livia arranging the 

untimely demises of various members of her family.  Once 

again, Ernesto was reminded of the folly of human attempts to 

define morality.  His own views on the subject, candidly 

expressed, would have shocked the deputy as much as the 

deputy’s would have shocked society at large.  Trying to 

resolve the three sets of ideas would be a fruitless exercise.
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It was much better, he decided, to contemplate the 

contents of the folder the deputy was carrying under one arm.

Abate nodded a greeting to him familiarly.  “As I said 

yesterday, I have something for you that goes a little beyond 

the scope of our present agreement.  But I think that you will 

find it satisfactory.”

“You know I believe in rewarding initiative,” Ernesto 

responded.  “I assume you have not compromised your 

position as an intermediary, though.”

The sound Abate made was somewhere between a 

delicate laugh and a low cough.  “Certainly not.  Even direct 

action can be taken indirectly.”  He held up the folder carefully 

with both hands.  “The ideas here are mine, all of them.  

However, I only ever placed a few of them into this bill, and 

those the minor ones at that.  The remainder I let my colleagues 

discover, leading them on by specially created trails until they 

discovered what seemed to be wonderfully obvious at last.  

And even then it was obvious only because I made it so for 

them.  But they are happy with their discoveries and we are 

pleased with the benefit to ourselves.  So who is there to 

complain?”

“This is a rather involved bill,” Ernesto said, leafing 

through the sheaf of papers in a way that would have betrayed 

his thorough grasp of Italian to any attentive bystander.

“Purposefully so.  It cannot be said to have any specific 

purport at all.  It is a collection of minor provisions, many of 

which resemble those they refer to as earmarks in the United 

States.  In this case I have crafted, or induced others to craft, a 

series of grants rather than contracts.  They apply to certain 

ongoing programs of study, all of national importance, 

currently being undertaken by companies and foundations all 

across Italy.  I shall provide you with a more coherent listing of 

these programs than this bill contains.  We thought it advisable 

to direct funding towards these efforts, and given the smallness 
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of the individual amounts, the total expenditure is quite 

moderate.  Certainly nothing to attract attention.”

“Small in terms of your budget, I’m sure.  And in terms 

of mine?”

“Collectively, something along the lines of twenty 

million euros.  A fair sum.”

“Oh, very fair, no doubt.”

“The programs to which the bill refers do not exist, of 

course.  But you can create them with a stroke of the pen and 

backdate them as necessary.”

“I’ve done it before,” Ernesto admitted, recalling certain 

enterprises connected with Uncle Pierre.  “How likely is this 

bill to go through?”

“It will pass the chamber in a few hours.”

“So soon?”

“I did not think it was worthwhile to inform you until 

we were certain of success.  As an appropriations bill it cannot 

be barred by the Senate, and again, the provisions are so vague 

and insignificant that they will likely pass without notice.  

Some of them pertain to companies and programs other than 

yours, but those are merely camouflage.  Their inclusion will 

deflect any suspicion that we are heavily favoring your firms, 

even if someone should be so curious as to trace back the 

ownership of your companies to the source.”

“Or at least prevent suspicion from becoming a 

certainty.”

Deputy Abate shrugged.  “In our world, suspicions do 

not matter.  Everyone suspects everyone else of everything.  If 

there is no proof, what appears in headlines tomorrow will be 

forgotten by next week, irrelevant save as curiosities.  As you 

know, we have a high tolerance for scandal here.”

“Indeed,” Ernesto murmured.  “La calunnia e un 

venticello.”
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The reference elicited a charming and attractive, if 

slightly superior, smile from the deputy.  “Yes, it is part of our 

national consciousness.”

“Well, after all, you did force your prime minister out of 

office, convict him of abusing his official position to benefit his 

mistress, and then reelect him triumphantly.”

“You refer to il Cavaliere.  Yes, he was a perfect 

example of our collective indifference to minor peccadillos.  If 

a man has the style to appeal to the public, we avoid 

questioning his actions too closely.  It is pointless in the end.  

You would agree?”

“I am a cynic where political systems are concerned, 

you know.  But speaking as such, I will say that, since all 

leaders are doomed to be more or less incompetent, you might 

as well choose the one who offers the best entertainment value.  

Unfortunately, no one ever applies that doctrine consistently.  

They think it too frivolous.”

“Here we are not so afraid of frivolity as they are 

elsewhere.  Speaking of which, our dinner will be going ahead 

as planned this evening?”

“As promised.  I have a guest from Milano coming 

whom you will enjoy meeting, I’m sure.”

“Oh?”  The deputy’s eyebrows lifted in genuine 

interest.  “May I ask--”  He broke off abruptly as an aide 

emerged from the mayhem and plucked at his sleeve.  A 

whispered word passed between them, then Abate turned back 

to Ernesto with a shrug.  “My apologies.  There are several 

votes coming up.  I will have to let you surprise me tonight.  At 

eight, then?”

“At eight.”  Ernesto clasped his hand briefly and 

watched him fade away in the crowd, like a political mirage.  

That wasn’t a bad analogy for the deputy, he decided.  A 

political mirage.  An illusion of illusions, an evasion of 

evasions.  The layering appealed to his artistic sense.
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Inside the debating chamber the noise levels rose 

abruptly.  Elderly legislators plucked irritably at their hearing 

aids.  Occasionally a handkerchief fluttered somewhere in the 

packed aisles, cleaning up the effluvium of enthusiastic Italian 

conversations, which often tended to get damp.  Here and there 

a genuinely Roman nose in both senses of the word peered 

down at the rostrum.  The deputies pushed and shoved their 

way to their assigned seats, avoiding vertigo with the skill born 

of long experience.  Eventually the gesticulations of a little man 

down on the floor attracted their attention and comparative 

silence descended on the room.

From then on matters proceeded in accordance with a 

certain form of ritual.  A speaker with no more gift for 

inflection than an iron pillar read out long and very tedious 

statements couched in archaic language from his papers.  Other 

similar officials, who appeared to be in charge of the 

proceedings, made the proper responses.  It was all very 

solemn, very deliberate, and very irrelevant, given that every 

one of the deputies already knew how he intended to vote.  But 

the conventions of democracy demanded that certain rites be 

conducted before any vote was taken.  When the duly elected 

representatives of the Italian people were finally allowed to 

express their will, the result turned out to differ only slightly 

from the forecasts made by the press months earlier.  Then the 

entire process was repeated.  The verbosity, the pomposity, the 

eccentricity, however pointless they might be, delighted the 

simple hearts of the humans who participated in the show.  In 

spite of their better sense, they felt effective.  They felt 

powerful.  And so they played at being the gods of Pegana, 

who preened self-importantly while their maker slept, and 

somewhere in the midst of their posturings, the wishes of the 

Bourbon-Busset family became law.

* * * * *
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Ernesto leaned back in his chair and admired the 

success of his manipulations.

They were a small party at dinner.  Himself.  Deputy 

Ranallo with a minor actress clinging to one arm, who was 

persuading the young man to drink more than was good for 

him.  The newly acquired Senator Faraldo, who had lost no 

time in proving his usefulness.  His discreet wife, whose 

dossier noted her love for collecting pottery and her 

encyclopedic knowledge of her husband’s colleagues and their 

home lives.  Senator Trattoria, a morose man whose drab 

exterior concealed a fierce passion for fine dining.  Deputy 

Abate, who was specially exerting himself to be charming.  

And the reason for his exertions, the young and exceedingly 

handsome guest from Milano, Pietro by name.  Abate’s 

enthusiasm was already quite apparent, and Pietro seemed to 

return it to an unexpected extent.  Ernesto concluded that it 

was the result of the deputy’s personal magnetism.  He 

wondered idly if it would be necessary to pay Pietro a bonus, 

or if Abate would end up assuming responsibility for that.  At 

the moment he would have bet heavily on the latter.

The rooftop of the La Griffe Hotel was crowded with 

guests from Rome’s better classes tonight.  The legislators had 

stopped to greet several friends in passing on their way to the 

table.  They derived a sardonic amusement from knowing that 

their food and copious amounts of wine were being paid for by 

the Italian government, via consulting contracts and Ernesto’s 

expense account.  So they tried not to restrain themselves when 

ordering.  Already the waiters were salivating at the size of the 

bill, and rushing the wines forward for approval at the least 

nod from Ernesto, who was disbursing favors with a lavish 

hand.

Before the meal had even begun he had drawn Faraldo 

aside for a private word.

“You have succeeded very nicely with that fisheries bill.  

The appropriation is more than double what I anticipated 
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being able to extract from the chamber.  Were your colleagues 

troublesome?”

“Oh, not excessively so.  I was able to persuade some 

and trade favors with the rest, at no real cost to myself.  It is 

truly amazing how quickly some dogmas become unimportant 

when you have more substantial reasons for rejecting them.”  

The Senator chuckled deep within his chest, managing to keep 

all but a glint of tremulous anticipation out of his eyes.  Ernesto 

chose not to tease him, although the prospect might give him 

pleasure at some future date.  He reached into the inner pocket 

of his jacket and produced a thin envelope, which he passed to 

Faraldo.  “In recognition of your services.”

“A check?”  The Senator looked slightly shocked.  

“Forgive my caution, I know it is uncharacteristic of me to 

refuse any such contribution, but I was under the impression 

that you would be providing compensation in a more discreet 

manner?”

“There’s no check in there.  Instead, you’ll find all the 

codes and identification you require to access your new 

offshore account.  I have taken the liberty of using your 

personal data to set up a company in Nevis, of which you are 

the sole stockholder and officer.  That information, of course, is 

not part of any public record.  And the bank account is in the 

name of the corporation.  I think you will appreciate the 

amount of its initial funding.  Perfect separation of 

responsibility, both legally and practically, since no one can 

ever prove that you had contact with the Nevisian lawyers to 

set it up.”

Senator Faraldo swore softly.  “You impersonated me, 

you mean.  Well.”  He paused.  “I should like to object to that 

but I cannot really find grounds for doing so.  And the 

arrangement does seem advantageous.  Come to think of it, I 

may even come to like it.”

Ernesto smiled and patted him on the back 

encouragingly.  “You will.  An offshore company is a strangely 
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attractive thing.  It gives you an exhilarating sense of hidden 

power.  Let that grow on you while you talk to your colleague, 

who is just joining us.”

“Oh, him,” the Senator said with slight distaste, eyeing 

the approaching Senator Trattoria.  Nevertheless, he proceeded 

to make light and meaningless conversation with his fellow 

politician.  They neither liked nor hated one another, but had 

no common interests, either.  That is, apart from their shared 

graft.

Trattoria seemed to be in a rather unpleasant mood.  He 

was especially surly towards Ernesto, and eyed him up at 

intervals with a certain amount of suspicion.  At one point, 

when Ernesto leaned forward to argue with the waiter about a 

vintage that the latter had produced, the gastronomical senator 

looked as if he wanted to seize the disputed bottle and clutch it 

to his chest.  His was not a trusting countenance.

And then near the end of the meal Ernesto sauntered 

round the table to talk to him for a moment and wiped all those 

unpleasant expressions away with a few words.

“You’re annoyed at me,” he said softly, bending 

towards the Senator’s ear.  The table was large enough that 

they had a small amount of privacy.  Deputy Ranallo’s decision 

to embark on telling a comic story also reduced the risk that 

they would be overheard.

“Your dinners are by and large excellent,” the Senator 

snapped back, the opposite of his verbose colleague in his 

handling of a delicate subject.  “And you’ve given me a good 

number of them, no doubt about that.  But it’s not nearly 

enough for what I’m doing for you.  The other legislators in 

your pay, who push your bills through, make a lot of money in 

a year.  I’ve gotten a hint now and then that suggests what 

they’re making off it.  What about me?  You keep putting me 

off with promises of something special for the future.  Well?”

In reply Ernesto pulled a small photo from his pocket 

and laid it on the table in front of his guest.  It showed a small 
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but charming house somewhere in the Italian countryside, with 

its own walled garden attached.  Trattoria picked it up, 

puzzled, then grew slightly more confused as he realized it was 

heavy.  His fingers scrabbled against the reverse side and felt a 

key taped there.

“Yours,” Ernesto said.  “In Tuscany.  In your name.  Or 

rather in that of your newly formed offshore company.  The 

beginnings of compensation for two years of extremely 

valuable services.”

Trattoria, who had three ex-wives, numerous children 

who were still being educated, and a string of hard-won and 

very expensive reelection campaigns all making demands on 

his limited income, practically beamed as comprehension of his 

good fortune slowly dawned on him.  Or at least his face 

expressed pleasure as nearly as possible for one so continually 

somber.  Ernesto noted his growing sense of rapture and 

slipped quietly back to his own seat in time to join the others in 

uproarious laughter at the conclusion of Ranallo’s story.

Chairs creaked as they slid back across the terrace.  The 

party was breaking up.  It had been agreed over dessert that 

their postprandial dissipations would be divided evenly.  The 

senators, in company with Signora Faraldo, would attend a 

revival of Aretino’s La cortigiana, while the deputies and their 

escorts would accompany Ernesto to one of Rome’s newer 

nightclubs.

The intoxicated Ranallo had become detached from his 

equally intoxicated actress for a moment.  He felt something 

solid and slightly bulky pushed into his coat pocket as he 

shoved his chair back under the table.  Bemused, he reached in 

and discovered a sheaf of bills there.  Five thousand euros.  The 

notes crinkled pleasantly beneath his fingertips.  He caught a 

glance and a conspiratorial nod from Ernesto just before his 

date stumbled back into his arms.  For the moment, he felt like 

Machiavelli himself.  Money, power, and women all his for the 

taking.
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And so it went.  A bank transfer for the practically-

minded man.  A villa for the epicure.  A wad of cash and a 

sidelong compliment for the neophyte.  A boytoy for the 

voluptuary.  Thus Ernesto achieved his objective, binding his 

agents to his service by the double ties of excellent pay and the 

most subtle unspoken blackmail it was possible to practice.  

They could never implicate him in a crime without also 

implicating themselves.  But that was a legal matter only.  

Paying well for services rendered is not by any means immoral, 

and so Ernesto’s conscience remained serenely untroubled.

* * * * *

L’Osservatorio was even more crowded than the hotel 

had been.  New, brightly lit, often redecorated, filled with the 

young and the beautiful, its unfailing and intense popularity 

stood out boldly among the more subdued or exclusive Roman 

nightspots.  The proprietors had aimed at creating a modern, 

exciting version of the traditional salon or levee, a place where 

patrons would come to see and discuss as much as to dance 

and drink.  With inexpensive prices, just a hint of 

licentiousness, and a small initial clientele of sophisticates, 

L’Osservatorio had managed to recreate the brilliant, 

stimulating atmosphere of the Renaissance or the Restoration 

to a surprising extent.  It was easy for a new guest to walk 

through the door.  It was much harder for that guest to want to 

return a second time, unless he was prepared for the 

intellectual challenges and visual comparisons he would 

inevitably face.  All of which could be daunting.  For this 

reason, there was rarely a line for admission.  And had there 

been, Ernesto and his party would have been immediately 

waved to the front of it, anyway.  He had an arrangement with 

the management.  The representatives of the Republic were to 

be catered to with all respect.  But discreetly, discreetly.
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Ordinarily they would not have stood out in their 

comparatively conservative attire.  However, the presiding 

geniuses of L’Osservatorio had decided to import an American 

innovation and put on an “eighties night.”  The room was filled 

with bright colors, miniskirts, leggings, flowing shirts, and 

strange and wonderful hairstyles, all frolicking to the sounds of 

a bygone generation.  If anything, the atmosphere was more 

relaxed than usual.  Deputy Ranallo and his companion were 

swept away onto the dancefloor almost immediately.  Ernesto 

beckoned to a waiter and drinks for his two remaining guests 

were produced.  He then called for one of his own and faded 

away into the crowd, keeping a close eye on them.

They drifted slowly towards the terrace, where the 

press of the dancers was less.  Deputy Abate was flushed with 

wine and a sense of anticipation.  Pietro was less affected by 

the wine but more so by a sense of triumph at his successful 

conquest.  Not that he wasn’t being paid for the night, and paid 

liberally, but there had been no guarantee he would succeed in 

carrying out the proposed seduction.  With that accomplished, 

a whole rosy vista of possibilities opened up in his mind.  And 

in the midst of his calculations there intruded a faint but 

somehow unsurprisingly genuine liking for the deputy.

The tune changed.  The rhythm of the dancers changed.  

Now it was lighthearted, carefree, silly.  Above the clowning 

crowd, the line “Your laws do not apply to me!” echoed briefly 

in the air.  Ernesto, unseen by anyone, smiled broadly.  How 

appropriate for him.  He looked back towards the terrace.  A 

flash of light from the disco ball illuminated the figures of the 

deputy and his escort for an instant.  Their lips and tongues 

were entwined, Abate taking the lead and pressing himself 

feverishly into Pietro, whose naked torso shone vividly in the 

harsh light.  They stood out like a sculpture group, an ecstasy 

wrought in an instant of eternity, for good or evil, before the 

night swallowed them.
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dix-huit

The mists rose like smoke from the ground.  They 

twined themselves about the thin, angular bodies of those who 

stumbled forwards through them, halfhearted veils that always 

snapped and always reformed.  Everywhere there was vapor, 

confusion, shadow in various shades.  Gray sky above, which 

the sun had lightened but not yet illuminated.  The lighter gray 

of the clammy vapors coming off the earth.  The darker gray of 

the distant hills, applied unevenly along the ridges in subtle 

gradations that disappeared under a direct glance.  The pale, 

silvery grasses that waved timidly through the gaps in the mist.  

And darker than all, the ebony bodies of the men and women 

and children who came forward across the plain.  Theirs were 

the only colors in this landscape, the faint reds and oranges of 

their blankets and cloaks, tints that would swell into a clamor 

of brightness only with the coming of the sun.

The striding figures were silent, almost awed.  Here and 

there a child cried out, or a husband called to his wives to 

hurry.  And each time the silence was broken, it fell again 

heavier than before.

They came from three directions, in lines, in bands, 

alone, quickly, slowly.  They carried hope in their mouths and 

it sealed them to silence.  Hope too tenuous to speak of, but 

powerful enough to draw them across the miles.  Thousands of 

them loomed up in the near darkness of the morning, an army 

222



driven from within and not behind, marching on a single 

objective.

The dawn turned the mountains molten and their goal 

stood clear before them.  A simple hut, not of any great extent.  

Behind it a couple of trucks.  And in front of the building three 

small tables.  A man in spotless white sat behind one of them.  

Women in cloaks that shone ethereally with golds and greens 

and blues were seated at the others.  A short distance in front of 

the tables, three other men, younger men, stood waiting for the 

oncoming crowds, to form them into lines and send them 

onwards from there.  Slowly the Swazis ordered themselves 

into rows before the hut.  Then, at a nod, the first of them 

stepped forward.

“What is your name?” Francois asked, looking up at the 

young woman who stood before him.  She was trembling from 

the chill in the air and the anticipation.  But then he smiled at 

her and she brought up a single word: “Nosibusiso.”

“And where do you live?”

“Lonhlupheko.”

“Very good.”  Francois made a note of this information.  

“And what is his name?”  He nodded at the child, perhaps six 

months old, who squirmed uncomfortably in the crook of her 

arm.”

“He is Sambulo.”

“Excellent.  Are you ready?”

She hesitated.  For a moment her eyes glanced from side 

to side wildly.  Then, nerving herself, she took another step 

forward and lowered her son gently onto the table.  “Him 

first,” she breathed.

Francois did not take his eyes off her.  “You are sure.  

As you know, there is a small risk.  He will probably be cured.  

But there is a chance he might not be.  It will take time to find 

out.”

“If the risk were that he might die I would take it!” 

Nosibusiso hissed at him with that fury which is born of 
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desperation.  “He does not yet know what it is to suffer.  I will 

not take the chance of letting him learn this way!”

And the thief who had made sport of governments and 

counted their power for nothing nodded meekly before her 

reproof.  “You are right.  I was forgetting.  I am sorry.”  He 

picked up a small syringe from a pile beside him.  Crooning 

softly to the child, he slipped the needle deftly into its arm.  

Before it had even decided whether to cry out or not, Francois 

had withdrawn the steel dart and covered the prick with a 

bandage.  “And now you,” he said, turning to the boy’s 

mother.  She extended her arm, mottled with the spots of 

previous injections, and did not flinch as he poured a stream of 

proteins into her veins through the tiny tube.  Then Francois 

took a bottle from a box at his feet and handed it to her.

“Take one of these every two days, if you can.  Give 

them to him, too, ground into his food.  They will help ensure 

destruction of the virus.”

Nosibusiso picked up her son and the bottle.  She 

looked dazed.  Her lips moved as if she was trying to say 

something, but instead she turned and moved away slowly.  

Francois beckoned the next man in line forward.

After that the pace began to speed up, as the family fell 

into a working rhythm.  His three sons kept the lines organized 

and the patients moving steadily onwards towards the tables.  

A notation of name and address, a shot in the arm, and a small 

vial of pills, and each newcomer was sent on his way.  It was 

highly efficient.  It needed to be.  The Swazis had been given no 

lectures, no paperwork, no pages of fine print to read and 

initial.  They had simply been told that the shots and pills 

might cure them, and that the only risk of being treated was 

that nothing would happen.  But that was unlikely.  And as a 

further incentive, they would be charged nothing whatsoever 

for the cure.

It was small wonder, then, that they poured across the 

countryside in the early hours of the morning.  Rather than 
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diminishing, their numbers grew.  Each man who came and 

went spread word of the hut where the national curse was 

being lifted.  By midday there were twice as many people 

standing before the tables as there had been at dawn.  Francois 

and his family had long left off administering the shots 

themselves by that time.  From the trucks they had produced 

nurses and ushers, trained by them and kept in reserve.  Now 

they circulated among the staff and the patients alike, 

observing, correcting, informing, encouraging.

Thanks to their caution, and to their reliance on word of 

mouth to spread the news, officialdom did not attempt to 

interfere with them until the middle of the afternoon, when a 

local police car bumped its way across the field to the hut.  It 

was followed by a truck carrying a whole posse of irate public 

health officials.

Francois met the fat man who came lumbering across 

the ground towards him halfway.  There was no point in 

disguise or conciliation any longer.

“Are you responsible for this?” the official rasped.  His 

English turned out to be nearly as awful as his breath.

“I am,” Francois replied, standing there in immaculate 

contrast to his questioner, a faintly sardonic expression on his 

face.

“Who gave you permission to run a vaccination 

program here?”

“No one.  I own this land.”

“Oh.”  For a moment the bureaucrat was disconcerted.  

It didn’t last.  “You still need permits to conduct business on 

private property, especially on this scale.”

“This is not a business.  In case no one has informed 

you yet, we are not charging.  The service we offer is free.”

“Charity work?”  The policeman’s face crinkled in an 

ugly sneer.  “Who are you affiliated with?”

“No one.  I am doing this on my own.”
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“And you think you can do this without permission?  

Giving out vaccines for free without government oversight?”

“Certainly not,” Francois replied.  “I don’t think I can 

do it.  I know I can do it.  In fact, should you have overlooked 

the fact, I have been doing it all day.  I estimate we have 

probably treated five thousand people so far today.”

One of the health inspectors leapt to the support of his 

colleague in authority.  “The people say you claim to be able to 

give them a vaccine for AIDS that will cure them.”

“Not quite correct.  The treatment we are using is not in 

any sense of the word a vaccine.  Instead, it is a specially 

engineered protein compound more analogous to penicillin 

than anything else.  But yes, it does cure AIDS and HIV.”

At that the bureaucrats started shrieking like a flock of 

cranes.  The policeman shook his finger angrily in Francois’s 

face.  “You lie!  There is no such thing!”

“You obviously haven’t been inside an American 

university lab in a while,” Francois drawled, regarding the fat 

man who towered over him with the same look he would give 

to an intrusive insect.

“And where did you get it?” barked the health 

inspector.

“It was a gift,” Francois said simply.  The cries of 

derision and disbelief broke out again.  He stood there 

unperturbed and let the Swazi officials talk and shout until 

they ran out of words.  “Now if you would be so good as to get 

off my land and stop interfering with the assistance I am giving 

your countrymen...”

“You’re under arrest!” the officer bawled.  “And I’m 

confiscating every drop of your vaccines as unlicensed drugs!”  

He moved towards Francois threateningly, just as his three 

subordinates came stumbling through the knot of health 

officials and fell sprawling at his feet.  They were weaponless.  

While their officer had been arguing, Francois’s sons had 

circled around behind them, collected their guns, and then 
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given them a hearty push.  Before the incensed police 

commander could move any farther, Francois lunged forward 

and plucked his own rusty sidearm from its holster.

“There will be no arrests,” Francois said firmly.  “You 

are obstinate and interfering, and I will not permit you to ruin 

my plans.  My sons will escort you to one of our trucks, and 

will ensure that you are deposited safely elsewhere until we are 

done here.”  He waved the pistol’s muzzle gracefully at the 

health inspectors.  “You, too.  The simple fact of the matter is 

that I can cure AIDS, whether you like it or not.  And I have no 

intention of sitting here and letting fifteen thousand of your 

countrymen die each year while I await the pleasure of your 

government to graciously permit me to save their lives.”

One of the policeman stood up jerkily, brushing himself 

off with one hand.  “You can cure AIDS?”  His English was 

harsh but understandable.

Francois sighed.  “For the hundredth time, yes.  Ask 

anyone here if you like, they’ll explain it.”

The policeman turned and trotted off to go stand in one 

of the ever-growing lines.

* * * * *

The Ndlovukati glowered at Francois, much as 

Lovecraft must have pictured the black and formless 

Tsathoggua bearing down upon an errant Hyperborean.  On 

his part, he looked as bored with her displeasure as he did with 

the rest of the dingy interior of the royal compound.

Political authority in Swaziland rests largely in the 

hands of the king, but in an arrangement whereby it is shared 

to some extent with his mother, the Ndlovukati, or she-

elephant.  The actual power of the role varies from generation 

to generation, becoming more symbolic or more substantial 

depending on internal royal politics and the character of the 

individual holding the office.  This particular Ndlovukati was 
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considerably more assertive than her recent predecessors.  And 

she was furious with Francois for having usurped the functions 

of the royal government and defied its authority.

“...and in addition to distributing dangerous, untried 

drugs without a license and upsetting national policy, as if that 

were not enough, you resisted arrest and kidnapped the officer 

who was attempting to carry it out!  Do you realize he is a 

chief’s son?  You must release him immediately!  You cannot 

commit bodily assaults on chiefs in this country!  We cannot 

even begin to discuss the legality of your other actions until 

you have done so and compensated him appropriately!”

Francois sighed.  “Why am I here?”

The simple question stopped the she-elephant in her 

tracks.  Francois followed it up.

“The obvious answer, of course, is that I am here to 

explain and defend my actions.  But my position doesn’t really 

need explaining.  I’m a congenital lawbreaker, and in the past 

two days I’ve broken more laws in Swaziland than I care to 

count or remember.  You could have me arrested and 

imprisoned on perfectly substantial grounds any time you 

wished.  So why am I standing here, a free man, having this 

conversation with you?  Simply because you don’t dare, due to 

other considerations.”

He paused for effect.  The Ndlokuvati continued to 

glare at him, along with the king and the outraged politicians, 

but they were at least silent now.  He was giving voice to their 

unspoken thoughts, the ones they couldn’t bear to put into 

writing or speech just yet.

“As I think yesterday’s incidents made clear, the biggest 

obstacle to your arresting me and shutting down my program 

is that you can’t rely on your forces.  How many policemen and 

soldiers do you have who could be assigned to such a task?  

Perhaps four thousand in total?  How many of those are 

themselves victims of the diseases I am curing?  Oh, you may 

protest publicly about higher health standards for the 
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uniformed services, but you know that’s false.  And then 

consider, too, how many of your soldiers and police have a 

parent, a brother, a sister, a wife, a relative who is living with 

HIV or AIDS.  I offer to cure them at no cost, to save them the 

expense of futile treatments and spare them years of suffering.  

Who will your army and police side with when they realize 

what the cost of obeying orders would be to themselves?  If 

you did succeed in arresting me--and that is not guaranteed--it 

would likely provoke a mutiny followed by the collapse of 

your government.  So you wait and temporize.

“And then, too, you would secretly love it if someone 

could fix your massive national health problem for you.  

Nearly a third of your population carries the HIV virus.  It 

blocks economic growth, it forces you to spend ever-increasing 

sums on healthcare, it makes you look backward to the rest of 

the world, and it compels you to design all your policies 

around this single issue to some extent.  The threat is 

overwhelming, yet your beautiful society has stigmatized it so 

heavily that you shun discussing it if at all possible, and so a 

solution grows ever more remote.  Now I have offered you one.  

One which can quietly and effectively solve the problem in a 

few years at most and virtually eradicate HIV from Swaziland.  

As much as you hate to admit it, you want the cure I am 

implementing, and so you hesitate to prosecute me.

“But then you are also reluctant to embrace my solution 

for several reasons.  You aren’t sure it will actually work.  The 

drugs haven’t been put through an officially approved period 

of testing by an internationally recognized board.  You don’t 

stand to make anything off their use.  My private program 

would interfere with your domestic politics and foreign aid 

arrangements.  All factors which contribute to your vacillation, 

of course.  Which, incidentally, are all mere quibbles compared 

to the central issue here: that I never sought your permission.  I 

didn’t show you respect, I didn’t humble myself before your 

power, I didn’t give you an opportunity to be magnanimous.  I 
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outraged your sense of etiquette by taking the decision out of 

your hands and acting without official sanction.  I committed 

flagrant lese majeste.  And now you can think of no 

appropriate response but to punish me for that.  You would 

very much like to.  You would like to even more, now that I 

have stood in front of you and pointed out your own 

helplessness to deal with the situation.  Perhaps you will give it 

a try.

“But remember this: I can heal your country.  And I 

intend to in spite of your ingratitude.  Preen and posture all 

you like; it won’t accomplish anything.  I will deal directly with 

the people of Swaziland and your approval is of absolutely no 

interest to me.

“Now, does anyone have a glass of water?  I’m rather 

thirsty.”

The friendly, engaging expression that Francois 

adopted as he concluded was lost on his audience.  The Swazi 

officials were shooting him glances of pure poison as they 

murmured among themselves.  The king sat in stony silence.  

And the Ndlovukati was making horribly inarticulate sounds 

most expressive of her feelings towards Francois.  Modern 

politics does not teach its adherents that power is fleeting.  

Instead it leads them to believe that the worst that can happen 

is for their power to pass temporarily into the hands of an 

opposing party, to be reclaimed at some point in the future.  

For them to learn that their authority can be taken away 

completely and rendered useless by an individual is a highly 

traumatic experience.

Suddenly the Ndlovukati brightened with an 

inspiration.  “We could kill you,” she suggested hopefully.

Francois nodded thoughtfully.  “True.  You could.  

However, it’s statistically unlikely that you would be able to 

kill all of the members of my family as well.  And you would 

then have trouble convincing my soldiers that you weren’t 

hostile to them.”
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“Soldiers?”  The king sat bolt upright.  “You have 

soldiers?”

“But naturally.  One has to be prepared for all 

eventualities.”

“Where did you get soldiers from?” the queen-mother 

shouted.  “You are a private citizen!”

“Private citizens can recruit men, buy rifles, and 

conduct training just as easily as a state can.  All armies grow 

out of private ventures initially.”

“And where are these soldiers?” the king demanded.

“Oh, I’m sure they will be showing up here shortly,” 

Francois said with a negligent glance at his watch.  “I thought 

an object lesson might be required.”

Now there were no large bodies of police or soldiers in 

Lobamba, and a force of mercenaries parading through the 

town would have a disastrous effect alike on national stability 

and the legitimacy of the reigning king, who now looked 

suitably chastened.  The Ndlovukati did not and jumped right 

to the conclusion Francois intended.

“And you propose to call them off if we leave you 

alone?” she sneered.

“Precisely.  I don’t ask for official support, merely 

official indifference.  Go back to exercising your inappropriate 

but basically harmless rule, and leave the healing to me and my 

family.  We are equipped for the task.  You aren’t.  And we are 

thoroughly committed.  We ask nothing from you except that 

you stay out of our business.”

“We don’t have much of a choice if we want to avoid 

political turmoil, do we?” the king asked.

“No,” Francois replied.  And that was all he felt it 

necessary to say.

An hour later he had obtained the signatures of His 

Majesty, His Majesty’s royal mother, and the appropriate 

ministers on a document granting him and his family 

immunity from official interference while conducting their 
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treatment program.  It was a unique privilege.  Francois was 

almost contemptuous of it as he sped back towards the family’s 

headquarters, listening for news reports out of the north the 

whole time.
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dix-neuf

Tony Henderson shivered in the cold of the Ugandan 

morning and fiddled with the knobs on his old-fashioned 

shortwave radio.  His jacket wasn’t quite enough to comfort 

him at the moment.

All yesterday he and his crew had experienced a 

sensation roughly equivalent to that felt by a mariner whose 

boat was floating perpetually in the eye of a hurricane.  There 

was a storm all around them, and yet by some chance it never 

reached out and touched them.  Of course in their case the 

storm was defined by the behavior of human beings instead of 

the behavior of miscellaneous drops of water.  By now none of 

them doubted that revolution had broken out in Uganda.  

Several times they had seen parties of armed men or convoys in 

the distance, making for unknown destinations, but whenever 

they had tried to pursue the soldiers, they found themselves 

left behind or lost in the maze of the Ugandan bush.  Even 

more maddening were the shots that rang out at intervals, 

sometimes singly, sometimes in whole volleys.  Afterwards, 

should they be fortunate enough to be able to pinpoint the 

location of the firefight, they would be rewarded with a few 

spent cartridges.  No winners or losers to interview, no corpses, 

no blood.  Silence and perhaps the acrid, lingering scent of 

cordite in the air were their sole compensations.

Henderson was understandably wrathful.  He was a 

reporter in the middle of the news event of the decade and had 
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virtually nothing to report.  And what was more, he would be 

unable to report anything for a while, either.  The crews’ 

attempts to find out what was happening around them had 

resulted in a flurry of useless calls that drained the batteries on 

their satellite phones.  Until the sun came up to recharge them, 

or they found a place with working electricity, they would 

have to sit on any stories they stumbled across.  It was a 

particularly galling position for a twenty-first century 

journalist.  Having to hole up for the night in the same village 

where he had been unable to find the arms cache weeks ago 

just made the situation worse.

The radio flared in a sudden burst of static, which died 

as quickly as it came and was replaced by the measured, 

precise voice of a BBC announcer.  Henderson experienced a 

sudden longing to be back in another cold and foggy place.  

That was unusual for him.

“...and it is now officially confirmed that all six of the 

traditional kingdoms located within the borders of Uganda 

have declared their independence from the Ugandan state.  

These include the five kingdoms which have formally been 

recognized by the Ugandan government, Toro, Busoga, 

Bunyoro, Buganda, and Rwenzururu, and also the kingdom of 

Ankole, which was disestablished over a century ago and has 

not since been officially recognized.  This transforms virtually 

all of the western and southern portions of the country into a 

war zone.  Reports of violence, however, are so far moderate or 

even nonexistent.  The present capital of Uganda, Kampala, is 

in the hands of the rebel army of Buganda.  Members of the 

government have been arrested and the ministries have been 

compelled to close.  The city is not being blockaded and 

residents are free to come and go as they please.  There have 

been comparatively few incidents of street fighting.  Further 

reports indicate that units of the Ugandan army are being 

ambushed, gassed, and disarmed on a large scale, with the 

soldiers thereafter being freed to return to their homes upon 
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swearing allegiance to the new local government.  Some 

portions of the army have gone over to the rebels with their 

arms intact.

“The government of Uganda has rejected the claims of 

the kingdoms to independence and set up a temporary base in 

the northern city of Lira.  It is attempting to concentrate a 

military force in the area, with the objective of regaining the 

capital within the next seventy-two hours.  Unfortunately, it is 

finding its resources severely depleted by the targeted attacks 

made by the rebels thus far, and by the large quantities of 

equipment which have fallen into their hands.

“The rebel kingdoms have announced that there is no 

formal alliance or federation between them.  They have agreed 

to mutually coordinate their military efforts until peace is 

signed with the Ugandan government, but have also expressed 

the intention of retaining total independence and individual 

political responsibility thereafter.  Their combined position is a 

strong one.  Collectively their territorial claims encompass the 

majority of Uganda’s land area, population, and natural 

resources, as well as the entirety of its access to Lake Victoria.

“The organizers of the rebellion remain unknown.  But 

it is certain, though the kingdoms have not officially confirmed 

it, that there is a strong, single motivating force behind their 

joint actions.  Their military operations thus far have been 

carried out with an unmistakable unity of command, indicating 

the presence of a leader or leaders possessing significant 

tactical and strategic ability.  How far this leader has also been 

responsible for the political organization of the independence 

movement is undetermined, although our sources...”

The announcer faded out again.  Henderson tried to 

summon him back from the void but failed.  He felt miserable.  

He was in the middle of the most unique, the most 

unprecedented revolution of the century--and no story 

anywhere in sight.  The village had been deserted when they 
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arrived shortly before dark.  He couldn’t so much as interview 

a woman about her uncle’s exorcisms this time.

And then there was a dull rumble outside, followed by 

the crunching of gravel and the hissing squeal of brakes.  

Someone was back in the village.  Henderson stood up, but 

before he could take a single step towards the door of the 

house, it opened.  The impassive rebel captain who had ruined 

his cameras on his last trip to this area walked into the room 

without the least trace of awkwardness.

“You didn’t stay away as I asked,” the captain observed 

mildly.

“Did you really think I would?” Henderson retorted, 

bitterness in his tone.  “You must have known I’d be back here 

as soon as I got my equipment replaced.”

“Yes, I thought that would be the case.  How soon can 

you start?”

“Start?  Start what?”

“I believe ‘start where’ would be the more accurate 

question.  To which I would reply, to our headquarters.”

“Your headquarters?”  Henderson started at him, 

unbelieving.  “As I recall, the last time I was here, you 

wouldn’t even admit you had a headquarters, or that you were 

part of an independence movement.  You all but kicked me in 

the bloody arse for contradicting you about it.  And now you 

come and offer to take me there?”

“Yes.  Exactly.”

“Why?”

“Three reasons.  You are motivated, you have a more 

thorough knowledge of the background conditions than any 

other journalist, and you are conveniently on hand.”

“What happened to not wanting publicity?”

The captain turned away and started pacing slowly 

back and forth across the room.  His glance fell on the radio 

and swiftly noted the settings on the dials.  “You have been 

listening to the BBC news reports, I presume?”  A nod from 
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Henderson confirmed the guess.  “Then you realize that so far 

the central organizers of this rebellion have remained 

unknown.  It is, obviously, a coordinated effort.  Suppose I 

offer to take you directly to those organizers, who are waiting 

for you to interview them?”

“And what do you want in return?” Henderson asked, 

still a little suspicious.

“Accurate reporting.  More than accurate reporting, as 

a matter of fact.  Literal, powerful transmission of ideas that are 

even more important than our efforts to achieve independence.  

Are you capable of that?”

“When do we leave?”

“Now.”

* * * * *

This time the crew was not waylaid on the road.  It was 

dark, but the captain assigned them some of his soldiers to 

drive their vehicles.  He took Henderson in his own jeep.  They 

emerged from the first line of hills that had proved so 

impassable before at the same time that the sun rose over the 

Rwenzori Mountains.

“Welcome to the Kingdom of Rwenzururu,” the captain 

announced.  Henderson noted the undertone of pride and 

assurance in his voice as he said it.

They drove on.  The road twisted and turned and 

doubled around the bases of the mountains, but only rarely did 

it climb them at all.  They stayed low in the valleys.  The air 

was wet and warm, contrasting strongly with the chill of the 

plains they had left behind a few hours ago.

Then the road dipped slightly into another valley.  This 

one was broader than any of the narrow crevices they had 

passed through previously.  And as the morning sun drank up 

the dew, Henderson saw that not only was it inhabited, there 

was practically a small town at its center.  A large complex of 
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one-story buildings, with simple yet elegant lines, constructed 

in a pale gray stone, formed the focus of the village.  Around 

them stood clusters of small houses, made of stone as well, 

instead of mud or wood or thatch.  Beyond the houses, there 

were fields planted with a vast variety of crops, as a single 

glance revealed.  Terraces lined the slopes of the surrounding 

mountains.  Henderson noted with surprise the presence of 

apple trees, neem trees, eucalyptus trees, even grapevines.  He 

wondered if the place was a sort of laboratory for agricultural 

experiments.  And then he began to recall the village headman 

and his worries about food security.

The little convoy coasted down the last stretch of the 

gentle slope and rolled to a stop before the foremost of the 

large buildings.  A small portico extended from its front, 

blended so harmoniously with the rest of the design that it was 

almost unnoticeable from a distance.  As Henderson stepped 

out of the jeep, a woman emerged from the portico to meet 

him.

She was not tall, but immensely graceful.  Her skin was 

a rich golden tan and her black hair flashed an occasional 

suggestion of russet in the morning light.  Instead of Western 

trousers or an African skirt, she wore a sari that flowed in a 

river of pastels from her shoulder down to her ankles, 

shimmering like real water.

“Welcome,” she said to the rather surprised Henderson.  

“I am Rosalie de Bourbon-Busset.”

* * * * *

“The rebellion was almost an accident,” Rosalie said, 

leaning back on her pile of cushions and looking at Henderson 

with a contemplative air.  “But I think it promises to be a 

beneficial one, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I’m not in any position so far to make that judgment,” 

Henderson replied cautiously.  “As for accidental rebellions--
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well, the phrase almost recalls the one about the British Empire 

having been acquired through absent-mindedness.  It 

dramatically understates the case.  Perhaps if you could be 

more specific?”

“That is reasonable.  The Ugandan revolutions, then, 

grew out of the work my father was doing here.  They were an 

unexpected consequence of his efforts.  My father, you must 

understand, is a fervent anti-colonialist.  I believe his feelings 

are largely influenced by his general disdain for any form of 

society, even more than by his knowledge of the abuses 

perpetrated in Africa by the colonizing powers.  A mild form of 

sociopathy runs in our family, you might say.  We despise rules 

and break them for amusement as much as out of policy.  

Which is how we came to be here in the first place.  My father 

sought out one of the most rural locations possible for our 

research laboratories, far from the interference of meddling 

officials and at most within the sphere of a government which 

was corrupt and highly susceptible to bribes.  It also needed to 

be within reasonable range of our initial testing sites and well 

supplied with natural resources.  I will explain the exact nature 

of our research work to you a little later.

“However, the establishment of our facility here was 

the event that eventually set the Ugandan revolutions in 

motion.  They really began with our hiring a local labor force 

and laying out this village, along with the farms needed to 

support it.  Perhaps you noticed the great variety of trees and 

crops we grow here?  We have a somewhat intellectual 

approach to agriculture.  Our farming is organic, of course, and 

fully sustainable.  No fertilizers or genetically modified crops, 

except for composting and traditional selective breeding.  More 

unusually, our farms are worked with manual and animal 

labor only.  In the so-called developed world this approach 

would be rejected as impractical and inefficient.  That is true, 

but it is also the only genuinely sustainable approach, since the 

availability of tractors is something which is far more tenuous 
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than the availability of wheat seed.  Heavy industry is a new 

force in human history.  It is much too young to be guaranteed 

or regarded as permanent, and so we cannot rely on it in 

making long-term plans for the generations to come.  This 

approach ties in with a third set of agricultural ideas, namely 

those of the food sovereignty movement, which I’m sure you 

are familiar with.  Food sovereignty emphasizes the right of the 

individual to grow his own food and make his own decisions 

about which crops to grow, without outside interference.  It is 

highly individualized and miniaturized, which fits well with a 

fully sustainable concept of agriculture.  Our family adds a 

fourth element to this combination.  That is the concept of 

subsistence affluence, a condition in which humans can 

produce enough food to live well, even luxuriously, with a 

minimum of physical effort involved.  The term is often used to 

describe the islands of the Pacific, where dietary needs are 

fairly simple and easily supplied by local food crops and 

occasional fishing.  But obviously there is no reason the idea 

cannot be applied to the rest of the world and to more general 

agricultural practices as well.  Such a fusion, with its joint 

emphasis on ease and productivity, could eventually have 

strong popular appeal as a replacement for industrialized 

agriculture.

“I realize this explanation seems abstract and irrelevant 

to you.  Actually it is more relevant than anything else you will 

hear about the origins of the Ugandan revolutions, because 

those revolutions were caused by the farming practices I have 

just explained.  We first implemented them as a whole here.  

The locals came and watched and participated.  They were 

fascinated.  Our methods were very much more refined than 

their own, yet had the same focus on individual production 

and subsistence that they were familiar with.  They understood 

the approach.  It was intuitive, familiar to them.  And they 

began drawing inspiration from our work and applying our 

practices on their own farms.  It didn’t take long before they 
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started making damaging comparisons with the agricultural 

practices prescribed by the Ugandan government, with its 

emphasis on machines and fertilizers and mass production of a 

few non-staple crops for export.

“With those comparisons came a wider realization that 

they were trapped in a state-enforced system that left them and 

their families and their descendants extremely vulnerable to 

starvation.  The early signs of land exhaustion and 

overfertilization were beginning to appear in Uganda, too, 

which reinforced the point.

“And then it occurred to my father that he could turn 

this spirit of agrarian awareness into a movement that would 

be fatal to the Ugandan state.  It automatically and naturally 

emphasized localism, which was an excellent place to start.  

Then of course there were the traditional kingdoms, which 

always had a core of devoted supporters who wanted greater 

autonomy and a greater political role for themselves.  

Traditional power structures are still in place to some degree 

here, which will simplify the transition from national to local 

rule.  The royal and clan structures can absorb some of the task 

of administration, preventing that loss of apparent stability that 

is so fatal to international recognition of new states.  There was 

no need to create provisional governments, since there were 

already governments in waiting that could be called upon to 

fill the void.  In fact, the restored kings, as representing the 

established governments of pre-colonial nations, can claim 

greater legitimacy than the artificial state of Uganda created by 

the departing British colonial overlords.  Local agrarian issues 

combined with local nationalism turned out to be a powerful 

argument in favor of independence for most rural Ugandans.

“After that it was merely a matter of negotiation.  My 

father interviewed the kings, won them over to the idea of a 

concerted independence movement, and liaised between them.  

He provided most of the funding, imported the needed 

weapons from the United States, and most importantly, 
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oversaw a training program to create effective guerrillas rather 

than indiscriminate partisans.  He actually drew considerably 

on the experiences of the National Resistance Army in doing 

so, as its history is in some respects a textbook for how to fight 

and win a revolution.  And he also worked to convince the 

general population that they needed to remain silent about the 

upcoming revolution in order to better its chances of success.  

That was the most difficult task of all.  People talk.  Leakage is 

inevitable.  But my father succeeded surprisingly well in 

preventing talk, by portraying silence itself as a weapon and a 

source of power.  He taught the people here that power lay 

within their own souls, not just with the toy-like weapons that 

the state relied upon.  Their belief in and commitment to the 

revolution, calmly expressed and carried through, without 

pride or ostentation, were worth more than regiments of 

soldiers.  He convinced them to believe that, and that is why 

the revolution succeeded so easily.

“And that is all the story.”

Henderson savored it for a few seconds.  “It’s 

remarkable,” he admitted.  “It’s original.  The concept of a 

private citizen planning and carrying out the overthrow of a 

government for amusement?  The desire to do so is hardly 

extraordinary, but the ability...that is what the rest of the world 

will try very hard to deny.”

Rosalie nodded unconcernedly.  “Yes, I imagine a week 

from now your analysts will be busy tearing apart the facts, 

trying to find some twist or explanation less damaging to the 

state’s treasured delusion of immortality.  That doesn’t really 

matter.  We’ve made our point.”

“And that is?”

“The individual is more than a match for the state.  It’s 

a lesson that can never be repeated often enough.”

“Since this question will be inevitable now, let me be 

the first to ask it.  Did your family benefit at all from the 

revolution?”
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“I assume you mean apart from the entertainment value 

of organizing it, or the glow of satisfaction resulting from 

enabling others to obtain a greater degree of freedom.  Yes, we 

did benefit in some ways.  We ensured that we will now have 

government immunity while finishing our work here, and that 

our ideas on sustainable agriculture will receive a wider 

audience.”

“Most people would consider the latter to be a 

contribution that you’ve made, rather than a benefit you’ve 

received, but we won’t argue over the definition for the 

moment.  To revert to your statement at the beginning of our 

interview, about explaining the purpose of these facilities--

what exactly is the nature of the work you do here?”

“Biological research and testing.  We’re currently 

producing a broad-spectrum antiviral that can successfully 

eliminate HIV and AIDS, among other things.”

“You’ve actually developed such a thing?”

“No, we did not develop it.  It was designed in the 

United States by a research lab in the employment of a French 

company.  Since they were not planning on putting the 

antiviral--which is simply a protein, by the way, not a drug or 

vaccine--into mass production for another decade or two, I 

brought the design over here and we are now producing it.”

“Has this design been tested thoroughly?”

“By Western medical standards?  Of course not.  

Sufficiently to demonstrate its abilities and its potential as an 

immediate treatment for the millions who have to suffer from 

the disease every day?  Absolutely.”

“So your efforts are targeted more towards production 

and distribution than research, then.”

“We performed some additional and very broad tests of 

the antiviral’s abilities.  And we continue to collect data on the 

patients we have treated so far in order to build a much more 

comprehensive picture of how it works.  But for the most part 
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we are focused on making as much of it as we can rather than 

studying it, yes.”

“Are you currently distributing it?”

“My father implemented our first phase of distribution 

in Swaziland at the beginning of the week.  So far, more than 

twenty-five thousand people have been treated at no cost to 

themselves.”

“At no cost?  You are distributing a cure for AIDS for 

free?”

“How else would we be expected to distribute it?”  

Rosalie almost nailed the reporter to the floor with her glance.

“Well, I’m sure some alternative views on that subject 

will emerge soon.  But tell me, if that’s the case, how did you 

obtain the rights to produce it from, presumably, the for-profit 

company that developed it?”

“We simply took them without asking.”

“You stole them?”

“Certainly not.”

“But you just said you took them without asking.  Most 

people would describe that as stealing.”

“How is it possible to steal something which belongs to 

no one?  The specifications for the antiviral are a form of 

information.  And information is the common property of the 

human race.  It cannot be owned by an individual.  Everyone 

has a right to every piece of knowledge and information that 

exists, without payment.”

“Don’t you anticipate legal troubles from a stance that 

flies in the face of an entire body of law on intellectual property 

rights?”

“I suppose those are possible, but they’re not really an 

important consideration when the other consequence of 

breaking the law is saving several million lives.”

“And you were convinced those lives would have been 

lost if the company that developed the antiviral had pursued 
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its normal course of research and development, eventually 

bringing it to the market after the usual trial period?”

“Without the slightest shadow of doubt.  Consider the 

normal process it would have had to go through to obtain 

regulatory approval.  The lab that created the antiviral has 

already spent more than three years studying it, and even now 

they are barely ready to move on to the next stage of animal 

testing mandated by American government rules.  Deployment 

in even a restricted form would be a decade away, at least.  

And availability for general use?  Twice that long.  Twenty 

years to make it available in bulk to the world’s AIDS patients.  

Enough time for a child to be conceived, born, grow up in pain 

and suffering, and die from immune depletion without ever 

having known a day free from pain.  That is the price of delay.

“You do not understand, viscerally understand, how 

urgent it is that this antiviral be made widely available.  There 

is no financial question here.  The only measurement that 

matters is the amount of human agony involved.  Physical 

agony, as those infected with the virus feel their bodies fail and 

decay.  Mental agony, as they strain to scrape together the 

money for painful, exhausting drugs that at most can prolong 

their lives without ever curing them, leaving them depleted 

shells.  Emotional agony, as they watch their friends and 

relatives suffer, too.  These people have nothing to hope for in 

the world as it presently exists.  Do you not realize that they 

are willing to accept the almost infinitely small risks posed by 

an untried antiviral if it has the potential to heal them?

“And do the doctors and biologists who have created 

the antiviral understand the urgency?  Of course not.  They 

have thoughts for nothing but their own skill and power.  How 

much fame, how much money, how much influence and 

renown the discovery will bring them.  Their minds are 

incapable of conceiving of a true emergency.  All their initiative 

and creativity was stripped out of of them by their training and 

by the environment that surrounds them.  It would never occur 
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to them that an alternative to ten years of testing could exist, 

and if by some miracle that thought did cross their minds, they 

would reject it as not only impossible but undesirable.  They 

are bound to their sluggish system.  They cannot overcome the 

collective inertia and overcaution and cowardice of a society 

that is insensitive to true human needs.

“But suppose that we had allowed them to carry their 

tests through to the end without interference.  What would 

happen then?  Slowly the finished and refined antiviral would 

have been rolled out under intensive supervision.  And who 

would it have gone to?  Wealthy Americans and Europeans 

who could afford to pay for the privilege of access to the 

deliberately limited supply.  Oh, it wouldn’t have been a 

conspiracy, as the wilder spirits of your profession like to claim 

sometimes.  It would only have been market forces at work.  

Eminently reasonable--and just as devastating to the world’s 

poor as deliberate malice.  They would have continued to 

suffer and die by the hundred thousand while their supposedly 

richer fellow men would have lived.  There would have been 

no way of avoiding that under normal market conditions.  So 

we stepped in to introduce a modifying non-fiscal factor.”

“Couldn’t you have relied upon government aid 

programs to remedy the imbalance somewhat?”

“There is no equity in government, because equity 

cannot coexist with authority.  One must always be sacrificed 

to the other.”
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Dr. Saul decided to open his eyes.  Almost surprisingly, 

his eyelids responded to his mental command.  Light rushed in 

on the two scoops of sensitive jelly seated in his head which 

somehow manage to produce an impression of visual 

sensibility in that curious mass of nerves called the human 

brain.  At first the reflected rays conveyed to the doctor nothing 

more than a vague impression of blurred shapes.  He struggled 

to focus.  Slowly, with blinking and a certain amount of 

conscious effort, he managed to resolve the shapes into sharper 

images.  Then he hauled himself upright and walked over to 

the window.  The half-opened drapes glided away obligingly 

beneath his touch.  The afternoon sun lit up the abnormally 

cool room.

Beneath him Cape Town was in chaos.  From this height 

he could make out the faint wisps of smoke rising here and 

there from a number of spots on the outskirts of the city.  There 

had been riots, strikes and street violence on an unanticipated 

scale.  Politically unanticipated, anyway.  The doctor snorted 

with derision, then gasped as the effort sent pain shooting 

through his head.  The cretins in the South African government 

should have known better than to release a statement 

dismissive of the effectiveness of VIPER and promising that 

they would not permit the release of any AIDS vaccine that had 

not been thoroughly tested and approved first.  They had 

expected the announcement would calm the growing popular 
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excitement, since they assumed that the riots were being 

caused by fear of the antiviral’s risks.  Instead, it had elevated 

public outrage to levels not seen since the end of the apartheid 

era.  What did the fools expect, Dr. Saul wondered.  One in 

every five people in South Africa was infected with HIV.  Six 

million patients.  Did the government really believe it could tell 

them that it planned to deny them access to a possible 

treatment and expect them to remain calm?  He was surprised 

the military hadn’t been called out yet to deal with the rioting 

and demonstrations.  On a larger scale, that is.  Troops already 

encircled the Houses of Parliament after having cleared their 

grounds and the surrounding areas of protesters with great 

difficulty earlier in the day.

The situation would only get worse.  And the doctor 

did not particularly relish that soon the South African 

government would be looking to him for a solution to their 

problems.  He fought down a rising surge of hatred towards 

Rosalie at the thought.  Oddly enough, it was no longer her 

desertion that bothered him.  His agile brain had been able to 

twist that into a source of comfort.  She had not left him 

because she had become immune to his attractions; she had left 

him because she had been a spy on a mission, and had no 

reason to linger when that mission was completed.  Therefore, 

she hadn’t abandoned him in the same way he usually 

disposed of former lovers.  His vanity, at least, was 

undamaged, and his hatred of her was confined to the way she 

had derailed his project and stolen his glory.  Which was 

certainly more than sufficient motive for his persistent anger.

And now there was this.  This revelation that she had 

carried out the theft as part of a private charity project backed 

by her wealthy and connected semi-royal family, if the latest 

news reports from rural Uganda were correct.  If rural Uganda 

could even be said to exist now.  Or was it the Kingdom of 

Rwen-something-or-other.  No one could really tell yet.  

Anyway, the news that a version of VIPER was being 
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distributed on a large scale for free had utterly destroyed the 

confident plans of the Protos board.  They had reassured 

themselves that the theft was a simple matter of industrial 

espionage.  Possession of the specifications would have done 

no more than place a competitor on a level footing with them.  

Their would-be rival would have had to go through the same 

lengthy testing process that they had already commenced in 

order to bring the antiviral to market, and in any case could not 

have done so legally, thanks to the patents involved.  

Amalgamation and licensing agreements would have resulted 

sooner or later, restoring their undisputed monopoly.  Dr. Saul 

and his colleagues had counted on this.  In anticipation of such 

an eventual merger, they had dumped a few additional 

millions into the program and sped up the testing as much as 

was reasonable in order to strengthen their position.  It never 

hurt to have an edge in R&D.  However, no one had thought to 

put money into production facilities.  That seemed 

unnecessary.  They couldn’t be blamed for assuming that 

anyone else trying to produce the antiviral commercially 

would have to follow the law, could they?  The atmosphere at 

Protos these days was more one of sulkiness than anything 

else.  Sulkiness and outrage that the Bourbon-Busset family had 

simply ignored the rules of the game.  At least that was one 

attitude they shared with the South African legislators.

Dr. Saul turned away from the window and headed 

towards the bathroom.  He was still groggy from the jet lag and 

the drinks he’d indulged in high above the Atlantic.  Halfway 

across the room his leg buckled under him unexpectedly.  His 

toe caught the carpet and he tripped, stumbling forward and 

avoiding a fall only through the providential location of the 

dresser.  Shaking a little, he pulled himself erect again.  He 

reminded himself to go have some tests run when he had the 

free time.  Lately he’d been abnormally awkward and clumsy, 

whether he was walking, typing, writing, or even speaking.  It 

could just be the stress resulting from the collision of his work 
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and his personal life.  Still, he might as well make use of the 

facilities he had at his fingertips.  Not many people were that 

privileged.

* * * * *

The conference hall was not crowded in terms of the 

number of occupants it held.  On the other hand, it was full to 

bursting if their rank and station was considered.  Subtle power 

lurked on every side.  World-famous biomedical researchers 

and the heads of every major pharmaceutical conglomerate 

rubbed elbows with sociologists and government ministers.  

Envoys official and unofficial had appeared out of the 

woodwork.  A few canny financiers, whose known reliability 

rendered them at least partially trustworthy, had been allowed 

entry.  The press, naturally, were not in attendance.  Neither 

were ministers of religion.  Given that every one of the world’s 

major faiths places some greater or lesser degree of emphasis 

on caring for the poor and the sick, their presence would have 

been distinctly embarrassing at a discussion on how the poor 

and sick might be made to await the pleasure of the state.

This conference was an emergency measure, privately 

called but discreetly supported and endorsed by several 

governments.  No one here really wanted VIPER.  They would 

have much preferred that it remain locked up in Dr. Saul’s 

laboratory.  The corporate representatives saw that its existence 

and free distribution would destroy their incomes at a stroke.  

The official representatives not only resented the encroachment 

of the Bourbon-Bussets on their legal privileges and the 

family’s disdain for established bureaucracies, but also feared 

that popular gratitude would give them an immense amount of 

political influence.  Influence which could conceivably be used 

to push an agenda directly opposed to the welfare of 

government in general.
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The conference chair, an enterprising executive, had 

already attempted to buy off the Bourbon-Bussets.  He had 

transmitted a staggeringly large offer of compensation through 

the conveniently placed Henderson.  It had been ignored.  That 

left the conference participants to assume the worst: namely, 

that the family was serious and intended to distribute 

hundreds of millions of dollars or euros worth of the antiviral 

for free.

There was only one practical alternative to allowing this 

to happen, and it was not a pleasant one.  The South African 

Minister of Health pounced on Dr. Saul and put it to him 

almost before the conference had a chance to really begin.

“For the last time, no,” Dr. Saul sighed, somewhere 

between snappishness and mental exhaustion.  “What you are 

asking is impossible.  We don’t have any stockpiles of the 

antiviral ourselves, or any means to produce it rapidly.  Even 

with your full support it would take months to raise 

production levels to a point where they could possibly meet the 

popular demand.  And by that time who knows how far ahead 

the Bourbon-Bussets will be?  In addition, we have no idea of 

the size of their present reserves.  If they went into this 

distribution program intending to keep it running for an 

extended period--and given the skill they have displayed in 

planning every step of the operation, we must assume that they 

did--we can’t just sit here and wait for them to run out of 

product.  I’ll bet you any sum you care to name that they didn’t 

release a drop of the antiviral until they were already 

producing it as fast as they could physically distribute it.  If we 

tried to compete with them, we’d do nothing but make the 

problem worse.  It wouldn’t do us any good, anyway.  We 

don’t have that kind of money to throw into a charitable 

endeavor.”

The Minister of Health ran his fingers absently through 

the empty space where his hair used to be.  “It wouldn’t do any 

good financially, you’re right.  As long as the Bourbon-Bussets 
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exist and are solvent, VIPER is not a paying proposition.  But 

distributing it ourselves would solve other problems.  It would 

prevent the public from seeing them as saviors and us as 

villains.  We’d avoid the collateral damage of riots, social 

disruption, possible civil war and all the very undesirable 

consequences of those.”

“Are you suggesting your government would be 

willing to fully underwrite the costs of our providing VIPER to 

the public at no charge in order to help ensure political 

stability?”

“Well, not fully, no.  We can, however, offer you 

substantial grants--”

“Not good enough,” the doctor said, cutting him off.  

“Substantial grants is not what we want to hear.  Our market 

has disappeared, and every day that VIPER is being distributed 

for free ingrains the idea that it will always be free deeper and 

deeper in the public mind.  Well, it won’t.  As soon as your 

people can freeze the Bourbon-Busset family out and shut 

down their operation, we’re going to be forced by universal 

demand to make it available without proper testing and at a 

greatly reduced rate.  In the meantime, if you want us to start 

giving the stuff away, you’re going to need to pay the full 

prices for what little we can produce.”

“You’re not very public-spirited, are you?”

“No.  Mostly I’m unbelievably mad at these people for 

snatching away my research and profits all at once.  Did I ever 

mention how they got it in the first place?  They had a member 

of their family--one of this fellow Francois’s daughters, as a 

matter of fact--seduce me and steal the VIPER specifications 

right out of my own home.  For me, stopping them comes 

before anything else.  And honestly, I’m not too pleased either 

at how ready you are to let me solve your political problems 

without paying me for doing so.”

“Well, if you were planning on being immune to the 

global economic disruptions that will ensue when civil wars 
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break out all over Africa because governments can’t provide 

VIPER to their citizens, so be it.  And what happens when the 

lobbying groups in your own country get started on this issue?  

What then?”

The two men sipped their drinks and glared at each 

other.  They were in an impossible position, but neither wanted 

to make a concession.  Somewhat ludicrously, they had both 

already lost so much that they were clinging desperately to 

what little they still had, loathe to give anything else up in 

order to save what remained.  Eventually the Ministers of 

Police and State Security joined the group, both looking very 

glum.

“Any news?” their colleague asked.

“Apart from the fact that the border with Swaziland is 

already being swarmed?” the former asked.  “Apart from a 

small crowd of a hundred thousand people shouting for our 

blood less than a mile from here?  Apart from the risk that 

mobilizing any significant portion of the army to provide even 

basic crowd control services will provoke large-scale armed 

violence?”

“So nothing new for you, then,” Dr. Saul said with more 

than a touch of malice in his tone.

“If you had exercised proper precautions to keep your 

research safe this wouldn’t have happened,” the Minister of 

State Security shot back at him.  “Weren’t you aware you were 

meddling in something that had global sociopolitical 

implications?”

This had never once occurred to the doctor.  His 

understanding of the word “global” involved at most receiving 

a Nobel Prize and maintaining a bank account in the Cayman 

Islands.  He didn’t plan on admitting it to these officials who 

were trying to interfere with his control of the VIPER program, 

though.  “I also wasn’t aware that governments usually stood 

by and let private citizens incite rebellion against them.  Isn’t 

that basically what the Bourbon-Bussets are doing?  So why not 

253



arrest them, seize their facilities, shut the whole program 

down?”

“Well, for starters, we can’t even get to their facilities.  

I’m sure the Ugandan government would be only too happy to 

oblige us in this matter, but unfortunately the military forces it 

still had were nearly annihilated a few hours ago.  So the 

government has bowed to the inevitable.  The president and his 

advisors have been removed from their posts and given 

twenty-four hours to leave the country.  In a matter of a few 

days, or a few weeks at most, the decimated Ugandan 

government will probably acknowledge the independence of 

the kingdoms.  Which means that the Bourbon-Busset 

laboratory is now located within the Kingdom of Rwenzururu, 

with which we have no relations.  And if we did, the chances 

that they would turn on their benefactors so soon are zero.  It’s 

the same in Swaziland.  According to our sources, the head of 

the family forced the Swazi king to approve his actions and 

promise him immunity from prosecution or interference.  

Realistically, the only thing holding that country together at the 

moment is VIPER.  The army and police would mutiny in an 

instant if the supply dried up and they thought their relations 

were being denied treatment.  Short of an invasion, we’re 

powerless to dislodge them from Swaziland, either.  I don’t 

think anyone around here especially wants to take on an 

additional civil war.”

“So we sit and do nothing?”  The chairman of Protos, a 

gently menacing figure, had arrived in time to catch the 

essentials of this explanation.

“Personally I’m hoping the Bourbon-Busset family 

announces that they have six million doses of the antiviral and 

that they’re going to give them to us for free,” the Minister 

declared, secretly enjoying the looks that everyone gave him.  

“That would quiet things down.”

“It would also destroy our chances of ever making a 

profit again,” the chairman seethed.  “If you endeavored to 
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distribute the antiviral, we would file injunctions against your 

government in every court with the faintest claim to 

jurisdiction for violating our patents.”

“Do you have an alternative to suggest?” the Minister 

of Health demanded.

“Yes!  Give us approval for VIPER.  We haven’t done 

human testing with it, to be sure, but we can give you ample 

preliminary results.  You can waive the other requirements in 

view of the national emergency.  With that certification in 

place, I’m sure other regulatory agencies can be induced to 

follow suit fairly quickly, given the circumstances.  We will 

immediately begin full production and agree to bring it to 

market within six months.  But in the meantime, you must also 

guarantee to shut down this Bourbon-Busset operation, 

confiscate and destroy all their batches of the drug, and see to it 

that they are imprisoned.  Otherwise our efforts will be 

worthless if they keep flooding the world with the stuff out of 

misguided charity.”

“It could work,” the Minister mused.  “You demand 

essentially a monopoly, in practical terms, but that is a minor 

quibble compared to the problems we are now facing.  And so 

far as I know, VIPER itself has not actually killed anyone yet.  

So formal approval would appear to the public to be a gesture 

of conciliation.  They would not like having to pay for 

treatment, but they cannot reasonably expect it to be free 

forever.  The only difficulty would be dealing with the 

Bourbon-Bussets personally.  Could you ensure their arrest if 

they were to set foot in South Africa?”  The question was 

directed at the Minister of Police.  He temporized.

“Possibly.  It would have to be discreet.  If a crowd saw 

us arrest them and realized what was happening, it would 

almost certainly mean a pitched battle.  And if they brought 

any kind of armed force with them, as we’re told happened in 

Swaziland, then it would be a question for the military and a 

much more serious one at that.  On the other hand, if they 
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don’t ever come here, we have no legal means of seizing their 

persons.”

“Then have them seized illegally,” Dr. Saul said 

irritably.  “They don’t hesitate to steal from others.  Tit for tat.”

The Minister eyed him somberly.  “That is what it may 

come to.”

“Excuse me, please, ladies and gentlemen, may I have 

your attention.”  The voice boomed out over the hall and 

conversation died away.  At the far end of the room, the 

President of South Africa was standing at a microphone that 

had been set up in a hurry.

“Thank you.  I had originally intended to address this 

gathering early, before our deliberations grew too involved, 

but under the circumstances which have arisen, that will have 

to wait.  In five minutes, Francois de Bourbon-Busset, whom 

you are aware is the head of the charitable organization 

currently distributing the VIPER antiviral, will be speaking to 

us by video from his headquarters in Swaziland.  The 

broadcast is simultaneously being made available to all local 

and international news organizations who care to receive it, so 

what we see tonight will also be seen by the world.  I do not 

know what he intends to propose.  Please pay careful attention, 

and I will welcome your thoughts and reactions after the end of 

the broadcast.  Thank you.”

* * * * *

The projection screen high on the wall went black as the 

projector picked up the incoming video feed.  Apparently 

whoever was operating the camera had it broadcasting a very 

boring test pattern for the moment.  Most likely, viewers all 

over the world were seeing the same black screen.  The 

broadcast technicians were waiting for as many people as 

possible to acquire the signal.  For two more minutes the screen 

remained blank.  Then, without warning, it switched to the live 
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broadcast.  Several of the officials flinched in surprise.  Francois 

de Bourbon-Busset looked out at them from the screen, with 

the Swazi landscape, the color of dull gold in the light of the 

declining sun, just visible in the background.

“Good evening,” he said.

“I am speaking specifically to the conference of 

businessmen, scientists, and government officials currently 

meeting in Cape Town to discuss ways of preventing my 

family’s distribution of the VIPER antiviral.  I am also aware 

that there are many of you watching tonight who are not 

associated with this group.  Thank you all for your attention.

“As you have learned over the past few days, the 

VIPER antiviral is capable of eliminating all known viruses 

from the human body, and thus of curing the diseases caused 

by those viruses.  It requires repeated application, due to its 

mechanism of operation, but the cure is nevertheless genuine 

and complete.  The antiviral is able to successfully cure HIV 

infections and in most cases the subsequent cases of AIDS 

originally caused by such infections.

“My daughter has already explained our family’s 

motivation for beginning such a widespread treatment 

program for HIV patients, so I will say very little about that.  

The antiviral was originally developed by an American 

research team.  Had they been left to test and market it in their 

usual way, their pedantry and indifference to human suffering 

would have delayed its availability for years.  Large numbers 

of people would have died in the meantime, or been unable to 

afford treatment when it was eventually released.  Instead, we 

took their research, tested it ourselves, and elected to give it 

away to humanity.

“As of noon today, we have treated well over one 

hundred thousand HIV patients here in Swaziland.  We have 

monitored those who were the first to be administered the 

antiviral and have demonstrated conclusively that it works 
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under real-world conditions.  The virus is being purged from 

their bodies.

“We will continue to administer the antiviral here while 

we can, before moving elsewhere.  Our laboratory continues to 

produce it on a regular schedule, and should anything happen 

to cause delays, we have provided a stockpile of one million 

doses to make up shortfalls.  To the men, women, and children 

of Africa and the world, who are suffering from this disease, I 

ask you to wait patiently.  We will do our best for you.

“For the governments of this world, I have a different 

message.  As my family has begun here in Swaziland, so we are 

willing to continue elsewhere.  We will produce and distribute 

this antiviral freely in any country that wishes us to do so.  

However, we impose one condition on you: that you allow us 

complete freedom to heal your people without interference.  

We will not submit to regulation or reporting or oversight.  We 

will come, we will treat, and we will expect to have no 

interaction with your officials at any time.  You may choose to 

exempt us and our program from the primitive, psychotic 

taboos you call laws, or you may choose to allow your citizens 

to spend, suffer, and die.  Choose carefully.

“Soon we will release the specifications for the antiviral, 

along with specimens of the bacteria used to produce it, to the 

general public.  Our intention is to place this power for the 

treatment of diseases in the hands of as many people as 

possible, so that the human race can become more responsible 

for its own healing, in place of those few lordly specialists 

called physicians.  Charities, religious bodies, and other 

foundations interested in setting up their own treatment 

programs along the lines of ours are invited to submit their 

names for early consideration, in order to ensure the widest 

possible distribution.  We ask only that they engage to 

distribute the antiviral for free, as we have done, for the good 

of others.

“Thank you very much for your attention.”
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And the screen dissolved to black again.

* * * * *

Dr. Saul fumbled at the door of his room, weariness and 

alcohol once again battling each other inside his skull.  He 

could not remember how the conference had broken up, and he 

didn’t want to.  The keycard slipped into the lock and the door 

swung open tardily under the pressure of his weight.  Groping 

for his pocket, he walked forward into the darkened room, then 

fell to the floor as a cosh connected very precisely with the base 

of his skull.
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The doctor’s eyes fluttered open again.  He was 

instantly awake, unusually stimulated.  Lately his wakings had 

been prolonged and uncomfortable.  He had shrugged and put 

the tendency down to overwork.  To revive at once was an 

unaccustomedly refreshing sensation.  He would have lain 

there and savored it for a minute or two, but then he realized 

that something was not quite right.  The mattress under him 

was thin and lumpy, nothing like any of the beds he had slept 

on in the last thirty years.  And it felt unusually remote from 

his body somehow, a feeling that was accounted for when he 

realized he’d been asleep in his clothes.  His uneasiness grew.  

He lifted his head and his gaze traveled up over a pair of 

discreetly shined russet boots, a pair of snow-white breeches 

and an equally white shirt to the face of Francois de Bourbon-

Busset.

It took about a fifth of a second for Dr. Saul to leap to 

his feet.  It took about another fifth of a second for him to trip 

on his own ankle and make an undignified landing back on his 

cot.  Even as he struggled upright again, the alcoholic fumes 

left over from the previous night, so pleasantly absent a few 

moments ago, came flooding back into his head and compelled 

him to remain seated.

He snarled obscenely in a very low tone and took a 

minute to compose his thoughts while he fought the pain 

down.  His eyes darted around the shack, estimating, 

calculating, searching for something concrete to give him a 
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conversational edge.  He found nothing.  Francois merely sat 

and stared at him without any indication of emotion.  When 

the doctor did reluctantly turn towards him again, he managed 

to put all of his normal truculence and arrogance into his voice 

when he spoke.

“Where am I?”

“Namibia,” Francois responded, without either haste or 

delay.  He seemed disinclined to qualify that.

“Why me?  You could have had any of the conference 

participants if you wanted a negotiator.  Or is there something 

wrong with VIPER that you want me to help you fix?”

“Neither.  Our production line is running perfectly.  In 

five years you will have indirectly cured millions of their 

diseases.  The number is almost beyond comprehension.  And 

we do not intend to negotiate with anyone.  We hold the 

strongest bargaining position of any organization or state in 

Africa at the moment.  Compromise would be pointless.  You 

are here because of a personal matter between you and I.”

Dr. Saul blinked in surprise.  Then came sudden 

illumination and he leered at Francois.  “I suppose you’re 

going to accuse me of debauching your daughter.  That would 

be just like your hypocrisy and selfishness.  Send her to seduce 

and rob me and then punish me for it.  How gallant of you!”

“This has nothing to do with my daughter, who is a 

very brave young lady,” Francois said calmly.  Something in 

the tone of his voice momentarily dissolved the doctor’s 

combative shell of self-assertion.  He took a closer look at 

Francois, who he suddenly discovered appeared very peaceful.  

Not happy, not excited, not angry, not horrified.  Reposeful 

and remote instead.  The realization was very unsettling.

“You are here because of Eleanor Marcus.”

“Who is that?”

“You really don’t remember?”  For the first time, 

Francois moved, leaning forward slightly and looking straight 

into the physician’s eyes.
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“I’ve never heard the name before,” Dr. Saul declared.  

He meant it.

“She was a patient of yours.”

A snort of contempt escaped the doctor.  “I’ve had 

thousands of patients.  I doubt if even the formal records have 

managed to keep complete track of them.  You expect me to 

remember one out of the many?”

“I thought you might, considering that you killed her.”

“Oh so that’s your game?  Give it up.  I never killed 

anyone.  I was a general practitioner, not a surgeon or a 

diagnostician.  Is this your attempt to blackmail me into 

cooperating with you or something?”

“Not at all.  I just thought you would like it explained to 

you.”

“Well, you thought wrong.  I don’t need something that 

never happened explained to me.  Why bring up her, anyway, 

whoever she was?  Was she my only victim?”

“Certainly not.  There were others.  A number of them.”  

Francois paused and gave the impression that he was drawing 

breath, though he did not move perceptibly.  “But Eleanor 

Marcus was the only one among them whom I loved.”

And then Dr. Saul realized that he was trapped.  His 

manipulative brain perceived this in spite of failing to 

remember or understand the circumstances that had led up to 

this moment.  And he was genuinely afraid.  In silence, he sat 

and waited for Francois to speak again.  Eventually he did.

“You do not remember Eleanor Marcus.  But I do.

“She was young, she was beautiful, she was skillful.  

When she was astride a horse it was as if the wind had 

condensed itself to form two beings of infinite and 

simultaneous grace instead of one.  And she always was 

laughing.  That is how I first saw her.  That is how I have been 

blessed to remember her.  She did not love me, but I have 

remembered my passion these twenty years and more, and it 

262



has never vanished altogether.  My wife is the love of my 

manhood.  Eleanor was the love of my youth.

“You were her doctor then.  You don’t remember it; that 

was long ago, before you went on to your pale glories.  But you 

watched over her and failed her through utter neglect.  Then 

came the accident.  She fell from her horse and her spine was 

injured.  She trusted you, and you sent her to a surgeon who 

botched the operation miserably.  Her entire nervous system 

was damaged.  When she pleaded with you and with him to fix 

it, you first assured her that there was nothing wrong, then told 

her that she was imagining things, and ended by ignoring her.  

And then you left her to suffer without attempting to do 

anything about it.

“Twenty years later she came to you again.  Somehow, 

both of you had forgotten your original misadventures.  By 

then she was broken in body, if not in spirit.  Under your 

supervision, and with your encouragement, one of your 

subordinates attempted to force treatments on her that she 

wisely rejected.  When that failed, you refused to make the 

least effort to so much as ease her pain, and sent her away.  

Shortly thereafter she died.

“She died because of you.  The injury that you ordered 

fixed improperly was the lesser of the two causes of her death.  

The other was older, deeper, subtler.  When she had been in 

training, a national champion, a possible Olympian, you had 

prescribed her a new dietary supplement.  Thanks to your own 

incompetence, you failed to note the risks associated with that 

particular supplement, risks well known in your profession at 

the time, with documentation of them easily available to you 

had you cared to look.  It contained methylmercury.  

Presumably you are a good enough biologist to realize the 

implications.  The mercury accumulated in her damaged 

nervous system and ate it away.  Her muscles atrophied, her 

lungs weakened, her brain became clouded.  She died by inches 
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for twenty years.  And every minute of her pain was caused by 

you.”

Francois had not raised his voice a single decibel during 

his narrative.  But Dr. Saul was panting as if he’d run a mile.

“That is why you are here,” Francois said at last, 

looking at the doctor.

“Are you planning to kill me?”  The question came out 

in a hoarse gasp, stripped of all arrogance.

“I have already killed you.”

The doctor stared in incomprehension.  Francois 

enlightened him.

“Before my daughter left with the documents for the 

VIPER program, I came to your home.  You were asleep then.  

I bent over you and pricked your arm with a pin.  I doubt you 

ever noticed the mark.  But in the specially hollowed tip of that 

pin was a tiny drop of dimethylmercury.  It is similar to what 

you used to kill Eleanor, but it works faster.  I am sure that 

already you have noticed its effects in your system.  Difficulties 

with speech, balance and coordination.  In six months you will 

be practically a corpse, insensible to the world around you, to 

your own suffering as well as that of others.  Then you will 

die.”

Dr. Saul let out a bellow of rage.  “And you have the 

guts to tell me this?  And sit there without even blinking?”

“Why not?  You will not be able to do anything about it.  

No amount of chelation can remove the mercury from your 

system.  All your hospitals and laboratories will be useless to 

you.”

“Then why tell me?  Why!”

“So you could understand before the end.  If you cared 

to.”

“Understand?  The only thing I understand is that if this 

is true, you’ve damned yourself as well as me!  When I tell my 

colleagues about this, it will kill your program dead!  The 

would-be savior of humanity a cold-blooded murderer!  Oh, 
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the press will love that.  Every government on earth will turn 

against you.  And in the end I’ll even win, because my 

colleagues will press ahead with my discovery and get it 

implemented in the usual fashion, after the world has lost faith 

in you.  So you’d better hope to high heaven for your own sake 

that you’ve been lying to me!”

“Unfortunately, your conclusions are incorrect,” 

Francois said regretfully.  “The world will not lose faith in my 

efforts, because the evidence of their success will be 

overwhelming.  A single murder among millions of lives 

saved?  The question will become academic, should it ever 

arise.  Besides, you forget the nature of those among whom you 

live and work.  If you accuse me of poisoning you, they will not 

believe you, not even given their own hatred of me.  The more 

vehement and justified your accusation, the more readily they 

will see it as proof of your mental instability.  They will explain 

it in the most compassionate terms.  Overwork.  Stress.  

Disillusionment at the end of an illustrious career.  Despair at 

the changing of the world.  Perhaps a valiant effort to cause a 

popular backlash against the man who stole and misapplied 

your life’s work.  They will sympathize with what they deem to 

be your motivation.  But they will not believe you, and you will 

be trapped in the toils of your own system.  The ones you have 

used to catch others often enough.”

And then it came home very slowly to Dr. Saul that 

Francois had taken his life and deeds and was holding them up 

to him as an object lesson in the hour before death.  It was not 

mocking or gloating.  It was an abstract exercise, detached from 

vengeance, an attempt at teaching.  The doctor’s soul revolted 

at the thought, because the facts suggested so strongly that he 

had deserved to be murdered.  Not in an ethical sense, or as a 

means of executing justice, but as the logical consequence of his 

actions, which he had never before considered.

“You must hate me beyond reasoning to do this,” he 

said aloud.
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“I think you are a very evil man.”  Francois made the 

statement with an absence of any particular emphasis.  “But 

that is only my judgment, without a basis in absolute reality.”

“Surely I’m not the only evil man who exists.”

“You are not even the only evil physician.  There are 

many of you.  But you are the only one at whom I feel the 

desire to strike out.”

“And how do you reconcile that with your efforts as a 

healer?  Or is that how you justify your actions to yourself?  

Comparative advantage?  A little evil and much good to 

balance each other out?”

“I don’t attempt to justify it to anyone, to myself least of 

all,” Francois said.  For the first time Dr. Saul thought he 

perceived a note of sadness in his captor’s voice.  “I have 

learned to accept the fact that when I desire to do something, I 

do it.  That is will, which overrides other considerations.  I do 

not understand it yet.  Perhaps I never shall.”

“You could at least take refuge in your hatred of the 

medical profession,” the doctor said spitefully.

“I could.  But that too is difficult.  Because while I 

cannot look at you and those like you without despising you 

for belonging to the medical community, I also realize that you 

are not truly evil for that reason alone.  Most of you do not 

intend to cause harm.  You do so almost accidentally.  You are 

not guilty of purposeful vileness, only of dogmatism, habit, 

and self-importance.  And so I cannot decide which is worse.  

The ill that is done out of a genuine desire to do ill--what 

medieval philosophers referred to as maleficia, because it 

demanded intent--or the ill that is the product of supremely 

selfish indifference.”

“Since you desire to do ill to me, you must think that’s 

the lesser of the two crimes!”

“As I said before, I do not know whether it is or not.  I 

have tried to reach a conclusion on the basis of evidence, on the 

basis of reasoning.  Every time my calculations were blotted 
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out by the shadow of a hand which distributed poisons 

carelessly and signed lettres de cachet with the freedom it 

denied to others by that act.  Your hand.  So I acted to remove 

the shadow, and now I do not know if I have done well.”

“Maybe if I got down on my knees and howled at your 

feet it would make you feel more confident about your 

decision.”

“Once upon a time it would have.”

“So you admit it!  You just brought me here to gloat and 

make me grovel!”

Francois stood up in a single motion so fluidly powerful 

that Dr. Saul shrank away from him, stifling a yell.  But instead 

of advancing on the doctor, he turned his back on him and 

walked to the other side of the room.  He threw open the 

battered shutters of the hovel’s single window.

“Look at that,” he said as he pointed out through the 

opening.  It was a clear command in spite of the lowness of his 

tone.  The doctor climbed shakily to his feet and inched 

towards the window, moved by the need to distract himself 

from his fear and anger.

The shack stood on a slight rise in the ground.  A short 

distance from the window, and somewhat below its level, 

stood the same three tables that had been at the center of a 

crowd in Swaziland a week ago.  And as before, Francois’s 

children were seated at the tables, needles in hand, bottles at 

their feet, ministering to those who came to seek them.

They came in smaller numbers, Namibia being very 

much less populous than its neighbors farther south.  They did 

not form lines or crowds; they advanced singly or in small 

family groups, straggling in gradually.  They smiled.  They 

were not fearful or hesitant.  The news of what the antiviral 

and the Bourbon-Bussets could do had spread, and they came 

forward unhurriedly with expressions of confidence and 

thankfulness.  They were often thin, ragged, lined with 

suffering, visually repulsive.  That did not matter.  Each of 
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them had only to ask and be healed, with nothing extorted 

from them in return.

Francois’s voice broke in on his thoughts.  “You should 

be grovelling at their feet, not at mine.”

The doctor spun around.  A shred of his pride had come 

back to him along with the building rage he felt as he 

witnessed his work being given away to the poorest, most 

disadvantaged people in the world for free.  “At theirs?  Soon 

they’ll have to thank me for saving their lives!  Is that intended 

to be some sort of joke that you find freakishly amusing?  Or 

maybe a form of your twisted morals, that I should be 

deferential to the people who owe their existence to me, in a 

spirit of humility and self-mortification?”

“Neither.  It is a simple example of how your 

understanding of medicine differs from mine.  As a physician, 

your task is to be a servant.  Not a master--a servant.  Your only 

duty is to take the will of your patient and execute it, to obey 

their instructions.  They are in your care, and the only way you 

can truly care for them, or for anyone, for that matter, is to 

ensure that their will and wishes are given precedence over 

your own.  Instead, you have routinely degraded your patients 

and forced them to obey you, in a reversal of the normal order 

of things.  You have elevated yourself above them and that 

attitude is incompatible with service to others.”

“Damn right!  I serve myself.  I have no qualms about 

admitting that to you of all people!  I always have.  So do we 

all.  That sounds a lot more like your idea than mine, come to 

think of it.  Besides, the idea that I should obey my patients is 

ridiculous.  The people who come to me know nothing about 

medicine.  I give them orders, not the other way around.”

“And if they fail to obey your orders, you either 

abandon them, ignore them and go ahead with your chosen 

treatment, or forcibly confine them until they come around to 

your way of thinking.”

“That’s the way it works in the real world.”
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“In other words, superior knowledge gives you 

superior rights.”

“I didn’t think that was disputed.”

“Physician, heal thyself,” Francois said quietly.

The old sarcasm brought Dr. Saul abruptly back to a 

sense of his position.  The fear that had temporarily retreated 

before his arrogance surged back and nearly choked him.

“You bastard!” he screamed at Francois.  “I can’t heal 

myself, you’ve made sure of that!  Go away and play your little 

game as savior of the world, go!  Go straight to hell!”

“It’s not quite as petty as you may think it is,” Francois 

said in a reflective voice.  He was still gazing out the window 

at the people down below.  “And it’s not just about healing 

humanity here and now.  Eventually what we are doing today 

becomes part of a larger pattern of movement, comes to play a 

greater role in human history.  This world is vastly 

overpopulated...”

“Oh, so you save lives so that there’s more people left to 

fight over dwindling resources.  How kind, how generous of 

you!”

“Saving their lives is not our goal.  Ultimately we have 

no control over that anyway.  We try to spare them suffering 

while they are still alive.  What you and your kind have 

already done is enough to keep them merely alive.  But those 

lives which you have condescendingly given them are empty 

and miserable, full of pain.  Our idea of mercy is to take away 

their pain.  Whether they die tomorrow or fifty years from 

now, they will most likely have lived more happily in the 

meantime without disease.”

“You’d rather see them happy than alive?”

“A life by itself is less than a happy life.  Besides, since 

when is the life the same thing as the body?”

“Metaphysical garbage!”

“Only to some.  Not to others.”
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“That still doesn’t account for the fact that what you’re 

doing saves their lives at the same time it takes away their 

suffering.  So you’re really only saving them for future 

suffering when their growing populations, unrestricted by the 

disease you’ve cured, push the world into famines and plagues 

and economic crises.  And then they’ll die anyway in worse 

circumstances.  Is that your much-vaunted mercy?”

“Is not death one of the most merciful things that can 

happen to any man?”

Francois looked into the doctor’s eyes and saw his 

answer written there in paralyzing terror.

* * * * *

He walked down the hill.  The air still vibrated faintly 

from the beating of the helicopter’s rotors.  Now it was a speck 

in the distant blue of the sky.  Away with it went a man who 

would never understand, and perhaps the beginning, or the 

end, of his own understanding.

Francois placed his hand on his wife’s shoulder.  She 

looked up at him.

“He is gone?”

“Is anything that has happened ever really gone?”

She nodded.  “And likewise that which is to happen has 

already happened.”

“It won’t if you don’t give this lady her shot,” Francois 

observed, gesturing with his chin towards a tall, commanding 

woman who was striding towards them.  Vaiata laughed and 

turned to face the new arrival.

And the people still came onwards, and there was joy in 

the desert.

270



author’s note

The broad-spectrum antiviral described in this book is 

real.  Called DRACO, it was developed under the direction of 

Dr. Todd Rider at the MIT Lincoln Laboratory.  Just like its 

fictional counterpart, it is a protein that seeks out double-

stranded RNA, a form of organic computer code found only in 

viruses and not in healthy human cells, and triggers premature 

cell death in infected cells to kill the viruses before they can 

spread throughout the body.  So far it has proved to be 

effective at treating every virus mentioned in the text.  

Research into its effectiveness as a cure for HIV and AIDS is 

ongoing and results from those tests have not been released as 

of this writing.

DRACO has been under development for eleven years.  

Dr. Rider estimates it will take another ten years before the US 

Food and Drug Administration is prepared to authorize human 

trials.  The National Institute of Health is currently allocating a 

modicum of funding to the project, which has a total staff of 

four.  No additional public or private funding has been offered, 

and none is considered likely to be forthcoming until the 

antiviral is deemed ready for human testing and therefore for 

commercial production.

The Population Council estimates that over fifty million 

people will die from HIV-related causes between 2007 and 

2030.
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