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Chapter One

“Nanobots!” snapped Sir Charles Grosley.  “What utter 

nonsense!”

Miss Hersheim said nothing.  She was very well paid to 

say nothing and had been imported by Sir Charles for exactly 

that purpose, to his considerable benefit as well as the financial 

benefit of the Federation of Saint Kitts and Nevis.  She drifted 

across the room and out the door.  A single pair of eyes 

followed her.

On the other side of the office, Tang Yi Hai grinned.  He 

snipped another precise length of newsprint off the front page 

of that morning’s Times, nicked the edge, and turned it into a 

Mobius strip with a cunning twist of his fingers that eluded 

observation.  Then he threw it at Benn Jones.  The latter batted 

at it like a sleepy cat and missed.  His attention had been 

distracted, as always, by the sudden appearance and 

disappearance of his employer’s out-of-place secretary.

“Quite right,” Tang agreed, responding to Sir Charles’s 

hostility.  “Nanobots are a fantasy of the childish and the 

primitive.”

“You consider self-replicating machines on an atomic 

scale to be primitive?” Jones challenged him.  “Most engineers 

would call them the apex of human ingenuity.”



Tang shook his head and chuckled.  “They’re a deus ex 

machina.  They’re magical.  No one can quite explain how or 

why they’re supposed to work.  And yet somehow they can 

perform engineering feats that an army is incapable of, all 

using data that is somehow programmed into them in spite of 

their having no visible storage capacity.  Something that 

ordinary engineers”--his emphasis on the word ordinary was 

not lost on Jones--“hope they’ll stumble across once they’ve 

reached the limits of the machines they actually can build.  A 

molecule that can do the work of a pneumatic drill!  Fantastic!”

“But within the bounds of current science,” Jones 

urged.  “Or at least the science of the near future.”

“A morbid fantasy,” Tang repeated.  “Flawed in 

conception.  The same way that Hoyle said the Big Bang 

Theory was a throwback to Genesis.  The poor little thinkers 

want to be rescued by a quasi-divine force they can’t explain or 

understand.”

“That’s an ethical question completely separate from 

the practical one.”

“It’s responsible for the perpetuation of the lie, which is 

a practical question.”

“It’s not a lie.”

“Produce your nanobots,” Tang demanded, hitching 

himself forward and propping his chin on his fists.  “Then we’ll 

just have them build a quarter million mile-long cable between 

here and the moon and save ourselves the effort of building 

spaceships.”

Jones hissed in annoyance.  Sir Charles raised a 

magisterial hand.

“Nanobots are nonsense,” he repeated.  “If they did 

exist, I wouldn’t need you two.  Bear that in mind before you 

go arguing for your own extinction.”

“You would still need me,” Tang said sweetly.  He 

smiled again.  It may have been intended as a gesture of 
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reassurance, but to anyone not familiar with his expressions, it 

was more terrifying than otherwise.

Sir Charles kept his patience.  Placid by nature, he was 

too accustomed to the incessant bickering of his engineers to 

mind it.  And besides, he’d known that conflict between them 

was inevitable when he had chosen to hire them.  Jones, the son 

of a Welsh trades unionist who had given his sole heir the 

name of a famous Labour politician, had emerged with great 

credit from the Imperial College London and was used to 

playing with others.  Tang, on the other hand, boasted that he’d 

been thrown off at least one major project on every continent, 

including Antarctica, and never let those who knew him forget 

that he claimed descent from the nineteenth century pirate 

Ching Shih.  He was rude and pessimistic, possessed no more 

than the most basic formal qualifications in his field, and called 

Hong Kong home when he wasn’t making trouble elsewhere in 

the world.  He was fluent in no fewer than six dialects of 

Chinese and knew every dirty word in each of them.  He was 

also a polymath and a genius, which to Sir Charles more than 

compensated for his minor eccentricities.

“Yes, I probably would,” Sir Charles agreed.  “And 

right now I still need the results of your survey.”

“Oh, well, if you really want to discuss the labor 

involved in boring a six hundred-foot deep trench through 

some of the oldest rock in the world--”

“My esteemed colleague exaggerates as usual,” Jones 

said, glaring at the Cantonese engineer.  “Six hundred only in 

a few stretches.  A minor incident.”

“Keep to the overall concept, please,” Sir Charles 

insisted.  “Is it workable?”

Jones hesitated for an instant.  “You wanted only an 

estimate of the project, not its long-term results.  Yes, it can be 

done.”

“In the time I specified?”

3



“In that time or perhaps six months more, barring 

accidents.”

“That is an acceptable margin of error.”

“It’s still a thin margin.  This is the biggest project this 

century except for Nicaragua.”

“Money makes the most remarkable lubricant for 

obstacles.”

“On that topic, Sir Charles--you realize that to execute 

this plan will nearly bankrupt you.”

“That is entirely within the realm of possibility,” Sir 

Charles agreed.

“And it has political ramifications.”  At that phrase, 

Tang wriggled with delight.

“Considerable political ramifications, yes.”

“How do you propose to deal with those and avoid 

having them interfere with construction?”

“That will be my concern.  Seeing that this isn’t talked 

about.”

“But surely if the nations in question were informed--if 

they had the chance to go into partnership with us on the 

project--your liability--”

“My liability is not a concern.  Secrecy is.”  Sir Charles 

unlocked a drawer of his desk, extracted a folder and relocked 

the drawer, then passed the folder to Jones.  “Here are my 

notes on exactly how the construction program is to proceed.  

You will see how we’re going to keep it hidden.  Elaborate 

them if you like.  But they will also show you why secrecy is 

important.”

Jones was flipping through the pages and shaking his 

head.  “You really think we can hide a project of this 

magnitude so easily?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, we can,” Tang agreed, peering over Jones’s 

shoulder, or rather around his arm.  “They’re too dense to 

notice.  And if, as you say, they’re properly lubricated--”
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“They’ll swallow the bitter pill?” Jones demanded.

“They won’t even notice,” Sir Charles said.

“But there is still the issue of the concessions needed to 

make even this plan workable.”

“Concessions are obtainable.”

“In the time required?”

“Starting today.”

The door opened.  Miss Hersheim reappeared.

“Business as usual,” Sir Charles said.  “Off you go.  

Finish the survey sections and start buying the necessary gear.  

And Tang?”

“Sir Charles?”

“If you ever decide to send a set of dried testicles to an 

impotent PLA general again, use your own.  Customs agents 

frown on the export of bits of endangered species from central 

Africa, and I’d rather have an incomplete engineer than one 

who was missing altogether in the local court system.”

“Your concern moves me,” Tang muttered sardonically.  

He turned and strutted out past the secretary.  Jones followed 

more slowly, trying and failing to establish some sort of non-

verbal communication with Miss Hersheim.  She ignored him 

until he vanished through the outer door of the private office.

“There is a person named Ocampo here to see you,” she 

said, addressing Sir Charles.

“A person calling himself Ocampo, you mean,” Sir 

Charles said.  “Give me five minutes.  Then he can come in.  

Did he say he’d seen Pemberley already?”

“No, Sir Charles.”

“Another personal referral, then.  Very well.”

Miss Hersheim made herself scarce.

Sir Charles Grosley, KBE, leaned back in his chair and 

stared at the ceiling, considering his position.  A quarter of a 

century’s work with no clear purpose and now this.  Something 

actually worthwhile.  And it was feasible.  Jones, for all his lack 

of imagination, wouldn’t get so simple an estimate wrong; 
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Tang, for all his unpredictable character, would compensate for 

Jones’s solid nature and discover a creative way around any 

problems that might crop up.  Yes, it would cost billions, but he 

could always make more of those.

First there had been the day trading, an apprenticeship 

of sorts.  Tolerating the vulgar brokers and learning to woo and 

cajole the small, timid investors.  Then had come one wave of 

opportunity after another.  The Greek debt crises and the 

immense profits to be made in government bonds after the 

European Union bailed Greece out time and time again.  The 

illicit dealings in Venezuelan currency exchanges.  The Cuban 

tourism boom after the United States had belatedly normalized 

relations.  The spike in value that gold and armament shares 

experienced after the Second Iraq War.  But most of his profits 

had come from the libertad, that backward-thinking innovation 

of his that had thrown his father’s work as a mere private 

banker into permanent shadow.  Now the entire offshore 

financial system was recalibrating itself around his ideas.  That 

was not only flattering, it was also a powerful protection.

“Senor Ocampo,” he heard Miss Hersheim announce, 

breaking in on his reverie.

Sir Charles waved his visitor to a chair without getting 

up.  The man looked disgruntled.  Not a promising way to 

begin a meeting.

“Was it necessary that my phone be confiscated?” he 

demanded without bothering to wait for the pleasantries.

“Yes,” Sir Charles said.

Ocampo did not look any happier at that.  “Why?”

“I take it you don’t want your contacts and other 

information erased.  If you don’t mind that, you’re welcome to 

bring it into my office.”

“Pardon?”

“Look around you.”  Sir Charles waved an all-

embracing hand.  “Do you see a computer?  A tablet?  A 

smartphone?  An ordinary phone?  You don’t.  Why?  Because 
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this office is not only shielded from outside interference, it’s 

also permeated with an electromagnetic field that erases any 

storage medium and short-circuits any electronics brought into 

the room.  I value both my privacy and my continued liberty 

and I have no patience with snooping.  That’s why I have my 

secretary relieve my valued clients of their gadgets before they 

come in.  For their own good.  Incidentally, I hope your watch 

uses a mechanical movement.”  Ocampo glanced at his wrist to 

reassure himself.

“Now, to business,” Sir Charles proceeded.  “I take it 

you represent the Sinaloa Cartel.”

His visitor’s eyes narrowed.  “You were informed of my 

coming?  By whom?”

“No one.  No offense, but you or whoever is in charge 

of your operation shouldn’t pick such an ironic alias.  The 

whole world knows that Cardinal Posadas Ocampo was shot 

down a quarter of a century ago when a rival group of drug 

runners mistook His Eminence for the head of your 

organization.”

“Ah, but Sir Charles, the irony is so pleasant,” Ocampo 

protested, suddenly affable.  “And your astuteness in 

remembering that affair commends itself to me.  May I also 

venture to assume that you are aware of why I am here?”

“You want libertads,” Sir Charles said.

“Badly.  These times...”  He did not finish the sentence.  

No completion was needed.  “But our organization is not as yet 

familiar with them.  True, we have accepted them in payment 

once or twice before, and we have no complaints, but to use 

them on a larger scale, we must understand first what they 

are.”

“You only have rumors that have reached you through 

rivals to go on?”

“Just so.  You are discreet.  Sometimes too discreet.”

“Better poverty and safety than wealth and danger.  The 

libertad is quite a simple concept.  It is a private currency.  One 
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libertad is equal in value to one troy ounce of silver.  Naturally, 

you can’t carry that much silver around with you, so we issue 

banknotes instead, denominated in one thousand, ten 

thousand, and a hundred thousand libertads.  The notes are 

freely negotiable.  Present a note at our main office here, and 

we will either hand over the requisite amount of silver or, for a 

small fee, sell it and debit the proceeds to any bank account 

that you nominate.  Like cash, it is completely anonymous.  We 

do not keep records or use any sort of security measures that 

could contribute to identification of our clients.  Anyone 

presenting a note for payment will be paid.  Period.  So keep 

them safe when you have them.  The libertad is just like a dollar, 

or a euro, except that it rests on a more solid financial 

foundation and carries a higher face value, allowing more 

compact anonymity.”

“Brilliant,” Ocampo breathed, not daring to raise his 

voice.  “Even a note for a thousand...”

“Is worth ten times more, depending on the exchange 

rates, than the highest denomination euro banknote.”

“But the security of the silver?”

“It sits in the most ingenious vault ever designed on an 

island with limited access.  The Nevisian government goes out 

of its way to accommodate my security precautions.  Besides, 

silver is not a tempting target for thieves.  Too bulky.  A million 

dollars’ worth of it would weigh nearly two tons.  They 

couldn’t move it.”

“And this is legal?”

“Of course.  What is a bond, or a share of stock, except 

a variety of private currency?  The problem with bonds and 

stocks is that they are less valuable and less easy to dispose of.  

The libertad eliminates those problems.”

“We could move millions...”

“Billions.  In a backpack.  Under the nose of the DEA.”

Ocampo quivered with appreciation.  Then a thought 

struck him.
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“But your profits, Sir Charles?  Where do they come 

from?  Speculation with the deposited funds?  Backing bank 

loans?”

“Commissions.  When you buy a libertad, you pay for it.  

Five percent over the face value for purchases under ten 

million.  Three percent for purchases greater than that amount.  

And I can tell you in confidence that most of our customers fall 

into the three percent bracket.”

“Astonishing,” Ocampo murmured.  He seemed to be 

holding himself in with an effort.  Sir Charles smiled.

“I am afraid I have another appointment in a few 

minutes,” he continued, “but I hope I’ve made the main 

advantages clear.  A man with your knowledge of the 

underbelly of international finance should be able to appreciate 

the possibilities it offers.”  He drew a sheet of paper across the 

desk and scribbled a few lines on it.  “This is an introduction to 

Mr. Pemberley at our main office.  He will be able to answer 

any other questions you have, I’m sure.  I should also caution 

you that he will try to sell you libertads.  As I’m committed 

more to the concept than the product, I can tell you that there 

are other banks who are beginning to follow our lead now with 

private currencies of their own.”

“A new age of invisible finance,” Ocampo nodded.  “I 

am obliged to you, Sir Charles.”

“The obligation is all mine,” Sir Charles said to himself 

as the cartel’s emissary departed.  The need of the world’s less 

reputable businesses for a currency that wasn’t controlled by a 

state with a moral burr up its bottom had made him a 

billionaire.  Three percent adds up over time.

“The limousine with the African gentleman is arriving,” 

Miss Hersheim said.

“He’s not a gentleman, Miss Hersheim.  He’s the 

nephew of an opportunistic warlord who is probably also a 

war criminal.  But they count as gentlemen during business 

hours.”  Sir Charles’s Oxbridge education sometimes 
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manifested itself in a half-cynical, half-genuine devotion to 

traditional standards of propriety.

In any case, Yaya Dillo Djerou would have compelled 

cautious treatment.  The nephew of Chadian president Idriss 

Deby, who had clung on to power for the better part of three 

decades in spite of French skepticism, Libyan opposition, and 

internal revolts, he had shot to prominence by first rebelling 

against his uncle during a tribal conflict and then switching 

sides.  He was rewarded with a senior post in the foreign 

ministry, followed by rapid promotion to Minister of Mines 

and Energy.  From there he had drifted into filling a semi-

formal role as minister without portfolio, adviser in general to 

his more senior uncles, potential candidate for succession to the 

presidency--and chief negotiator for overseas graft.  It was in 

the latter capacity that Sir Charles desired to secure his 

services.

“You are interested in a concession to explore for oil, 

no?” Dillo questioned, after the preliminaries had been 

dispensed with and Miss Hersheim had been dismissed to join 

his suite in the anteroom.  He spoke English awkwardly, with 

a heavy French accent.

“Yes,” Sir Charles agreed.  “I think my communications 

with your office were quite explicit on that subject.  And I’m 

prepared to pay well for it.”

Dillo shook his head and pursed his lips.  

“Monsieur...the ground has already been covered.  We have 

given concessions already to the Americans, the Chinese...the 

World Bank is troublesome, demanding to see how we spend 

the revenues...and your company is unknown in this field.”

“New blood sometimes revitalizes the whole,” Sir 

Charles countered.  “You should know from your own 

experience, Minister.”

“The government will be unprepared--”

“The government will do as your uncle tells them.”

“And my uncle?”
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“Will be guided by your advice.”

“And I?”

For answer Sir Charles flicked an index card across his 

desk.  Dillo picked it up and glanced at the strings of numbers 

it bore.  For a minute his face showed puzzlement before alarm 

and the beginnings of fury replaced his initial expression.

“Your accounts, I believe,” Sir Charles said pleasantly.  

“Over twenty million in funds that the World Bank is trying to 

trace.  They’ve doubled in value since ten years ago.  Very 

impressive.  With your permission, I’d like to add to them.”

“And if I do not so desire?” Dillo hissed.  “You will turn 

this information over to the World Bank?”

“No, I’ll just increase my offer.”  Sir Charles wrote 

another figure on a card and handed it to Dillo.  The erstwhile 

minister subsided back into his chair as he saw the seven 

figures in neat alignment.

“And for my uncles?  I cannot speak for them all.”

“You can after you explain how they can best be 

satisfied,” Sir Charles said.  He passed the Chadian a pen.  

Dillo hesitated for a moment before adding a second amount to 

the card.

“Done,” Sir Charles said.

“You guarantee it?”

“If we come to an agreement, I’ll wire the funds before 

you leave here today.”

“And the terms of this concession?”

“To run for ten years.  General, not specific.  I’m not 

only interested in oil.  However, I have no intention of 

conducting large-scale mineral extraction without a thorough 

survey.  The concession will allow me to undertake such a 

survey.  It will cover certain areas of interest around and south 

of the town of Goro in the Moyen-Chari Region.”

Dillo perked up at that.  “Ah, that area has not been 

heavily investigated...a concession there will not interfere with 

those already granted.”
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“And will give your uncle a chance to go after his local 

rivals on the grounds of protecting foreign investment?  Yes, I 

thought that would appeal to you.”

“It is an advantage,” Dillo admitted without shame.

“These deals usually are.”  Sir Charles took a short 

document from his desk drawer and handed it to the minister.  

“We can settle the preliminary details now pending your 

uncle’s approval later.”

“This specifies payment of an additional annual fee in 

order for your firm to retain its rights to the concession,” Dillo 

pointed out, reading the document.

“Of course.  I hope that’s not considered overpayment.”

It was not.  Five minutes later Dillo signed the papers.  

Miss Hersheim was summoned and instructed to transfer 

certain funds from Sir Charles’s current account at the Bank of 

Nevis to other institutions in Switzerland and Andorra.

“And now,” Sir Charles said, “if we could open the 

discussion for an agricultural concession in the north...”

* * * * *

“We have the Chadian sites secured,” Sir Charles said 

into his phone.

“That fast?  You must have done something wrong,” 

Tang retorted.  “Whom did you tip off?”

“Just put the final route together.  I want to see the 

plans and estimates when I get back from Washington.”

“More concessions?”

“More like clearing the ground for you.  Literally.”  

Before Tang could find anything else to say, Sir Charles broke 

the connection and dropped the satellite phone into his pocket.  

He strode across the tarmac, scattering airport officials and 

maintenance personnel as he went, and sprinted up the airstair 

of his private jet.  The rear of the plane was spartan, filled with 

lightweight seats on runners that could be removed in an hour, 
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transforming most of the fuselage into a cargo hold.  Only a 

portion of the forward cabin was fitted out with the degree of 

luxury expected of a billionaire’s personal aircraft.  Sir Charles 

preferred it that way.  He had better uses for the plane than 

mere display.

The Boeing 727-100 swung out of the parking area and 

its retrofitted engines kicked it airborne long before it reached 

the end of the four thousand-foot runway.  Two hours later, it 

floated down into Palm Beach International and taxied across 

to Atlantic Aviation.  Attendants hurried a middle-aged 

woman into the forward cabin while the turbines screamed 

with urgency.  Five minutes later the plane was aloft again and 

heading north.

“That was remarkably quick,” Sir Charles observed, 

pouring himself a glass of Pellegrino.  He offered one to his 

guest.  She refused with a gesture.  The expression on her face 

suggested that she would have appreciated something stronger 

this late in the afternoon, but Sir Charles had no intention of 

making the meeting easier for her.  Not yet.  Also his plane 

never carried a steward.

“But I do appreciate your letting me give you a lift,” he 

went on.  “It saves the trouble of making reservations.”

“A class above first?”  Cathleen Ericks, Assistant 

Secretary of State for Population, Refugees, and Migration, was 

still wondering why a private banker had dropped out of the 

sky into her lap and had insisted on a quiet chat at six hundred 

miles an hour.  Her career in NGOs had taught her to be wary 

of those with money, bankers in particular.  Her new status as 

an official of the United States had brought her face to face with 

the fact that she would be encountering them on a regular 

basis.  Besides, she was expected to make use of them while 

allowing them to make use of her.  It was a complex position, 

and she knew it.  And Sir Charles knew it, and had chosen to 

spring on her before she could fully adjust to the role.
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“Quite so.  At least I hope you’ll agree after you hear 

what I have to propose.”

“I couldn’t help but wonder why you wished for such a 

very private conversation.”

“Because I want something.”

“That’s refreshing.  Most people aren’t so forthright.  

Instead they cast themselves as public benefactors.”

“You won’t find that I benefit by what I’m proposing.”

“Oh, then this is a scenario where I can benefit instead.”

“If you like.  Although I never did cast you as the main 

beneficiary when I envisioned this scenario.”

“Who does benefit, then.”

“Refugees,” Sir Charles announced with the air of 

having said something profound.

“Any refugees in particular?”

“As you know, the Seleka movement has recently 

overthrown the anti-Balaka government in the Central African 

Republic.”  From the look of her reaction, he saw that she 

hadn’t known that.  Good.  “Naturally, the Selekas are purging 

their former opponents.  It would be simpler, and safer, for 

everyone involved if the United States were to make a point of 

extending refugee status to the defeated anti-Balakas.  That 

falls within the purview of your bureau, I believe.  I would like 

you to arrange it.”

“Would you also like me to tap dance on the head of a 

pin?” the Assistant Secretary said.  “I’m not sure how familiar 

you are with American politics, Sir Charles, but you may have 

noticed that we have substantial immigration problems at the 

moment.  Admitting refugees en masse from Africa would be--

politically unsound, to say the least.”

“If you make a great song and dance about it,” Sir 

Charles agreed.  “On the other hand, if you slip it in quietly, no 

one will know the difference.  And they don’t have to be 

permanently resettled in the United States.  You may put them 

anywhere you like, provided you get them out of the CAR.”
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“Then why us?  Why not let France, as the former 

colonial power, take the lead?”

“You can do it faster.”

“I don’t think we can do it at all.  The politics--”

“The Seleka, though not an Islamist movement, are 

predominantly Muslim, while most of the anti-Balaka fighters 

and the populations at risk are Christian.  That should help 

with your political issues if I read your present situation 

correctly.”

“It helps, but it doesn’t eliminate them.”

“Would it help further if I offered to cover the costs?”

“Cover the costs?”

“Pay for constructing refugee centers in the CAR.  Pay 

the salaries of any employees working on the project.  Pay for 

the airfares of the refugees.  Provide them with a basic level of 

support until they can find jobs.  Cover the cost of keeping the 

necessary records.  An additional honorarium to the State 

Department for undertaking the effort.”

“That would run into millions.”

“So do the costs of running this jet.  And yet here we 

are.”

“Sir Charles, in America we do not pay the government 

to do things we want.”

“You have two hundred and fifty million taxpayers.  

Somebody pays.”

“Yes, but on an individual level--”

“Call it a public-private partnership.  Route it through 

a charitable organization if you like to resolve any possible 

legal problems.”

“If you see this issue as having such simple political 

solutions, why approach me?  Why not go directly to the 

Secretary, or to the President?”

“Because I don’t see it as a political issue.  I offer these 

political explanations for your convenience if needed.  I see it 
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as an administrative issue which you can resolve in next to no 

time.”

“May I ask how you think I can resolve it?”

“Your department is responsible for preparing the 

presidential determination that outlines which refugees have 

the highest priority for admission.  There are three categories of 

priority.  All your finding has to do is include displaced 

persons from the CAR as being in the first category.  I can have 

an NGO make the recommendation if procedures require it, or 

I can speak to the UN commissioner on the subject later this 

week.  Whichever you prefer.  If your department prepares it, 

the president will sign it.  You know as well as I do that no one 

whose day-to-day job isn’t affected by the determination will 

ever read it.  That accomplished, the rest is easy.”

Assistant Secretary Ericks sat very still.

“And once such a determination was issued...”

“All you would have to do would be to send out the 

necessary immigration officers.  I’ll make the rest of the 

arrangements.  As long as the determination specified that in 

this particular case the refugees could be interviewed in their 

country of origin, there would be no problems.  I should also 

add that I have business connections in the CAR who can assist 

in obtaining visas and such under the table.  But again, that’s 

not the State Department’s concern.”

“In short, you’ll do it--”

“By means of an NGO.”

“By means of an NGO, yes--if I can obtain the necessary 

authorization.”

“Correct.”

Ericks turned and looked out the window.  The setting 

sun was turning the cloud-tops to fire in the distance.  In the 

background, Sir Charles was going through another folder of 

papers.

“I’m not sure I can take that risk for a cause I don’t 

believe in.”
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“Do you believe the risk to be so great?”

“I don’t see how the rewards balance it.”

“I could plead with you that it was a means to prevent 

a second Darfur crisis.”

“You would probably plead well, but I’m guessing 

without passion.  This isn’t personal for you, is it?  You don’t 

have relatives over there?”

“The only relatives or ancestors I ever knew of were 

Congolese.  Nothing to do with the CAR.”

“Then it isn’t close to your heart.  Well, to be honest, Sir 

Charles, it isn’t close to mine, either.”

Sir Charles stared at her with a certain degree of 

approval.

“You don’t seem displeased,” Ericks said in surprise.

“No, because we have now reduced the problem to its 

essentials.  Making it personal.”

“I don’t see what you mean.”

“Your daughter wants to attend Merton College, I 

believe.  And next year your son will be applying to Harvard.  

The Warden of Merton is a personal friend of mine.  And I am 

an alumnus of Harvard as well.  They weigh alumni 

recommendations very heavily there.”

The Assistant Secretary drew a deep breath.
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Chapter Two

For once the sun was shining over Bangui.  Usually the 

capital of the Central African Republic was shrouded in clouds 

as a result of its location above a series of rapids on the Ubangi 

River.  Humid air, vast forests, an endless water supply and the 

absence of any mountains to change airflow patterns caused a 

near-constant overcast on most days.  A plain of clouds in the 

sky paralleling the flat plain of jungle and savanna and 

patchwork fields below.  The biggest change in elevation 

around the capital was the broad, shallow trench through 

which the river churned, its surface more or less level with the 

surrounding land.  So level, in fact, that in places it was 

difficult for land and water to decide where the one ended and 

the other began.  The land was crossed by an ever-changing 

number of rivers and streams and channels; the water was 

interrupted by flat islands that rose six inches above the surface 

for miles before plunging underwater again.  In the morning 

light those islands shimmered until they appeared to flow with 

the river, waves riding upon waves.

Sir Charles surveyed the scene from the cockpit of his 

boat with considerable approval.

“There are eight hundred thousand people back there 

who would wipe that smile off your face pretty quick if they 
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knew what you were thinking,” Tang observed.  He jerked his 

head in the direction of the capital.

“But they don’t, and our friends here only speak 

French,” Sir Charles put in.

“Fine friends.”  The Cantonese engineer cast a skeptical 

eye over the boat’s crew.  A local pilot, middle-aged but with a 

face creased from years of strain and fear, and two soldiers in 

dirty camouflage with battered AKMs slung over their 

shoulders.  Their job was to shout at the pilot if he strayed too 

far over the imaginary line down the middle of the river that 

separated the Central African Republic from the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, and to protect the government’s 

honored guest--Sir Charles--from rebels, coastguards, peasants, 

fishermen, and anything else that might not meet with his 

aristocratic condescension.

“A friend in the wilderness is better than an enemy.”

“Neither is preferable.  Why are we sitting in this scow, 

anyway?”  Tang’s ungracious description was a poor way to 

refer to a brand-new luxury craft planing over the water at 

considerably more than forty knots.  Sir Charles ignored the 

question.

The boat’s nose was coming around now, falling off 

from north to east.  Every few miles the river made a sweeping 

curve, but never one that returned it exactly to its previous 

course.  The cumulative effect of the turns was to bring the 

Ubangi around in a great semicircle on the southern border of 

the CAR, a bite taken out of its interior.  Far to the south of that 

curve was the great river itself, the Congo, forcing its way to 

the ocean and sucking up the output of hundreds of other 

tributaries along its way.  The contribution of the Ubangi, a 

thousand feet broad at its present point, would be lost 

altogether in that massive flow.

“And so no one will really miss it,” Sir Charles 

observed to himself.
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The temperature climbed upwards.  The river narrowed 

and widened, sprouted islands and sandbars, and spread itself 

out in unbroken smoothness from bank to bank.  The pilot 

sweated and hovered over the unfamiliar throttles.  The 

soldiers lolled on the aft seats, panting, their curses 

diminishing in frequency and volume as the hours progressed.

Tang put down a tablet on which he had been 

scribbling calculations of baffling complexity and edged his 

way forward onto the bow.  The land was changing ahead, 

rising on either side of them.  He studied the terrain intensely, 

his habitual pessimism falling away in the process.

Sir Charles rose and tapped the pilot on the shoulder.  

A gesture was sufficient to induce him to pull the throttles 

back.  The boat slowed and the sleepy soldiers sat up in 

surprise.

Some countless number of years earlier, the Ubangi had 

driven its channel through a ridge of rock that blocked its path.  

Erosion had transformed the cliffs into gentle bluffs and steep 

slopes, and the river had settled down in a broader, lower path, 

but the spurs of the former ridge were still there to testify to the 

event.  They pointed north and south across the Ubangi, which 

at this point flowed from east to west, or perhaps just a fraction 

north of west.  Beyond the ridge, however, the river made a 

sharp turn to the south.  For an unexplained reason, it had 

flowed beside the rock formation before cutting through it.

The rising hills on the south bank of the river were 

taller and closer to the water’s edge than those on the north.  

Both were moderately forested.  And the river was narrower at 

this spot than at almost any other point between the ridge and 

Bangui.

Sir Charles stepped forward and joined Tang.  They 

were drifting now, idle in the current.  The pilot was resigned.  

The soldiers were puzzled.  Their passengers ignored them as if 

they had vanished from the earth, and the river and the hills 

were all that remained.
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“Well?” Sir Charles prompted at last.  His voice was 

very gentle, very low.  “Can it be done?”

Tang shook his head.  The words came from his lips 

with equal restraint.  “I don’t know where you found this 

scheme--but yes.  It can be done.”

“It agrees with your maps?”

“Better than the maps know.  The elevation is more 

favorable than you can see on paper.”

“Good.”

“It will be hard to do in secrecy.”

“Only part will have to be done in secrecy.”

“How do you plan to hide the rest?”

“In the glare of restrained publicity.”

* * * * *

There is no international guidebook for diplomats that 

ranks government buildings as if they were restaurants or 

hotels, but if there were, the Presidential Palace in Bangui 

would stand a very good chance of topping the list of Worst 

Residences of a Head of State.  The palace, where the mad 

Bokassa had proclaimed himself Emperor of Central Africa 

decades ago, was a drab affair of painted concrete with the 

paint peeling off.  Nervous soldiers surrounded it.  The main 

entrance was barred by a gate whose designer had never heard 

of aesthetics but was very keen on function.  The interiors were 

a perfect microcosm of 1970s-era government furnishing: 

garish colors, synthetic fabrics, cheap wood paneling, angular 

furniture.  All of it was in a state of utter disrepair.

Neither the vile surroundings nor the equally vile 

drinks--out of consideration for their more rigid Muslim 

supporters, the leaders of the CAR were compelled to keep the 

alcohol under lock and key--threw Sir Charles off his stride.  In 

a spotless linen drill suit, he faced the President with an 
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engaging energy that got him what he wanted more often than 

not.

“So as Your Excellency can see from the reports 

prepared by Intertek, there is a substantial ridge of granite 

running northwest and southeast through the center of the 

CAR.  The population in the districts through which it passes--

chiefly the prefectures of Ouham, Nana-Grebizi, and Kemo--is 

small.  No serious explorations or borings have ever been 

undertaken in these regions.  All mining activity to date has 

been conducted either in the eastern or western portions of the 

country.  The central hills are, I believe, an untapped resource.

“Preliminary assays show ores of iron, tungsten, 

copper, and molybdenum.  I would draw your attention 

particularly to the economic potential of the copper and 

molybdenum.  Due to the increasing demands of the Chinese 

markets and the American defense establishment, copper now 

stands at eight thousand dollars the ton.  Molybdenum is at 

fifty thousand dollars the ton, and may well go higher.  It 

reached twice that price in 2005.  Even at a very conservative 

production estimate of a thousand tons annually, which is 

easily achievable at the assay levels given in these reports, that 

means revenues of fifty millions a year.”

“To be shared between the Trilithon Corporation and 

the government as previously outlined,” General Mamadou 

Ousmane interjected.  Having begun his senior political career 

as the chief troubleshooter for the Seleka rebels, he had been 

responsible for rebuilding the military power of their 

organization.  When a successful campaign carried them into 

the capital, he found himself with the thankless and much-

coveted job of interim president.  Clever but not cunning, 

devout but not demanding, he had taken advantage of the 

loans, lines of credit, and referrals that Sir Charles had offered 

during the rebellion without particular enthusiasm, knowing 

that he would be called upon for a quid pro quo in due course.  
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Now that it was being presented to him, he intended to 

examine it with great care before yielding a single step.

“Naturally.  With all due respect to you, General, I 

should like to point out that that amount is approximately the 

difference between your government’s revenues and its 

expenditures at the moment.”

“And a third of the amount paid out to us every year in 

aid and relief.  I’m aware of the proportions, Sir Charles.  It’s 

promising--almost too promising.  How good is your 

confidence in the accuracy of these reports?”

Sir Charles shrugged.  “I have no background in 

mining.  But the days of the offshore financial markets are 

numbered.  The Americans are just waiting for an opportunity 

to smash them.  So, while I still have a steady income from 

those ventures, I’ve used it to hire the best surveyors and 

assayers I could obtain.  Their reports tell me nothing.  The 

Intertek analysis is far more informative.  As you can see, I 

have commissioned two separate surveys covering the territory 

in question, each of which was carried out by different 

personnel.  Their results are substantially the same.  That, I 

think, is sufficient evidence to warrant moving forward.”

“There are three other companies prospecting in the 

CAR at the moment.  Why haven’t they turned up these 

molybdenum reserves you are so keen on pursuing?”

“They weren’t looking in the right places.  And that is 

why I’m interested in this venture.  So far all three of my 

competitors have missed the central hills.  I’m willing to make 

a long-term bet that there is usable, commercially viable ore 

there.  Whatever ground the preliminary surveys might leave 

uncovered, the chance is a worthwhile one--because there is no 

competition.  Yet.  To your government, perhaps, there is no 

merit in privileging one company over another.  You’ll collect 

your share of the revenues in due course no matter who digs 

the stuff out of the ground.  But for me, the absence of any 

other firms in this area are what make the proposition valuable.  
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And because it is valuable on those terms, I am willing and 

able to put my resources into developing it as quickly as 

possible.”

“The implication being that we stand to gain more from 

your rapid actions than from the tedious delays of your 

competitors?”

“Well, there will be delays if they are involved.  I 

guarantee it.  They are public companies, which must tread 

carefully in their decisions lest they endanger the interests of 

tens of thousands of shareholders and bring the wrath of the 

exchanges and revenue commissioners down upon their heads.  

They are cautious, which is synonymous with slow.  As for 

me?”  Sir Charles raised his hands.  “I am the Trilithon 

Corporation.  I answer to no board and to no shareholders, and 

I was brought up in a line of work where thirty seconds’ 

hesitation might mean the difference between profit and loss.  

When I want something, I take it before someone else can 

snatch it first.  You stand to benefit a great deal, immediately, 

from my approach.  Your government is still unstable.  Mining, 

even the earliest stages of mining development, will bring you 

much-needed foreign currency and additional income, to say 

nothing of domestic security benefits.”

“What sort of domestic security benefits?” the General 

wanted to know.  He sensed a catch.

Sir Charles toyed with his pen.  “Not to impugn the 

army that Your Excellency created, but it’s small, and you have 

many enemies.  The population density of these provinces is 

low.  Twenty people per square mile on average, half that in 

many areas.  My crews will be prospecting away from roads, 

villages, and any form of military or police support.  As a 

result, they will be prime targets for the remnants of the anti-

Balaka forces loitering in the bush.  I have no intention, 

however, of asking your government for protection.  In my 

judgment, the cost of providing appropriate security for the 

mines is merely part of the cost of doing business.  And if those 
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security forces in my employ should extinguish the last of the 

anti-Balakas in the course of protecting my employees and 

concessions, that would be an additional advantage for your 

government, would it not?”

General Ousmane studied his guest thoughtfully.  “Do 

you have any superstitions about blood money, Sir Charles?”

“Only if it’s my own blood on the money,” came the 

prompt reply.

The Minister of Mines cleared his throat.  For the first 

time, he appeared to be ready to take part in the conversation.  

“Money.  That raises another question.  You have indicated a 

readiness in your plans, Sir Charles, to prospect for gold as 

well.  But in a very unconventional manner.  Would you 

explain for the President’s enlightenment what exactly you are 

suggesting?”

“Certainly.”  Sir Charles opened the folder in front of 

him and withdrew a large map of the CAR’s central 

prefectures, defaced with a variety of red lines and crosses.  

“As you will notice, the individual sites where I propose to 

carry out borings or excavations are marked as such.  The 

jagged lines, on the other hand, represent seasonal or, in a few 

cases, existing rivers.  If you consult one of the Intertek reports 

included in my draft, you will note that I commissioned a 

special study of these riverbeds.  The results showed deposits 

of alluvial gold high enough to be commercially recoverable at 

a substantial profit.  In short, instead of confining operations to 

a single spot, a single gold mine, I have it in mind to use the 

river channels themselves, along great stretches of their length, 

as mines.  The softened soil will be easy enough to strip, along 

with its gold content, and afterwards the river will continue to 

flow undisturbed while the ore is refined elsewhere.  Efficient, 

and incapable of misconstruction by environmental activists.”

“Everything is capable of misconstruction by activists,” 

the Minister reproved him.  “But it is a novel solution.  If you 

have the equipment for it.”
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“My engineers assure me that it would require only 

slight modifications to typical excavators.”

“And the terms you would propose?” the General 

asked.

“Twenty million dollars a year for the concessions until 

the government’s share of the profits exceeds that sum, unless 

the contracts are renegotiated.  The concessions themselves to 

run for fifty years and to be renewable at the end of that time at 

my option.  Your government to provide nothing in the way of 

tools, equipment, or security.  My company to be responsible 

for the construction of any needed transport infrastructure.”

“In other words, give you the land and you will do the 

rest.”

“Yes.  The chance is all I require.”

“And you are very confident you will succeed?” the 

Minister pressed.

“I am certain of it,” Sir Charles smiled.

* * * * *

The guard outside the doors of the presidential suite 

closed them behind Sir Charles.  General Ousmane turned to 

the Minister of Mines.  “You seem very pleased with him.”

The Minister chuckled.  He took off his glasses and 

polished them.  “Yes, quite so.”

“The profits of the scheme appeal to you so much?”

“My dear General, the scheme offers us no profits!  

Apart from those which we pocket out of his advance 

payments, that is.”

“Explain yourself.  These assay reports are quite clear 

and convincing.  And his proposal as a whole has vision.”

“Oh, yes.  It is ambitious, I grant you that.  And Sir 

Charles is a man accustomed to realizing his visions.  But by 

his own admission, he is out of his depth in this venture, and 
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he does not even know quite how deep the abyss beneath him 

really is.”

“That tells me nothing.”

“I am sorry.  I will elaborate.  Of course the first thing I 

did with these assay reports was to confirm them with Intertek.  

The copies I received from their records matched those that Sir 

Charles submitted.  No question of fraud or forgery there.”

“Then there is nothing the matter with his proposal 

after all.”

“Patience, my general.  I was still suspicious.  

Molybdenum has never been discovered in our country before, 

not in any quantity.  So I requested that Intertek forward to me 

the original observations and records of his survey teams.”

“And?”

“Our own analysts constructed a report from the 

surveys.  It shows no molybdenum, no tungsten, iron and 

copper at levels barely above those required to cover the cost of 

the extraction, and no substantial alluvial gold in the rivers.  

And none of the other trace elements which his proposal 

promises so tantalizingly.”

“He had the assay reports falsified at the source, then?”

“He cannot have done so.  Their security procedures are 

designed to prevent that.  Also, if he knows there are no 

valuable minerals here, why is he so eager to dig them up?  No, 

Sir Charles is our victim here.  He has based this entire 

ingenious business plan on fraudulent documents that he 

accepted in good faith.  Either the lab equipment is defective, 

or the technicians incompetent--or someone at Intertek bears a 

very heavy grudge against Sir Charles Grosley.”

“In that case, we have no cause to grant him these 

concessions.”

“My general!”  The Minister was hurt.  “There is no 

reason not to grant him the concessions, always providing that 

we pay for nothing and commit ourselves to nothing apart 
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from giving him the opportunity.  It is all a matter of phrasing 

to make us look generous.”

“But--”

“Sir Charles may well dig for five years before realizing 

his time has been wasted.  In those five years, he will have paid 

us a hundred million dollars.  He will have built roads across 

the central prefectures which we badly need, and he will have 

finished clearing up the last of the anti-Balakas.  His loss is very 

much our gain.”

“You are as devious as he is,” Ousmane frowned.

“We cannot all be pillars of rectitude, my general.”

* * * * *

“I detest clay soils,” Tang pointed out, trotting along 

after Sir Charles down one of Bangui’s unpaved streets.  The 

difference in their heights forced him to take two steps to Sir 

Charles’s one.

“Think of the air instead of the earth for a change.”

“The air is humid.  I might as well be back in Hong 

Kong.”

“You don’t have a jungle there.  Try to appreciate how 

close we are to nature.”  Sir Charles gestured to indicate the red 

sun squeezing down over the horizon, the distant rustle of the 

foliage, the quiet of a city not rich in public or private transport 

and with no nightlife worth mentioning.  And the five men 

with machetes who had slipped out of the dark mouth of an 

alley and were rushing towards them.

“Too close to nature for me,” Tang grumbled, and 

secreted himself in the shadow of a nearby doorway.  Sir 

Charles did no more than raise an eyebrow.

The first assailant was a bare five yards away when his 

hand slipped around to the small of his back and reappeared 

with a revolver in it.  Most men require two hands to shoot a 

28



Colt Anaconda with any accuracy.  In Sir Charles’s grasp, it 

looked like a ladies’ toy.

The three men in the lead went down in the first three 

seconds.  Sir Charles swung his gun left and picked off a 

fourth; they’d been spreading out to encircle him.  That gave 

the fifth attacker time to dart around to Sir Charles’s right and 

take a swing at him.  It was a futile swing, since he was rattled 

by the suddenness of their mark’s counterattack and Sir 

Charles was already in motion, dodging the blow.  But it saved 

his life.  He stumbled and grabbed at empty air, felt his fingers 

touch Sir Charles’s jacket.  Something tore.  Jerking himself 

back, he staggered upright just in time to have three pounds of 

steel descend on the side of his head.  He lost consciousness 

immediately.

“Now you’ve torn it,” Tang said, reappearing from his 

place of refuge.

“Actually he’s torn it,” Sir Charles said with regret, 

looking down at his ruined coat.

“There goes the concession if the police find you here.”

“Police?  In Bangui?”  Sir Charles shook his head and 

made his gun vanish again.  “There haven’t been police in 

Bangui for the better part of a decade.  Besides, the police in 

more--realistic--parts of the world don’t bother themselves 

about the fate of night prowlers.  Which these men obviously 

were.”  He strolled off.  Tang followed, cursing in three 

languages.

Behind them, without any conscious direction, the hand 

of their stunned assailant closed on a hard plastic object in the 

dirt of the road.
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Chapter Three

With one hand never leaving the gearshifter, Ibrahim 

Bedouye edged the venerable Toyota around another dune.  Its 

wheels bucked and skidded in the loose sand and the soft, 

powdery earth, the fine dust of an ancient sea that crept into 

every crevice of the car.  Negotiating this part of the Bodele 

Depression was a matter of walking, or rather driving, a fine 

line.  If you went too fast, you lost control in the unstable soil.  

If you went too slow, the clouds of powder your wheels flung 

up enveloped you and left you unable to see.  On the whole, 

speed was best whenever possible.  But that wasn’t always an 

option when the shifting sands got in the way.

Bedouye saw the crest of the dune creeping down 

towards the horizon.  He swung the truck wide, gave it a surge 

of power, and with a final sideways grating noise it rolled free 

of the sand and shot ahead on comparatively solid ground.  

Behind it, a column of loose, dessicated diatoms rose into the 

sky.  The plume would be dangerous if anyone was looking, 

but thankfully there was no one around to look.  He hoped.  He 

was west and a trifle north of the town of Faya-Largeau in 

Chad.  The land in these parts was too barren even for the 

Tuareg, and the Chadian nomads kept well to the south.  No 

wells, no gueltas, no oases, nothing but the occasional river that 

flowed for a week during the rainy season and left a damp 

patch on the surface to mark where the earth swallowed it at 
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last.  Uninhabitable--and for that reason perfect for a 

smuggling route.

The cases rattling in the back of the truck were filled 

with good Egyptian ammunition, the product of an arms 

factory whose director was prominent among the dissidents 

hoping to topple General al-Sisi.  Any contributions to their 

treasury were appreciated, and like the French, who had once 

dominated this part of the world, they were cosmopolitan 

dealers.  Anyone who could pay was welcome to walk off with 

enough bullets to start a war.

The war, of course, had already started.  The Tuaregs 

were in motion again, pushing back against the government of 

Niger in response to its ongoing aggression.  All they asked, 

really, was to be left alone in the desert that was their 

traditional home.  The Nigerien government refused to permit 

this and insisted that the armed tribes submit to the state.  The 

outcome was inevitable and cyclical.  Every few years the 

Nigerien army tried to implement this policy afresh.  Each time 

the Tuaregs fought them to a stalemate.  Then there would be 

an interval of non-violent tension before hostilities were 

resumed.  The routine was fast becoming part of the way of the 

desert, and it accounted for the presence of Ibrahim Bedouye in 

the barren lands on the route from Egypt to the Air Mountains.

Now that the dunes were behind him, for the most part, 

he relaxed.  He fumbled for his flask and took a long drink 

from it, rinsing the dirt out of his mouth first.  The Toyota, 

plundered from some government department or aid 

organization in the remote past, had no windows.  Ice tinkled 

in his bottle as he drank.  It was a new century, and the most 

remote outposts of civilization had refrigeration now.  For a 

moment he reflected on how his ancestors had crossed this 

desert by camel, sucking sips of near-boiling water from 

goatskin bags, and relying on their skill in stellar navigation to 

survive.  He traveled at a greater speed, and in greater comfort, 
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but their knowledge of the night sky was preserved in his 

mind.  There was no map in the truck.

A black speck appeared in the distance.  Ever alert, he 

tensed, ready to gun the truck ahead if it was a Chadian army 

patrol racing to cut him off.  It didn’t move.  But it grew.  It was 

flickering and indistinct, but it was growing without a doubt.  

Bedouye frowned.  If it wasn’t another vehicle, and it couldn’t 

be a camel or a man, what was it?  There were no outcroppings 

of black rock in this desert.  For ten years, half his life, he’d 

crossed and recrossed it until he lost count of the times he’d 

made the trip, first with his father and then with his uncles and 

then alone.  This was something new.

He eased back on the gas pedal.  He wanted to see what 

it was.

It came up on him more quickly than he expected, 

because it was small and low to the ground.  Alarmed, he 

stepped on the brakes, hard.  The dust flew up and drowned 

him, and he swung his veil around his face in self-defense.  

Very slowly, it settled back out of the air or drifted southwest, 

drawn by the powerful currents aloft.  His vision cleared.

The desert air had deceived him.  The black object was 

actually two objects spaced some distance apart.  They 

resembled flat spades, Bedouye thought, poking up like the 

leaves of some grotesque plant from beneath a slight rise in the 

desert.  He climbed out of the truck and walked over to them.  

They were barely higher than his knees, and the surface of each 

was covered with shallow bubbles.  Bubbles in a pattern of 

squares.  He touched them through the cloth of his jacket.  

Riveted metal.

Puzzled, he walked around them, looking for a clue.  

He noticed that each of the two slabs had fittings--levers, it 

appeared--protruding from their surfaces.  Abandoned 

machinery? he wondered.  Leftovers from the Libyan war?  He 

stepped back, squinting, and felt his foot sink through the sand 
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and grate on something hard and slippery.  Something that 

was not a rock.

Now he was more intrigued than before.  He carried a 

small shovel in the truck, which had been useful in coping with 

breakdowns more than once.  A dozen strokes, and its blade 

rang on metal.

An archaeologist would have cleared the area slowly 

and with extreme care.  Bedouye was too curious and too 

untrained in the ways of historic preservation to bother.  He let 

the sand fly, and an extraordinary shape emerged from the 

ground beneath his feet: a glass bubble with two prongs of steel 

protruding from it.  Or, he realized, comparing the picture 

before his eyes with those he’d seen in newspapers, a plexiglass 

bubble with two machine guns.  A gun turret.

He shuffled forward, not bothering to dig farther than 

was necessary to discern the outline of what lay beneath the 

dune.  The shape emerged with surprising speed.  A long, 

tapering hull behind the turret.  Twin tails separated by a 

stabilizer that he could feel by forcing his shovel deep into the 

sand.  And at the very end of the hull, another gun turret, this 

one with four guns peering out from the slightly fogged bubble 

of the glass.

There was an entire airplane beneath his feet, Bedouye 

realized.  A very old airplane.  And in that moment, something 

he’d read in an old newspaper on one of his trips to Egypt 

slipped back into his mind.

For perhaps a quarter of an hour he stood motionless, 

considering it.  At last he turned and began to dig again.  This 

time he was shovelling sand back onto the aircraft, burying 

what he’d uncovered.  The turrets and the hull disappeared 

quickly.  But he wasn’t satisfied.  Picking a spot that he judged 

lay well to the side of the airplane, he started scraping up loose 

soil more or less evenly from the surface and carrying it over to 

where the twin tails were still visible.  Under the burning sun, 

he labored to bury them, to hide all trace of their presence.  
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When they were finally invisible, and no casual observer 

would be able to tell that the resulting mound of earth was 

anything but a natural hummock in the desert, he collapsed in 

mingled exhaustion and thanked God more sincerely than he 

ever had in his life.

After a while his strength came back, and he climbed 

into the truck again and set off for the border, leaving a pillar 

of cloud behind him as before.

* * * * *

“Can you draw it for me?” Wassim Nessoua asked.

Bedouye nodded.  He was tired from the journey, but 

his mind was clear.  As for the delay, he had explained that 

away as the result of detouring in order to avoid a sandstorm, 

a convincing reason to anyone accustomed to the desert.

“I think so.”  He turned over the loose scrap of an exam 

paper that his cousin proffered him, and, after a moment’s 

hesitation, began to outline what he had seen.  “It tapered 

much like this.  And it had two gun turrets.”

“How many guns?”

“Six.  Two in the middle, on top, and four in the tail.”

“And the tail?”

“Two tails.  One on each side, away from the main 

section.  They were separated from it by a plate of some kind 

buried deeper than I could dig.”

“The stabilizer.  What did the tails look like from the 

side?”

“About like this.”  Bedouye drew them.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, very.”

“They were tapered like that?  Pointed?  Not rounded 

and blunt?”

“No, they were tapered.  I am sure of it.  I stared at 

them for hours.”
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“And you buried them afterwards?”

“Yes, but I could find the spot again.”

Nessoua leaned back in his chair and contemplated the 

drawing.

“Do you know what it is?” Bedouye pressed him with 

some urgency.

“I can’t be sure,” Nessoua said slowly, “but it looks as if 

you have found a British Lancaster bomber.”

“Is there any way you can be sure?”

Nessoua stood up, giving a grunt as his weight came to 

rest on his cane, and limped across to a dusty bookshelf.  

Though not many years older than Bedouye, he had been a 

promising junior professor at Abdou Moumouni University in 

the capital before the police had crippled him when they had 

attacked a demonstration in which he was participating.  Now 

he was the village schoolmaster in Talalit.  He extracted a worn 

volume of an encyclopedia from the shelf and paged through 

it.  Without words, he held out the open book to his cousin.

“That’s it!” Bedouye shouted, leaping to his feet in 

excitement.  “That’s the airplane!”

“Not this one?”  Nessoua’s finger rested on another 

picture.

“No.  The first one.  I’m quite sure of it.”

“It’s an Avro Lancaster, then.  It’s not surprising.  They 

were one of the most common types of the Second World War, 

and the number of aircraft that British forces lost in north 

Africa during the desert campaign has never been fully 

determined.”

“Forget the desert campaign, please, Wassim.  Tell me 

this.  Is it valuable?”

“It’s a wrecked plane in the desert,” Nessoua said in 

surprise.

“Not wrecked.  I uncovered half of it.  Almost half, 

anyway.  I didn’t see a break in it anywhere.  No bent metal, no 
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burn marks.  Suppose it just ran out of fuel and landed?  And 

then the sandstorms covered it?  That could happen, yes?”

“Yes, of course, but--”

“How much would it be worth today if it were intact?”

“Preserved under the sands?”  The schoolmaster 

considered this, his well-ordered mind recalling half-forgotten 

fragments of reading.  “To a collector, anything between two 

and five million American dollars, probably.”

“Two million dollars in Talalit.  Think of that!  

Ammunition, vehicles, medicine, tools, perhaps planes of our 

own--bribes to corrode the government and the army from 

within--imagine the results!”

“There is no way we can recover that airplane.”

“We don’t need to.”  Bedouye’s face was shining now.  

“We can sell it where it is.  When I was in Egypt I read a story 

about an American collector who snatched an old plane from a 

warehouse where it was being kept.  A British team had found 

it in the desert, but they couldn’t get permission to export it.  So 

he slipped in and took it away and the Egyptians just shrugged 

when they found out about it afterwards.  If we can prove it’s 

there--that it is an aircraft from that war in perfect condition--

we can sell it to him and let him bother about recovering it!”

* * * * *

A diatomite plume was rising from the desert floor 

again.  This time it leaned west instead of east, because the 

vehicle that was generating it was traveling eastwards and 

pushing the dust away from it.  From the perspective of a 

vulture floating sleepily a mile or so above the ground, it 

would have been the only thing that moved in all that great, 

empty space.

Nessoua dropped his veil from his mouth.  No one had 

raised any objection when he had asked to accompany his 

cousin on another smuggling run.  Two men were safer than 
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one in the desert.  “Suppose someone has found it already?  For 

that matter, why has no one ever found it before?”

“I came farther south than usual to avoid a cloud that 

looked like it would develop into a storm,” Bedouye replied.  

“That part of my story was true.  Then I found myself in a 

maze of dunes that it took me some time to work around.  And 

routing around them pushed me farther off course.  This plane 

isn’t on any of the usual routes.  As for anyone else...”  He 

shrugged.  “The dunes move.  The desert changes.  It was 

buried; now it’s exposed.  Who knows how many times it was 

revealed in the past and how many years it’s spent buried?”

“If it was exposed it may have been found and 

plundered, and no one bothered to brag about it.”

“It wasn’t plundered,” Bedouye insisted obstinately.

“How can you be sure?”

Bedouye groped for an answer, which came to him in a 

sudden instant of revelation.  “The guns!  Six machine guns.  

Six that I could see.  Eight, if your books are right.  Who would 

not have walked off with the guns at the very least?  They 

could have used them or sold them.”

His cousin considered this.  It was a reasonable 

suggestion.  Arms were always in demand in Africa, and 

colonial-era ammunition was still obtainable.  If the guns were 

there, then it was possible that the rest of the plane was 

undisturbed, and if it was...

He thought it over, his imagination catching fire and 

leaping to catch up with his cousin’s proposals.  Neither of 

them spoke.  The desert growled and rumbled by outside the 

car.  Once they stopped to empty a new can of fuel into the 

tank.  Around them, the landscape shifted.  Landmarks no 

bigger than a stone or a discarded tire glided past and vanished 

into the glassy horizon.  Then there were no more landmarks at 

all, at least not anything that could be construed as a landmark.  

Bedouye leaned forward in his seat, tense, waiting for the 

moment when the changing environment would match itself to 
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the image in his memory.  He kept leaning across Nessoua to 

look out the truck’s south-facing window.

All at once he straightened up in his seat and jammed 

on the brakes.  The truck’s gearbox complained and gave a 

bone-chilling shudder, but it stood the strain and brought them 

to a halt anyway.  The white dust thrown up by their halt 

buried them.

“Well?” Nessoua wanted to know.

Bedouye was slowly relaxing.  “I didn’t want to get too 

close without being certain.”

The dust settled around them.  He inched the truck 

forward again.  Nessoua scanned the area impatiently.  There 

was nothing to see.  Sand and dirt.  No identifying marks, no 

streaks of varied color, no geographical features--

His cousin braked again and turned off the engine.  “It’s 

here.”

“Here?  There’s nothing here.”

In reply Bedouye climbed out of the cab, retrieved the 

two shovels he’d brought this time, and began walking away to 

the south.  About thirty paces away, he stopped.  Nessoua 

hobbled after him as fast as he could go.

“This is it,” Bedouye said.  He was standing by a hump 

in the sand that didn’t reach as high as his waist.

“That?  How could you spot that?”

“I didn’t.  It looked like this.”  He inserted his shovel 

gently into the mound and wiggled it.  The loose sand cascaded 

down the sides, diminishing itself from the top as the base of 

the pile was destabilized.  A cliff formed and crumbled.  Where 

it had been, black metal showed.

Nessoua lunged forward and began to dig, spooning 

the dirt away with unexpected speed.  Bedouye moved to the 

other side.  A few careful blows, and the tip of the second 

vertical tail appeared above the surface again.

“Now do you see how I spotted them?”
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“You have better eyes than I do,” Nessoua panted.  He 

was working himself into a frenzy with the realization that the 

plane existed beneath his feet.  In spite of his poor balance, he 

wouldn’t stop flinging himself at it until both of the tails and 

the rear gun turret were visible again.  Then he sat down on 

top of the turret and laughed, laughed until he would have 

frightened away any animals living nearby, if there had been 

any.

“What next?” his cousin asked him when he had 

calmed himself.

“We should expose the upper part of the aircraft.  Not 

the whole thing.  Enough to show it’s there.  Then we take 

pictures of it.  And we need to uncover enough of one side to 

see what its squadron assignment and serial number were.  

Those were painted on the fuselage.  The buyer can identify it 

from that.  Last of all, if we can, we need to find a way inside--

the departing crew probably left a hatch open somewhere--and 

remove an instrument.  Physical evidence that the aircraft we 

have described exists.

“Where do we start?”

“Here.”  Nessoua made a gesture that included the 

entire tail section.  “The numbers will be here somewhere.  So 

will the hatch, although I don’t know on which side.  I’ll take 

this section.  You work forward.  You can move about in this 

sand more easily than I can.”

They had come up with the buried bomber early in the 

morning.  By noon the Lancaster’s back was visible again.  

Perhaps it had last seen the sun six months before.  Perhaps it 

had gone without exposure for fifty years.  In the desert, no one 

could tell.  The brown and green camouflage paint was 

weathered, but not bleached to dullness.  Nessoua expressed 

the opinion that the degree to which the paint was preserved 

indicated that the plane had spent more time under the sand 

than above it.  The black propellers with their yellow tips had 

blossomed forth with a little care, as had the engine nacelles 
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and the complex patchwork of glass and struts that made up 

the cockpit.  Bedouye finished clearing away a space around 

the forward gun turret, which, like the others, was still intact, 

and went aft to see what his cousin was doing.

Nessoua had managed, in spite of the uncooperative 

sand, to excavate a substantial portion of the aircraft’s left side.  

It stood out bold and black against the pale soil.  A few small 

letters and most of three large ones were now visible, together 

with a tricolor roundel banded in yellow.

“The serial number is PD343,” he said, noticing 

Bedouye’s curious glance and indicating the smaller set of 

markings in response.  “The sand keeps slipping, but I’m sure 

that the large ones read BQ-S.  That’s the identifier for the 

squadron it belonged to.  I don’t know which squadron that 

would be, though.”

“Why is the top painted in camouflage and the bottom 

painted black?”

“The British sent these planes on night missions over 

Germany.  The idea was that a gunner looking up would be 

unable to see the black underside of the aircraft against the 

night sky, and that a fighter pilot looking down would be 

unable to distinguish the camouflage pattern from the patchy 

background of the earth.”

“Did you find the hatch?”

“No.  It must be on the other side.  Start digger closer to 

the tail and work forward.”

Five minutes later Bedouye found the hatch.  To his 

astonishment, it was closed.  Together, they heaved away the 

recalcitrant sand and managed to expose it far enough to be 

opened.  Nessoua put his hand on the catch.  He paused, 

hesitant.  His enthusiasm had vanished for the moment.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’ve seen no sign of the crew.  All this digging, and 

where are they?  Not a jacket, not a water bottle--not a bone.”

“They may have tried to trek out.”
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“Or they may still be here.  This may be their tomb.”

“We can’t know until we look.”

Nessoua sighed and pulled at the door.  The oil on the 

hinges had long since evaporated, and the cracks around the 

frame were filled with powder.  It took their combined strength 

to force it open.

“Would you like--”

“You know what to look for better than I do,” Bedouye 

said firmly.  He had no intention of letting his cousin’s respect 

for the dead get in the way of their ambitions.  The 

schoolmaster shrugged and pulled himself into the aircraft.

It was not as dark as he thought it would be inside the 

curving box of the hull.  Light filtered down from the waist 

turret and the cockpit far ahead.  The details of the picture 

around him emerged rapidly: the shape of the ribs and 

stringers, the spars in the bomb bay, the detritus of canvas 

hanging everywhere--he frowned, surprised.  Clutching the 

side of the fuselage, he edged forward.  “Do you see that?” he 

said, keeping his voice low to avoid the echo.

“What is it?” Bedouye asked.

“The fittings for this turret.”  He ran his hand through 

empty space.  “They’ve been removed.  And there.”  He 

gestured in the direction of the bomb bay.

“No bombs.  But a lot of crumpled bags?”

“Not bags.”  Nessoua picked one of the dessicated 

lumps of canvas apart.  It held together long enough to reveal 

its original shape.  “Makeshift seats.  This wasn’t a fighting 

plane.  This was used as a transport.”

“It’s still a bomber and that’s what counts.”

“But a collector might be interested in the history.”

“Then he can figure it out.  Do you know what we 

need?”

“It’s in the cockpit.”  With his cousin’s help, Nessoua 

clambered over the obstacles in the interior--the Lancaster had 

been a difficult plane for even a healthy and fit crew to work 
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in--and climbed up into the cockpit.  He examined the 

instruments.  Each one was unbroken, in perfect condition, 

their glass almost unfogged by the passage of time.  “I suppose 

I must,” he mused to himself.

“Yes, you must,” Bedouye hissed.

“I know.  Now go outside and start taking pictures of 

the exterior.  The longer it’s exposed, the more risk we take.  

Go!”

The younger man scuttled off.  From the cockpit, 

Nessoua could see him scampering across the plain, to return a 

minute later with a worn but still serviceable camera he had 

begged and borrowed from one of their aunts.  A treasured 

souvenir from a grateful tour group, she had insisted.  But she 

trusted him not to break it.  If she only knew what I might be 

breaking in the next few minutes, he thought.

He pulled a wrench and a small screwdriver with a flat 

head from his pocket.  The first few steps were simple enough.  

The six main instruments were directly in front of him, 

attached to their own separate panel.  The panel, in turn, was 

attached to the rest of the cockpit with three bolts.  The pilot, 

whoever he had been, had closed the cockpit windows before 

leaving the plane and no dust had penetrated this far.  A few 

turns of the wrench and Nessoua was holding the panel in his 

lap.

Now came the delicate part.  Four simple screws 

connected the airspeed indicator with the panel.  These also 

turned with ease and the cylindrical instrument was free--but 

not entirely free.  Two hoses connected to it behind the panel.  

With great care, Nessoua tested them and found that they too 

could be unscrewed.  He eased them off and replaced the panel 

as it was before he’d entered the cockpit.  The airspeed 

indicator he placed in a padded bag and wrapped with a 

fragment of an old blanket.  It was far too valuable to neglect.

He managed to crawl out of the Lancaster on his own.  

Bedouye was still taking pictures, documenting the find to the 
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satisfaction of any lustful collector.  He hobbled across to the 

truck and sealed the precious instrument in a sturdy 

ammunition box, pouring sand around it to hold the 

cushioning in place.  Then he unscrewed his flask and took a 

long, long drink, the relief pouring off of him with his 

perspiration.

Something made him turn.  His cousin was racing 

towards him across the sand.

“Look!” Bedouye shouted, pointing.  “Look there!”  To 

the north, the sky was turning-yellow-white.  “Sandstorm!”

Nessoua seized the camera from him and began 

wrapping that too.  “Go close the hatch.  We’ll wait it out and 

see if it buries the plane again.  If it does, it’ll save us some 

work.  If it doesn’t, we’ll have to be here to finish the job.”

“And if it buries us?”

“We’ll keep moving.”

Bedouye shrugged and hurried off towards the 

abandoned bomber.  Nessoua closed his eyes and listened.  He 

could hear a distant sighing in the air, the squeak of the ancient 

sands sliding upon each other, grain by grain.
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Chapter Four

Sir Charles locked the drawer of his desk and turned to 

look out the window.  As the jet banked, he could see all of 

Srinagar spread out before him, fresh and cheerful with the 

coming of spring.  The old fort, its stones faded with age, still 

brooded over the colorful town below and the shikara-dotted 

surface of Dal Lake.  Houses clustered along its shores, some of 

them attached to the land, others floating on pontoons.  It was 

impossible to tell at this distance which ones were stationary 

and which were amphibious; they were all long and low and 

placid.  Many sported bright green roofs.

There was a thud as the landing gear came down, and 

then the 727 was on the ground.  The corner of Sir Charles’s 

mouth twitched as he felt the nose flare higher than usual.  His 

pilot was making the landing roll long and dramatic to show 

off for the locals.  He said nothing, nor did he reach for the 

intercom.  Good men have their affectations.

Either the landing, the plane, or Sir Charles’s reputation 

must have impressed the customs official who met them on the 

tarmac.  He bowed his way out of sight in a bare thirty seconds.  

A quietly luxurious Daimler with a silent chauffeur was 

waiting a few yards away.  Sir Charles stepped in and the car 

shot off towards the city without a single word exchanged 

between driver and passenger.
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It came to a stop at the waterfront.  The chauffeur 

betrayed his unease with a furtive glance at his passenger.  

“Sir, if you will forgive me the intrusion...” he began.

“There’s no need for you to wait here,” Sir Charles 

reassured him.  “Pick me up again at the Grand Mumtaz this 

evening.”  He opened the door and stepped out before the 

chauffeur had a chance to argue.

A group of soldiers loitering at a corner checkpoint 

looked at him without any particular interest.  They had been 

sitting around waiting for the next Indo-Pakistani war for so 

long that the coming and going of tourists was no longer 

interesting enough to break the monotony of their days.  He 

ran his eye over the group before hailing a shikara, a graceful, 

gondola-like boat built of Himalayan cedar, and settled himself 

into the bow seat.

Halfway across the lake, the boatman dropped his 

paddle and began a shrill monologue concerned, Sir Charles 

gathered, with the price to be paid him for his services.  He 

refused to row another foot without some renegotiation of the 

terms of his hire.  Sir Charles let him talk himself hoarse.  Then, 

with a smile, he placed one foot on the gunwale and began to 

rock the boat from side to side.  Its low waist dipped 

dangerously close to the water.  The boatman screeched.  Sir 

Charles continued to grin and rock.  He repeated the address of 

his destination.  In another minute they were speeding in that 

direction.

The houseboat in question was old but not dilapidated.  

Sir Charles paid off the boatman and sent him on his way 

before climbing the steps.  A young girl met him on the 

covered porch.  Apparently he was expected, as she pulled 

aside the curtain in the doorway and waved him in.

The first room he entered was empty and contained 

little furniture.  The second looked much the same as the first.  

The third was occupied by a tall man wearing nothing but 

loose trousers and an indigo turban.  He glanced up from the 
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samovar in front of him and rose as Sir Charles came through 

the door, waiting for his visitor to speak.

“Colonel Nadir Singh Hundal?”  The man in the blue 

turban nodded.  “I am Sir Charles Grosley.  I was referred to 

you by an old comrade of yours.”

“Please be seated,” the colonel said.  He suited his own 

action to the words without ever taking his gaze from Sir 

Charles.  The latter made himself quite comfortable on a thin 

and uncomfortable rug that was probably worth a year’s 

income for an American or European.

“Thank you.  I’ll be brief.  I’ve had a busy year and a 

busier one lies ahead.  I own a mining company doing business 

in central Africa.  We have substantial government concessions 

there, and although we aren’t yet in full production, we do 

have dozens of research and surveying stations scattered across 

thousands of square miles.  The area is not stable.  The present 

government is fighting a rural insurgency, and I’m no longer 

confident in the ability of an ordinary private security team to 

protect my men and investment.  Last week rebels nearly killed 

my top engineer in an attack on one of our camps, and the 

excuses given by my American security personnel were 

appalling.  So I plan to replace them with a force of my own 

creation.  I should like you to raise, train, and command that 

force from among the men of your former unit.”

“In other words, you wish to create a private Sikh 

regiment,” the colonel said quietly.

“Your regiment’s reputation is, to say the least, 

illustrious.  I understand that recruiters have more applicants 

than they know what to do with.  The British still maintain an 

elite force of Gurkhas; why should I not follow their lead in my 

own part of the world?  I’m better able to stand the cost of it 

than His Majesty’s government.”

“An illustrious regiment to guard holes in the ground 

and the men digging them?”
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Sir Charles leaned forward.  “Colonel, if I thought that 

was all they would be doing, I wouldn’t have bothered you.  I 

could hire cannon fodder to do that job.  I could build fences 

and set alarms all around the camps.  But when someone starts 

a fight with me, I intend to win that fight.  The men attacking 

my camps are called anti-Balakas--don’t ask me where the 

name originated, because frankly I forget.  I want you to beat 

them in the field until the entire region is safe for my 

operations and stays that way.  I don’t want my camps and 

mines to be armed fortresses.  A man who locks himself up in 

a fortress while his enemies roam free outside is a loser, not a 

winner.

“And then I want your skill on my side when the mines 

start producing and the military government begins to get 

greedy.  I’ll keep my agreements with them.  I won’t let them 

steal from me.  Central Africa is increasingly hungry for Indo-

Chinese investment.  They’ll think twice before attacking the 

citizens of a major creditor, especially if those citizens are well-

armed veteran soldiers with decorations for bravery.”

“Two extremely valid reasons for raising your own 

regiment,” Colonel Hundal summed up.  “And one that you 

are not telling me.”

“Do you suspect a trick?”

“You also came well recommended to me.  You have a 

history of keeping faith.  You also have a history of thinking 

beyond what other men think, of seeing beyond what they can 

imagine.  And they resent you for it.  Not because you--what is 

the word?--outsmarted them.  Because you do things they 

never expect.  Your success is a tangible insult to them.  It 

breeds anger in your rivals and your friends.”

“Is that a deterrent for you?”

“On the contrary, it is an incentive for me.  I am curious 

as to what the man with a reputation as the foremost financier 

of the century wants with an army in the middle of an empty 

jungle.  Or a soon-to-be empty jungle.”
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“Give in to that curiosity,” Sir Charles urged.

“But I am retired.  I have obligations here.”

“The young lady?”

“My grand-niece.  This boat belonged to her parents.”

“We can arrange something.”

“And what will you pay this crack regiment of yours?”

“Ten percent over Indian Army rates, plus an overseas 

bonus.”

“How many men will you require?”

“Five hundred at least.  Perhaps a thousand.”

“When will you require them?”

“As soon as you can train them to a standard of 

proficiency in guerrilla warfare that you consider acceptable.”

“You will accept a higher proportion of veterans, then, 

if they choose to retire early from our armed forces and take 

service with you.”

“I have no objection to that.  I welcome it.  The higher 

rates of pay are insignificant over the cost of the entire 

operation.”

“You will supply their arms?”

“Of course.”

“You can ensure a steady supply of ammunition for 

training and service?”

Sir Charles chuckled, as if at a pleasant memory.  “Very 

few customs officials are dedicated enough to their jobs to 

check if a cask labeled ‘cyanide’ really does contain cyanide.  

The customs men in Bangui are not of that caliber.”

“Bangui.  The Central African Republic.”

“Yes.  Do you know it?”

“Not except by reputation.  I recall a report prepared by 

our intelligence services that referred to it as a likely target for 

al-Qaeda penetration.”

“The report is probably garbage, then.  I’ve sat next to 

General Ousmane and his fellow so-called ‘Islamic’ fighters.  

They’re in it for what they can get.”
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“Will they object to a foreign fighting force on their 

soil?”

“They haven’t yet objected to Americans and British 

and even a few French and Germans.  I doubt they’ll complain 

about Sikhs.  Anyway, the terms of the concessions permit me 

to provide security at my discretion.”

“That showed foresight.”

“I appreciate the compliment.”  Sir Charles stood up.  

“As you say, Colonel, I am planning something.  Something 

unusual.”

“I will not ask you what it is.”

“Is that assent or dissent?”

“I will consider your offer.”  Colonel Hundal came to 

his feet and walked with Sir Charles into the outer room.  He 

paused to stroke his niece’s hair.  She looked up at them with a 

shy smile before hiding behind her book again.

On the porch, the colonel took a whistle from his pocket 

and blew it smartly.  The nearest shikara darted around in a 

circle and came racing up to the steps.  The boatman stiffened 

with dignity in anticipation of his distinguished passenger-to-

be.  When he saw Sir Charles standing next to the colonel, he 

wilted, embarrassed.

“He seems to recognize you,” the colonel said, 

interpreting the symptoms.

“He tried to hold me up in mid-channel on the way 

here.  I threatened to throw us both into the lake unless he 

stopped that nonsense about extra fees.”

Colonel Hundal addressed a sharp word or two to the 

boatman, who nodded meekly, his avarice quenched for the 

moment, before turning back to Sir Charles.  “Where are you 

staying?  The Grand Mumtaz?  And for how long?”

“Until tomorrow, I thought.  But that depends in part 

upon you.”

“I will let you know what I decide.”  Sir Charles 

extended his hand.  A moment later he was in the boat and 
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being rowed briskly towards the shore.  The Sikh officer 

watched the shikara until it vanished in the distance.

* * * * *

Captain Antoine Mbala swatted at a fly and missed.  

The hospital ward was hot and sticky.  The air itself felt like it 

was putrefying around him as he stood there.  It recalled 

memories of old science fiction stories, badly translated and 

reprinted in pulp magazines, stories that evoked humid planets 

crawling with mindless, hungry lifeforms.  He shook off the 

impression.  He was too imaginative, he knew; everyone had 

been telling him that for most of his life.

His half-sister was down at the end of the ward, 

sobbing over her husband.  His brother-in-law by force of 

circumstances, Mbala reflected with a frown.  The man was a 

notorious thief, and a petty thief at that.  Not the best of 

relations for an army intelligence officer with ambitions and 

dedication, especially if that officer was Mbala.  He was an 

anomaly, a man with a sense of national pride in a territory 

that has not yet coalesced into a true nation, a man who would 

put the concept of country above the reality of helping his 

family and friends.

And yet he was here.  That should be enough for them, 

he thought.  Contemplating it left a sour taste in his mouth.  He 

went over to his sister and patted her on the shoulder.  It was 

an awkward gesture, and all it accomplished was to divert the 

flow of moisture from her husband’s pillow onto his own 

uniform.

“When...ah...when did it happen?” he inquired, hoping 

to give her something to do besides weeping.

“Six--six months ago.”  Another shudder swept over 

her.

“Six months?  He’s been in this rubbish heap for six 

months?”  In spite of his dislike of his in-laws, Mbala was 
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shocked.  “I thought it just happened.  I wasn’t given your 

message until yesterday!”

Bit by bit, between her squeals and gurgles, he wormed 

the story out of her.  She had been away, up country near Sibut, 

caring for a cousin who had been going through a difficult 

pregnancy.  Complications had developed, and it had been 

necessary to secure the help of a foreign doctor, a rare 

commodity in the CAR of late.  Then had come a long, slow 

period of recovery until mother and child could be left to their 

own devices, and the trip back to the capital by bus and cart 

and on foot.  She had returned to find her husband in the same 

bed where he had lain for the better part of the year, still in a 

coma from a blow to the head.

Did the police, or better still, the army know who did it?  

No, but he had not been the only victim.  Four of his friends lay 

around him, each killed with a single shot from some immense 

gun, perhaps an elephant gun.  The nurse had recalled that his 

head carried the impression of a pistol butt when he was first 

brought into the hospital.  Beyond that, and certain rumors of 

a tall man in a white coat who had passed down the street 

before the shots were heard, there were no clues as to the killer.  

The security forces didn’t care.  The neighbors didn’t care.  No 

one had ever given poor Jean-Christophe the time of day, and 

now he could and would rot here for all they cared...

Captain Mbala extricated himself from this fresh deluge 

of tears and self-pity and hurried away towards the exit.  In the 

waiting room outside he paused to wipe his forehead and 

rearrange his uniform.  He chided himself for coming.  His few 

relatives ignored him, as a rule, unless they had a complaint to 

make that they thought he could convey to the proper 

government official, and he looked down on them with 

contempt for their willingness to go on contributing to their 

country’s disintegration.  Still, there was something unusual 

about his brother-in-law’s case.  A strange man in a white 

coat...

51



He blinked and realized that there was a nurse standing 

in front of him.  She was younger and looked more competent 

than the fat old woman who had been shoving patients around 

inside the ward.

“Captain Mbala?”  He nodded.  “I couldn’t help 

overhearing the questions you were asking your sister.  You 

are interested in finding out what happened to her husband?”

“If I can,” he said guardedly.  “It’s a curious fate for a 

group of pickpockets to meet.”

“Then perhaps you should have this.”  She was 

carrying a dusty shoebox, out of which she produced a small, 

grimy object.  Mbala took it.  It was a flash drive, dirty but 

otherwise undamaged.  “He was clutching that when they 

brought him in.  It took me almost an hour to work it loose 

from his fingers.”

“Why was this not given to the officer in charge of 

investigating the case?”

She shrugged.  “What officer?  Apart from a cursory 

inquiry the following morning, no one has shown the slightest 

interest in him or his belongings since he arrived.  You are the 

first to ask for details of any kind.”

Mbala sighed.  “All right.  I’ll see what I can do.  It’s 

remarkable that no one stole this drive in all the time it was 

sitting here.”

“We keep patients’ belongings locked up if we can.  

Sometimes it helps.  Maybe you will get lucky.”

“Or maybe he just swiped it from one of his own 

victims,” Mbala mused.  “Still, if he stole it from the man who 

hit him...”

* * * * *

“I’m impressed,” Sir Charles said.

He was standing under a dessicated peepul tree in one 

of the less populous parts of the Punjab.  Someone had tried to 
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convert the tree into a temporary shelter by the rough 

expedient of slinging a ragged blanket across its branches.  The 

resulting patch of shade was enough to cover Sir Charles and 

Colonel Hundal, and nothing more.  The Colonel’s dog, a half-

dingo that he admitted to having traded for with an Australian 

officer, lay panting but otherwise content in the sun.

“They progress,” the Colonel admitted.  He toyed with 

his beard with two fingers.  In the distance, little figures in 

camouflage were popping out from behind trees and diving 

into slight depressions in the ground before reappearing and 

vanishing behind bushes.  The game resembled chess on a 

much larger scale, with all of the figures on one side of the 

board moving simultaneously.

“Their marksmanship is excellent, too.”

“These are the first of my recruits.  Not a man of them is 

below noncommissioned rank in the Indian Army.”

“You met with no difficulties in arranging their early 

discharge?”

The Sikh permitted himself a grim smile.  “In a nation 

so corrupt as ours, difficulty is a relative term.  And how 

wonderful it must be to be the man who corrupts, rather than 

the one who is corrupted, and who must feel like a whore if he 

accepts that which is offered to him!”

“Welcome to the wealthy side,” Sir Charles observed.  

His eyes never left the soldiers.  “How many do you have so 

far?”

“Three hundred, with another fifty to arrive next 

week.”

“Choose officers for them and prepare them for 

deployment.  I hope you have made it clear that this job will 

take them abroad for several years without a break.”

“I have chosen only those who are unmarried or who 

wish that they were unmarried.”

“Very prudent of you.”
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“To them, an overseas garrison will seem the same as 

one in their own country.  You find it necessary to move so 

soon?”

“There has been another attack.  Two of my local 

workers were killed.  Worse, half a dozen were captured.  My 

American security teams are flailing around in the bush and 

bringing back nothing but injuries of their own.  Three of them 

have been shot from ambush in the last week.”

“And they have accounted for none of the rebels?”

“They decline to shoot unless they’re shooting back.  

They say my mines aren’t worth the lives of the men attacking 

them.  They’re more concerned about being sued or deported 

than they are with doing the job they’re being paid to do.”

“What firm did you hire?”

“Constellis.”

Colonel Hundal made a noise in his throat that could 

have been either amusement or derision.  “The company that 

absorbed Blackwater.  Now I see why you came to us.”

“I have this vivid picture in my mind,” Sir Charles 

remarked, “of the Sikh cavalry hitting the German line during 

their first appearance on the Western Front and the Germans 

running howling for cover in sheer terror.  The Americans do 

not inspire me with the same confidence.”

“Of course not,” Hundal agreed.  A particular 

maneuver caught his eye and he stepped aside to observe it 

better.  “Yes, I suppose that I can let you have the first 

detachments next month.  You have arrangements made for 

their reception?”

“I’ll airlift a city into the jungle if necessary.  I just want 

a buffer zone around my operations, and I want it yesterday.”

“Perhaps you are more concerned with what gets out 

about your operations than with who goes near them.”

“Perhaps I am.”

* * * * *
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Sunset in Darfur often resembles sunrise in Hades.  The 

sky turns to blood and the daytime browns appear as an 

indescribable shade of darkness.  The shadows of the twisted 

bodies and contorted tents are exaggerated to a degree that 

would drive Salvador Dali mad.  Aromas of smoke and filth 

dominate the scene.  Speaking is accompanied by the gradual 

transformation of saliva into mud.  Most terrifying of all is the 

noise.  Here and there a scream or a groan are audible, but the 

overwhelming impression is one of sullen silence, the product 

of a profound exhaustion.

Carlos Roberti left the refugee camp behind him and 

walked off into the distance, pacing away the day’s fatigue and 

depression.  Soon the horrid light would be gone altogether, 

and he would be alone except for the moon and stars.  Bandits 

he was willing to risk.  They, as much as the lesser lights of the 

heavens, could help him believe that it was an older, cleaner 

era in a land not overrun with human suffering.

But escape wouldn’t be so easy for him tonight.  There 

was a figure off on the horizon.  He frowned and turned aside.  

He didn’t want company.  And the man--no, men--standing 

out there were out of place in a way that made him inquisitive.  

He damned his own lack of control and resolutely tried to pass 

them.  He failed.  At last he gave in and made directly for the 

dim figures.

As he got closer he realized why they looked out of 

place.  They were wearing hard hats and construction overalls.  

In the middle of the desert at sundown!  One of them was 

peering through a theodolite and directing the others.  They 

appeared to be staking out a route across the empty desert.

“Excuse me,” Roberti said, waving an arm when he was 

close enough for them to hear him, “but are you sure you’re in 

the right place?”  He didn’t want to sound sarcastic, but he 

couldn’t think of a better opening remark.
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The man at the theodolite was not offended.  “We are 

quite sure, but we thank you for your good intentions.”  His 

jacket had a patch on it, a red circle pierced with black towers, 

and lettering that was reminiscent of Jurassic Park beneath it.  

Sinopec, Roberti read.

“Sinopec?  The Chinese oil company?”  The surveyor 

bowed his assent.  “But there’s no oil here, surely?”

“Not yet.  We are making preparatory surveys for a 

transcontinental pipeline.”

“A pipeline across Darfur?  It would be cut in the first 

twenty-four hours of operation.  The region is a shambles.  It 

won’t settle enough to permit any kind of industry for a 

decade.”

The Chinese surveyor smiled.  “A decade is tomorrow.”
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Chapter Five

Ibrahim Bedouye kept his fingers clenched on the 

handle of his suitcase.  He was overwhelmed by the stress of 

the journey, which was at once physically easier and far more 

intimidating than any of his solo desert crossings.  First there 

had been the task of smuggling themselves across the Nigerien 

army lines and into Niamey.  That had required careful 

planning, since the army had decided that keeping the Tuaregs 

out of the cities was safer and easier than attacking them, and 

had concentrated most of its units around the capital.  Then 

had come the process of getting him a passport and the delicate 

negotiations and bribery needed to procure the document 

without alerting military intelligence.  His cousin still had one, 

since he had gotten his doctorate abroad and the government, 

in its inconsistency, had forgotten to revoke it.  They both 

required visas, though, and as the American government is not 

accustomed to granting tourist stamps to Africans, he expected 

they would have to wait months for an approval.  He was 

wrong.  Nessoua had gotten in touch with several of the aid 

organizations operating in Niger, with whom he had 

maintained connections since his university days, and within a 

few hours had secured an invitation from an American 

nonprofit to speak at their upcoming conference.  They were 

even holding out the possibility that they would ask him to 
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testify at a congressional hearing.  The result was a sudden 

cordiality on the part of the American embassy in Niamey and 

the rapid production of the necessary visas.  The charity in 

question also paid part of the cost of their tickets, which was a 

relief to Bedouye, as he wasn’t certain how far the money that 

Nessoua had scraped together from their relations would go.  

After that it was a simple matter of boarding an Air France 

flight to Paris and then connecting with another to the United 

States.

And here they were in Miami.  Bedouye kept twitching 

his head in discomfort.  The air felt wrong to him.  Heavy.  

Nessoua had explained that it was moisture from the ocean, 

but to a man who has lived in the depths of the desert all his 

life, that is an inadequate explanation for a very uncomfortable 

phenomenon.

Now they were approaching the customs desk.  A 

woman who was not a uniformed officer was standing nearby.  

She stepped forward with an inquiring look on her face as they 

approached, which changed to a brilliant smile as Nessoua 

addressed her in French.  A rapid exchange between them 

followed, which Bedouye couldn’t quite follow--his French had 

never been good.  He noticed the lessening of tension in his 

cousin’s shoulders, though.  Apparently this woman was a 

legislative aide or something of the sort, and as such the 

officials were obliged to be cooperative in her presence, lest 

inconvenient questions be asked later.

“Put the suitcases up on the desk,” Nessoua said briefly 

to his cousin.  He resumed a three-way conversation with the 

officer and the aide.  Bedouye shrugged and followed his 

instructions, feeling a sweat break out on his forehead that 

would never have resulted from so small an effort in the desert.  

The air was trying to swallow him, he thought.

The customs people picked through the two bags 

quickly.  One of them made a face at the hideous Igbo carving 

Nessoua had brought along for presentation to the 
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organization that had sponsored their trip.  Apart from that, 

they found nothing of interest and lounged back into their 

chairs, eyeing Bedouye with arrogance as he struggled to 

repack the suitcases without help.  The aid and his cousin 

moved off towards the barriers.  Grabbing the bags, he 

followed them.

Outside the terminal, she hurried them into a taxi.  

Bedouye gathered, from what he could understand of the 

conversation, that his cousin was thanking her for having 

secured a Haitian driver who was also fluent in French.  She 

shook hands with both of them and disappeared in the crowd, 

still in a hurry.

“Now what?” Bedouye asked, bewildered.

“Now we carry out the rest of the plan.”

“So soon?”

“Why not?”  Nessoua had an air of resolve about him 

that had been absent in the desert when they were waiting for 

the storm to bury their treasure again.  “The sooner we close 

the deal, the less risk we have of something going wrong.”  He 

tapped on the partition.  The driver pulled away, jabbering in 

a patois that was incomprehensible to Bedouye.  His 

monologue lasted for about twenty minutes before he 

deposited them in front of a small hotel.

“Wait here, please,” Nessoua said, climbing out.  The 

hotel, like the driver, had been arranged by the aid agency and 

the clerk was most cooperative.  Within five minutes they were 

safe in their room.  Nessoua removed the Igbo carving from his 

suitcase and struck the base a series of sharp blows with his 

cane.  The bottom fell away in a single piece.  Inside the statue, 

in a hollow cavity packed tight with cotton, reposed the 

airspeed indicator from the Lancaster.  It went into Nessoua’s 

briefcase, along with a thick file of photographs.

Back to the taxi.  Nessoua gave the driver yet another 

address.  The man shrugged, but he was being paid by the 

original client, so it wasn’t worth his while to complain.  Then 
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came the turnpike road, a broad, gently curving thing that ran 

on top of a forest of pilings before it got out from among the 

red roofs of the city and settled down to run between fields and 

farms on either side.

An airplane screamed low overhead.  Bedouye flinched 

instinctively, having memories of the rag-tag Nigerien air force 

strafing the men of the desert for the fun of it.  Nessoua smiled.

“That means we are almost there,” he said.

Five minutes later the taxi halted before a breathtaking 

building that looked like a great gull about to take flight.  

Bedouye stared.  His cousin chivvied him out of the taxi and 

tipped the driver, who pulled away and left them there.

“What on earth is it?” Bedouye wanted to know.

“It’s a copy of the original Trans World Airlines 

terminal in New York,” Nessoua said.  “And it’s the 

headquarters of the man we want to see.”

* * * * *

Mark Andover surveyed the Tuaregs with interest.  He 

was small, middle-aged, and brisk.  He wanted very much to 

know why two men from central Africa were standing in his 

office with an air of anticipation about them.

The end of the Cold War and a massive hurricane had 

finished Homestead Air Force Base as an active military 

installation.  It had been left as a reserve facility with a single 

runway and one fighter wing.  The most fun its pilots had was 

snooping around Cuban airspace in the hope that the Cubans 

would start something before they died of boredom.  Andover 

had noted this lack of activity and seized the opportunity.  

He’d opened his campaign by buying up hundreds of acres of 

farmland that adjoined the eastern side of the base.  That done, 

he’d charmed the pants off enough senators and congressmen 

to ensure he’d get his way and had them add language to a 

defense appropriations bill that granted him access to and use 

60



of the Homestead runway.  He had paid for the new aprons 

and hangars and taxiways out of his own pocket, of course, but 

the Pentagon was still griping about his methods.  They felt 

that civilian use of a reserve base would somehow interfere 

with their three sorties a day out of the field.

Andover ignored them and scattered his recovery teams 

broadcast over the surface of the globe.  Some of them dredged 

up remarkable old planes, unique old planes, from jungles and 

deserts and the bottom of the ocean.  Others plied their trade in 

boardrooms, convincing companies that had once built aircraft 

and engines by the thousand to grant Andover the rights to 

remanufacture planes that had been out of production for half 

a century or more.  Unlike his northern competitor, Kermit 

Weeks, Andover built his museum to focus on the Cold War, 

not the World Wars.  Most of his aircraft were jets, 

painstakingly restored, some built from scratch according to 

the original plans.  All were flightworthy.  One of the hangars 

that reached out towards the runway from the replica of the 

TWA terminal he used as an office housed a sleek, swept-wing 

jet with Argentinian markings.  It was an exact replica of the 

Pulqui II fighter that German engineer Kurt Tank had designed 

in the 1950s, of which only a single original example remained.  

Next to it reposed a Hindustan Aeronautics Marut, also a 

reconstruction.  These planes had been forgotten by the rest of 

the world, lost in the deluges of Sabres and Lightnings and 

Falcons and MiGs that the great powers had poured out, until 

Andover had revived them.  Now millions had seen them fly 

again.

He liked airplanes.  He liked sharing them.  He wanted 

more of both.

“Just to clear the ground, Dr. Nessoua,” he said, looking 

up from the email which the teacher had sent him requesting 

an appointment, “did you want to sell me something?”

“Yes,” Nessoua said.
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Andover opened his mouth, then closed it.  He had 

been expecting some request for historical information, or an 

application for a grant, and his remark had been intended as a 

jest to break the ice, not a serious inquiry.  But if there was 

something here...He concentrated and called all his working 

knowledge of French to his aid.  He would need it in a 

negotiation like this.

“What did you have in mind?” he asked.

Nessoua seated himself and motioned to his cousin to 

follow his example.  “A British Lancaster bomber.”

The millionaire collector twitched.  A Lancaster wasn’t 

a Cold War plane, not really, but there were precisely two 

airworthy examples left in existence.  And judging from the 

point of origin of his visitors, they were offering him one he 

could get his hands on without tedious planning permissions.  

“In what condition?”

“Do you remember the Kee Bird?”

“Of course.”  Every warbird enthusiast knew about the 

Kee Bird, a B-29 bomber that had made an emergency landing 

in Greenland and sat on the ice in perfect condition until Darryl 

Greenamyer had destroyed it in a fit of childishness half a 

century later.

“Better than the Kee Bird.”

Andover’s eyebrows made for his hairline.  “That’s 

unlikely.”

Nessoua sighed.  He reached into his briefcase and 

produced the folder of photographs, which he handed across 

the desk.

When he saw them, Andover stopped breathing.  He 

had never thought such a thing existed--but why not?  If the 

plane had landed, and been entombed in the sand, it would 

have been preserved better there than in the corrosion-

inducing environments of the far north.  The good doctor’s 

boast was true.  That was why the US Air Force stored its 

surplus aircraft in the desert, although it didn’t bury them as a 
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rule.  But what were seventy or eighty years in the Sahara?  

Egyptian artifacts buried for fifty times that long were dug up 

looking fresh and little worn.  And the bomber still had its 

original paint and markings!  No graffiti, no missing pieces, no 

holes in the metal or torn aluminum--he wanted this plane.

“I don’t suppose you could tell me where you found it,” 

he managed to say.

“Not just yet, no,” Nessoua replied.

“PD343.  An Avro Lancaster B.1 by the look of it.  Let’s 

see.”  Andover twisted his computer screen around and typed 

the serial into his database.  The decaying aviation records of 

the entire world had been combed through by his research 

teams to produce an electronic library so thorough it could 

identify the history of almost any numbered aircraft with a few 

keystrokes.

A frown crossed Andover’s face as he read the entries 

listed under that serial.  “Hmmm.  That would be a stretch.”

“I beg your pardon?” Nessoua enquired.

“Do you know the history of this aircraft?”

“Apart from the fact that it was British and used for 

transport purposes at some point--as you can see from the 

interior photographs--no.”

“PD343 was assigned to 550 Squadron out of RAF 

North Killingholme in Lincolnshire.  That tallies with the 

squadron markings in these photos.  It went missing on 

September 29, 1945 after departing from Naples.  The flight 

was part of Operation Dodge, a program to repatriate British 

prisoners of war captured by the Germans and Italians.  The 

official records confine themselves to saying that it was lost 

without a trace ‘possibly after entering cumulonimbus cloud.’  

And that’s it.”

“Until now.”

“Possibly.”

“Possibly?”
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“To get from Naples to the middle of the Sahara Desert 

would be quite a diversion.”

“If the pilot got lost in a cloud and was disoriented--”

“He would have to have spotted the African coast.  He 

couldn’t miss it!”

“If there were cumulonimbus clouds present that day 

there easily could have been rain and overcast across the 

region.  The Mediterranean is a small sea.”

“That would have taken a lot of rain to ruin the 

visibility over hundreds of miles.”

“But it’s possible, of course.  What were weather 

conditions in the Mediterranean like in 1945?”

Andover was flicking through a number of other 

records on his screen, all of them related to Operation Dodge.  

He paused at the question and went back a page.  “Interesting.  

There’s a diary here from one of the pilots who flew those 

missions.  He says that rough air and thunderstorms were 

common in that area during the summer, and that flights often 

had to be delayed or scrubbed for that reason.”

Nessoua raised his hands eloquently.

“All right, all right, I admit, it could have happened.  

But what about his instruments?  They’d have told him he was 

going off course.”

“Unless he couldn’t see at all, and they told him he was 

on the correct course.”

“You’re suggesting compass failure.”

“I am not a pilot, but that does seem the most likely 

cause to me.”

“I am, and I can tell you it’s possible, but by 1945 most 

of those errors had been ironed out.  Sure, aircraft went missing 

due to bad instruments during the 1930s, that’s no secret.  

World War II cured that problem.  In a single year the United 

States Army Air Force ordered over a hundred and ten 

thousand aircraft!  Almost a third of all the airplanes it has 

64



ordered from that time to the present day!  They knew how to 

build a compass that worked.”

“By that same line of reasoning, one defective compass 

could have slipped through the checks of the production 

process and failed at the wrong moment for this particular 

bomber.”

“Yes, yes,” Andover squirmed.  He was arguing against 

his own inclinations and hated himself for it.  Still, he had to 

protect himself against the possibility of error.  Nessoua 

pressed the attack.

“And a flight plan from Naples to England would have 

left them with ample fuel to get lost deep in the Sahara.  They 

may have come out of the overcast and flown in circles before 

they landed, seeking civilization and finding none.  If their fuel 

was already low, they may have panicked and failed to look 

very carefully.  In any case, they landed, and the plane is there 

to testify to that.”

“Yes, the plane,” Andover said.  “Let’s talk about that 

for a moment.  How did you find it?”

“I didn’t.  My cousin Ibrahim here did.  He--well, as 

you are a businessman and an adventurer yourself, you will 

not find this surprising--he was running munitions from Egypt 

to our village when he spotted the tips of the tails emerging 

from the sand and stopped to investigate further.  Later he 

reported his find to me and we both inspected it.”

“Egypt to your village?  Libya?  Algeria?”

“We are Tuareg,” Nessoua pointed out with the 

slightest hint of reproach in his tone.

That got a groan from Andover.  “Oh, lord!  Nomads!  

And I thought I could pin you down to an easily accessible 

spot.  Okay, I’ll drop the question of location for now.  So I 

suppose after your cousin found the wreck site--”

“It is not a wreck.”

“My mistake.  After he found the Lancaster, he had you 

photograph it.”  He tapped the pictures on his desk.  “That 
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means you had to excavate it, or at least part of it.  Describe it 

to me.”

“Impeccable.  The glass canopies have not been clouded 

by time.  Neither have the instruments.  There are no large 

areas of rust or corrosion anywhere on the aircraft.  The eight 

guns are still in place, signifying that no looters ever found it.  

When we cleared the tail, the rear hatch was sealed and we had 

to open it.  The interior of the bomber is sparsely equipped.  

The canvas seats and bags of gear, which we now know 

belonged to the ex-prisoners it was carrying, are still in the 

bomb bay.”

“What position were the propellers in?”

“I could not say,” Nessoua replied, looking puzzled.

“Were the landing gear down?”

“The aircraft was buried too deeply in the sand for us to 

notice.”

“Is it still exposed?  Could I fly over it and see it?”

“No, a sandstorm followed our visit and reburied it.  

Those portions that remained exposed, we covered.”

Andover sighed.  “This all looks wonderful in the 

pictures.  And it fits, albeit speculatively, with the known 

history of a real aircraft.  But I have no proof that you didn’t 

know the history of PD343 before you came here.  You have 

impressive credentials, Dr. Nessoua, but that doesn’t prove to 

me that you’re not just a photoshop whiz out for a hefty 

finder’s fee.  This is interesting, and I’ll be honest enough with 

you to tell you that I want this plane badly--but it’s not proof.”

“You prefer something solid.”

“I would prefer the airplane before we talked about a 

deal.”

“Will this do?”  Nessoua’s hand emerged from his 

briefcase clutching a padded cloth bag.  Andover opened it and 

froze.  That the airspeed indicator was genuine, he could see at 

first glance.  He’d been around enough leftovers from British 
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warbirds to know.  And if they had it, and they had really 

taken it from the plane as they claimed...

“You removed this from the Lancaster?” he demanded.

“I anticipated your demands for proof,” Nessoua said 

quietly.

Andover pressed a button on his desk phone.  “Marty, 

get on to our Lancaster researcher in Britain.  Wake him up if 

you have to.  I want him to go through the detailed 

maintenance records for 550 Squadron and find out the make, 

model, and serial number of the airspeed indicator installed on 

Lancaster PD343.  And I need the information fast.  Got it?  

Good.”  He turned back to his visitors.  “If the numbers match, 

you’re telling the truth.”

“If the records still exist, the number will match.”

“Oh, they still exist.”  Andover set the indicator down 

and stared at it with a lascivious hunger in his eyes.  “With this 

in my hands, I’m tempted to proceed farther with our 

discussion.  How much do you want for the location to the 

plane?”

“How much is an airworthy Lancaster bomber worth 

today?”

“Five million dollars would probably be obtainable.  

But if we try to recover it as a joint project, that will take a long 

time, and then funding the expedition--”

Nessoua lifted a protesting finger.  “We are not 

interested in a share of the profits.  We assume there will be no 

profits.  You will keep the aircraft for your museum, naturally.  

In return, we want a single payment.  As if we were delivering 

it to you.”

“Would you take a hundred thousand dollars for it?”

A grin creased Nessoua’s features, and even Bedouye, 

who could at least understand the monetary values in French, 

smiled.  “We will take two million for it.”

“Two million?” Andover gasped.  “For two lines of GPS 

coordinates?”
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“For a perfect aircraft that you could not obtain 

anywhere else.”

“I could con another museum into giving me one to 

restore.”

“One with such a dramatic history?  One with every 

piece intact from the war?  Tell me, Monsieur Andover, how 

much would it cost to buy eight vintage Browning machine 

guns?”

“Half a million.  If you could get them.”  He bit his 

tongue in annoyance at having given so much ground.

“And that is one small part of what you are getting in 

exchange for the money.  Not to mention the publicity--and the 

plaudits you will receive when you return the belongings of 

the missing prisoners to their families, together with news of 

how they met their end.”

“That’s emotional blackmail,” Andover said.  He tilted 

his chair back.  “Besides, two million?  If I gave you two 

million, that carries certain risks.  You just admitted your 

cousin was running arms for Tuareg rebels.  Not that I fault 

him for that--I’ve done it myself, for different customers--but 

you’re engaged in a war with the Nigerien government.  The 

United States and Niger have diplomatic relations.  If I pay you 

for the airplane, and you use it to buy more arms, or anything 

to help your cause, then I’m liable to be called on the carpet for 

having funded terrorism.”

“Pretend ignorance.”

“Enough ignorance to cover a seventy-foot airplane?”

“Precisely.”

“Risky.”

“You can afford it.  And if you are so worried about the 

political consequences, lean on your State Department to 

provide assistance to the Niger Movement for Justice.”

“You’re piling up a lot of unintended consequences,” 

Andover observed.  “Why me, anyway?  Why pick me and not 

68



Weeks, or the Commemorative Air Force, or another 

collector?”

For answer, Nessoua produced his third exhibit.  It was 

a worn, limp newspaper clipping in Arabic that had been much 

fingered.  He had dug it out of a stack of discards while his 

cousin was making arrangements with the Egyptian officials 

after their run across the desert.

“Your history,” he explained, seeing that the paper 

itself conveyed nothing to Andover.  “The Kittyhawk you 

removed from the warehouse in Egypt, to the everlasting 

disgust of the British salvors.”

“Oh, that!” Andover exclaimed.  He chuckled.  “Yes, 

that was rather fun.”

“You displayed a willingness to fling money around in 

corners of the world where it was most useful.  And you 

showed that you didn’t much care for legal procedures or the 

prior claims of a far-off institution.  My cousin had read the 

news report, and when he saw the plane, he suspected you 

would be the most likely purchaser for the Lancaster.”

“I’m flattered.  And I suppose he was right.  If this 

instrument checks out, I guess I really have no choice.  I’ll give 

you the two million.  I can’t lose the plane.”

“Our clan will be grateful.”

“Not as grateful as I will be once I get my hands on it.”

“When will you know that the numbers match?”

“By tomorrow, I hope.  If not, perhaps a few more days.  

I have a good man on the job.  And, as you noticed, when I 

really want something, money is no object.”

“Then when you transfer the funds, we will give you 

the location.”

“You can’t show me where it is yourselves?”

“That is too dangerous.  We do not want to make our 

smuggling run too obvious or visible to the authorities.  You 

will be able to find it without trouble.  I took very accurate 

readings after the storm subsided.”
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“Well, I suppose that about covers it,” Andover 

shrugged.  “Can I advance you anything?  Do you need 

accommodations?  Transport?”

“A taxi would be most convenient, thank you.”

Andover called his driver and handed the Tuaregs over 

to him with expressions of mutual esteem.  The airspeed 

indicator Nessoua insisted that he keep for the moment.  He 

went back to his desk and gazed into its depths, as if he was 

trying to read the last thoughts and emotions of the pilot who 

had kept his eyes fixed on it through the harrowing desert 

landing.  That reminded him, he hadn’t asked if they had 

found any human remains.  By now the crew and passengers 

would probably be mummified, given desert conditions.  But 

they hadn’t said anything about it, so presumably they had 

found nothing of the kind.

After a while, he gathered up the photographs and 

went down to one of his hangars.  The airplane that reposed 

there, with a dozen enthusiastic students and mechanics 

scurrying around it, was the antithesis of the Lancaster in the 

pictures.  Where the British plane was dull and stumpy, this 

one was sleek and shining, its aluminum skin and red 

markings glittering in the bright lights.  He took comfort in the 

contrast, because the aircraft in front of him, a B-47 Stratojet, 

USAF serial number 51-2075, had also ended its first career in 

the desert, as an abandoned photographic target for passing 

navigation students.  The right bribes and a clever plan of 

campaign had brought it back from the void.  In six months it 

would fly again, the only one of its kind in the skies.

If he could do that in the face of the American 

government, surely Niger wouldn’t pose a serious problem.
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Chapter Six

The sentry stepped back and saluted.  In the 

background, his comrades came to attention.  No command 

was given, no words exchanged; it was a gesture of respect 

rooted in tradition rather than training.  The gesture cleared the 

road, and Sir Charles and his companion moved on.

The man who walked beside him was shorter and 

somewhat fairer.  He was wrapped in a cloak and covered with 

a turban.  Several paces behind them, close enough to provide 

support if needed but far enough away to be unable to 

overhear their conversation, trailed a dozen more men in 

similar attire.  They were the Kanuri of N’guigmi, salt traders 

and masters of caravans, and the man who stood next to Sir 

Charles was their sultan, far less than the government of Niger 

in law but far greater than any combination of its officials in the 

desert.

Around them, the dusty night settled down on the 

barren land.  The sun had already vanished.  The sultan’s 

retinue moved with a quiet born of long practice that 

modernization had yet to erase.  Neither of the two senior men 

broke the silence, which lasted until the winking tips of the 

soldiers’ cigarettes disappeared in the distance.

“It is a great deal that you ask.  I am not sure if it is 

possible.”
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“Do you doubt my explanations?”

“I do not question the reasonableness of the suggestion 

you make.  But is it enough?  And is it too much?  The 

difference makes all the difference.”

“I see.  Then let me assure you that it will be enough.  It 

will take a long time, and neither you nor I will live to see the 

process completed, but in due course it will be accomplished.”

“And if it is too much?”

“It cannot be.  If it is, the old route to the sea lies open.”

“I do not wish to become a second Moses, leading my 

people into the desert for years without number.  They would 

despair.  They would be angry.  Any authority I had to support 

you would dissolve like the dew on a summer morning.”

“I do not think you will face rebellion.  In a very short 

time N’guigmi will see its old practices restored.  In the years 

to come, the village will have to adjust, yes, but it will be a slow 

adjustment.  Men will be born and marry and raise their 

children without watching the world around them change so 

greatly that they cannot understand it.”

“The old practices.”  The sultan’s voice carried a note of 

longing that was both wise in knowledge and childlike in 

yearning.  “I have never seen the boats afloat on the Dilia 

Bosso.  The scraps and stories alone remain to us who do not 

go abroad.”

“Your kin from the shores of the lake will teach you 

what they remember, and you will learn anew.”

“And you will send men to teach us?”

“If you ask.  I will not force upon you what you do not 

ask for.”

“That is more that can be said for the soldiers who walk 

our streets now.”

“The young man saluted you.”

“That young man killed a child six months ago.  Her 

family came to me for justice.  I told them that if I gave the 

soldier to them, as our law and traditions required, his officers 
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would come with their hundreds and kill us all, and no one 

would dare atone for our murders.”  The sultan’s hands 

trembled with rage beneath his robe, causing an almost 

tangible palpation in the air.  “For generations beyond memory 

we have traveled this land, and now these southerners demand 

our homage and make a mockery of me before my tribe!”  He 

halted and turned to Sir Charles.  “Can you give us that back?  

Let that be the test of your power and sincerity.”

“That is easy enough,” Sir Charles replied.  “If you 

become my allies, I am bound in honor and reason to aid you.”

“And will you?”

“Consider what will happen when my project is 

completed, when the authorities in Niamey realize what has 

been sprung on them.  They will send their soldiers rushing to 

the scene, to take control, to take advantage of changing 

conditions and make the most of them.  I do not wish the 

Nigerien government to benefit by my actions.  Therefore, it 

will be immediately necessary for me to stamp out any armed 

incursion into the N’guigmi district.  With your aid, it will be 

simple enough.  As you say, your people know the desert.  The 

soldiers do not.”

The sultan nodded, digesting this.  They moved on.  

Some way ahead, a white shape emerged out of the darkness, 

dimly lit by the starlight.  Beneath its tail, the two men paused 

and exchanged a final word.  They clasped hands, and the 

sultan stepped back to rejoin his retinue.  The little group 

slipped away, returning to the town.  As the door of the Dash 

7 closed behind Sir Charles, the plane’s quadruple turbines 

began to whine as they spooled up.  Two minutes later the 

aircraft leaped forward and screwed itself into the sky.

Half an hour later it fluttered down onto the brick 

runway at Mao, the only airfield in the world with such a 

surface.  Not for the first time, Sir Charles paused to appreciate 

the way that his imagination took him to the most impossible 

places.  He recalled a dinner once where a man who flew his 
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own Gulfstream had been going on and on about how brick 

runways were impossible and didn’t exist and would ruin any 

plane whose pilot was stupid enough to land on one if they did 

exist.

“Get out of Beverley Hills, you fool!” Sir Charles said 

absently.

“Excuse me, sir?”

“Eh?”  He looked up to see his pilot standing there.  

“Nothing.  Don’t mind me.  Early onset insanity.”

“If you say so, Sir Charles.  Will we be able to get out of 

here before the customs boys come prying around?”

“That depends on the conversation I’m about to have.”

* * * * *

Mao, unlike N’guigmi, was well-lit for a Saharan town.  

That was no doubt due to an ongoing festival.  Colored lights 

hung from the palms and veiled forms slipped from corner to 

corner.  The clash of small bells echoed through the streets 

from time to time.  Inside the mud-brick compound where Sir 

Charles sat, the giggles drifting from the women’s quarters 

tended to overwhelm the noises from outside, just as the spicy 

smell of stew and the sweet odor of dates covered the sharp 

snap of natron in the air.

Mai Kadjallah Mahamat Nour Bokari, ruler of the Bode 

Sultanate, replaced his teacup on the carpet between them and 

refilled it.  He offered the same to Sir Charles, who accepted.  

The sultan stirred his tea for a few moments, then put it down 

as if satisfied.

“The government of Idriss Deby speaks well of you,” he 

said.  His voice was gravelly; his French accented but passable.  

“And yet you come among us who are not his friends.  What 

do you seek?”

“Your help,” Sir Charles replied.
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His Highness made a snarling noise.  “What help can a 

poor village offer you who can pay to bend Deby and his 

family to your will?”

“I am not here to patronize you,” Sir Charles said 

quickly.  “It is true that I have paid Deby and his friends.  They 

were paid as a laborer is paid for his efforts.  Now they are no 

longer useful to me.  I seek allies, not employees.”

“And what does an alliance with us bring you?” the 

sultan sneered.

“A grant of land in the desert, if Your Highness will 

permit it.”

“But of course it brings land to you!  What else?”

“A population strong in arms to stand beside me and 

pull down Deby.”

The sultan choked on his tea.  He wiped his beard, 

wheezing.  “After paying him, you kill him?”

“I am content with merely returning him to his tribe, 

but if you have scores to settle...”

“None personal enough to waste time on.  Is this what 

you offer us?  A foreigner’s aid to depose him?  And who rules 

in his place?”

“You, within the traditional bounds of your sultanate.”

“And beyond it?”

“Does it matter to you?”

It obviously did not, because the sultan changed the 

thrust of his argument.  “What else might you have to offer us 

in exchange for our lives and safety, apart from the removal of 

an overlord?  Is that all?”

Sir Charles raised his hands.  “Farms.  Forests.  Wells.  

Running water.  Fish.  Survival and strength as well as 

freedom.”

“Fish in the desert?  The lake is almost gone, and you 

are mad.”

“I intend to make the desert bloom.”

“God alone can make the barren fruitful.”
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“But His works can be seen only when they are 

accomplished, not before.  Then they must be taken on faith, 

and no opportunity of allowing them to manifest themselves 

must be neglected.”

“You are presumptuous.  What faith do you ask us to 

have?”

Sir Charles took a map from inside his jacket and 

spread it on the carpet before the sultan.  The explanation he 

gave was short and direct.  Five minutes later Mai Kadjallah 

was staring at the paper as if it had evoked a ghost.

“You cannot do this.”

“I have already begun it, and it proceeds without error 

or hindrance.”

“How long will it take to accomplish?”

“Three more years.”

“And when it is done we shall have to ask you for our 

land and our liberty?”

“No!” Sir Charles exploded.  “That is the opposite of my 

intention.  When this project is complete, it will displace Deby 

and his kind permanently!  I am not offering you aid.  I am not 

trying to buy your support, to prevent you from causing 

trouble.  I am not extracting any promises from you in return 

for what I intend to do.  Instead, I ask for your assistance in 

changing the land in a way that will allow your people to 

prosper on their own without relying on me or anyone else.  

No more dependence on aid organizations if there is a drought.  

No more reliance on the rest of Chad.  No more scratching a 

living from the sand and the few oases you have.  Instead there 

will be fertile land for every man and the tribes will answer to 

you alone, not to Deby’s friends in N’Djamena.  And in those 

circumstances, I could not extract tribute or obedience from 

you even if I wanted to.  You would be as far beyond my reach 

as beyond his.  But to make it possible would require your 

efforts as well as mine.”

“What efforts?”
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“When the time comes, interfere with the Chadian 

army.  Subvert the few officials they have in these regions.  Be 

uncooperative.  Obstruct them.  Consolidate all the traditional 

authority of the Kanem region here, so that the people turn to 

you rather than the soldiers or the bureaucrats.  There will be 

confusion at first; you can reassure them.  Some will doubt my 

intentions; having proved my intentions to you, you can speak 

for me to the masses.  Above all, explain to them what my 

success will also mean to them.  No more Deby, no more 

Chadian army, no more patronizing aid workers scampering 

across the land, giving out medicines and flour in exchange for 

submission to their demands.  No more diversion of oil 

revenues to a far-off government.  They will stand on their 

own, proud, as befits the men of the desert who have survived 

and grown where no other people can.  They will be 

responsible for their own livelihoods, and once that has been 

accomplished, if they fight to keep it, no one can take it away 

from them.”

“If you break Deby’s government, if you encourage 

them to rebel against their rulers--what guarantee do I have 

that you will not encourage them to rebel against me?”

“My word.  I do not ask you to believe it now.  I do not 

ask you to act now, either.  Wait until I have done what I 

promised, and then decide if I am trustworthy or not.  There 

will still be time for your Highness to throw your strength into 

the balance for or against me, as you judge best.”

“Your word is not all that is at stake here.  If you teach 

them to rebel against their rulers, even if you support me--what 

prevents them from destroying us both?”

“Because we are not rulers.  We are leaders.  You 

command your people by right of their respect for and trust in 

you.  I command my men by virtue of their admiration for my 

cunning and vision.  Neither of us resorts to force and abuse to 

inflict our leadership on the unwilling.  Just as I have proposed 

an alliance to you, so do we exist in an alliance with those who 
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look to us for guidance.  It is a relationship of free men rather 

than the coercion of a state.”

His Highness swirled the remaining tea around in his 

cup and contemplated it.  Sir Charles’s words carried 

conviction.  In spite of his doubts, he recognized sincerity in the 

man, and he was experienced in judging it.  That was how one 

survived in the desert.  What he proposed was enormous, as 

great an effort as anything an angel or a hero might be asked to 

undertake.  But the burden fell on him and not on the people of 

Kanem.  And he appeared capable of bearing it.  He could 

command.  That stirred a response in Mai Kadjallah’s spirit.  

He recognized a fellow autocrat, supreme in his own sphere 

without the distraction of committees or departments, yet 

aware that his supremacy rested on a careful appeal to the 

hearts of those who served him.  No force, nothing but joint 

purpose.

“If it is an alliance you desire...”

Sir Charles waited.  There was a burst of gunfire down 

the street, followed by silence.  He knew it to be a 

demonstration of high spirits rather than a warning of attack or 

the announcement of a murder.

“...then I might be prepared to grant you such terms.  If, 

as you claim, you can restore our land to vitality.  But not until 

then.”

Sir Charles laid a second map over the first.  The sultan 

bent over it and sucked his breath in, considering.

“You may judge the effects for yourself.  Mao shall be 

surrounded here, and here, and here.  The winds that blow 

from the northeast will do the rest.  There will be years in 

which to withdraw your people from the territories that will be 

useless to them afterward, and to spread them throughout 

those portions of the desert that will be desert no more.”

“Not in the days of the Kanem Empire was it so great,” 

Mai Kadjallah murmured.

“Nor in the records of any man,” Sir Charles added.
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They sat and studied the map together.

Three hours later, Sir Charles boarded his aircraft again.  

His Highness had not committed himself to anything.  But he 

had a young man’s passionate soul in his aging body, and the 

idea was taking possession of him.  Sir Charles had watched 

him working out its possibilities for himself, building on the 

lines he had sketched, elaborating the bare picture with colors 

and details.  That was the problem with the plan, he reflected.  

It carried those it touched away with enthusiasm and left them 

more interested in a fantastical future than the workaday 

necessities of the present.  As such, that aspect was also its 

greatest strength.  The sultan would change his mind.  He 

would agree to it.  Sir Charles looked around him, satisfied.  He 

would make his own headquarters here in Mao.  It would be 

most convenient for the events that would play out in a few 

more years.  The rest of his operations could be carried out in 

the desert miles away to the east.  Close enough for easy access; 

far enough away to preserve secrecy.

The plane began to roll.  He still had rulers to woo in 

the south: the sultan of Dar Sila; the sultan of Ouaddai; the 

sultan of Baguirmi, who used the old and traditional title of 

Mbang.  All men of power--all men indifferent or opposed to 

Idriss Deby for political or tribal reasons.

* * * * *

“You said we’d be dining tonight, not dying,” Tang 

complained.

“That depends on whether the chef poisons you or not.”

“Poison would be a relief from your driving.”

In point of fact Sir Charles was an expert driver, and as 

Hong Kong retains the original British scheme of left-hand 

traffic, he was completely at home.  He handled the huge Rolls 

with a certain wanton recklessness, though, much to the 

discomfort of the chauffeur, who had been consigned to the 
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backseat with a large tip.  It was his way of taking his revenge.  

In spite of the astonishing progress being made on the 

excavations in the CAR, Tang had been more tiresome than his 

usual self for the entire flight from Zanzibar to Hong Kong.  

Now Sir Charles was returning the favor.

He brought the car up, fishtailing, in front of the 

Mandarin Oriental.  Tossing a gold coin to the valet, and 

leaving him to sort things out with the chauffeur and the hire 

service, he caught Tang by the collar as his engineer was 

making a hurried dash for the bar.  “You don’t get off that 

easily,” he chided him.

“Which old fossil are you going to make me put up 

with tonight?”

“An old friend of yours,” his employer answered, 

steering him towards the elevator.  It carried them with silent 

speed up to the twenty-fifth floor.

“I’m meeting General Cheng here,” Sir Charles said to 

the maitre d’hotel who guarded the portals of Pierre, the 

legendary hotel’s Michelin two-star restaurant.

“Good God!”  Tang didn’t typically curse in public 

places, Sir Charles reflected, instead preferring to settle for a 

disgusted facial expression.  He was quite pleased with the 

effect of his announcement.

From a table in the far corner of the room, with the 

entire panorama of harbor lights shining beneath the window, 

a bland gentleman of advanced years rose to greet them.  “An 

honor, as always, Sir Charles,” he purred.  General Cheng Wu, 

People’s Liberation Army, retired, had been a devastatingly 

effective supply officer before he moved to the civilian side of 

the business.  Now he occupied a senior position at LiuGong 

Construction Machinery.

“And a pleasure, I hope,” Sir Charles acknowledged.  

He moderated his usual grip to the General’s years and stature.  

“I believe you know my chief engineer, Mr. Tang.”
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Cheng’s eyes shifted to Tang and turned cold.  “I would 

prefer that I did not.”  The abbreviated bow he gave his fellow-

countryman was so shallow that it wouldn’t have upset a 

teacup balanced on his head.  Tang replied with an even more 

perfunctory gesture.  Sir Charles watched the exchange with 

benevolent amusement.

After that the General ignored Tang as if he were part of 

the furniture.  He drew Sir Charles out on the usefulness of the 

latest LiuGong products in the most remote parts of central 

Africa, and commented on improved versions shortly to be 

made available.  He even conveyed his thanks for suggestions 

made by Sir Charles’s engineers which were being 

incorporated into the firm’s latest designs.  “Of course, such a 

substantial purchase of drilling machines by a private company 

is uncommon, and I do not want to pry into trade secrets, 

but--”

“Your drilling machines are shit,” Tang said.

“I beg your pardon?” Cheng gasped.

“Your drilling machines are shit.”  Those were the first 

words Tang had addressed to the General, and he accompanied 

them with a terrifying grin.

“Excuse my associate, he’s mad,” Sir Charles 

interjected.  “You were saying?”

“I should hope he is mad,” General Cheng agreed.  “It 

would be most unfortunate for anyone who happened to be 

connected with him if he were sane.  I can assure you, Sir 

Charles, that we in Hong Kong recognize no obligation to Tang 

Yi Hai, and would be most appreciative if you would take him 

off our hands.  Permanently.”

“I’ll see what I can do.  I hope, though, that our 

association won’t prevent me from seeking your good offices.”

“How can I be of service?”  Cheng was nothing if not 

adept at switching gears.

“You mentioned that my purchases of equipment have 

been large, for a private firm.  I’m afraid I’ve come to impose 

81



on your production capacity again.  I have another substantial 

order to place.”  He took out a three-page list and passed it to 

the General, who read it with astonishment.

“But Sir Charles, this is four hundred million dollars’ 

worth of equipment!”

“I know that, General Cheng.  I need it.”

“But these machines are not something we manufacture 

on a regular basis.  We cannot produce them by the delivery 

date you have specified here.  They do not exist yet.”

“That’s why I’m here.  To see if you can persuade your 

managers to prioritize them.  I need this stuff within three 

months if possible, six months at the latest.”

“Six months?  These orders are usually placed years in 

advance.”

“In which case it will be no hardship to those who have 

placed their orders years in advance to wait a few extra months 

while my order is filled.”

“That is unethical.”

“It will also pay LiuGong ten percent over the normal 

price of the equipment, to say nothing of gratuities for those 

individuals involved in making it happen.”

“Well...”

“I’m sure you can find a way, General.  Your efforts 

have always been successful in the past.”

“Yes, but this...”

“Perhaps I can assist you by supplying you with a piece 

of the larger puzzle.  Are you still making occasional reports to 

the Central Military Commission?”

Immediately Cheng’s face became immobile.  “Sir 

Charles, I cannot discuss my government’s internal affairs.”

“In other words, yes.  You are aware that I also have 

interests and concessions in Chad?”

“I have heard as much.”

“I had an interesting and fruitful conversation with the 

Sultan of Dar Sila the other day.  His power base is in Ouaddai, 
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in eastern Chad.  He gave me to understand that he would not 

be opposed to oil exploration in his territories--always 

provided that the agreements were concluded with the 

traditional rulers rather than the central government, and that 

it was, say, a Chinese firm with its own transport route that 

made the application, so as to evade the World Bank’s 

monopoly control of Western oil interests in the country.”

General Cheng said nothing.  His sole reaction was to 

run a finger around the rim of his plate.

“And I know perfectly well that China is still trying to 

carry out a trans-Sudan pipeline project,” Sir Charles 

continued.  “You’re rather handicapped by the disorganization 

in the Sudan as al-Bashir slips further into his dotage and his 

generals grab for power, not to mention by the continuing 

chaos along the most critical part of the route through the 

Darfur border region.”  He leaned forward and lowered his 

voice.  “Consider this, General.  On the other side of the Darfur 

border are the Zaghawa, the richest of the Chadian peoples.  

They’re the tribe of Idriss Deby, the president.  But Deby is not 

universally popular among his fellow tribesmen.  In fact, 

opposition among them to his rule increases every year.  Now, 

let us suppose that Deby were to fall from power.  The 

Zaghawa would be inclined to look favorably upon anyone 

who helped bring that about.  And if it were China who helped 

create those conditions, the Zaghawa leaders could be expected 

to assist Chinese development of an oil infrastructure with 

drilling rights, protection, and ceasefire agreements.”

The General cleared his throat.  “And assuming that 

your highly imaginative analysis is correct--how would China 

help to bring about such a scenario?  It is a dangerous gambit, 

you may have noticed.  To be implicated in the removal of a 

foreign head of state in pursuit of one’s own financial 

interests...”

“But China need not be implicated.  The Chinese 

government can assist quite easily in a way that involves no 
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risk at all.”  Sir Charles tapped the equipment list that General 

Cheng had laid down on the table in his absorption.

“Ah.  I see.”  The General considered this for a while.  

“Of course, no government can be party to political 

interference in the affairs of a friendly nation.  But if we were to 

speculate about the remaining length of Idriss Deby’s political 

lifespan--at what figure would you place it?  Drawing upon 

your greater experience of the region and knowledge gleaned 

from local contacts, that is?”

Sir Charles smiled.  “I should say another three years.”
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Chapter Seven

“Three years,” Mark Andover swore.  “Three years to 

get this far!”

At first it had all seemed so simple.  The records check 

on the airspeed indicator had come back within forty-eight 

hours.  The plane in the desert was PD343, all right.  He had 

paid over the cash and Nessoua and Bedouye had departed, 

leaving him with the site’s coordinates, an exhaustive 

description of the surrounding terrain, and an extensive 

portfolio of photographs.  Now the Niger Movement for Justice 

was in talks with the Nigerien government to establish the 

entire region of the Air Mountains as an autonomous territory 

for the Tuareg herders.  Andover, reading a report in the New 

York Times on this sudden shift in the regional power balance, 

had seen the name of Dr. Wassim Nessoua listed prominently 

among the lead negotiators on the Tuareg side.  He had 

laughed and wired them another couple of hundred thousand.  

It was worth it to see the Nigeriens cringe and to make sure of 

his friends in empty places.  If something went wrong and his 

recovery plans were ever at risk, an eager reception in the 

mountains would solve a lot of problems.

But affairs at home hadn’t progressed nearly as well.  

First there was the question of an escape route.  Andover had 

decided, after an examination of all the relevant charts, that he 
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would truck the Lancaster overland without disassembling it, 

all the way across the Sahara to a deserted section of the 

Atlantic shore, where it could be placed on a cargo boat and 

transported directly to his Homestead facilities.  Given that the 

empty bomber weighed less than forty thousand pounds 

empty, a third of what an Abrams tank did, the task could 

easily be accomplished by equipping it with the proper chassis.  

And that was where his scheme began to break down.  He had 

contracted with the well-known firm of Howe & Howe to 

produce the mobile cradle that his engineers had designed.  

Howe & Howe, after dithering for a while because the 

commission was so unusual, finally agreed to take the contract.  

However, once they had it, they didn’t pursue it.  They were 

more interested in tinkering with their own inventions, putting 

on performances for their television series, and cozying up to 

the Army brass who came around to watch their 

demonstrations.  That led to another set of absurd 

complications.  Andover had insisted on secrecy for his project.  

He’d even paid them extra to guarantee silence.  All that had 

accomplished was to reduce the frequency of their calls 

begging him to let them put the project on TV to a rate of about 

one per week.  The Howe brothers, of course, had no idea what 

the chassis was designed for, but they still wanted to show it 

off.  When Andover refused, they sulked and moved it to the 

bottom of their list of priorities.  When they finally began 

building it, he had also been forced to post men of his own to 

keep an eye on the project in order to prevent the brothers from 

showing it off to their military cronies.  He regretted ever 

giving them the job, but the field of specialized tank 

construction is a small one, and the choices few for the exacting 

client.

Then had come a minor hitch with his team’s visas for 

the Egyptian leg of the expedition.  Repeated protests by the 

British Museum, coupled with mild representations from the 

Foreign Office, had forced Cairo to take notice of his 
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defalcations at long last.  The Egyptian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs informed him, with great regret, that until some 

arrangement was made with the British and the whole affair of 

the missing Kittyhawk thoroughly investigated, they could not 

permit his readmission to the country.  Months of polite faxes 

between their representatives followed, while Andover seethed 

in the background.  The British wanted their plane back.  

Andover had no intention of letting the Kittyhawk out of his 

hangars until it was ready to fly again, under his patronage.  

After an interval of fruitless diplomacy, a weekend meeting in 

Beirut saved the day.  The Egyptian government, in exchange 

for a substantial ex gratia payment, would grant Andover’s 

team transit visas only.  They would have to get in, unload 

their gear, load it again, and move on.  That suited Andover.  

He had no desire to linger along the way.

The entire operation was prepared to take off when one 

of Andover’s congressional friends hit a snag involving an F9F 

fighter and the continued obstruction of the Pentagon.  

Andover held up the Lancaster project yet again in order to 

finish the closer job first.  It is not necessarily difficult to compel 

the United States Department of Defense to hand over an 

airplane paid for with tax dollars to a nonprofit organization, 

since the Department is a nut that can be cracked between the 

twin hammers of the armed forces and Congress, but the 

process is a slow one.  The resulting delay had pushed 

Andover’s timetable into the African rainy season, which 

would have been unsuitable for trekking across the desert.  So 

he was forced to sit and wait for good weather to return.

He shook his head and examined his surroundings.  

Twenty-four hours ago he had been sitting in his comfortable 

office at Homestead when the favorable weather forecast came 

through.  His team had been roused and hustled onto an aging 

707 already loaded with their gear.  Twelve hours and a 

refueling stop later, they touched down in Cairo.  His Egyptian 

friends, apart from stamping their passports, made no move to 
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help them as they transferred the entire load to a rattling 

Ilyushin turboprop that Andover had kept on standby just in 

case.  The Russian crate had jolted down the runway a few 

hours later and steered away to the south, trailing smoke.

The plane had spent so much time exposed to desert 

conditions that little holes had been sandblasted in its 

aluminum skin, through which the sunlight crept to dance in 

never-repeated patterns on the contents of its cargo hold.  For 

a moment Andover had a qualm about the Lancaster, not for 

the first time, before remembering that it had been buried for 

the better part of a century and would therefore have been 

protected from the sandstorms.  He hoped.

Next to him, Pietro Garderini was immersed in a copy 

of the Lancaster’s flight manual and was checking its data 

against his own calculations.  Young and devastatingly 

handsome, it was the breadth of both his skills and his 

ambitions that had induced Andover to recruit him.  After 

being denied the chance to fly the Bugatti Model 100, Garderini 

had copied the plans and built his own replica out of sheer 

pique.  He was a throwback to the pilots of the last century, 

who believed that he not only had a God-given ability to fly 

anything that could fly, but also a God-given right to do so.  

Monty Rowan, a middle-aged Scot, was his arms expert.  It was 

Rowan’s job to maintain the wide variety of old weapons, 

bomb sights, radar, and other destructive devices, mechanical 

and electronic, that were to be found on the planes in 

Andover’s collection.  He was also the man who tracked them 

down and sweet-talked them out of gun collectors if Andover 

acquired an aircraft that was missing certain essential pieces.  

Simms was his Canadian-trained Lancaster pilot.  Weber, 

Krysinski, O’Donnell, Wilson, Sira--the rest of the crew were 

volunteers, all pilots themselves, with varying degrees of 

experience in salvage and a shared reluctance to accept defeat.

Out on the wings, the turbines choked and staggered.  

Andover got up and went forward to the cockpit.
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“Are we landing?” he bawled into the pilot’s ear.

“My friend, if God had intended for man to land in the 

desert, he would have provided him with a runway.”  The 

salvor stuck his diagram of the area under the pilot’s nose.  The 

pilot shook his head and shrugged.

“Give me that!” Andover snapped.  He jerked the pilot 

out of his seat and took the controls.  The copilot rolled his eyes 

wildly but made no move to interfere.  This is what comes of 

hiring local talent, Andover reminded himself.  He took stock 

of the situation and picked a flat spot well off to the side of the 

presumed location of the bomber, which was discernable from 

the figures flashing on his pocket GPS.

The old Ilyushin touched down like a feather, to the 

everlasting astonishment of its regular pilot.  No one was 

prepared for the dust it stirred up, though.

As soon as the diatoms drifted away on the breeze, 

Andover was rushing his crew out of the plane.  “Grab the 

metal detectors,” he ordered.  “We can’t dump the gear all the 

way out here, but we can’t bring it closer until we know exactly 

where the Lancaster is.  You know the drill.  Rowan--stay here 

and make sure these gentry don’t leave us in a hurry.”

He led the way across the sand.  It wasn’t hard-packed, 

but it was sturdy enough to support a fair amount of weight if 

distributed properly.  The team spread out to avoid swallowing 

each other’s dust.  In Andover’s hand, the numbers on his GPS 

counted down.  Fifty yards...twenty...ten...five...

“Stop!” he called.  The rest of the crew closed up 

around him.  “All right, just as we rehearsed.  Find the outline 

of the plane, and mark it, but don’t uncover anything, no 

matter how tempted you are.  Go.”

The eight of them switched on their metal detectors.  All 

eight devices sounded at once.

“Damn!”  Andover was more than relieved, he was 

ecstatic.  The coordinates Nessoua and Bedouye had sold him 

weren’t merely good, they were gold.
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Knowing that the little hump in the ground nearby 

covered the bomber’s tail, and with the guidance of the 

detectors to aid them, the team marked out the extent of its 

wingspan with small stakes in less than five minutes.  Andover 

waved to Rowan, who could be seen through a pair of 

binoculars to be hovering in the cockpit of the Ilyushin, 

distracting the pilots.  He gave them new orders as 

prearranged, and the plane started its engines again.  It taxied 

forward, to halt where Andover indicated.

It was easier to get the cargo out of the plane than it had 

been to put it in.  In fifty-three minutes by Garderini’s Swiss 

chronometer, the Egyptians had taken off and were almost 

invisible in the northeastern sky.

“Can we uncover the cockpit first?” Simms asked 

hopefully.

Andover shook his head.  “Dig the plan.  Tent first, 

digging second.”

The tent in question was less a tent than a canopy of 

sand-colored gauze that was quickly propped up on struts 

around and over the wreck site.  From a distance, it would look 

like the desert floor, or at worst like a rocky outcropping.  

Camouflage to preserve the Lancaster and the salvage crew 

from accidental discovery.  Andover knew that Bedouye had 

been off-course when he had stumbled across the bomber, and 

that the Tuaregs no longer used the route for running guns and 

ammunition.  Still, it never hurt to take simple precautions.

“Where are we, anyway?” Garderini wanted to know.

“Chad.  Northern Chad.”

“We don’t have visas for Chad.”

“Or permission to take the Lancaster when we find it.”

“So it’s one of those expeditions.”

“Yes.  Any other questions?”

“None.”

There was a stir of excitement as Simms lovingly dusted 

off the twin tails of the bomber.  Andover sighed with relief.  
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The story was true.  Unbelievable, but true.  The original paint 

was intact, just as the photographs had promised, undamaged 

by decades underground or by the last storm that had reburied 

the Lancaster.  He ran his fingers over the rough, hot surface, 

reflecting that the last person to have done so was long dead.  

A past generation, a past time--and he was bringing a small 

part of that time back to life.

Garderini was off on his own, digging around the 

engines.  He wanted to see how much work it would take to 

restore the twelve-cylinder Merlins to operational condition.  

Rowan had already brushed away the thin layer of soil 

covering the central turret and was making small grunts of 

delight as he examined its fittings.  The rest of the team was 

excavating on the right side of the tail, looking for the rear 

hatch--unlike the Tuaregs, they knew where to dig to find it--

that would give them access to the interior of the plane, a time 

capsule untouched entered only once since 1945.

“Slow down,” Andover cautioned them, dragging his 

attention back to the present.  “Stop just throwing the sand 

away.  Carry it outside.  Remember the plan!”

Invoking a prearranged plan is easy enough to do in so 

many words, but getting a group of excited twenty-somethings 

to actually execute it when they can reach out and touch the 

object of their dreams is far more difficult.  But Andover had 

experience in dealing with his people.  Under his guidance, the 

area around the Lancaster began to change shape in a 

systematic fashion.  First he set four of the crew to work on the 

port inboard engine while he and the other three tackled the 

starboard engine.  If the theory that Nessoua proposed was 

correct, that the plane had gone off course and landed in the 

desert as a last resort, then its gear should be down and 

supporting its weight.  With the gear down, the aircraft would 

be much easier to excavate and eventually transport.

Garderini, squirming around by the nacelle to which 

he’d been assigned, suddenly shouted and thrust his arm 
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underneath the engine housing.  “Air pocket!”  The gear was 

down and the sand had never filled the inside of the recess.

“Good!” Andover called.  “That’s enough for now.”  He 

set the crew to uncovering the wings to take as much weight as 

possible off of the bomber before they fully exposed it.  They 

formed a bucket line, scooping the sand and passing it outside 

the tented area.  It would get piled up against sheets of 

plywood they’d brought in order to form a windbreak in case 

of another storm, and those panels would also keep it from 

sliding back into the depression in the ground where the plane 

had come to rest.  As they worked, Andover wondered about 

the condition of the tires.  They would be dry and cracked after 

all these years in the hot sand, and deflated--but possibly not 

destroyed beyond usefulness.  If sand had blown in under the 

fuselage before all the air leaked out, the Lancaster would have 

come to support its weight on its belly and the tires would 

have retained much of their original shape.  He’d brought a 

small air compressor, of course.  If they could get enough air 

back in the tires to allow the plane to rest on its own gear...no, 

it wasn’t necessary.  They had jacks for that.

The day wore on.  The area beneath the semi-shade of 

the tent began to resemble an archaeological dig.  A rectangular 

grave was being cut in the earth, and the bomber was emerging 

from it in the way a large whale emerges from the ocean: all at 

once and straight up.  Except in this case its rate of movement 

was much slower than that of the whale.  Still, its tails were 

now visible, and its back, and the tops of the wings.  Andover 

had refused to let anyone hurry into the interior until they 

were good and ready.  He wanted to document the find first.  

High-definition cameras at each corner of the tent were already 

recording each second of the investigation and streaming a 

copy to the museum’s servers at Homestead via satellite link.  

Another precaution in case of accident or interference.

The slope of the excavation was much less steep in front 

of the bomber than it was on the other three sides.  If all went 
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according to plan, Andover thought, they would mount the 

Lancaster on the mobile chassis, drive it out of the excavation, 

and then turn it westward.  He was undecided on whether to 

cover the airframe with the tent or not as an interim measure.  

A moving dune would be likely to send anyone who spotted it 

running for the nearest holy site.  But if they recognized the 

covering as camouflage?  Although a camouflaged vehicle 

would imply a military exercise or experiment, and most 

people in this part of the world gave the military a wide berth 

if they could.

As for fuel for the chassis, and more water if needed, he 

could always have that air-dropped.  No one would 

particularly care if a charter flight from Algiers or Cairo to 

Lagos was late on arrival.  No one would suspect it of having 

gone slightly off course to chuck something out in the middle 

of the desert.  The Chadian Air Force, if Andover remembered 

correctly, was commanded by a lieutenant.  And countries that 

didn’t prioritize control of the air didn’t have long-range radar.

Now the tips of the wings were breaking free from the 

white sand, lifting themselves up towards the sky due to their 

slight dihedral.  The cockpit was visible, its windows still 

sealed, and the twin Browning guns in the nose were as intact 

as the others.  It was an ongoing struggle to keep Rowan away 

from them.  “Later,” Andover promised.

Then Simms, scraping away beneath the port inboard 

engine, hit hard-packed ground.  Andover had been hoping for 

that.  After all, the earth surrounding the plane was firm 

enough for vehicles to drive across and aircraft to land on.  

From the descriptions given by the Tuaregs, he assumed the 

bomber had simply come to a halt in a small depression which 

had filled with dust over the years, rather than skidding across 

thousands of feet of loose sand.  With extreme care, he and 

Weber fetched a jack and forced it down through the clinging, 

shifting soil until it rested on the old desert floor.  They worked 
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it beneath the Lancaster and pumped it up.  It tightened against 

the underside of the wing and held.

Andover sighed with relief.  If they could get all the 

jacks in place, it would be a simple matter to assemble the 

chassis around the bomber and drive it off.  Time-consuming, 

but simple in theory.

Rowan tapped him on the shoulder.  “You’ll want to see 

this.”  His usual burr was subdued.

Outside the tent, there was nothing to see.  Andover 

said as much.  Even their stores and equipment, covered with 

more camouflage netting, blended in so well that he himself 

couldn’t spot them at a casual glance in the shimmering heat.  

In response, Rowan handed him a pair of binoculars.

Off in the distance, a small jeep of some sort was 

driving through the desert.  It wasn’t moving fast enough to 

stir up a dust plume, which was quite an accomplishment, and 

it wasn’t heading for the excavation.

“What the hell is that doing there?  And what is it 

doing?” Andover demanded.  Rowan shrugged.

“I thought this area wasn’t much traveled,” he 

remarked.

“And Nessoua sold me the plane on those terms,” 

Andover growled.  “If we have to deal with the Chadian army 

on the first day, we’ll never get out of here.”

“On the first day?  You say that as if dealing with them 

later wouldn’t be as great a problem.”

“It wouldn’t.  We outnumber any patrol likely to 

stumble across us.  We’d ambush them and keep them here 

until we were ready to leave.  But if they were missing for more 

than a few days, their superiors might notice and come looking 

for them, and that’s a risk.  If we had to do it now...we might 

not have time to finish digging and get out of here.”

“You didn’t tell us that.”

“You didn’t need to know just yet.”  The two of them 

stared at the vehicle on the horizon.
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“It’s not coming any closer.”

“It’s there, and I want to know why.  If they go back to 

wherever they came from and start talking...”

“They haven’t even seen us.”

“You hope.”

“How do you propose to find out?”

“We go and look.”

“And leave the rest of this lot to be overrun by the 

Chadian army, since they’re not aware they’re to capture any 

soldiers who present themselves?”

“All right, you go,” Andover snapped.  “I’ll wait.  Take 

Krysinski with you.  Use that chain of dunes over in the west 

there for cover.  Take a satellite link, and do not under any 

circumstances let them see you.”

An hour later he was gazing into a computer screen and 

watching the strange jeep at a much closer range.  Rowan and 

Krysinski, a deerstalker and a former parachutist, had crept up 

on it with superb caution.  The three men inside the vehicle 

were completely unaware that they were being observed.  In 

any case, they were fixated on their task.

Which was...what? Andover asked himself.  One was 

driving.  One, he could see through the telephoto lens of the 

satellite camera, appeared to be fixated on a laptop.  And one, 

in the back of the jeep, was dropping things out of it at 

intervals.

They weren’t locals, either.  The driver belonged to one 

of the desert tribes, or so Andover assumed from his features 

and turban, but he was decidedly not Tuareg.  The man with 

the laptop was a ruddy blond.  The man in the back could have 

been Chinese or Japanese, or even Korean.  He couldn’t tell for 

sure.  Apart from the driver’s turban, they all were dressed 

alike: khaki coveralls with a patch on the shoulder, an 

equilateral triangle trisected into segments of black, red, and 

green.  It reminded Andover vaguely of a hazardous materials 

sign, and triggered a memory.  He’d seen it before; it was a 
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company logo.  Some corporation close to home, something 

he’d seen in Florida or thereabouts.  So what was it doing out 

in the Bodele Depression?

He looked for registration plates.  The jeep had none.  It 

was moving at a pace that was little faster than a brisk walk.  

At that rate it would still be in sight at sundown, and who 

knew what the occupants would do under the cover of 

darkness?  He groaned.

“Keep watching it,” he radioed Rowan.  “Stay out there 

after dark if you have to.  I want to know where it’s going.”

“Aye.”  The transceiver crackled and went silent.  A few 

minutes later Rowan spoke up again.  “Those things the man in 

the back is dropping?  They’re radio beacons.”

“Beacons?  How can you tell?”

“We’re close enough that I can distinguish the signals 

using some adjustments I’ve made to an RDF unit I brought 

with me.  They’re all on the same frequency, too.”

“Why?” Andover asked of no one in particular.  “Why 

is someone suddenly so interested in my patch of desert?”
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Chapter Eight

West of Sonbore, Benn Jones looked down from the 

scaffolding of the excavator and examined his surroundings.  

The crew were resting in the shade of the bucket, eating and 

snatching a cigarette during the hottest part of the day.  Work 

schedules in the CAR, with their midday breaks, inevitably 

resembled those of traditional Spain.  The result was an hour or 

more of peace in which he could concentrate on examining the 

results of the morning’s digging.

The location was unimpressive.  Gentle hills 

surrounded them on all sides, dimples in the ground cast in 

stone and earth.  Between these dimples snaked seasonal 

streams and rivers in such great numbers that the locals had 

never bothered to name most of them.  The main stream, Jones 

recalled, had a name, but he couldn’t remember what it was.  

In any case, it didn’t matter.  He glanced over to his left.  The 

entire flow of the river had been removed from its channel, 

carved centuries or millennia ago, and was now traveling on a 

parallel course inside a collapsible siphon along what had been 

its left bank.

The siphons had been one of Sir Charles’s more brilliant 

ideas.  Instead of pumping your excavation dry on a regular 

basis, at an enormous cost in time and power, you diverted the 

water, letting its own energy do the trick of moving it, dug 
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where you needed to, and then let the river back into its 

channel before moving the siphon and repeating the whole 

process again.  It saved power and kept the soil moist, which 

made digging it out easier as well.  Given the scale of the 

operations they were undertaking, that mattered.  In front of 

Jones stretched the dry streambed, a hundred and fifty feet 

broad or more, but shallow.  So shallow that it could be waded 

at any period of the year other than the rainy season itself.  The 

banks were fringed with trees and scrub, high enough to block 

the excavation from the sight of any casual passersby.  Most 

convenient.

Jones turned and looked behind him.  The difference 

was breathtaking.  Still the same panorama of hills, still the 

same stunted, hardy growths along the shoreline, still the same 

broad riverbed--but it was no longer shallow.  It plunged down 

five hundred feet between sheer cliffs, exposing layer upon 

layer of geological strata studded with unknown treasures: 

minerals, fossils, radioisotope signatures, resources for 

industry and science alike.  The untapped potential of these 

sediments aroused no response in Jones.  He was used to them 

after slicing through them for a hundred miles on end.

When they were done digging here, the excavator 

would be hauled out and the river allowed to refill the gorge.  

Once that was done, only a careful inspection would reveal 

that its capacity had been vastly increased.  If anyone did 

notice, they would be inclined to assume that a fault had 

opened and widened the stream.  It was a very safe method of 

hiding the excavation, but not possible in all areas.  Jones shook 

his head as he considered the expedients to which they had 

been forced in the more populous southern districts.  

Camouflaging the new canyons with netting.  Walling them off 

by planting trees and vines so thickly along the shore that 

neither man nor animal could get through to the water.  

Leaving a thin layer of stone and soil in place above the 

excavations, with steel beams for additional support, so that 
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you could walk right over a drop of hundreds of feet and never 

know it was there.  The secrecy that Sir Charles had insisted on 

was the main difficulty in this project, not its scope.

After all, the Ministry of Mines would be livid to realize 

that the program of glorified gold-panning that they had 

authorized had resulted in the removal of billions of cubic feet 

of their nation.

The deep channels that Sir Charles had commissioned 

radiated out from each of his mining camps across the width of 

the country.  As a rule there were two main channels away 

from a camp, one trending north and the other south, and a 

few smaller ones heading east and west in between.  The 

smaller ones were little more than deepened streambeds.  In 

some cases the natural flow of water had been redirected to 

pass from one side of a ridge to the other, so that it would in 

time flow down into the main channels.  As for the main 

channels, they usually followed the course of a large river, but 

they did not follow it exactly.  Rivers in a region where the 

highest elevation is a gentle swell do not pour or rush, they 

meander.  When a river meanders, it creates loops and hairpin 

curves and switchbacks, so that a boatman trying to travel 

north may find that he spends most of his time with the nose of 

his craft pointed east or west.  Jones had experienced that sort 

of thing on the Mississippi and hated it.  The rivers in the CAR 

were worse, though.  They were maddening.  Sometimes the 

loops were so severe that the current flowed backwards.  So as 

a rule the excavations straightened the rivers considerably at 

the same time that they deepened them.  The old switchbacks 

made ideal dumping grounds for the excavated soil.  That 

which was removed to create a hole could be replaced in 

another hole elsewhere.

Disposing of the fill had been the greatest challenge 

facing the project.  Although Sir Charles had bought his 

concessions by promising to build roads across the CAR, he 

had hoped to avoid doing so.  It was a futile wish.  The roads 
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had become vital to the swift progress of the excavations, 

because the fill had to go somewhere.  Old riverbeds and the 

crevices of uninhabited, barren valleys were not sufficient.  

Even if they had been, Sir Charles wanted the dirt shipped 

south.  He had another use for it.  Consequently the roads were 

built, the trucks bought, and the soil moved.

Not a drop of molten metal was ever extracted from 

that soil.  There were smelters and laboratories dotted here and 

there throughout the concessions, staffed by professionals from 

top universities across the world.  Their credentials were 

perfect; their skills, on the whole, left a great deal to be desired.  

From time to time one of the refineries did manage to produce 

a batch of refined metal.  The resulting ingots were duly 

exported with all the proper stamps and Sir Charles paid fifty 

percent of their value to the government.  The government, 

being ignorant of the fact that the metal had been secretly 

imported by Sir Charles and recast later, accepted its profits 

with a complacent air.

A purple head poked out from among the trees.  Jones 

slipped and almost fell off his platform.  It took him a minute 

to realize it wasn’t a head at all, but the indigo turban of one of 

the Sikh guards.  The employment of a private army regiment 

had paid off.  No one had so much as fired a pot-shot at any of 

the mining camps in the last six months.  Colonel Hundal was 

reported to be pleased with the performance of his troops.  Not 

as pleased as I was, thought Jones.  I don’t get paid enough to 

be shot at.  The captain in the bushes nodded at him and 

vanished again.

As if his departure was a signal, a whistle blew down 

below.  The gang bosses began to move, galvanizing their 

crews into action.  The men swarmed up onto the excavator 

and down behind it.  A throaty gurgling sound drowned out 

their yells as the machine’s diesels came online for the second 

time that day.  The buckets creaked, came up, and descended 

on the riverbed with the force of a giant’s footsteps.  The stones 
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and soil they removed flowed on a conveyor belt towards a line 

of waiting trucks on the river’s bank.  The great structure 

rumbled forward, leaving a chaotic chorus of pneumatic drills 

in its wake.  Explosions would follow as the underlying rock 

was grubbed up and discarded.

Jones, swaying high above the scrambling crowd, 

looked down on his creation and found it good.

* * * * *

Captain Mbala slammed the cheap door to his office so 

hard that it knocked his calendar off the wall.  The calendar, a 

gift from the French embassy, fluttered into the corner and 

stuck there in a patch of mildew, the moisture quickly soaking 

through to the Arc de Triomphe.

Mbala didn’t notice it.  He went over to the washbasin 

and scrubbed his hands thoroughly, trying to get the blood off, 

and succeeded.  The spatters on his uniform were there for 

good, though.  There was no point in washing them.  He threw 

the blouse on a spare chair and sank down into his own.

In the corner, a very old computer beeped.

“Not that again,” Mbala sighed.  “What haven’t you 

found this time?”  He turned on the monitor and looked at the 

results of the test.  Another negative.  He was seriously 

tempted to scrap the entire effort, but his conscientious nature 

got the better of him.  Instead of shutting down the machine 

and throwing the drive away, he typed in the necessary 

commands to log the report and start running the next 

sequence.  The light on the flash drive that his brother-in-law 

had been clutching when he was attacked blinked in response.

His worthless brother-in-law.  Mbala knew by now that 

he was making the effort more for himself than for his 

relations.  After another four months, the felonious and 

luckless Jean-Cristophe had slobbered his way out of the coma.  

His brains, poor as they were, had suffered no damage from 
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the blow apart from the immediate shock.  But he couldn’t 

remember who had struck him.  He could barely remember the 

attack, and he was reluctant to talk about it, especially to his 

wife’s brother, whose uniform made him shy away from 

confidences.  The residents of the neighborhood where it had 

happened reacted the same way.  No one was aware of who the 

gang’s intended victim had been, or if they were, they 

remained silent.  It all came down to the flash drive.

The drive was encrypted.  That stirred Mbala’s 

curiosity.  Not one in a thousand computer users in the CAR 

had heard of encryption.  Such precautions pointed to a 

foreigner, or someone in business or the government.  Had he 

taken the drive to his superiors for further analysis, they would 

have either denied his request as unimportant or thrown the 

drive in a box and forgotten about it.  That left the 

responsibility in his hands.  A few casual inquiries, together 

with a consultation with a French colleague, suggested that the 

system of encryption used had no backdoor.  Brute force was 

the only solution.

The result of their conversation was the computer tower 

in the corner of Mbala’s office, which did nothing but try 

possible keys on the drive all day long, block by block.  It 

logged its results at intervals so that it wasn’t repeating itself, 

which was a useful feature in Bangui.  The power was always 

going out due to lack of oil or a thunderstorm cutting the 

transmission lines or some mischief-maker damaging a 

transformer or the generators breaking down from extreme old 

age.  Sometimes the machine couldn’t run for days or weeks.  

Always, when normality was restored, Mbala plugged the 

drive back in and set it going again.

He had his own distractions, too.  His job grew more 

and more demanding as senior officers learned that he was 

both competent and incorruptible.  They sneered at him, but 

they made use of him.  Rumors of coups and crises were 

funneled to his desk, as were minor international complaints 
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and proposals that no one else wanted to bother examining in 

detail.  The army staff trusted Mbala to do the job for the very 

reason that they laughed at him: because he wanted to do it.  

Dedication is out of place in a self-serving force, but that force 

nevertheless finds it helpful from time to time and always 

exploits it.  When he was dragged away up country for weeks 

at a time, to examine evidence on the spot, the computer was 

left to its own devices.

And, of course, his sobbing half-sister turned up every 

so often with a new tale of woe on each occasion.  Mbala’s 

resolve to have nothing to do with her had weakened thrice, 

more because he wanted to get rid of her than because he had 

any desire to help her.  Today, though...today had been the 

worst of all.  After persuading him to come and see the ailing 

Jean-Cristophe, who turned out to be more drugged than 

ailing, she wept him into agreeing to catch a chicken for her.  

That had led to an undignified chase around the yard and out 

into the alley, a chase that had ended with him sprawling on 

his face in the dirt while her disreputable neighbors jeered at 

him.  He’d wrung the bird’s neck, thrown it at her, and walked 

off.  In his rage, he had failed to notice the blood that had 

splattered on his uniform, which had provoked a number of 

lewd jokes from his fellow officers in the past few minutes.

“Damn you all!” he hissed, shredding a memo to pieces 

with his fingernails.

The computer beeped again.

Mbala turned towards it in astonishment.  That wasn’t 

the normal interval for testing a block of keys.  It should have 

taken longer, unless...

And there it was.  An alphanumeric sequence twenty 

characters in length.  It had taken the computer over four years 

to get that far.  It could have taken several times that long, 

Mbala realized, but that didn’t mean it had to.  The computer 

had gotten lucky early.
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He grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled the key 

down before any unfortunate chance could cut the power 

supply.  Then he queried the flash drive again.  It accepted the 

password and decrypted itself.  For an instant Mbala wondered 

if it would be empty or not, and how he would justify his 

actions if he’d wasted all this time on an empty drive.  He felt 

himself tense before going limp as the dozens of files on the 

memory stick were suddenly revealed.  Before he looked at any 

of them, he copied them twice, both to his hard drive and to 

another flash drive, just as a precaution.  That done, he began 

to survey his find.

Maps of the CAR.  Reports from industrial companies.  

Articles from academic journals.  Scanned pages from old 

books.  Complex surveys.  Official correspondence with 

officials of both his own government and the American 

governments.  Corporate resolutions.

And there’s a name here somewhere, Mbala knew.

* * * * *

The Chadian laborers made small talk as they sauntered 

towards the elevators.  They had been new to mining a few 

years ago, but they were quick learners.  It was a strange 

company that employed them, they agreed.  It wasn’t drilling 

for oil.  It wasn’t refining the ore it removed in such large 

quantities.  It organized its camps and shafts in a way that the 

few experienced miners among them found inexplicable.  And 

it paid well, and better than that, its concessions were a closed 

area.  None of Deby’s soldiers, or the few tribesmen who still 

clung to his fortunes, came near the mines.  They were not 

permitted to jeopardize their masters’ steady income by 

offending or meddling with those who paid that income in 

precious foreign currency.

The mines had become an odd safe zone for political 

opposition in Chad.  It was a unique situation.  Outside their 
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boundaries, tribal wars and government brutality flourished.  

Inside the compounds, one might burn Deby’s portrait or curse 

his ministers or relate tales of rape and butchery and theft 

without a single objection from the attentive and sympathetic 

audience.  Former activists and members of parliament were to 

be found among the ranks of the miners, sometimes as gang 

leaders, sometimes as ordinary workers.  Every opposing tribe 

in the country was represented in their ranks.  It was rumored 

among the less intelligent of the crews that the shafts and 

galleries they were sinking were intended as strategic refuges 

in a war with Deby’s forces, or as ways of bypassing his 

military establishments, or even as vast magazines intended to 

wreck the capital and the government in a single stroke.  As for 

the more educated, they whiled away their leisure hours by 

forging strategic partnerships and planning a provisional 

government that would take the opportunity to seize power in 

N’Djamena if anything ever did happen to Idriss Deby.  It was 

an activity encouraged, in a quiet fashion, by the mining 

engineers, who showed themselves little and said less as a rule.

Another elevator clanked up from the bottom of the 

shaft and opened its doors.  Twenty men climbed into it, filling 

it to capacity.  It closed on them and sank down again, rattling.  

Another unusual feature of these mines was that their elevators 

and shafts, instead of being open to the sky, were completely 

enclosed by buildings on the surface, and the elevators 

themselves were constructed with solid walls, as opposed to 

the open-work cages common everywhere in the world.  The 

miners descended in total darkness apart from the glow of the 

diodes in the ceiling of the car.

A few of them checked their watches.  They were used 

to the routine, but there was always hope that an elevator 

would break a record someday--without going into free-fall, 

that is.  Betting pools had been known to arise from time to 

time, with official timekeepers and everything.  The journey 

took several minutes on average.  The shaft was deep, they 
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knew, although they’d never been told its exact depth.  More 

than a thousand feet.  Some said fifteen hundred.

The elevator slowed, shuddered, and stopped, 

grounding on its base with a crash.  Again the doors opened 

and the miners stepped out into an immense darkness.  They 

could feel the absence, the void around them.  No one spoke, to 

avoid setting off a terrifying echo.  Superstition was still 

influential among men who had been desert nomads five years 

before.  In single file and silence, they climbed aboard a narrow 

train that was waiting for them.

It took another ten minutes for the train to fill 

completely.  When that was done, its electric motors took up 

the load without audible complaint and began to trundle it 

forward.  Again the miners checked the time.  It was only a few 

miles to their work site.  The train, however, was slow.  No one 

looked out the windows because the carriages had no 

windows.  It was safer and cheaper to build them as simple 

tubes, and if they had had windows, what would the view 

have looked like?  Pure blackness without relief.  The men 

preferred not being able to see outside the cars.  Instead of 

sightseeing, they drank coffee or tea, smoked, chewed qat.  The 

air in the galleries was remarkable for its coolness and purity, 

the old hands always said.  That testified to a powerful 

ventilation system which could maintain such conditions in an 

excavation this deep.  From time to time they shifted in their 

seats as the train tilted around a curve.

When they disembarked at the other end, the darkness 

had been annihilated.  The gallery disclosed by the arc lamps 

was nearly two hundred feet high and roughly a hundred and 

forty broad.  It was difficult to estimate the width of it, because 

the walls and even the floor were irregular.  The ceiling was 

not.  The ceiling was almost a perfect level, and was 

maintained as such by teams with hand drills on high scaffolds, 

who pared it down to an exact standard.  This was another of 

the eccentricities of the place that made the miners wonder.  

106



Who cared that the ceiling was so very precise?  Other crews, 

following behind the first, secured it with steel trusses because 

the surrounding rock was soft and vulnerable.  There had been 

no accidents in this mine to date, perhaps because of their 

precautions.

Ahead roared the great tunneling machines, operating 

in tiers on multiple levels and vomiting crushed rock behind 

them on conveyor belts.  Pneumatic tubes sucked away any 

water that might be encountered, though in the semi-arid 

savanna of southern Chad, that was a rarity.  After the 

machines had passed, the miners went forward and chiseled 

apart the remaining rock that the circular bores of the drills had 

left untouched.  In that way the great rectangular gallery was 

formed.

As they filed off to their stations, they saw one of their 

engineers expostulating with a funny little man in an oversized 

helmet.  The man was grinning at him and apparently driving 

him wild.  The encounter, which ended when the engineer 

stomped off in a rage, would provide them with ample 

material for speculation over dinner.

Tang Yi Hai waited for the incoming crews to pass, then 

stepped into the tunnel and hurried back towards the trains.  

Instead of entering a car, he walked to the front of a unit that 

would be returning empty.  He produced an identification card 

and waved it across the train’s side.  A door slid back and he 

climbed into what, in an ordinary surface train, would have 

been the cab.  It was fitted with controls, but boasted no driver.  

Everything was automated.  Tang checked for passengers--

there were none--and directed the train to return to the 

entrance shaft.  He relaxed in his seat, watching the speed 

indicator as it climbed to a hundred and fifty miles an hour.

The miners never felt the speed because of the train’s 

suspension and because the cars were sealed against the 

outside air, giving them no way to judge their rate of progress.  

The train traveled in a straight line back to the shaft, and any 

107



sensations of rounding a corner that its passengers felt--and 

there were many of those--were due to artificial rockers, not 

genuine alterations in the direction of the track.  The miners 

thought they were a few miles from the shaft thanks to the 

illusions the train created.  They were actually several dozen 

miles away.

When the train glided to a halt at the shaft once more, 

Tang jumped out and darted across to a smaller elevator on 

one side.  This, like the train, opened to a wave of his card.  It 

would only open for such a card.  Thirty seconds later, he was 

on the surface.

There was nothing extraordinary about the elevator.  It 

traveled at the same speed that all elevators did, except those 

that the miners used.  Those traveled much more slowly.  The 

discrepancy meant that the gallery that they were excavating 

was not a thousand feet or more underground.  It was, in 

reality, located at perhaps a quarter of that depth.

* * * * *

The Minister of Mines of the Central African Republic 

was conducted with great ceremony to a window table in La 

Tour d’Argent.  The Seine and Notre Dame de Paris loomed 

large in the background; the no less imposing figure of Sir 

Charles Grosley occupied most of the foreground.

“Ah, Minister,” Sir Charles said, partially rising and 

sitting down again without waiting.  “I apologize for starting 

without you, but I never can resist.”  He tapped the wine list 

appreciatively.  “This is as good as a thriller to me.”  The book 

he indicated ran to more than four hundred pages.  The 

Minister was flattered and overwhelmed at the same time.

“Your invitation was welcome, of course, my dear Sir 

Charles.  Nonetheless, to be perfectly candid with you...”  He 

paused.

“Well?” Sir Charles prompted him.  “To be candid?”
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“Well, I regret to say this, but I anticipated that you 

might not find great pleasure in our meeting today.”

“I always have great pleasure in this restaurant,” Sir 

Charles said.  “It has never failed to improve my disposition.”

“Then perhaps I should be grateful we are dining here.”

“You are being more evasive than usual, Minister.  

What did you come here to tell me?”

“To tell you...that is such an unfortunate way of putting 

it.  It implies a command, an edict from on high...”

“And you are not on high, or charged with messages 

from those on high?”

The Minister wriggled in his antique chair.

“Sir Charles, if you insist on clarity--”

“I thought I already had.”

“Then it is my duty to inform you that my government 

has expressed concern over whether you intend to continue to 

fulfill your obligations.”

“Oh?”  Sir Charles permitted himself a one-sided smile.  

“Has General Ousmane been listening to rumors about my 

financial standing?”

“My dear sir, never suggest it!  No, there is merely a 

sense among our ranks that--how shall I say it?--

disappointment may have affected your intentions.”

“You mean, because I haven’t found anything very 

valuable, am I going to continue to pay you?”

“Ah...yes.”

“Why shouldn’t I?  I’m five years or so into a fifty-year 

contract.”

A faint sigh escaped the Minister.  “That is most 

reassuring.  Not every explorer whose enterprises had proved 

less fruitful than he had hoped would be so dependable.”

“The CAR will be an immense source of profit to me,” 

Sir Charles declared.  “That is not in question.  Not in my 

mind, anyway.  And, if your government is having second 

thoughts, you can assure them that if they fail in their 
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obligations, I will not.  To the point of dragging them out into 

the limelight of the International Court if necessary.”

“Oh, Sir Charles!”

“And do please remember that I solved your anti-

Balaka problem for you.”

“We intend to create a new national decoration of 

which you will be the first recipient in order to recognize your 

contributions to our national security in that direction,” the 

Minister promised.  Sir Charles nodded and resumed his 

perusal of the wine list.  There was a brief silence.

“May I ask how you knew I would be in Paris at the 

moment?” the Minister inquired, to make conversation.

“You always come to Europe this time of year to check 

on the secret bank accounts that you and your cronies have 

opened,” Sir Charles replied without the least embarrassment.  

“Cyprus, Malta, Andorra, Switzerland, Liechtenstein--it’s quite 

the tour.  The accounts where most of the money I pay your 

government ends up.  And then you always come to Paris 

afterwards for a little shopping for yourself and Ousmane’s 

wife and the occasional ministerial harem.  Very simple.  Do 

you have any objections to a Chablis Grand Cru?”

The Minister had no objections whatsoever.
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Chapter Nine

“Trilithon Corporation,” Andover muttered.  

“Triskelion Enterprises.  Tripartite Limited.  Triskele Partners.  

That tells me nothing.”

He was sitting in the shadow cast by the fully excavated 

Lancaster.  Although it still sat on the jacks rather than its own 

main gear, the tires were intact and might even be usable again.  

There was not a single hole anywhere in the hull.  The original 

paint still covered the aluminum without significant wear.  

Scraping away the last of the sand to reveal the hardpan of the 

desert floor had turned up no evidence of a tail strike or any 

other unfortunate incidents on landing.  The old bomber had 

just touched down in the middle of nowhere and gone to sleep.

By now the team had documented both the exterior and 

interior of the aircraft.  It was unquestionably the most perfect 

specimen of the type in existence.  Andover had no doubt that 

he could make it fly again, and soon.  The engines were 

unaffected by their burial.  Garderini was confident that a 

thorough cleaning was all they needed to restore them to 

perfect condition.  Simms had gone over the flight controls and 

reported no problems, apart from the missing airspeed 

indicator that Dr. Nessoua had removed years before.  That 

was still in a safe at Homestead.  Andover considered it proof 

of his claim, if nothing else.
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The most impressive find, apart from the aircraft itself, 

had been its remaining cargo.  This consisted of the duffel bags 

and personal belongings of the twenty British prisoners of war 

whom the bomber had been airlifting back to England when it 

had gone astray.  The highest ranking officer among them had 

been a flight lieutenant; the rest were more junior officers and 

a number of sergeants.  Their books and uniforms and letters 

and cigarettes remained intact, preserved by the heat and 

airless isolation.

For the moment Andover had forgotten the wonder of 

the Lancaster and all that it carried.  He was typing with 

annoyance on his laptop, trying to call up more information on 

those odd characters who had been driving through his 

desert--his desert, he insisted on calling it, although he had no 

intention of staying there--and dropping radio beacons all over 

the place.  Rowan had rigged up a sort of modified direction 

finder to map the signals and had discovered that they made a 

single complete curve angling away behind them to the south 

and southeast.  They weren’t placed to form that curve at 

random, either.  When he mapped their positions onto a 

topographical plat of the Bodele Depression that he generated 

from satellite data, the line drawn through them followed the 

map’s six hundred-foot gradient exactly.

“Why is someone surveying the desert with such 

precision?” Andover demanded.  Rowan had not been able to 

answer that question.

Nor had public records been more helpful.  The 

triangular insignia the surveyors had worn was easy enough to 

identify.  It was used by a number of companies with mining 

operations in Chad and the Central African Republic.  

Information on the companies themselves, however, was hard 

to come by.  They were privately held and thus obligated to do 

no more than inform the world that they still existed at 

intervals.  They never issued press releases and were never 

named in mainstream or trade news reports.  Tentative 
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inquiries with the governments of both the nations in which 

they operated had produced a flat denial that such firms 

existed at all.  The most Andover had been able to find out, by 

calling in a favor or two, was that they were owned by, or run 

by, or connected with, a Nevisian billionaire named Sir Charles 

Grosley.  He recalled meeting Sir Charles at a fundraiser in 

Miami once or twice.  That was where he’d seen the company 

logo, of course.  But that did not explain why a man whose 

business was offshore finance was fooling around with mining 

companies in the Sahara Desert.  Andover did not know Sir 

Charles well enough to trust him, and not knowing, considered 

him a risk.  All that it took was one false word, one misplaced 

phrase, and the Chadian army would be crawling all over the 

Lancaster, stealing everything a man could lift for souvenirs, 

auctioning it off to the highest bidder--or sawing it up into 

pieces for parts, or destroying it out of sheer pique.  He 

shuddered.

It was an unpropitious movement.  Rowan’s shadow 

fell across his screen.  “What’s up?”

“Down, rather,” the Scot said.  “We’ve found them.”

Rowan had spent the morning surveying the nearby 

terrain with a sonar probe, to find out which areas were soft 

sand and which were firm enough to give the tracks of the 

chassis a good grip on the soil when it was time to move the 

bomber.  The depression in which the plane rested had not 

been the only one in the area.  Off to the south there was 

another, smaller dimple in the ground.  This, too, had filled 

with dust over the years.  And there had been something 

protruding from it: a fragment of cloth bleached white with 

exposure to the sun and powdered diatoms.  Noticing it, he’d 

switched to his metal detector for a confirmation.  Jackpot.

Andover put down the laptop and hurried after his 

armorer.  If the bodies were tampered with or damaged 

through carelessness, their living relations would howl when 

they got them back.  Never mind that they wouldn’t have 
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gotten them back at all without his efforts.  But that’s human 

gratitude.

The rest of the crew had already converged on the spot.  

With trowels and brushes, they were clearing away the sand a 

little at a time.  The passengers of PD343 emerged from the 

earth in a curved line, mostly sitting or crouched in the fetal 

position.  A few were sprawled across the knees of their 

neighbors.

“They’re all facing the same direction,” Andover 

observed.

“Storm,” Rowan said.  “Their backs to the wind.  They 

left the plane, it came up, and they didn’t dare fight back 

through the limited visibility and the blast to return.”

“But why leave the plane in the first place?” Garderini 

demanded.  “And why all of them?  Surely they had some 

sense of its importance.”

Simms snorted.  “You forget how fast these people went 

through planes.  If they spoiled one, they tossed it on the scrap 

heap and called for another.  It wasn’t important to them.  

Especially in this case.  The plane had no more fuel or water 

left.  Why stick with it when they thought they might have a 

chance of making it back to civilization on foot?”

“The radiators had water,” someone suggested.

“The Merlin engines are cooled with ethylene glycol.”

“And the closed hatch?”

“Someone was being neat about things.  Closing the 

hatch was a gesture that had a sense of finality.  As if they 

didn’t want to return, in case they lost hope and died there.”

That remark put a damper on the conversation.  

Andover crouched down and examined the nearest body more 

closely.

Like his belongings, the sergeant had been preserved by 

the desert.  Mummified?  Or just dessicated?  The skin was 

drawn tight over the flesh beneath and the jaw hung loose, 

gasping for breath.  The corpse seemed, and Andover knew 
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that it was, very fragile.  Things didn’t rot in the desert.  They 

got drier and drier until they fell apart.

“Should I get a camera?” Rowan asked.

“Not one of the streaming cameras.  If they find out 

back home that we found the crew, someone might claim that 

notifying the families is more important than my airplane.  

And then the families and their lawyers will start international 

lawsuits--no, that’s a disaster waiting to happen.”

Simms carefully reached into the sergeant’s shirt and 

withdrew his identity discs.  “Riley, W. D.”  He knew every 

name on the Lancaster’s manifest by heart.  “It matches.”

Andover stood up.  “Uncover them enough to 

document their existence and verify their discs against the 

passenger list.  Then cover them back up.  We can’t take them 

with us, not now, anyway.  They’ll be safe here for another fifty 

years, I’m sure.”  He started to walk away, but turned on his 

heel as a thought struck him.

* * * * *

Garderini wriggled through the brush, took cover 

behind a dwarf tree as best he could, and considered his 

situation.

Andover’s curiosity about the surveyors was still 

unsatisfied.  Worse, it was growing.  He had, by dint of frantic 

telephoning, secured permission from the Egyptian authorities 

for one more member of his crew to transit the country.  

Another summons had brought a top bush pilot rushing from 

Alaska to London to Cairo to Abu Simbel by charter flight, 

where he had purchased a beat-up Cessna at an extravagant 

price, loaded it with every ounce of fuel it could hold, and 

flown off into the desert.  The Egyptians treated the whole 

procedure philosophically.  If the man wished to die on 

someone else’s territory, that was not their problem.
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The pilot, of course, hadn’t died.  He’d set the plane 

down neatly at Andover’s base, where it was handed over to 

Garderini, who was the expedition’s only competent speaker of 

French.  Garderini in turn took it up at night and worked his 

way south and then west across Chad, avoiding populated 

areas and coming down just before dawn somewhere in the 

Moyen-Chari region.  What the nearest town was he couldn’t 

have said, but there was no mistaking the mining camp from 

the air or the satellite photos.  He pushed the plane into a 

nearby thicket and approached the camp on foot.

Now he was faced with the problem of how to get 

inside it.  Granted, there were no fences or walls, or any sign of 

alarms or sensors.  But there were men in dark blue turbans 

strolling the perimeter.  They carried Uzis and looked 

competent.  There were also not quite enough of them to 

encircle the camp at one time.  If he timed his run carefully...

One of the Sikhs disappeared behind a row of tents.  A 

minute later, his opposite number turned and stepped aside 

into what Garderini assumed was either a command post or a 

cookhouse.  He jumped out from behind the tree and strode 

towards the camp.  He tried to hurry without making it 

obvious.  Long, quick strides, without yielding to the 

temptation to break into a run.  There was a matter of fifty 

yards to cross, and then comparative safety.  Well, safety no 

matter what.  He doubted that the guards would shoot him on 

sight, but if he was seen and recognized as not belonging to 

their outfit, goodbye to his chances of picking up any useful 

information.  Twenty yards left.  Once he was in the camp, 

everyone would assume he belonged there.  Such a place 

would have outside consultants coming and going all the time.  

There would always be new faces, and few of them would have 

identity cards to go with them.  What would be the point in so 

remote a region?

And with that comforting thought he crossed the 

invisible border and was inside the camp.  He turned down an 
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alley that ran between a pair of bunkhouses, then turned again 

at a right angle and worked in towards the center of the 

makeshift village.  Another Sikh strolled by some distance 

away.  His eyes were scanning the savanna.  He didn’t give 

Garderini a second look.

Relieved, Garderini slowed his steps and began to pay 

attention to the camp.  The buildings were worn with use in 

spite of their newness.  They were also simple, and old-

fashioned in a sense.  No vinyl, no plastic or concrete, no metal 

sheeting--nothing but wood and canvas and tar-paper.  Voices 

could be heard inside them from time to time.  It was early and 

the crews were still awakening.  Since they worked 

underground, there was no reason for them to hurry to avoid 

the midday heat.

A man stepped out of a tent nearby.  He glanced over at 

Garderini, frowning as he observed the newcomer.  For a 

moment Garderini thought he was going to make a move in his 

direction, but then the radio on the engineer’s belt buzzed.  He 

said something into it in a language that sounded like 

Afrikaans and hurried away, forgetting about the intruder.

That gave Garderini an idea.  The man was wearing one 

of the tan jumpsuits with the triangular patch on the shoulder 

that had aroused Andover’s recollections.  As soon as the 

miner was out of sight, he walked up to the door of the tent 

and knocked briskly.  He recoiled a pace, ready to bolt if 

anyone answered the knock.  Nothing stirred in the tent.  He 

knocked again with the same result.  Checking over his 

shoulder one last time, he jerked the door open and slipped 

inside.

There were four beds pushed up against the walls.  

None of them were occupied.  Early shift, Garderini surmised.  

Or night shift.  He didn’t know if the mine kept on operating 

throughout the night.  Their habits weren’t what he was here to 

explore.  He opened one of the lockers and pulled out a 

jumpsuit.  Too small.  The next locker contained one in a size 
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that was more suitable for him.  He pulled it on over his 

nondescript khakis, immediately feeling more secure.  No 

identification in the pockets, but there was no point in trying to 

find some.  It would be straining the bounds of probability to 

hope he’d stumble across an ID card that matched his own 

description in this polyglot company town.

He peered out the mosquito netting that gave the tent a 

rudimentary window.  All clear.  Assuming an air of 

confidence, he stepped out into the camp again.  The few men 

he passed either ignored him or nodded to him in a friendly 

way.  They struck him as competent without being chatty.  

That would be a problem if he wanted to overhear anything, 

which had been Andover’s general idea in sending him south.  

Eavesdropping rather than espionage.

As he passed one of the barrack-like structures, he 

could tell that the miners were readying themselves for work.  

Their muffled laughter and jesting carried through the rough 

planks from which the building was constructed.  On impulse, 

Garderini stepped around the corner to a place that was more 

sheltered from inquisitive glances and leaned casually against 

the wall.  There was a convenient crack right next to his ear.  

He retrieved his cigarettes from the pocket of his jumpsuit, 

where he’d transferred them for the sake of appearances, and 

lit up.  Having a smoke was always an excellent excuse for 

loitering.  As long as the manager of the camp wasn’t some sort 

of modern-day temperance crusader.

The results of this maneuver were disappointing.  He 

couldn’t understand much of what the miners were saying.  

The basis of it was in standard French, yes, but it was overlain 

and modified with Arabic loanwords and local idioms to the 

point of obscurity.  He had to guess a great deal to understand 

even a little.  The men were happy enough, he noted.  This Sir 

Charles Grosley must be a benevolent employer.  Their work 

appeared to amuse them.  There were occasional expressions of 

disdain for various figures who, Garderini recalled from his 
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briefings before the expedition set off, were prominent Chadian 

political and military figures.  These miners weren’t plotting a 

coup or anything--and yet their conversation had the same 

mingled furtiveness and exultation about it as would the 

meetings of a gang of conspirators.  Was that why they were 

happy? Garderini wondered.  Was their employer thumbing 

his nose at the government?  That impression, and various 

remarks about the size of the tunnels, were all he could get 

from his eavesdropping.  And the figures made no impression 

on him.  They sounded large, but he was an aviator with no 

knowledge of mining.  He’d take the information back to 

Andover and let him play with it.

By now he’d smoked three cigarettes to the stub and 

was beginning to doubt the wisdom of staying in one spot any 

longer.  There was a large building in the center of the camp 

which, he deduced, should house the crushing machinery for 

processing the ore.  He straightened up and made a beeline for 

it.

He had no trouble wandering inside.  There were no 

Sikh guards at all here, he observed.  They were entirely 

concentrated around the camp’s perimeter.  And there was no 

machinery of the kind he expected, either.  A discharge shaft 

pouring rock and gravel into a line of waiting trucks at the far 

end--and elevators.  No blowers, no smelters, no open shaft 

plunging down into the earth.  Just banks of elevators, with a 

generator shed tacked on to one wall.  That was mystifying.

Near the door by which he’d come in, there was a 

temporary office consisting of a long table with charts spread 

all over it and half a dozen coffeepots.  Garderini turned and 

examined the plans.  He had a good eye for measurements and 

instinctively noted their dimensions.  His main interest, 

though, was in seeing if he could find a disc or a flash drive 

that would go in his pocket.  Something for Andover to 

analyze.
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He was dimly aware of voices behind him, speaking 

English rather than a French patois.  “And that will pretty 

much finish the job.”

“If you got the wiring right.”  The second speaker was 

injecting his words with a subtle sarcasm that grated on 

Garderini’s strained nerves.

“If a utility company can wire an entire country, I can 

do one tunnel.  You really ought to cheer up for once in your 

life.  It’s probably the greatest thing either of us will ever do.  

We’ve been working at it for so long that it’s hard to realize the 

drama anymore, but it’s there.  Atlantropa reborn.  Pardon 

me.”

This last comment was addressed to Garderini, who 

started.  “Ahh...no problem.”  He moved aside.  The first 

speaker was reaching for a set of plans.  To cover his presence, 

Garderini grabbed a pot of coffee and began pouring himself a 

cup.

“Have we met before?” Benn Jones asked.  The question 

was a gesture of politeness while he was searching for the 

paper he needed.  He was surprised when Garderini dropped 

the coffeepot, babbled something incoherent, and darted out 

the door.  “Do we have any malaria in camp?” he asked Tang.

“Wouldn’t surprise me.”

The Sikh guards were astonished at the sight of an 

engineer running madly for the scrub, but they had no orders 

to keep people in the camp, only to keep out intruders.  After a 

brief consultation, their sergeant detached two of them to go 

after the man and see if he was in trouble or needed assistance.  

They were in no hurry about it.  Before they were halfway to 

the point in the bush where Garderini had disappeared, there 

was the dull roar of a motor and the Cessna soared up from 

behind the trees, racing northwards at full throttle.

* * * * *
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“Atlantropa?” Andover said.  “That sounds familiar.”

Garderini grimaced.  “Yes, maybe, but it doesn’t tell me 

anything.”

“Atlantropa reborn.  And that’s all you could find out?”

“Apart from those measurements.”  Garderini indicated 

the crumpled piece of paper on which he’d scribbled them 

down in the cockpit.

“Yes, those are intriguing.  Well, it’s something to go 

on, I suppose.  Can you describe the men who were talking?”

“Afraid not.”

“Pity.  All right, go give Simms a hand with inspecting 

the fuselage.  I want to make sure there’s no hidden corrosion 

before we put it on the cradle.”

Garderini departed.  Andover powered up his laptop 

again.

The Lancaster was surrounded by bits and pieces of 

odd-looking machinery.  The salvage crew had begun laying 

out the parts of the mobile chassis preparatory to assembling it 

beneath the old bomber.  When finished, it would resemble 

two miniature tanks joined together by a set of trusses.  The 

“tanks” housed the engines and fuel bladders.  The trusses 

connecting them would distribute the Lancaster’s weight 

evenly and keep the airframe from being warped or strained 

during transit.  The entire setup would be directed from the 

lead tank, which would carry the driver.  Simms would do the 

driving, as he had refused to let anyone else pilot the plane.  It 

had been pointed out to him that the bomber would still be on 

the ground the entire time.  He’d retorted that that made no 

difference.

The rest of the crew, with the minimum of necessary 

provisions, would ride inside the fuselage.  Their weight was 

insignificant compared to the Lancaster’s sixteen tons, and it 

eliminated the problem of having to provide a separate means 

of transport for them.  Garderini’s Cessna was of no use 

anymore, not unless they could have more fuel for it 
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airdropped.  It had barely made it back from its hurried 

southern trip, and Garderini had been forced to walk the last 

two miles anyway.  Perhaps they would get it back when they 

returned for the bodies.  If they returned for those.

The course Andover had plotted would take them 

westward into Niger and out of Chadian jurisdiction in a short 

time.  They would then angle north, to avoid the Air 

Mountains, and cross the southern tip of Algeria before passing 

through the remoter parts of Mali.  Turning south, they would 

cross into Mauritania and make a dash for the Atlantic coast, 

where Andover had a ship in waiting to pick up the bomber.  

The escape would be the most dangerous and trying part of the 

operation.  If the tanks broke down at any point, they would be 

stuck in a country for which they didn’t have visas, let alone 

permission to remove a historical artifact.  If someone spotted 

them, they would have to get out of the area fast, before official 

incredulity gave way to sending a search party.  An easier and 

shorter alternative would have been to move north into Libya 

and embark on the Mediterranean coast, but what with 

multiple factions ravaging the Libyan interior and the 

international effort being made to shut down refugee escape 

routes in the Kufra District, Andover had dismissed that option 

as too dangerous.  It was the desert or nothing.

To deter inquiries, the crew was busy erecting a light 

framework of poles over the bomber’s wings.  This would 

support the tent that currently covered it while the Lancaster 

was on the move.  It would turn the bomber into a smudge on 

the horizon that could easily be mistaken for a dune or a 

sandstorm under the right conditions, like a desert version of 

the floating islands Philip Jose Farmer had created in The Green 

Odyssey.  Not a brilliant scheme, but a workable one.

The only member of the team not engaged in 

ministering to the bomber in some way was Monty Rowan.  He 

was some yards off in the main tent, with a clean cloth spread 

out on the ground and one of the Lancaster’s Browning 

122



machine guns spread out on the cloth.  Andover had 

remonstrated with him, saying that the details of the 

restoration could be better dealt with back in Florida.  Rowan 

denied this with a sour smile, pointing out that what he was 

doing wasn’t restoration and wasn’t a detail.  With the contents 

of a little kit he’d brought beside him, he was cleaning and 

polishing and oiling the old weapon until its parts moved as 

smoothly as they had the day they’d left the factory.  All that 

was wrong with it, he pointed out, was dirt.

And meanwhile Andover tapped away on his 

computer, waiting for the satellite link to load his requests and 

scanning them impatiently when they arrived.  An article here 

and there in the more speculative science magazines, and an 

old book about a visionary but impractical engineer.  He read 

them hunched over, his eyes fixed on the screen as if he wanted 

to leap into it.

“So that’s what he’s planning!” he growled at last.  

“You bastard!”
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Chapter Ten

The tail end of the rainy season had departed from 

central Africa, and for the moment it had taken with it the 

storms that had followed in its wake for the last fortnight.  The 

sky was clear from treeline to zenith with the exception of two 

fluffy cumulus clouds drifting in the west.  The rich greens of 

the refreshed jungle were thrown into high relief by the strong 

light, creating an infinite range of shadows and variations in 

tone to confuse the hunter and delight the negligent observer.

To the young woman in the metal-and-brick hut 

somewhere west of Kaga-Bandoro, this was what Africa was 

supposed to look like.  She said as much to her older and more 

experienced supervisor, who allowed her the illusion.  The 

forest around them was steaming in the sunlight now, giving 

back its moisture to the air as it breathed, but it would be a dry 

and parched thing in six months.  The CAR sat on the border 

between the true desert and the true jungle, and it enjoyed all 

the handicaps of both without being the one or the other.

“But what does surprise me,” the newcomer continued, 

picking up the thread of her remarks after pausing to fill the 

water carafe with ice, “is how slow the pace has been so far.  I 

came out here--I applied for this posting--because I thought 

there was a crisis going on.  Civil war, the beginnings of 

genocide...sometimes I pictured people storming the building 

desperate to get in.”
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“Like a scene out of a movie about an embassy under 

siege?” the older woman suggested.  “No, it was never that 

way.  Remember, we don’t have extraterritorial status or 

special powers.  All we do is interview people and see if they’re 

eligible to be considered refugees.”  She considered for a 

moment.  “No, even at the beginning--and I’ve been here 

almost since then--we were never swamped.”

“Doesn’t our presence here mean there was a crisis, 

though?  I mean, normally the State Department says refugees 

are supposed to be interviewed outside the country they’re 

fleeing.  Interviewing them at home is the exception.  So why 

make such a big exception in sending so many of us to the 

CAR?  There must have been an urgent need at one point.”

“I don’t think there was ever an urgent need.  The 

secretary at the time--and you didn’t hear this from me, 

because she’s moved up in the world--decided it would save 

the United States government a great deal of political trouble 

later on to deal with the CAR business right away.  Preventing 

another Darfur, she called it.  Anyway, she got it into the 

presidential finding as a top priority and kept it in there until 

she was promoted, and by that time it was so well established 

that her successor didn’t discontinue it.  Especially as the aid 

package was being paid for by an entire consortium of 

nonprofits and churches and some very committed private 

donors.  You and I were both hired specifically to do this job 

and are paid out of those donations.  It’s not the usual Bureau 

operation at all.”

“Churches?  Wow.  That’s odd.  Churches don’t usually 

donate to charitable causes.”

Her supervisor waved a reproving finger at her.  “Don’t 

be cynical.  This room is only big enough for one cynic, and I 

have seniority.”  She grinned.  “Yeah, I suppose it’s 

uncommon.  But someone sold it to them as the sole means of 

preventing a bloody religious war.  The group in power in 

Bangui now is called Seleka.  They seized control in a coup, oh, 
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five or six years ago.  The group, or movement, or alliance, or 

whatever you want to call it that they ousted were the anti-

Balakas.  Most of the Seleka members are Muslim.  Most of the 

anti-Balakas are Christian.  Not exclusively, you understand--

all the imported religions in central Africa are influenced to 

some extent by local animism, and there are still a fair number 

of pure animists around either openly or concealing themselves 

under the name of one of the other faiths.  Whatever they really 

were, though, their labels grabbed the attention of a bunch of 

churches, who started vocalizing on the behalf of the anti-

Balakas in a way that they never did for Syrians or Sudanese.”

“And France stepped in, too.”

“Yes, in the end France took a lot of the refugees from 

here under a special agreement.  More than the US did, 

actually.  They already speak French, they’re familiar with a 

French-influenced culture, and France can use them to show 

the world that it cares about helping others.  Without having to 

dilute its elan vital or its precious culture.”  The younger 

woman chortled.  “Suriname and French Guiana were charmed 

into helping as well.  Or bribed.  There were allegations of 

misconduct in their governments with regard to the relocation 

programs a couple years back but no charges were ever filed.”

“So it was busier here once upon a time.”

“Oh, absolutely.  We were interviewing a couple dozen 

people a day to start with.  That tapered off after the first year 

or eighteen months.  I don’t think the area could have 

sustained it for much longer.”

“I read the latest report before I came.  Two hundred 

thousand refugees isn’t that much in terms of the global 

problem.”

“But it is in terms of the local population.  They’d 

represent about forty percent of that.”

“Forty percent!  How did we not cause an economic 

crisis by doing that?”
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“Because they’re not all local.  They came from all over 

the country.  And most of them were subsistence farmers 

rather than laborers.  Still, I can tell you what that report won’t: 

that most of them were local to the central and north central 

parts of the country.  Those were the anti-Balaka strongholds.  

You can’t say depopulation in an official document, but it’s 

possible to argue that that’s what it took to prevent a 

genocide.”

The new girl considered this for a few minutes.  “So did 

we prevent it?”

“Well, there haven’t been any massacres, or even as 

many murders as there were five years ago.  The people who 

are at risk are getting out, and the government is satisfied with 

that and doesn’t push the situation.  And now we’ve come to 

the end of that period.  As a matter of fact, we had to close two 

of our processing centers last month.  No demand.”

“And eventually we pack up and go home.”

“When the philanthropists get tired of supporting us.”

“You don’t sound very satisfied.”

“Oh, it’s just a job for me.  If I’m not processing refugees 

or interviewing immigrants here, I’ll be doing it somewhere 

else in the world.  I can’t claim an emotional commitment to 

the cause like some of our colleagues.  And yet...”

“And yet?”

“I can’t be sure that we’ve actually made an impact.  

And that’s not encouraging, to sit and think that you’ve wasted 

a whole chunk of time out of your life.”

“But you said there were no massacres and no 

genocide.”

“Does that mean that we were responsible for the lack 

of massacres?”

“If we helped the potential victims get out of harm’s 

way, yes.”

“And suppose we didn’t?”

“We did, though.”
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“Are you sure.”

“Now that you’re asking me, I don’t know.”

Her supervisor got up and drew a fresh cup of water 

from the tap.  She drank it down greedily.  When she spoke 

again, there was a touch of hardness, of defiance, in her voice.

“What do you know about the economics of this part of 

the CAR?”

“Not a lot.  There isn’t much of an economy, is there?  

Just subsistence farmers, like you said.  And a big mining 

company that doesn’t seem to be very successful.  Trilithon, or 

something like that.”

“It may not be successful, but it’s busy.  They built a lot 

of the roads that you drove here on.  Or rebuilt them, to carry 

trucks.  That’s why the CAR suddenly has the best transport 

infrastructure in middle Africa.  And they have concessions all 

across the central part of the country.  They’re completely 

unregulated.  The government more or less lets them rule here 

and doesn’t interfere.”

“And the company exploits the locals.”

The senior aid worker squirmed.  “No...not exactly.  

Not as such.  Hell, I can’t describe it very well.  But it’s 

restructured things.  It employs lots of them.  Tens of 

thousands of people, unskilled laborers.  Pays decent wages 

and provides good living conditions.  It’s not manipulative or 

isolationist; I’ve gone to the mining camps before to interview 

workers who wanted to claim refugee status.  Not many.  

They’re not just secure in their employment, they’re protected.  

The camps are guarded, not to keep people in, but to keep 

militias and gangs and poachers and even the army out.  The 

company has a contract that lets it provide its own security, 

and I guess they need cash enough in Bangui that they don’t 

risk annoying the people who are paying them.  So the camps 

mean safety.  The people who haven’t fled the country have 

either moved into the towns or gone to work for Trilithon.  This 

was never a very densely populated area, but now--now you 
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can walk through it and there’s no one here.  Which is one 

reason we’re not having applicants anymore.  Most of the 

refugee centers were opened in the countryside to help farmers 

who couldn’t protect themselves.  Now our customer base is 

gone.”

“Populations shift.  And at least it wasn’t a violent 

shift.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“Is the company poisoning the land or anything?  They 

usually do, but--”

“Actually, no.  They’re digging and digging, but they’re 

not processing anything yet.  Most of the land they obtained 

from the government is set aside and unused.”

“That must be good for the wildlife.”

“They’ve turned out to be very good for the wildlife.”

“Conservation, you mean?”

“Exactly the opposite.”  The woman pursed her lips.  

“Did you ever hear of Joseph Kony?”

“Of course.  I still remember hearing about him in 

college for the first time.  It was that much of a shock.”

“Most people have never heard of him, so that gives 

you one up on them.  He and the LRA were a terror to this part 

of the world at one point, with their murders and their child 

soldiers and their poaching.”

“You said ‘were’.”

“Not much has been heard about them recently.”

“But Kony’s capture or death was never reported.”

“Not in the Washington Post or an intelligence briefing, 

no...”

“Go on.”

“You remember I told you that Trilithon guards the 

mining camps, right?”

“Sure.  Nothing out of the ordinary about that.”

“Those guards aren’t rent-a-cops.  They’re Sikhs the 

company brought over for the purpose.  Every one of them is a 
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decorated veteran of the Indian army.  They’re ridiculously 

polite and absolutely ruthless when it comes to protecting their 

territories.  There’s a story...”

“Well, go on!”

“There’s a story that they caught Kony once when he 

tried to attack one of the camps or a survey party.  The rumor 

says that after they realized who they had captured, they went 

out and snared a bull elephant, irritated the elephant until he 

was in a foul mood, and then tied Kony to his tusks and let him 

go.”

“Yikes!”

“Poetic justice, some would call it.”

“And then?”

“No more problems with the LRA.  The Sikhs 

presumably killed any of its members who showed themselves 

and the rest faded away.  So that’s why the company is good 

for the wildlife.  It exterminates the poachers.”

“That’s drastic, to say the least.  Does the government 

know?”

“Probably.  Does it care?  I doubt it.  There’s no profit to 

General Ousmane and his friends in either smuggled ivory or 

interfering with the way Trilithon does business.”

“What about the rest of the world?”

“It’s just a local rumor.”

“Yeah, but if you brought it to someone’s attention--”

“No one would care.  It’s news when innocent people 

are killed.  Rapists and terrorists and murderers as victims 

doesn’t grab as much attention.”

“But if they’re just killing people--”

“In self-defense.  Another reason I question the value of 

my job here.  No massacres, right?  Well, suppose there were 

no mass killings because there was no one to do the killing?”

“I don’t get it.”

“This is a war-torn country.  The government that the 

Seleka movement overthrew started its own life as a rebel 
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group.  Why wouldn’t they go back to being rebels when they 

were out of power?  That’s what normally happens under the 

circumstances.  They set up militias across the country and 

start a war of attrition against the new government.  Except 

that often their recruits don’t want to fight the army, because 

the army can shoot back.  So they go out and kill civilians 

instead in the name of their cause.  Why shouldn’t the anti-

Balaka forces have done that?”

“I don’t know.  But they apparently didn’t.”

“Oh, they did.  They started to, anyway.”

“Then what stopped them?”

“Trilithon and its Sikhs.”  She let that one sink in for a 

minute.  “There’s no more tempting target than a camp full of 

unarmed workers and expensive equipment, right?  The anti-

Balakas tried to take on the company--at least that’s what 

everyone assumes--and the company hired the Sikhs, who are 

professional soldiers and wiped them out of existence before 

they could kill anyone else.”

“Damn.”

“And now you know why we may or may not have 

helped the situation.”

“And none of this can be substantiated?”

“Not without a lot of work that nobody is willing to do.  

You just have to live with it and save the ones you can.”

“Yeah...”  The new girl wasn’t satisfied with that.  She 

got up and paced around the room, frowning, squinting, trying 

to think of an alternative.  Eventually she slowed to a halt in 

front of a map that showed the location of all the refugee 

processing centers in the area.  Little red dots in an expanse of 

green.

“Isn’t it odd, though?”

“What, life?”

“No, us!  You’d think we’d be working in the cities, but 

there are only a couple of offices there.  Or at least in the more 
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populous districts.  Instead, all of our offices are in a sort of 

squiggly line right down the middle of the country.”

“Makes it equally easy for people from both side of the 

country who are in need of help to find us.  And besides, like I 

told you, helping vulnerable farmers was supposed to be one 

of the program’s top priorities.”

“Hmmm.  I guess.”

* * * * *

Captain Mbala stared at the chart in front of him in 

disgust.  It had taken him a week to check and work out all of 

its variations, and where had it led him in the end?  Nowhere.  

Not to any usable conclusion, anyway.

He knew the owner of the flash drive was Sir Charles 

Grosley.  The name was quite familiar to him.  The officials of 

the CAR loved Sir Charles, who appeared willing to back their 

entire budget if necessary, and who was liable to hand out 

things like Mercedes sedans and Kalashnikovs and the 

numbers of bank accounts in the Cook Islands at times when 

they would be most appreciated.  Always provided that the 

government didn’t interfere with whatever he was doing.  The 

thought crossed Mbala’s mind that he was possibly the only 

official of importance in the CAR who hadn’t been the recipient 

of Sir Charles’s largess in the past five years.  And it wasn’t for 

want of trying.  Sir Charles had sent him a present once, half a 

dozen gleaming new computers.  He had returned the boxes 

unopened.  The gesture had not been repeated.

Furthermore, Mbala had reported to General Ousmane 

that allowing Sir Charles to import his own regiment of elite 

soldiers from India was a needless risk.  The general had 

dismissed the suggestion.  The soldiers were nowhere near the 

centers of power, he said, as they were stationed far out in the 

bush, and more importantly, they were solving the anti-Balaka 

problem.  Which meant fewer threats to the government’s 
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stability, not more, in addition to savings in lives and money.  

So Captain Mbala would kindly not mention the subject again.  

He’d complied, but in mentioning it at all he had earned the 

further disdain of his superiors, who avoided even the 

appearance of acting contrary to Sir Charles’s interests.

Mbala assumed that it was Sir Charles who had clubbed 

his brother-in-law and shot his companions, since the drive had 

belonged to him.  He was known to wear immaculate linen 

drill suits without regard for jungle dirt or stormy weather.  He 

was known to carry weapons.  He was known to prefer large, 

powerful guns commensurate with his physique, as several 

officers who had hunted with him could testify.  Very good.  

The evidence was enough to get him at least arrested on 

suspicion in other parts of the world--but not in the one 

country where he had a stranglehold on the government.  

Unless there was information on the drive that implicated him 

in a crime worse than the removal of a gang of petty thieves, 

the cabinet would never order his arrest.

And up to this point, that information was nowhere to 

be found.  The chart Mbala had completed was one that 

documented Sir Charles’ s charitable activities.  It revealed that 

ever since his companies had secured their concessions from 

Ousmane’s government, he had been funneling millions of 

dollars a year into paying to resettle refugees from the central 

provinces of the CAR.  They were shipped off to France, the 

United States, and South America, and Sir Charles bought their 

tickets and paid for their visas.  Under an unusual arrangement 

with the American state department, he was footing the bill for 

their living expenses until they could establish themselves in 

their new homes, too.  It was remarkably generous for a 

company that hadn’t yet turned a profit from its mining 

ventures, and it was completely anonymous.  Too anonymous.  

The aid workers and refugees alike had no idea they were 

being subsidized by Sir Charles.  The money was laundered 

through a complex network of charities, religious bodies, and 
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nongovernmental organizations in the United States.  Without 

the information on the drive, which included Sir Charles’s 

instructions for setting up the web of interlocking nonprofits, 

no one could have proved that he was the moving force behind 

them.  Mbala could do that now, but it troubled him.

For one thing, it wasn’t what he was looking for.  It was 

sneaky, but not illegal.  At worst it showed a desire to avoid 

confrontation with locals over the mines by removing the 

locals.  For another, it made no sense to the captain on a 

different level.  Why evacuate the farmers? he asked himself.  

Most commodity firms, when challenged on environmental or 

political grounds, just wait out the storm of public protest and 

then go about their business.  And Sir Charles ran a private 

company and had the full support of the government for his 

operations.  Either he was insanely charitable, or he wanted 

them out of the way for a definite reason.  They weren’t 

physical obstacles to the mining projects, which forced Mbala 

to the conclusion that they were obstacles in some other way.  

As witnesses, perhaps.

If they were inconvenient witnesses, that meant Sir 

Charles was hiding something after all.

He turned back to his computer and opened the folder 

into which he’d transferred the drive’s contents.  There was a 

file marked “Assay Reports”.  He clicked on it at random.

Instead of being confronted with pages of technical 

material, he found himself reading an email exchange between 

Sir Charles, or someone passing as Sir Charles, and a computer 

technician at Intertek.  It was a very frank conversation.  Sir 

Charles wanted him to falsify the assay reports that the 

company was preparing on the basis of field surveys of the 

CAR that he’d commissioned.  With regard to payment for this 

task, figures were mentioned that made even Mbala’s loyalties 

waver for an instant.  No wonder that in the end Sir Charles 

prevailed.  The technician altered the figures in the system 

through a backdoor so that Intertek’s own files corresponded 

134



with the forged reports Sir Charles had prepared.  As if their 

discussion wasn’t clear enough, copies of both the original and 

altered reports were attached to the end of the document.  The 

discrepancies were significant.

Mbala squinted at the documents.  Something didn’t 

match up here.  There had been a rumor, years ago...

He got up and left his desk.  Five minutes later he was 

back, carrying a confidential file from the strongroom.  This 

dossier held Sir Charles’s original proposal to the Central 

African government, as well as copies of the Intertek reports 

and the notes of the Minister of Mines on the subject.

Yes, here was all the old scandal.  The Minister had 

investigated Sir Charles’s claims and found that while the 

Intertek official reports matched those that Sir Charles had 

submitted, neither had corresponded to the actual findings of 

the survey teams.  He had assumed error or conspiracy at 

Intertek and neglected to inform Sir Charles of the fact in order 

to secure millions of dollars in royalties for himself and his 

cronies.  He had been so busy double-crossing Sir Charles that 

it had never occurred to him that Sir Charles might have 

double-crossed him in advance by tampering with the source 

of his information.

“This makes even less sense!” Mbala snarled at the 

screen.  If Sir Charles knew there were no valuable minerals in 

the central part of the country, why would he go to the trouble 

of purchasing the mining rights to the area at great expense, 

pretending to excavate it, and sending the local residents away 

so they couldn’t watch his companies dig for--nothing?

“What does he want that land for?” the intelligence 

officer asked the empty room.  He received no answer.

He clicked on another file.  This one was an academic 

report on something called the Neolithic Subpluvial.  The 

author was analyzing the remains of pottery and the evidence 

of early agriculture in southern Algeria.  Fishing 
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communities...forests covering the Air Mountains...Lake Chad 

a hundred feet above its present levels...systematic burials...

So Sir Charles was nostalgic for the days when the 

Sahara had been fertile?  That made him a romantic fantasist, 

not a threat to the CAR.

Another article explored the ecological balance that had 

existed around the shores of what it called Lake Mega-Chad, 

with a particular focus on megafauna, the now-extinct giant 

mammals that had flourished in Africa during a wetter time.  

A third piece, together with attached clippings, made a 

compelling case for excavating the former lake’s shores in 

search of new fossils.  Or it would have if Mbala had cared in 

the least about creatures that had been dead for thousands of 

years.

And then there were extensive reports from the Lake 

Chad Basin Commission.  Sir Charles appeared to have 

collected every document that it had ever produced, some of 

which were labeled as for the use of the member states only.  

Mbala grinned and made a note to investigate the source of the 

leak.  As the Central African Republic was a member of the 

commission, his government had a vested interest, and he was 

nothing if not conscientious.

A few of the reports contained highlighted sections that 

Sir Charles himself must have marked.  These pertained to 

something called the Transaqua project, a scheme to construct 

a canal linking several of the rivers that fed the Ubangi in order 

to supply water and a transport route to the more remote 

regions of Chad, the CAR, and South Sudan.  It had been 

discussed, in various forms, for nearly a century.  It was still as 

far from completion as ever.  None of the various governments 

involved were interested.  Roads were cheaper to hack out of 

the forest than canals.

That was it.  Those were all the documents on the disk.  

Mild conspiracies and material of local interest, and not a word 

on what Sir Charles was actually doing.  Captain Mbala sighed 
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and tossed the drive back in his desk drawer.  All his time 

wasted on verifying the charities with various government 

bodies halfway around the world, and now he was out of 

material.

He reached for the file and knocked part of its contents 

off onto the floor.  As he bent to pick them up, he caught a brief 

glimpse of one of the maps that had remained in the folder.

The sight gave him a jolt that made him feel as though 

he’d been kicked in the base of his spine.

“No,” he breathed, tidying the papers automatically 

even as his mind raced.  “It’s not possible.  “It’s not...”

He moved to close the dossier.  He couldn’t do it.  

Instead, he went across to his filing cabinet and pulled out a 

large-scale map of the CAR.  With great care, referring always 

to the lists included in the legal documents, he began to map 

the effect of Sir Charles’s hand on the country.  Every known 

mining camp and the boundaries of the concessions granted 

five years ago.  The roads the companies had built.  The 

locations of all the refugee centers paid for out of Sir Charles’s 

pocket.  The courses of the rivers and seasonal streambeds 

where Trilithon had been given the right to explore for alluvial 

gold.

It was a tedious process, but it ended with Mbala 

leaning over the map and drawing a jagged line across it with 

a single stroke of a heavy pen.

The idea was insane--but possible.  Now he had to find 

evidence for it.
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Chapter Eleven

The fennec stared at Sir Charles with large, astonished 

eyes.  Its look of innocence was belied by the large moth that 

was wriggling in its mouth.  The moth jerked, and the fennec’s 

jaws closed on it again before the fox-like creature bounded out 

of the circle of light into the shadows of the wall, breaking the 

tableau.  Sir Charles chuckled.

He stepped through the gate in the mud-brick wall and 

crossed the compound.  It was dark apart from a few oil lamps 

flickering in obscurity over the doorways and the steady 

illumination provided by the moon.  A swipe of his ID card, 

and one of the ancient iron-bound doors rolled back without a 

sound.  He had raised no objection to housing his local offices 

in a traditional Saharan building; he liked the atmosphere.  But 

he enjoyed modern conveniences as well.

His own private office was down a twisting corridor, 

past a roomy hall where pipes and tea were served to visiting 

dignitaries.  He was on cordial terms with nearly every sheik, 

emir, and sultan within two hundred miles.  It was a powerful 

position for a man who knew how to make proper use of it.

Sir Charles flicked on the lights and closed the door 

behind him.  He didn’t lock it.  There was no need.  Settling 

himself behind the massive mahogany desk, he picked up a 

badly-typed report from Benn Jones and began reading.

“I hate to interrupt you, but--”
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Sir Charles raised an eyebrow.  “Where the devil did 

you come from?  Oh, I see.  I’ve been meaning to have the lock 

on that armoire fixed.”

Mark Andover nodded.  “It saved my having to hide 

behind the door and hope that you’d be too preoccupied to 

notice me when you came in.”

“You’re fortunate Colonel Hundal isn’t here.”

“That would have been inconvenient.  But since he 

isn’t--if you wouldn’t mind putting that report down and 

resting your hands on the desk?  Fingers up, please.  Thank 

you.”

“I’m impressed,” Sir Charles said pleasantly.  “No one 

has pointed a gun at me since the last time I was in New York.”  

He eyed the silenced Walther in Andover’s palm with 

approval.

“I take it that didn’t end well for the man who did the 

pointing.”

“He spent several months waiting for his phalanges to 

heal after they’d been crushed against his little toy.”

“You must have been quick to strike.”

“I usually am.  I have a feeling I’ve seen you before.”

“We have met, though if you don’t recognize me, I 

won’t blame you.  Frankly, I don’t recognize you, either.”

“But we have met, you said?”

“Oh, yes,”

“Of course,” Sir Charles acknowledged, nodding.  

“Andover.  The airplane museum man.  You expressed mild 

interest in my 727.”

“I don’t recall that I did, but it’s the sort of thing I 

would do.”

“I can assure you that you did.”

“Not a bad memory after all.”

“Not when it has time to work.  Which is why I confess 

to being puzzled by your visit.  I don’t think I’ve killed any of 

your friends or relations, have I?  Or inadvertently built a 
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casino on top of a rare warbird you were pursuing?  Or have I 

contributed to the moral delinquency of a member of your 

family by giving aid and comfort to the drug trade?”

“The second one was closest to the mark.”

“Ah, I see.  My apologies.  Is it a situation I can 

remedy?”

“Yes.  You can stop digging.”

Sir Charles blinked.  “Pardon?”

“This canal of yours.  Stop digging it,” Andover said.

“What canal?”

“The one that’s going to divert the Ubangi River into 

Lake Chad and raise its level a hundred feet.”

There was a tense pause in the conversation.

“How did you find out about that?” Sir Charles 

inquired, with the beginnings of a frown gathering on his 

forehead.

“I sent one of my volunteers down to your mining 

camp to make inquiries.  He didn’t overhear much, but one of 

your engineers mentioned the word ‘Atlantropa’ in his 

presence.  And once I connected that with the public records of 

the concessions you’d been granted, both here and in the 

Central African Republic--”

To Andover’s surprise, Sir Charles threw back his head 

and laughed.  “So that’s what happened!  Yes, Jones told me 

about the incident.  He thought your peaky-looking young 

fellow was a new intern.  Spilled coffee all over himself and 

then bolted into the bush, leaving everyone thinking he’d gone 

mad or suddenly come down with fever.  They had no idea he 

was a spy.  The guards were going after him to see if there was 

anything they could do to help when he took off and headed 

north in that plane of his.”  He chuckled again.  “If it’s any 

comfort to you, my people never suspected him until that.  

And you got the information you wanted.”

“Yes.  Now, are you going to stop digging?”
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“For all practical purposes, I’m already done.”  The 

lines around Andover’s mouth deepened.

“Then why hasn’t it started yet?”

“The refilling?  There’s one or two final details I have to 

settle.”

“Delay settling them.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Sir Charles--”

“Oh, enough with the melodrama,” Sir Charles said 

rudely, standing up.  “And you can put that popgun away.  If 

Colonel Hundal sees you with it he’s liable to cause an 

international incident.  You can shoot me if you like after I 

explain what’s actually going on.  Fair enough?”

Without waiting for Andover’s consent, he strode over 

to the far wall and reached up to pull down a map from its 

storage compartment.  “What do you know about Atlantropa, 

anyway?”

“That it was a massive public works project, or series of 

projects, proposed by the German engineer Herman Sorgel a 

century ago.  The main idea was to dam the Strait of Gibraltar 

and lower the level of the Mediterranean Sea, which would 

produce huge amounts of hydroelectric power and provide 

new land along the coast that could be used for farming.  But 

there were other, lesser, projects associated with it--one of 

which would have involved damming the Congo River and 

redirecting its flow into the Chad Basin, thereby regenerating a 

large portion of the Sahara.”

“A very adequate summary,”  Sir Charles agreed.  He 

pulled down the map.  “Now, no one today wants to take the 

responsibility for damming the Congo, or even part of the 

Congo.  Too difficult.  Too complicated.  So here’s what the 

Lake Chad Basin Commission, in its bureaucratic idiocy, has 

proposed instead.”  He pointed to a dashed red line that 

staggered across a map of central Africa.  “They call it the 

Transaqua scheme.  It would involve building a canal in the 
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center of the continent to connect a number of minor tributaries 

of the Congo, chiefly the Aruwim, the Uele, and the Bomo, to 

one another and to the headwaters of the Chari River 

somewhere in the remoter areas of the CAR.  This canal would 

give them a shipping route and allow them to perform 

controlled--controlled, mind you--releases of water into Lake 

Chad.  Have you seen Lake Chad, by the way?”  Andover 

shook his head.  “It’s a puddle.  Irrigation and overpopulation 

have turned it into a marsh with a pond at one end.  During the 

Holocene Wet Phase it was one of the largest lakes in the 

world.  Early human cultures thrived along its shores.  Now it’s 

dead.  And the impotent local governments have proposed to 

do no more than keep it alive on a drip-feed until they decide 

they can live without it.  Not to mention that in the real world, 

they’ve yet to break ground on Transaqua after rambling on 

about it for a couple of decades.

“But there are other rivers in Africa besides the Congo 

and its lesser tributaries.”  Sir Charles revealed a second map 

with a different, much shorter red line running through the 

green jungle.  “This bit you’ve guessed.  Using mining 

concessions as a cover for my operations, I’ve constructed--not 

planned, but actually constructed--a canal across the narrower 

part of the CAR from the Ubangi River just below Sari to the 

Ouham River in southern Chad, some distance above Sarh.  

And it’s not a drip-feed like the Transaqua proposal.  It’s a 

genuine river channel big enough to take the entire flow of the 

Ubangi and turn it north instead of south.  All of which will 

travel from the Ouham into the Chari, and from the Chari into 

Lake Chad.”  He pulled down a third map that showed the 

revised boundaries of the lake after it had refilled.  “That’s the 

cumulative effect of the last five years of digging and planning.  

An entire environment from prehistory brought back to life--

well, apart from the mastodons, but we can work on that later.”

“And therein lies the problem,” Andover said, coming 

over to the map.  He waved Sir Charles aside.  “You may be 

142



reviving the old world, but you’re destroying a new one in the 

process.  Including a piece of it that’s particularly important to 

me.”  With his gun, he indicated a spot well within the 

northern lobe of the restored Lake Chad.  “Keep digging, and 

you’ll inundate it.”

“I might have guessed,” Sir Charles agreed.  “A rare 

bird?”

“Extremely.”

“What kind?”

“An Avro Lancaster.”

“There can’t be much left of it by this time.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.  It was preserved under a 

sand dune and never uncovered or looted until my informant 

found it by accident.  It’s in the same condition as when it flew 

out of sight and existence in 1945.”

“And you don’t want me to drown it.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“What makes you think I will drown it?”

“It’s at one of the lowest points in the Bodele 

Depression.  It’s more than three hundred feet lower than the 

surface of Lake Chad even at its present level.  Send the Ubangi 

rushing into Lake Chad, and the lake overflows via the old 

wadi into the depression.  My airplane becomes a submarine.”

“You haven’t thought this through,” Sir Charles 

admonished him.  “How much longer will it take you to 

remove the Lancaster?”

“A few weeks.  A month, perhaps, till we can get it out 

of the country.”

“It will take twelve years for the Bodele Depression to 

begin to refill.”

“Twelve years?” Andover gasped.

“I thought you were underestimating the scale of my 

operations.”

“But that’s an enormous project!”
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“It will change all of north Africa and it will have a 

profound effect on the future history of the human race, as you 

will shortly find out,” Sir Charles noted.  “Care for a drink?”

“Please.”  Andover tucked his pistol away with some 

embarrassment.  “I apologize for my tactics.  But I didn’t know 

how close you were...to...”

“To destroying something you passionately wanted?  

That’s understandable.  But it’s all the fault of that very 

misguided young man you sent to spy on my work crews.  

Next time, use an agent who has a better memory and stronger 

nerves.  Cheers.”

“The same.”  The salvor held his drink up to the light in 

appreciation.  “It’s rare to find a good single malt in this part of 

the world.  And this is a very good single malt.”

“Lagavulin.  The thirty-year-old.”

“Impressive.  Don’t the locals object?”

“Some of them join me on occasion.  The sultan doesn’t 

approve, but then he’s a highly conservative old gentleman.”

“And yet you’ve made an ally of him.”

“How do you know that?”

“Presumably his territories are eventually going to be 

buried beneath this new-old lake of yours.”

“He’s coping with the prospect with remarkable 

fortitude.  Another?”

“If you don’t mind.  I assume you smuggle it in along 

with whatever else you like.  A man who can dig an invisible 

canal three hundred miles long isn’t going to quibble at a bottle 

of Scotch.”

“Three hundred and forty is nearer the mark.  About 

your Lancaster--how did you get a permit to excavate it from 

the Chadian government?  I would have thought that Deby or 

one of his nephews would have mentioned an event as 

momentous as that, particularly if it was accompanied by the 

usual bribe.”
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“I didn’t.  I’m in much the same position as your drinks 

cabinet.”

“How very interesting.”  Sir Charles turned the glass in 

his fingers.  “How do you plan to get it out of the country?”

“A motorized cradle, specially designed to hold the 

bomber.  It’s not very heavy by modern standards.  Then cover 

it with camouflage to make it look like a dune and drive it 

across to the Atlantic coast where we can sneak it onto a ship.”

“Risky.”

“Less destructive than trying to disassemble it.  It 

wasn’t made to come apart.”

“Why not bring it here?”

“Here?”

“To Mao.  Then you can either prepare it for export or 

restore it on the spot.”

“Move it from one floodplain to another?”

Sir Charles shook his head.  “You haven’t looked at the 

topography very well, either.  You tend to panic when 

airplanes are involved, don’t you?  The town of Mao is in the 

center of a bulge of land that will still be a peninsula even 

when the lake has refilled to its historic high-water mark.  

That’s why I have my own headquarters here.  We have an 

airport--the world’s only brick runway, if you like aviation 

history--and I’m in the process of constructing another more 

modern facility.  And what with the isolation that the lake will 

impose, the support of the local political authorities, and the 

attention of the world press when news of this project breaks, 

your bomber will be much safer here than it would be crossing 

a couple thousand miles of bandit-infested desert.”

“It’s a tempting proposal,” Andover admitted.

“I won’t press you tonight.  Think it over.  But, in the 

meantime...”

“Yes?”

“I’m curious as to what put you on to my operation in 

the first place.  Why send that mystery gentleman--”
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“Garderini.”

“Garderini, thank you--to investigate my mine?  How 

did you know which mine to pick?”

“You had a survey team running in circles out in the 

depression when my crew first showed up.  I wanted to know 

why someone else was fooling around in the same desolate 

area at the same time I was.”

“Reasonable enough.  But still no connection to me.”

“They were wearing uniforms with your company logo 

on them.”

“That would be it.  A vanity of mine.  I suppose I’m 

inclined to brand everything since I made my pile building 

various brands.”

“And now I’m curious as to where the logo came from.”

“The tricolor triangle composed of three other equal 

triangles?  Well, for one thing, it alludes to the old geometrical 

problem of trisecting the triangle, which is supposed to be 

impossible of solution.  I specialize in doing things that other 

people won’t touch.  But the design also has two meanings 

beyond that.  On a political or cultural level, the black 

represents freedom, or the absence of control.  The red is for 

revolution and innovation.  The green represents agriculture 

and the importance of a sustainable environment.  That’s the 

philosophical intent.  And it looks to the future as well, the 

future that could be ours one day.  In that context, the black 

triangle represents the emptiness of space.  The green 

represents the few habitable planets scattered throughout it 

that are necessary to sustain human life and civilization.  And 

the red is a reminder of the human blood that will have to be 

sacrificed in space one day in order to link together new worlds 

across its vastness.”

“Very creative, and in a sense very profound.  Still, I 

don’t understand what your operations here have to do with 

galactic colonization.”
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“Fair enough.”  Sir Charles locked the bottle of Scotch 

away and came to his feet.  “Since we’re going to be neighbors, 

then, I might as well show you.  It will interest you.”

He ushered Andover out of the office and down the 

hallway in the opposite direction to that from which he had 

come.  It wound around in the guts of the old building, 

threading its way among century-old rooms and additions that 

hadn’t existed until last month.  It was also badly lit.  Andover 

tripped twice and only saved himself from severe bruising by 

clutching the wall.  That, he thought, explained why the 

passage was so narrow.  It kept its victims upright.

Another door presented itself to them.  Sir Charles 

opened it with a click of the automatic lock.  It gave onto a 

small courtyard that housed a very incongruous object.

“An electric railway--here?”

“I dislike having to drive in the desert,” Sir Charles 

said, swinging himself up into the car.  “And electricity is more 

readily available than gasoline.  We save our transport capacity 

for important things.  Mount up.”

He pushed two switches and the car began to glide 

towards a gate in the far wall.  Two Sikh sentries in immaculate 

white-and-gray jumpsuits snapped to attention as it passed 

them.

“They will insist on doing that,” Sir Charles remarked.  

“Part of it is the Colonel’s rigid adherence to protocol.  Part of it 

is the soldier’s sixth sense.  They know I’m about to do 

something, even if they’re not sure what it is.  And they respect 

a master planner.”

“This isn’t a very fast train.”

“It can do a hundred during daylight hours.  I generally 

avoid that at night.  Camels on the tracks are liable to cause 

accidents.”

The moon was fully up by now and the desert lay 

revealed in sharp monochrome.  There were no camels in sight, 

not a jackal, not an owl or a even a rodent poking its head out 
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of a burrow into the comparative cool of the darkness.  Behind 

them, the town was silent and invisible; ahead of them, the 

sand plains were just as reticent, with the faintest fringe of 

dunes on the horizon to indicate that the flatness was not 

infinite, that at some point the terrain would change.  The 

wheels threw a fine layer of dust away from the tracks with a 

soft hiss, powdery and metallic.  The tracks themselves curved 

and turned the nose of the car more to the north.

In the distance, objects began to grow up out of the 

barrenness.  Derricks that looked like great, misshapen trees.  

Low, dun-colored tanks broad enough to supply Mao with 

water for a month.  Smaller tanks marked with warning signs.  

Sprawling acres of concrete; a new runway shining like water 

in the reflected light of the sun.  A row of hangars in the 

distance.  The train wove in among these structures, traversing 

its path among them with inevitability.  Andover’s pulse 

quickened.  Here was all the apparatus of an airport and 

something better than an airport--but without a vehicle of any 

kind to give it meaning, and without a pilot or technician in 

sight.

Sir Charles’s touch on the controls jolted him out of his 

reflections.  The train slowed and rounded another curve into 

a plain building that he hadn’t noticed before, one that was 

remote from the rest of the installation.  The car halted and Sir 

Charles dismounted.

“This way, and mind your footing,” he directed.  An 

elevator opened to his touch.  Its interior, unlike his office or 

the surrounding structure, was bright and gleaming.  Andover 

felt the usual surge of weightlessness as they fell.

Then the doors opened and they stepped out into a 

concourse filled with an astonishing assortment of 

miscellaneous engineering paraphernalia.  Desks were shoved 

side by side with complex machine tools.  A three-dimensional 

printer chattered away next to a cappuccino machine.  An oven 

flashed a warning light from beneath a Navajo blanket that had 
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been carelessly draped over it.  There was no distinction here 

between laboratory and machine hall, between research and 

production; it was all occurring at once.  Over the whole 

venture loomed shapes that Andover had never expected to see 

realized in his lifetime, representing the ambitions of four 

generations of engineers.  Each denoted some kind of 

spacecraft that had yet to be built or even studied.  Aspiration 

incarnated in thermoplastic.

The men and women hovering behind these desks 

barely noticed Sir Charles or his visitor.  A couple of them 

nodded a greeting.  The rest went about their business 

unperturbed.  Sir Charles led the way past them and through 

another set of locked doors.  Another corridor, and a turn to the 

right, and yet another door.  This one, too, had a Sikh posted in 

front of it, who stood stiffly aside as Sir Charles opened it.

On the other side there was a reverential hush.  

Andover looked around and found himself in an observation 

chamber with a long glass window taking up its entire side 

above waist level.  He stepped to the edge and looked down 

into the pit that opened below.  Scorched, cracked, melted rock 

stared back at him.

“That’s quite a hole.”  He kept his voice low out of a 

sense of regard for the proprieties.

“Suppose I told you that it was a vacuum in there?”

“I’d have trouble believing you.  What could you 

possibly want a vacuum that size for?”

“You’ll see.”  There was a slight tremble in the walls.  

“That’s the pumps starting up to maintain it.  They have to 

work to keep the pressure down after the test begins.”

“What test?”

Sir Charles nodded at the center of the pit.  An odd 

object hung there on a gantry.  To Andover’s eye, it looked like 

a rocket engine that had had its nozzle plugged with an ice 

cream cone, with the point of the cone still protruding.  “That’s 

an aerospike.”
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“Correct.”  A red light lit up on the gantry.  At the far 

end of the observation booth, a cluster of half a dozen 

engineers were murmuring over their instruments.  An elderly 

man with a badly-trimmed beard reached for a lever that 

resembled an ordinary airplane throttle with trembling hands.  

That, in turn, led Andover to recognize the smell in the air.  

“He’s drunk!”

“I prefer Constantine Nikolaevich drunk to an ordinary 

physicist sober.  Personally, I think he’s on a perpetual Ballmer 

peak, but whatever the reason, he’s worth the occasional crying 

jag.  More than worth it.”  Sir Charles’s gaze never left the 

engine.

A ring of blue flame blossomed around the base of the 

spike and cascaded down its sides, blowing out into a brush-

like torch that flared yellow and dissolved into misty 

whiteness.  The supersonic shock wave pulsed through the 

observation room, but Andover realized that he felt it instead 

of hearing it.  The noise of the engine throttling up not twenty 

yards away was no greater than a low rumble.

“It’s running well.”

“It should be.  That’s number thirty-four.”

“You mean this isn’t an experiment?  It’s a production 

engine?”

“Of course.”  The torch lengthened, then wavered again 

as the drunken Russian at the controls throttled it forward and 

back.

“Controllable and I assume restartable in orbit.  What’s 

the fuel?”

“High-test peroxide and kerosene.”

“Very old-fashioned.”

“Makes for a simpler and safer engine, though.”

“At a sacrifice in performance.”

“Hence the vacuum chamber.  They’re optimized for 

performance in space, not at sea level temperatures and 
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pressures.  And the aerospike gives a twenty percent increase 

in thrust, which can be used to make up the difference.”

The engine flickered and shut down.  The cloud of 

water vapor beneath it disappeared almost instantly, sucked 

out into the thirsty night by the hidden pumps.

“Welcome to Mao Spaceport,” Sir Charles said.

“So that’s your grand design.  A revitalized lake and a 

thriving private spaceport nearby to compete with Mojave.”

“Consider the advantages.  The population is low here, 

so the risks are minimal.  We are near the equator, much nearer 

than Kennedy or Mojave or Baikonur, so we get more angular 

momentum on launch.  There’s no corrosion in the desert--

witness your Lancaster--so structural and wiring failures are 

unlikely.  We can easily create new landing areas by fusing the 

sand, which also keeps dust from being blown up by the blast.  

And since we’re a thousand feet above sea level and the 

density altitude is much higher here, rocket engines can 

operate more efficiently on takeoff than they can at sea level.  

It’s an ideal arrangement.”

“Until the Chadian government takes over the 

operation and runs it into the ground.”

“The lake also provides security.”

“How?”

“I told you Mao would be on a peninsula jutting out 

into the new lake.  The lake will completely separate it from the 

rest of Chad.  The only place where it will connect with the 

mainland will be along the Nigerien border.  That will make it 

very difficult for the committees in N’Djamena to interfere.”

“Yes, but the lake will take decades to fill, you 

admitted.”

“I think we can bridge the gap somehow.”

“It will be interesting to see you try.”

“Bring your airplane here and you’ll have a front-row 

seat to witness it.”

“I think I shall.”
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Chapter Twelve

The Dash 7 glided down into Mao Airport with all of its 

turbines spinning in idle.  By now the pilots were well 

acquainted with the approach and swung it off the runway and 

into its place on the parking ramp with barely a touch on the 

throttles.

On an ordinary night the field was deserted.  Berbers 

could have descended on the town from the north and set up 

an encampment on the runway, and no flight bound for Mao 

would have been inconvenienced because none existed.  

Tonight, the area blazed with lights.  Farther down the tarmac 

from where the Dash 7 had come to a halt, the illumination 

disclosed a pair of DC-3s warming up their engines.  A 

company of Sikhs stood in readiness nearby, each man wearing 

a parachute.  Some were guarding a number of small, heavy 

crates that could only contain nine-millimeter ammunition for 

their submachine guns.  The honey-colored glow of the lamps 

bathed half the airport and extended to Sir Charles’s 

compound nearby.  Sentries paced its walls, suddenly alive to 

the risks posed by an intruder, and the leading men of the 

town, sultan and caravan leaders and smugglers alike, walked 

the streets with trepidation, impressed and distressed by the 

sudden expansion of their eccentric ally into a general in 

command of an expeditionary force.
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Sir Charles stepped out of his plane and looked around 

at the activity that encompassed him on all sides.  He was 

satisfied.  He set off in the direction of his office, a briefcase 

hanging from his left hand.  Benn Jones met him with a platoon 

of guards at the edge of the field.

“Any problems with the charges?” Sir Charles called 

out, making himself heard over the rush of metal-beaten air.

“None.  We had a few shorts on the more tricky 

southern stretches due to moisture buildup, but I’ve had all 

those swapped out by now.  The northern extension never had 

similar problems.”

“And the miners?”

“Either relocated or given emergency refugee visas.  

The ones in the CAR, anyway.  The ones here are dying to see 

what you have planned and have every intention of launching 

an assault on the capital if you don’t put on a good show for 

them soon.”

“Oh, they’ll get their show,” Sir Charles said.  “Whether 

they’ll be very happy with it afterward is a different question.”

“You’re cutting it rather fine.”

“Safety precautions.”  Sir Charles hefted the briefcase.  

“There were a few investments I thought I’d keep out of the 

hands of the SWIFT system in case France gets frisky in the 

Security Council.”

“You didn’t shut down the libertad network, surely?”

“Of course not.  We bribed people using that.  So I can’t 

shut it down now without ruining our credibility.  No, this was 

just ordinary investments.”

“Should I be worried?”

“You bank in the Channel Islands.  Probably not.  Any 

trouble with the sultan?”

“He’s concerned that all this activity will draw military 

attention.”

“We’ll have everything moved out of here by morning 

and it will be back to normal.  No suspicions in N’Djamena?”
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“Nothing so far.  Their attention has been distracted.  

Dillo has a new mistress.  The old one was whipped by the 

police yesterday morning, although the fact is still leaking out.”

“Good timing.  I knew we could trust that sybarite to 

screw things up for himself.”

“And his uncles.”

“Yes, his loathsome pack of uncles.  Are you ready to 

leave?”

“What--you want me to go?”

“The barges are vital,” Sir Charles said, stopping and 

facing him.  “And they’re staffed by predominantly local crews 

to provide cover.  I can’t trust Tang to direct those people, as 

he’s incapable of being diplomatic even in the interests of the 

project.  It’s a physical impossibility.  So it has to be you.”

“I suppose you’re right.  Shall I leave with Colonel 

Hundal?”

“Yes.  And go find him and send him to me.  I have a 

set of emergency instructions for him.”

Jones dashed off in the direction of the waiting aircraft.

* * * * *

“His Excellency will see you now,” the aide advised 

Captain Mbala.

The conference took place in the same room where 

General Ousmane had repeatedly entertained Sir Charles 

Grosley on his semi-official visits to the CAR.  He was still at 

the head of the table, in the same chair, but the five intervening 

years had left him worn and harassed.  A pragmatist and a 

fixer, he was in the unenviable position of having to mediate 

among the various factions of his own party while trying to 

keep their animosity towards their opponents from breaking 

out into civil war yet again.  As a result, he’d become even 

more curt and precise in speech and decision.  He was flanked 

by the Minister of Mines on his right hand, and by the Minister 
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of Defense and the Minister of the Interior on his left.  Mbala 

had specifically requested the presence of these members of the 

cabinet at the audience.

“Captain Mbala,” Ousmane acknowledged him, with a 

frown in the direction of the map case he was carrying.  The 

doors closed behind him.  “This is an extraordinary request for 

a junior”--he stressed the word “junior” slightly--“intelligence 

officer to make.  If you have some information to convey, why 

not present it to your superiors in the usual manner?  Unless it 

is a political conspiracy which implicates them?”

“No, sir.”

“Then what excuse could you possibly advance for this 

extreme of discretion?”

“Excellency, it involves Sir Charles Grosley, and any 

information that pertains to Sir Charles is, I believe, 

immediately relevant to both yourself and the policy of this 

government.”

The Minister of Mines tut-tutted.  The Minister of the 

Interior made a negative gesture.  Ousmane scowled.

“Captain, you have criticized this government’s policy 

in relation to Sir Charles on a previous occasion.  We were not 

convinced by your statements then, and subsequent events 

have justified our decisions.  To continue this discussion now 

is--”

“With respect, sir, events have not justified the 

government’s decisions, as I can demonstrate.”

The Minister of Defense leaned forward.  “On what do 

you base that statement, Captain?”

“On my recent examination of Sir Charles’s personal 

papers.”

“Personal papers?  How did these come into your 

hands?”

“They were stored on a computer drive that was found 

by my brother-in-law after he was assaulted by a man 

matching Sir Charles’s description.”  Mbala had decided not to 
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dwell on the exact circumstances of the drive’s discovery.  “It 

took me over four years to decrypt the drive, and it could have 

taken much longer than that.  We were very fortunate.  The 

drive contained a number of documents which revealed that 

Sir Charles has been deceiving the government since before he 

secured his concessions.”

“Out of the question,” the Minister of Mines said.  “I 

examined his plans in detail before the concessions were 

granted.”

“Yes, sir, and you reported to the President and the 

Council of Ministers that his surveys were erroneous, but that 

there would be no harm in granting the concessions anyway, as 

the government would profit by doing so.  Among the 

documents on the drive was an exchange of messages between 

Sir Charles and a computer technician at Intertek.  Sir Charles 

paid to have the assay reports tampered with, so that the 

Council would think he would find nothing and eventually 

pull out of the CAR, leaving it the richer for his efforts.  He 

never had any intention of setting up genuine mines here.”

“Is that all you have?” Ousmane’s voice cut in.  “The 

mines exist, you know.  I’ve visited several of them myself.”  

This remark visibly revived the Minister of Mines, who had 

sagged in his chair, aghast that Sir Charles had tricked him.

“No, sir.  I can explain that, if you will permit me.”

“Go on,” the Minister of Defense said, watching him.

Mbala removed a map from his case and propped it on 

a chair.  “This shows the locations of all the mining camps that 

Sir Charles and his companies have set up across the center of 

the country.  You will notice that they follow a crooked but 

well-defined line from the Ubangi to the Chadian border, and 

that they are clustered more thickly in the south than in the 

north.”

“Sir Charles explained that,” the Minister of Mines shot 

back.  “He was following a ridge of hills that runs through the 

area.  A perfectly logical explanation, and one which conforms 
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to independent geological studies that existed long before his 

survey teams arrived.”

Nothing daunted, the captain produced a second map, 

identical to the first but with additional markings.  “This map 

shows both the camps and the concessions granted to Sir 

Charles, including the river rights for so-called alluvial gold 

exploration.  They reinforce the line deduced from the presence 

of the camps.”

“Again, the picture is consistent with Sir Charles’s 

stated goals,” Ousmane said.

Mbala added a third map.  “The locations indicated 

here--which you will notice follow the established pattern--are 

refugee centers set up within the past five years by diplomats 

and volunteers from the American state department.  These 

centers were paid for by a number of grants provided by 

churches and private charities in the United States.  The 

documents on the drive indicate that all of the money required 

to operate them was supplied by Sir Charles Grosley.”

The Minister of the Interior sat up, alert now.  “Why?”

“The documents did not specify, sir, but I have drawn 

a conclusion, if you will allow me to proceed.”

“Make it quick,” the President said.

“There were other documents on the drive as well.  

These, while not mentioning Sir Charles, had undoubtedly 

been collected by him while he was researching his plans.  

They show what his interests were at the time he was 

petitioning the government for his mining concessions.  The 

files in question, which include leaked official material from 

friendly governments, relate to the activities of the Lake Chad 

Basin Commission and to archaeological investigations around 

Lake Chad.  Specific references to the Transaqua proposal, and 

an earlier, similar project referred to as Atlantropa, have been 

highlighted by a reader who could have only been Sir Charles.”

“And this has what to do with the concessions?” the 

Minister of the Interior wanted to know.
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“Sir, I believe that Sir Charles has used his mining 

operations, which have yet to produce anything of value, as a 

cover for an attempt to dig a canal that will divert the flow of 

the Ubangi River into Lake Chad.  The resulting canal will cut 

our country in half and deprive Bangui of the majority of its 

water supply, to say nothing of eliminating our border with the 

Congo and causing international complications.”

“Absurd!” the Minister of Mines exploded.  “Captain, 

do you know what you are saying?  As an engineer, I can 

assure you that it is not possible, not in secret and not in so 

short a time.  Where is the fill excavated from the proposed 

canal?  Where would Sir Charles get the machines and the 

labor?  How could he afford it without outside backing?  What 

would be his motive in constructing it?  And above all, why 

has someone not tripped and fallen into it yet?  Really, your 

explanation is not a very good one.”

“But consider the coincidences!” Mbala burst out, his 

passion aroused.  “His concessions are in a direct line from the 

nearest point on the Ubangi to the main rivers that drain into 

Lake Chad.  He sets up refugee centers across the country 

which have moved out over a hundred thousand people who 

could have observed or interfered with his operations.  He 

imports his own army to wipe out the anti-Balakas for the same 

reason.  He hires whoever wasn’t removed to work for him at 

better than normal wages.  He goes to the trouble of getting 

specific concessions for existing rivers so that all he has to do is 

deepen them, and his canal is ready and hidden in plain sight!  

And he offered extraordinary royalties to the government to 

whet the appetite of its members for the project!  Excellency--”

“Captain.”  General Ousmane held up a restraining 

hand.  “This is a very clever and fascinating piece of reasoning, 

and does your counterespionage skills credit.  But I believe that 

it is no more than that: reasoning.  Tell me, is there any 

document you have recovered that says, in so many words, 

that Sir Charles was planning to construct such a canal?”
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With a violent effort, Mbala composed himself.  “No, 

sir.”

“Only background material that could be construed in 

such a way?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I would assume that you have construed it in 

such a way, without your construction necessarily resembling 

the true state of affairs.  Sir Charles has been honest and fair 

with our government since the beginning.  It is no secret to you 

that we owe our success--indeed, our survival--to his efforts.  If 

this set of assumptions is all you have to offer, I don’t think we 

can accept that.”

None of the ministers disagreed.  Mbala, sensing their 

dislike for his position, began to put the maps away.  He made 

one final effort.

“Excellency, I should mention that Sir Charles also has 

similar concessions in southern Chad, and that I was informed 

this morning that he has arrived there with the intention of 

making a long stay.”

“Meaning that you assume he is ready to open the canal 

you have invented?  No, Captain.  Sir Charles also has 

concessions here and visits often.  Nothing dramatic has 

happened on any of those occasions.  If you don’t have 

anything else to offer...?”  This last remark was obviously 

rhetorical.  “Dismissed.”

* * * * *

“Get up!”

The words, combined with a kick from a heavy boot, 

sent the sergeant sprawling out of his cot and onto the ground.  

Coughing, and still dazed from sleep and overindulgence, he 

staggered upright.  All he could see in his bewilderment was 

another uniformed figure.  He swung a fist at it, and it stepped 

aside, letting him careen across to the other side of the hut.  The 
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sergeant spun heavily and threw himself back the way he had 

come.  Then he realized that the man he was attacking wore 

officer’s rank.  That discovery raised a surge of fear in him 

strong enough to quell his rage at being so abruptly woken.  He 

made an effort and managed to turn aside from the officer at 

the last moment, crashing into the table instead and tumbling 

to the floor with it.  Not wanting to be seen as pursuing an 

assault on a superior officer, he lay where he fell.

“Get up!” Captain Mbala repeated.  Very cautiously, the 

sergeant obeyed.  He stank of stale beer, with a pungent 

overtone of grain alcohol from a bottle that he had smashed in 

his wild progress around the room.

“Who is in command here?” Mbala continued.  He 

looked at the sergeant with disgust but not outright hostility.  

That was a good sign, the object of his scrutiny thought.

“I am, sir.  Our lieutenant has leave to visit an uncle 

who is a member of the Council of Ministers, and our captain--

ah--our captain--”

“Continue, sergeant.”

“He has...um...an appointment in Bangui...”

“An appointment of a personal nature?”

“Ah...yes, sir.”

“Disgraceful,” Mbala said, but without the heat and 

conviction that he would normally have put into the word.  He 

knew, of course, that the captain of the company was absent 

screwing his mistress in the capital, and had been for the last 

three months, and that the lieutenant was overdue for a 

promotion after half a year in the army and had been 

summoned by his uncle in consequence.  It was terrible for 

discipline to leave a fighting unit, even one composed of 

drunks, in the hands of a drunk.  However, on this particular 

occasion he was inclined to be thankful for the coincidence.

“If I may be of any assistance, sir...” the sergeant 

hesitated.
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“You can begin by putting your jacket on,” Mbala 

ordered.  While the sergeant was scrambling to comply, he 

extracted a set of papers from his pocket and waved them 

under the man’s pock-marked nose.  “By special order of the 

Minister of Defense, I am authorized to take temporary 

command of this unit in order to deal with an emergency that 

has arisen in Kemo prefecture.  You will assemble your men 

immediately.”

The sergeant examined the signatures with respect.  “At 

once, my captain.”  He grabbed a dirty forage cap from the 

wreckage of his cot and ran out of the hut, jamming it on his 

head.  Mbala folded up his orders and put them away.  They 

were forgeries, but as he’d seen the Minister’s signature several 

thousand times on authentic documents, they were at least 

excellent forgeries.

He shrugged.  If the members of the government 

wouldn’t give him permission to save themselves, all because 

they were enamored of that open-handed exploiter Sir 

Charles...

Ten minutes later he was surveying his troops in the 

clearing that passed for a parade ground.  By and large, they 

were coarse bush soldiers.  The military advisers kindly 

supplied by the French embassy had done very little for their 

appearance or their tactics.  As for the hundred millions paid 

by Sir Charles Grosley into the coffers of the CAR, it was safe to 

say that none of it had been spent on uniforms or equipment 

for the army.  Their clothes were worn and stained; their 

women, some of whom were peeping around the corners of the 

barracks, were far better and more colorfully dressed.

Still, every man had an AK-74 in good condition, and 

Mbala was pleased, when he checked their magazines and the 

storehouse, to see that their supply of ammunition was ample.  

They had not yet degenerated to the point at which they would 

sell their weapons for a drink, or at which their officers would 

trade them to a smuggler in return for a nice deposit in their 
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Swiss bank accounts.  They were still under threat from a 

restless population and they knew it.

Mbala wasted no time on speeches.  He commandeered 

the village bus, filled it with a quarter of the two hundred men 

the sergeant had scraped together, and impounded every other 

vehicle within walking distance.  The lamentations of the 

bereaved drivers combined with the squawks of the displaced 

chickens to produce an atmosphere in which any kind of 

intelligent direction was useless.  It was only after Mbala had 

managed to herd the company outside the village in which 

they’d been quartered that he was able to establish order.  He 

formed the rusting trucks and stolen cars into a convoy and 

took his place on a motorcycle by its side, alternately leading 

from the front and chivvying along the slackers in the rear.

Under the pressure he applied to them, the soldiers 

found themselves hurrying northeast along the one decent 

highway that led away from Bangui in that direction.  They 

roared through Gba and Damara and Malo.  The bus suffered 

a flat outside of Fere and Mbala danced with impatience on the 

verge of the road while the soldiers hurried to repair it.  Given 

the circumstances and the need for haste, he didn’t confiscate 

their beer.  It was an exceptional occasion.

In motion again, the convoy passed Mange and swung 

south on another road that was little better than a trail.  The 

captain reflected that Sir Charles’s promised improvements in 

infrastructure had not amounted to much.  Another mark 

against him, though the president and his advisers might be 

blind to it.  He set his teeth and fed the motorcycle’s engine 

more gas, waving to the driver of the lead truck to go faster.  

Their shadows lengthened in front of them, mocking them, as 

the sun went down.

* * * * *
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Benn Jones couldn’t see his shadow, but from the bow 

of the barge on which he was traveling, he had an excellent 

view of the red sun sinking through the tropical haze.  They 

had just passed Kouango to starboard, and then Sidi to port 

shortly thereafter.  That meant they were within a few minutes 

of their destination.  The barge began a slow turn as the river 

curved ahead.  Jones picked up his binoculars.

Yes, there they were, the two hills that pinched the 

Ubangi between them.  The same bluffs that Sir Charles had 

seen on his first visit to the country five years earlier.  Except 

that he was seeing them now from the opposite direction.  He 

would hardly have called them topographical features by the 

standards of his native Wales, but they would serve the 

purpose here.  He focused his attention on the northern ridge.

There was the signal.  A regular flash of light, spelling 

out three letters at a time in Morse.  The same abbreviated 

signaling method used to communicate with submerged 

submarines.  Jones didn’t have to look at the codebook.  He 

knew what code groups he was looking for, and he recognized 

them at once as they were flashed from the shore.  He could 

even see Colonel Hundal’s face above the signal light, 

illuminated at intervals by its diffused glow.  There was a 

white flag lying by his feet, and he grabbed it and waved it 

high in response.  The signals ceased.  Jones turned and bolted 

back to the bridge of the clumsy craft.

“Go,” he ordered the captain, an old North Sea pilot.

“Aye,” the man replied.  He shoved the throttles 

forward and spun the wheel more to port.  The barge revolved 

in midstream, her nose moving away from the center of the 

river and towards the left bank.  In another minute they were 

broadside to the current and a collision was inevitable.  Jones 

grabbed the binnacle for support.  The barge grounded with a 

soft crunch on the gently sloping bottom before plowing ahead, 

her keel scraping over the stones and generating a grating 

tremor that made the pilot turn pale.  A final jar, and the 
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motion ceased.  The captain shouted an order through his 

megaphone.  The crewmen standing in the stern released two 

heavy anchors that sank down into the mud and held the barge 

tightly in place.

Jones grabbed the megaphone.  “Abandon ship!” he 

called.  The captain was already rushing forward, rounding up 

the incredulous local sailors and getting them off the barge. 

Jones trotted after them.  He had thrown a glance over his 

shoulder and was satisfied with the results of the last few 

minutes.  Two other barges, bringing up the rear, had 

performed the same maneuver as his own.  One had driven her 

bows into the northern bank of the river; the other had 

anchored in midstream, precisely between the two grounded 

vessels.  A few dozen feet of plank between them and there 

would have been a bridge from one side of the Ubangi to the 

other.  But no one was bothering to bridge the gap.  They were 

all getting off the obstructing ships as quickly as possible.

“Move up higher!” Jones ordered as he sloshed ashore 

through the shallows.  The crew were standing on the bank, 

staring at the scene.  “Go!  Now!”  He was used to command, 

and French is a language peculiarly well adapted to conveying 

urgency.  The sailors ambled backwards in accordance with his 

directions, up the hill and beyond the danger zone.

Below them, the three barges rocked in the current.

They were very unique barges, constructed mainly of a 

pair of metal pontoons with a floor between them and a 

stunted wheelhouse aft.  They drew little water, and would 

have drawn less without their cargo, which consisted of 

massive slabs of concrete loaded exactly down the center of 

each barge.  The concrete slabs resembled nothing so much as 

the lane dividers on a large modern highway, but on a much 

larger scale.

Jones checked his watch.  Two minutes to spare, 

providing that all other parts of the operation were proceeding 

according to plan.  He pulled a signal gun from his pocket and 
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fired a flare over the river.  Colonel Hundal would see it and 

notify Sir Charles, and that would be the last step before the 

canal was opened.  The flare burned out.  He waited.

The pontoons holding up the barges disappeared in a 

sudden upsurge of foam and spray.  Explosive charges had 

blown their bottoms out.  Unsupported, the concrete dividers 

collapsed into the water.  They were so tall that they protruded 

above its surface, and with the remains of the barges to balance 

them underwater, they formed a very effective dam across the 

entire width of the river.

The Ubangi began to rise.

* * * * *

Captain Mbala motioned his men onward.  He had 

stopped the convoy well outside the perimeter of the mining 

concession granted to Sir Charles and ordered an advance on 

foot.  The soldiers had grumbled; after the jarring they had 

received on the journey, they would have preferred to rest 

before undertaking an attack in the dusk.  Mbala, aware of this 

tendency to malinger, had under-emphasized the skill and 

numbers of the Sikh defensive force, referring to them only as 

“hired mercenaries”.  This had proved effective.  The members 

of his company were under the impression that they could 

shoot and the rented bullies would run away.  Then they could 

loot their camp and enjoy whatever they found there.

Now they were well inside the borders of the 

concession.  Mbala had seen lights and movement on a hill 

overlooking the river.  He knew there was an observation post 

there, and assumed that it was a logical location for a command 

center as well.  And since there was a mining shaft nearby, and 

any connection of the new canal with the Ubangi would have 

to be made at or near this point, they would find the necessary 

evidence here.  That would settle Sir Charles.
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A faint rumble came from the direction of the river.  A 

landslide? Mbala wondered.  It had sounded more like muted 

thunder.  It couldn’t have been that; the sky was cloudless for 

once, and there were no storms building in the south.  He 

shrugged and kept moving, his men deployed in line to either 

side.

“Halt!”  The Sikh in front of him seemed to spring into 

existence from nothing.  He wore a white jumpsuit trimmed in 

pale gray, a drastic change from the usual woodland 

camouflage that Sir Charles’s troops had adopted, and his 

expression said that he considered the soldiers of the CAR to be 

no better than poachers or roaming bandits.  Before Mbala 

could confront him, one of his own men jerked his rifle up and 

pointed it at the Sikh.  He never got a shot off.  The sentry cut 

him down with a rattling burst from his Uzi.

The jungle came alive as half a dozen challenges 

exploded from the bush.  The Sikh took out three more of 

Mbala’s company before someone caught him with a wild shot 

from the side.  Mbala, recovering from his surprise, sprang 

forward, yelling encouragement to his men.  There were no 

more sentries ahead; he assumed they had hit a weak point in 

the line.  He tripped and stumbled over gouges in the earth 

that his brain dimly suggested were man-made.  Branches 

whipped across his face.  A screaming monkey, disturbed in its 

slumbers, fell out of a tree onto his head and scratched him as it 

made its getaway.  He scrabbled his way up the hill, shouting, 

shooting a few times at anything ahead that looked like a man.  

We almost have it, he thought.  A few more steps, and we have 

Sir Charles’s camp, and then...

He came out into a clearing on top of the hill, panting.  

Two Sikhs seized him before he could raise his Browning.  A 

third disarmed him.  It happened so fast he could barely 

comprehend it.

“Forward!” he shouted, hoping that his men would 

continue their charge in response to his command.  None came.
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He twisted his head around.  The jungle behind him 

was deserted, except for the flitting, ghostly shapes of the Sikh 

sentries here and there.  His soldiers were either dead or fled.

The Sikhs pulled him forward to the other side of the 

crest and came to attention.  A tall man wearing two stars and 

an image of the Lion Capital on each of his shoulders turned to 

meet them.  Mbala knew his face.  Colonel Nadir Singh 

Hundal, the commander of Sir Charles’s private regiment.

“Intelligence,” he said with a glance at Mbala.  “Out of 

your element, I see, Captain.  We have an agreement with your 

government.  Attacking one of my camps violates that 

agreement.”

“That agreement was abrogated when your employer 

cut our country in half!”

“That is not my province,” Colonel Hundal said with 

complete indifference.  “I will have you returned to General 

Ousmane tomorrow.”

“Why wait?”  Hundal ignored him and moved back to 

his post.  Mbala looked down the slope.  Below them, a large 

clearing stretched in a rough semicircle from the base of the hill 

to the shore of the river, which was surging with unusual 

turbulence.  Red lights blinked around the perimeter of the 

cleared area.

And he realized what Colonel Hundal was watching 

for.

With a sudden twist, he upset the two Sikhs who were 

holding on to him and threw himself down the hill, running as 

fast as he could, careless of falling, running to the lights that 

showed where there were explosives planted in the ground 

that would open Sir Charles’s canal to the river...

The guards moved to cut him off.  Colonel Hundal 

stopped them with two sharp words.  He pulled back his glove 

and checked his watch once more.
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Chapter Thirteen

In the savanna of southern Chad, a gap opened in the 

ground with a series of muffled explosions.  The red earth 

collapsed into blackness.  The echoing roar of fallen rock, 

louder by far than the detonations that had preceded it, floated 

up from the vast chamber of the former tunnel that was rapidly 

being exposed to the open air.  From the point where it had 

begun, the cleft raced north and south simultaneously.  To an 

observer, or an early-rising owl, its course would have 

appeared as straight as the edge of the horizon in a flat desert.  

It extended itself, mile after mile, without curving or deviating 

from its unnatural straightness.  Fire shot up from its edges 

where the caving charges burst through to the surface.  Some of 

them set the surrounding shrubbery aflame.  Soon the great 

black line through the countryside was bordered with two 

smaller, flickering lines of orange.  Those marked where the 

fires set by its creation nibbled at its borders.  It was too broad 

for them to jump and too deep for them to cross.  So they 

outlined it in the falling darkness, providing a caution and a 

wonder to anyone unlucky enough to be passing.

The line continued to grow.  It lashed north until it 

nearly touched the Ouham River, which was flowing 

sluggishly in its shallow course.  It thundered away to the 

south, trumpeting its presence with a noise that increased in 

proportion to the elevation.  The tunnel was cut to provide a 
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hundred-foot depth of water at a level of just under twelve 

hundred feet above sea level.  The land might rise, but the 

mean of the tunnel could not, and any rock above it that had 

not been cut away would fall that much farther into its depths, 

which had been increased along the line to account for the 

collapsing overburden.

The cleft became a canyon.  It turned for the first time, 

and began to weave as it took to the course of an old, dry 

riverbed.  It burst into an existing river, which filled its depths 

with mud and little else, for the river was insignificant in 

comparison with the depth of the new watercourse.  In half a 

dozen places it leapt at once from river to river, swallowing 

them all and silencing their voices in its emptiness as it linked 

their ancient routes together.  It rushed through a rock spur 

with a trembling fury and turned south, broadening as it went.

* * * * *

Fifteen hundred tons of propane mixed with air 

detonated beneath the lighted clearing on the northern bank of 

the Ubangi River.  The earth bulged from the force of the blast, 

churning to liquid under the pressure, before it cracked and 

collapsed into the crater it formed, a crater widened but not 

created by the blast.  Lamps, soil, a few trees that had been left 

too close to the epicenter, even the running figure of a man in 

uniform were swallowed up in the cavern that appeared.  The 

bank gave way at the point where the Ubangi’s course was 

almost due north, and the river fell into the crater rather than 

turning westward again, its force magnified by the makeshift 

dam that had started to raise its level an hour earlier.

Seeking an equilibrium, the Ubangi raced into the new 

channel.  A hundred and forty thousand cubic feet of water 

were being discharged into it by its dozens of tributaries every 

second.  That water sought an outlet other than the old 

riverbed, where the diminishing flow churned without 
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direction.  It wove gently north into higher ground, between 

sheer walls of rock into a gorge that had not existed fifteen 

minutes ago, then turned west, cutting through the same ridge 

of granite that had once choked its movement in its former 

course.  Another ridge loomed ahead, and a second, and a 

third, but the Ubangi passed each of these without a check.  In 

places the cliffs soared two hundred feet above its surface, as 

sharp in their contours as the facets of a diamond.

A fourth ridge confronted the river, sending pebbles 

rattling into its foaming waters from a height of seven hundred 

feet.  As if wearied by the struggle, the Ubangi turned to the 

north.  It skirted a line of hills on its eastern bank, making 

gentle curves through the lowest parts of the valley, so that its 

surface was nearly level with the land in places.  Near Griko, it 

dived beneath the RN-2 road that was one of the main 

highways into the eastern CAR.  The road was undisturbed by 

the sudden, climactic opening of the canyon beneath it; a clever 

steel bridge, embedded beneath its surface in secret, held it up 

to let the river pass beneath.

The Ubangi began to meander.  It was now traversing 

what had once been a seasonal stream in the central hills of the 

CAR, but with all that stream’s loops and switchbacks lopped 

off.  Like a tsunami, it sucked up the little water remaining in 

the gulch and hurled it onward along with the bulk of its flow, 

forming a cresting wave.  The land around it rose until cliffs 

more than three hundred feet tall guarded its course.  It angled 

away to the west for a brief space, and then came back to a 

northerly direction opposite Somi before turning north-

northeast and immediately reversing itself.

The astonished villagers of Mbere saw it pass.  The 

trembling of the ground as the canal opened had awoken them, 

and one man had almost fallen into the new and enormous gap 

that stretched away into the jungle on the west side of the 

village.  While they were staring at it in amazement, and 

wondering where it had come from and what was holding up 
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the RR-11 road over the cavern hundreds of feet below, the 

Ubangi put an end to their speculations by flashing through the 

channel.  Its frothy, debris-covered surface sent the villagers 

retreating to a respectful distance to wait for daylight and more 

information.

Along the banks of the new river, the cliffs now reached 

over six hundred feet tall.  South of Maleyonbo, the Ubangi cut 

the course of the RN-8 road, which had been given an 

impressive and elegant bridge appropriate to its truly 

spectacular situation.  It began to curve more tightly, and on 

the hills above its route, there were now trees peering down 

over the edge, the remnants of the camouflage from the mining 

excavations that had been cut openly under the pretense of 

carrying out a search for gold.  After that, the elevation 

declined.  Little cascades of water tumbled down the sheer 

surfaces of the banks, the contribution of the numerous streams 

that were now minor tributaries of the new Ubangi.  The river 

straightened and gathered speed after a turn to the west, then 

slowed as it resumed its northern progress along the remnants 

of an older waterway.

Little by little, the cliffs fell away, and the curves grew 

fewer.  A castaway clinging to the flotsam on the surging tide 

could perhaps have known, though he could not have seen, 

that the Ubangi was now flowing parallel with Kaga-Bandoro.  

It cut through another soaring ridge, which disappeared 

quickly in the distance, and slid beneath the RR-10 road west of 

Botere.  A few more curves, and it abandoned the old rivers 

entirely, hastening north-northwest in a straight line for the 

Chadian border.

Above it, the land flattened out and the jungle 

disappeared, giving way to the numerous varieties of scrub 

that populated the verge of the Sahara.  Arid farmland became 

the rule rather than the exception.  North of Djegui Djeke, it 

met what remained of a river that had been flowing in its own 

bed a few hours earlier and swallowed it.  The flood rose, 
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sometimes splashing over its banks, which were no longer 

cliffs.  In places they were no more than a dozen feet above its 

surface.  As it passed Dira, the Ubangi broke away from the old 

watercourse, retaining what was left of it as a tributary, and 

angled away to the northwest in a straight run until, at Boubo, 

it met the waters of the Ouham, which had broken into the 

excavation a few minutes before, and drove them back with a 

concussion into their proper channel.  The connection was 

complete.

By this time the sun was up, illuminating the scene as 

local farmers and foreign surveyors alike watched the newly 

augmented Ouham River rise in its course and hurl itself along 

with a violence that inundated thousands of acres along its 

path.  The water churned red-brown with the mud and gravel 

it had stirred up.  At Sarh it turned ninety degrees and became 

the Chari River, gathering that current to itself as well.  In this 

way it came to N’Djamena, capital of Chad, in the afternoon, 

sending surges over its banks and into the city.  The flat islets 

in the middle of the river disappeared completely, broken up 

and overwhelmed by the force of the waves.  There was a 

quiver of panic perceptible among the population at the 

thought of such flooding outside of the rainy season.  Idriss 

Deby ordered his guards to clear a way for him to the 

waterside, where he stood and stared at the rising water in 

bafflement.  The French ambassador placed a concerned call to 

the Elysee Palace.

The river ignored them all and cascaded down the last 

stretch of its path into the Chari Delta, where it overflowed into 

Lake Chad, giving it a steady supply of water for the first time 

in decades.

In the next twenty-four hours, the surface of the lake 

would rise nine inches.

* * * * *
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Colonel Hundal released his grip on the convenient 

stump of a tree and stood up.  Around him, his men were 

getting to their feet as well.  The explosion had delivered the 

force of a small nuclear warhead, but it had been contained 

underground, so no debris was raining down on them.  All the 

same, it never hurt to take precautions.

There was still enough light from the setting sun to see 

the effects of the mine.  The Ubangi River was in turmoil.  The 

upper half of the river was trying to pour into the excavation 

all at once, creating a crescent-shaped fall oddly reminiscent of 

Victoria or Niagara.  The lower half of the river, deprived of its 

momentum and  water supply, was attempting to do the same 

thing.  Watching the same body of water flowing in opposite 

and colliding directions was a sight the colonel had never 

expected to witness.

He brushed off his uniform and walked across the hill 

to where a small hut with a radio had been set up earlier that 

evening.

“Colonel?  Did you make it out alive?” Jones’s voice 

scratched out at him from the speaker.

“That was mild by comparison with several blasts I’ve 

experienced.  Your crew?”

“Long since departed, with some of them invoking the 

Prophet, some the Virgin and the Apostles, and some the 

surrounding trees and rocks.  There’s no place like central 

Africa for getting a good, diverse religious education.  All I 

have left are the pilots, who are biting their tongues through 

trying not to say anything.  Tell Sir Charles it might be wise to 

hold them over for a few days, because they won’t fulfill their 

confidentiality agreements.”

“I shall.  Are you ready to be evacuated?”

“Please and thank you.  I want to start the filling 

process before the sunset fades entirely.”

The concrete dividers were showing more than half 

their height above the water when the Dauphin helicopter 
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carrying Jones and what was left of his barge crews touched 

down at Colonel Hundal’s command post.  Jones exchanged a 

brief handshake with him that didn’t match the look of pure 

glee on his face and hurried off in the direction of the river.

Five minutes later, a controlled avalanche began to 

tumble down the side of the hill.  It opened with the 

appearance of a great bundle of rock, bound together in an 

uneven bag of metal mesh, that fell off the back of a truck and 

gathered speed from the steepness of the incline.  The bag 

bounced off the riverbank and landed with a crash in the 

depleted stream, sinking slightly in the mud like an immense 

wasted cannonball.

Jones lowered his binoculars and clicked his tongue in 

disappointment.  “Twenty yards short,” he remarked to no one 

in particular.  He paced off another twenty yards back towards 

the command post and beckoned the next truck forward.  It 

drove up to him, turned, and reversed to the very edge of the 

road, then released its cargo.  Another bag of rock hurtled 

away into the river.  This time, it struck one of the concrete 

dividers and burst open, scattering debris everywhere.

“Perfect!” Jones exulted.  He signaled the third truck, 

which repeated the performance almost exactly.  There were 

dozens of the vehicles in waiting around the curve of the hill 

now, summoned from the motor pool according to a plan 

formulated years before.  As each one dumped its load, it 

would circle around and pick up a new cargo of fill, which it 

would then send flying over the cliff shortly thereafter.  Jones 

made a rapid calculation in his head.  They were emptying 

about two thousand cubic feet of rock into the river every 

minute, or a hundred and twenty thousand an hour.  

Assuming a cross-section of fourteen thousand square feet for 

the Ubangi at the point where the old riverbed narrowed 

between the ridges, that would mean they would be able to fill 

between sixty and seventy feet of it before morning.  And 

morning was the point at which things would get risky.  By 
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then the dam would be sturdy enough to stop any backflow 

from the canal, but not large enough to make it the new, 

permanent course of the Ubangi.  Nothing like large enough, in 

fact.  He switched into Welsh and cursed the government of the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, which had had an attack of 

caution over the last few years and refused Sir Charles a 

concession for the southern bank of the river.  If they could 

have worked from the opposite ridge as well, they could have 

rigged up a cable between the two hills and tripled the rate at 

which they were blocking the former Ubangi.

The stones and gravel used to fill the old river were the 

product of their excavations elsewhere in the country.  That 

which had come out of the new channel would go back into the 

old channel.  There were little artificial mountains all over Sir 

Charles’s concessions where the surplus was stored 

temporarily, piles of rubble that had impressed the Minister of 

Mines with the seriousness of the venture.  It would take 

months to deplete them entirely.

Their contents would go into the formation of yet 

another hill.  At some point in prehistory, the Ubangi had 

forced its way through the ridge, which had once run in a 

continuous line from north to south athwart its course, or had 

taken advantage of an existing depression in the rock to drive 

its channel deeper.  Now, by the orders of Sir Charles, the 

Ubangi had been turned aside and the ridge was to be 

reconstructed.  The former route of the river was to be barred 

so effectively that nothing but a catastrophic flood could undo 

the work.  The Congolese government would no doubt be 

furious when it discovered that the water border between the 

DRC and the CAR no longer existed, and that the flow of the 

mighty Congo had been reduced by ten percent.  By then, Sir 

Charles had calculated, they would be unable to interfere.

Loose rock continued to pour into the gulch.  The flow 

of water diminished, slowed to a gentle gurgle.  Anything that 

was making it beyond the diversion point was being pushed 
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back again.  At last there was no more water in the channel, 

only drops and rivulets of moisture seeping through the gaps 

in the porous barrier, like dark blood in the shadows.

The broad riverbed was still wet.  The mud exhaled 

nauseous fumes and here and there puddles glistened on its 

surface.  In the moonlight, it looked just as the Ubangi had, 

broad and reflective, a pure barrier between the chaos of the 

jungle on either side.  That appearance was a lie.  The barrier 

was down and would stay down.

Jones handed over coordination of the filling operation 

to a pair of the Sikhs, who as soldiers excelled at anything 

requiring organization, and jumped into the cab of one of the 

departing trucks.  He disembarked at the loading area, where 

there was a jeep waiting for him.  Bypassing the traffic, which 

was building up as the operation progressed with increasing 

smoothness, he drove west, down the side of the hill and into 

another part of the concession.  Colonel Hundal had informed 

him about the abortive attack earlier in the evening, and he 

kept a lookout for snipers, as did the men guarding him in the 

back of the vehicle.  A lurking soldier with a grudge would be 

very inconvenient right now.  But it appeared that the Sikhs 

had either killed, captured, or dispersed the entire unit.  As for 

their commander, Jones had watched in astonishment as he 

had thrown himself into the excavation and been pulverized by 

the river for his trouble.  Who cares enough about a lost cause 

to do that? he had wondered.

Down by the river, where the ridge flattened out, there 

was a second camp busy with activity.  The attackers had 

missed it a few hours ago.  They could have caused trouble if 

they had found it, Jones knew.  Here the operation relied on 

complex machines, and those could be damaged with far 

greater ease than it would have taken to upset a simple 

dumping schedule.  Tang Yi Hai, oblivious to the danger he 

had faced, sat atop one of the massive trusses, bellowing at his 

subordinates, who hurried about beneath him like chickens.
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“Have you dried up the river yet?” he hollered at Jones.

“It might interest you to know that the diversion 

actually worked.”

“Of course it worked.  I said it would.  The question is 

how well your followup scheme to block the channel is going.”

“If Sir Charles had decided differently it would have 

been your followup scheme!  You’d have been up there all 

night!”

Tang shook his head and tapped his hard hat with a 

disparaging gesture.  Then he began to touch the control panel 

by his side.  The machine came to life, extending its lengthy 

gantries like a brontosaurus unfolding its neck.  All neck and 

very little body, and quite a lot of tail.  The engineers backed 

off as the whole assembly started to inch towards the river.

The tip of the truss reached the bank.  Tang slowed its 

advance, and the conveyor belt that ran down its center began 

to turn.  Rock poured off the belt into the riverbed.  Each time 

the fill reached the same height as the bank, the head swiveled 

and began directing its burden into a new location.  The 

shoreline grew out into the river in the shape of a fan.

Two more conveyors rolled forward to join in the task.  

Each could move half a million cubic feet in an hour, all 

supplied to them by a series of extending belts from the rubble 

piles in the rear.  As they came to the farthest extent of their 

reach, they could advance again, supported by the new ground 

they had laid, and continue to fill the old rivercourse from the 

Central African side of the border.  No crossings into 

Congolese territory were required.  They would seal the flat 

areas west of the ridge in order to back it up with a more 

durable barrier, and to make it abundantly clear to any 

observer that the old course of the Ubangi was closed for good.  

It is hard to argue that a river should be put back in its bed 

when that bed no longer exists.  In a week they would have 

filled the old channel up to the level of the surrounding land 
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for the distance of nearly a mile.  The Ubangi, fortunately, had 

been a shallow river.

The lights and the noise sent animals and villagers alike 

hurrying to take cover.  When it was dawn, they would peer 

outside to see what had happened in the night, not before.  

Until then, Sir Charles’s crews wouldn’t have the benefit--or 

criticism--of an audience.

* * * * *

The little knot of fishermen stared at the river.

Where the Ubangi had flowed a mile broad when they 

went to bed, there was now an empty depression in the ground 

with a small rivulet snaking its way through the deepest areas.  

That represented the small amount of water that was 

discharged by minor rivers above Bangui, and it wasn’t enough 

to float a boat on, let alone support a population of fish.  As for 

the famous rapids that had denied colonial explorers passage 

and kept the river closed to trade even into the twenty-first 

century, they no longer existed.  Children were already 

clambering over the rocks in excitement while their mothers 

gossiped on the shore.
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Chapter Fourteen

General Ousmane turned to the Minister of Defense in 

a rage.  “How could you permit this to happen?”

They were seated in the rear of a Eurocopter AS350 

hovering over the former channel of the Ubangi.  Below them, 

Sir Charles’s conveyors were serenely working their way out 

into the riverbed, which was now more than half blocked.  A 

crowd had gathered on the southern shore, with the residents 

of villages for miles around having come to see why the river 

had disappeared.  Beyond the cleft in the ridge, the Ubangi was 

visible, foaming from the altered balance of its current as it 

hurried north instead of west.  To see the water there, and to 

realize it was becoming more unreachable every second, was 

the most infuriating sensation Ousmane had ever experienced.

The Minister of Defense looked at him without 

blinking.  Ousmane had been his subordinate years ago.  “You 

permitted it just as much as I did.  So did this fool.”  The 

remark was accompanied by a jerk of the head in the direction 

of the Minister of Mines, who was in a state of collapse, 

gibbering softly to himself.  “We bought Sir Charles’s 

explanations.  Really, I don’t see where we were at fault.  They 

were all plausible on the surface.  It would have taken an 

overactive imagination to convert them into anything else.”

“We even had that on our side.  Where is Captain 

Mbala?”
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“Dead.  He showed up at an army camp outside of the 

capital yesterday afternoon, commandeered a rifle company, 

and set off for this place.  I know, because we received a very 

polite call from Sir Charles’s regimental commander this 

morning, a Colonel Hundal, who said he had captured a bunch 

of drunken soldiers who were attacking one of his installations, 

and would we please come and take them off his hands?  By 

that time I had my suspicions about Mbala.  I asked Hundal.  

He said that Mbala was dead, having run into a mined area 

before he could be stopped.”

“And you believed him?”

“Why not?  See that gouge in the riverbed?”  The 

Minister pointed.  “That’s probably the mined area right there.  

It looks like a crater.”

“Sir Charles’s pet dog can keep his prisoners and may 

he starve to death feeding them!” Ousmane shouted.

“I’ve already arranged for them to be repatriated,” the 

Minister replied.  “We’re going to need all the soldiers we can 

get.”

“You think we can retake the area?”

“Why not?  We outnumber them.  The Sikhs are lethal, 

but they’re tied to defending a position, and they can’t 

concentrate their forces.”

“And the river?”

“Once we have their camp, we’ll use their own 

equipment to unblock the channel,” the Minister said with a 

proprietorial air.  That conveyors were not the same thing as 

bucket excavators was a fact he could not be expected to know.

“And if we can’t?”

“Then it becomes your problem.  You’ll have to 

formalize the new border with the Congo and make 

arrangements to prevent the eastern part of the country from 

seceding.  Because if we don’t oust Sir Charles soon, and his 

men finish damming the channel, and we’re unable to capture 

it without destroying the equipment, we’re not going to be able 
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to afford to buy new excavators to turn the river back into its 

old course.”

“We could block the new canal.”

“If we do that without removing the obstruction, all 

we’ll do is flood half of the interior.  Look around you.”  The 

Minister waved a hand at the surrounding terrain.  “Sir Charles 

picked the best possible spot to divert the Ubangi--the only 

possible spot, really.  This ridge connects with our hill district 

and with that of the northern Congo as well--but it’s the sole 

bridge between the two.  East and west the surrounding land is 

as flat as the surface of the river.  All Sir Charles’s crews have 

to accomplish is the construction of a dam five meters above 

the old water levels, and if we block the canal after that, the 

Ubangi rises and turns its former shores into a giant lake which 

will take months or years to fill.  Towns and villages will be 

drowned, we’ll still be short of water in the capital, and we’ll 

probably have to go to war with the DRC because we 

inundated thousands of square kilometers of their territory.  If 

we don’t break that dam, then blocking the canal gets us 

nowhere.”  As General Ousmane was an administrator, not a 

strategist, the Minister felt it necessary to explain the situation 

in detail.

“Then remove the obstruction.”  Ousmane tapped the 

pilot on the shoulder, and the helicopter nosed down and 

circled away towards Bangui.

* * * * *

“How very crude,” Colonel Hundal observed to his 

junior officers.

Two T-55 tanks, relics of the Bokassa era, were edging 

up towards the conveyors, which were within a few hours of 

completing the land bridge to the former southern bank of the 

Ubangi.  One was already at work raising the height of the dam 
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that would become the new central section of the ridge.  The 

fall of bundles of rock from above had ceased some while ago.

The former Soviet tanks, with their hundred-millimeter 

guns, represented the entire supply of heavy artillery that the 

CAR could muster.  A third tank, attempting to make a faster 

passage by way of the riverbed itself, had sunk in the ooze 

outside the capital.  The fourth had long since been 

cannibalized to supply the other three with spare parts.  Behind 

them, the bushes were alive with skirmishing infantry 

preparing to advance under their covering fire.

“What happens if they start shooting at us?” Jones said 

through a mouthful of curry.  It was his first meal since the 

previous afternoon.

“When, not if,” the colonel corrected him.  “I imagine it 

has occurred to them that they can chase us off and destroy the 

dam at the same time with a few well-placed shots.”

“Okay, what happens when they start shooting at us?”

“They will get exactly one shot.  Not more.”

As if on cue, the lead tank elevated its gun and placed a 

thirty-five pound shell well beyond the dam.  The shell made a 

neat geyser in the waters of the Ubangi and did nothing else.

“Warning shot,” Jones muttered.

“The opening of hostilities,” Colonel Hundal replied.  

“Combined with very poor shooting.”

Two trails of flame streaked out from the Congolese 

side of the gulch.  The air blurred in front of them as the gray 

projectiles they supported hissed past the jungle.  Seven 

seconds later they impacted against the poorly-armored sides 

of the T-55s.  There were a series of quick explosions, and then 

the tanks burst, their ammunition detonating and tearing the 

steel plate into shards from the inside out.

“One shot,” Hundal repeated, wiping some 

condensation off the lenses of his binoculars.

For five minutes afterwards there was no movement in 

the jungle.  The Central African forces were regrouping after 
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the shock of losing their tanks.  Some were no doubt slinking 

away into the bush, already feeling that their cause was 

hopeless.  They hadn’t expected to find MILAN anti-tank 

missiles in the hands of a mere private security force.  But 

Colonel Hundal had excellent connections at Bharat Dynamics, 

which had been building the French-designed weapon under 

license for the Indian Army for decades.

“What next?” Jones wanted to know.

“I expect that General Ousmane wants to make a rush 

on our position.  The Minister of Defense is probably arguing 

in favor of trying to encircle us and take us in the rear, though 

why he would assume that we would leave one side of the 

camp undefended...”

“You think they’re both with the army, then.”

“Oh, yes.  They were guerrillas once upon a time, and 

their prestige is wrapped up in this.  They resent us for the 

trick Sir Charles played on them.  It’s personal.”

A line of soldiers burst out of the foliage at a run, 

indicating in what manner the command dispute between the 

two leaders had been resolved.  It was a wild rush, staggered 

and partly invisible because much of the assault was concealed 

from view by the forest.  The visible portion of the attacking 

force, numbering something over a thousand infantry, spread 

out along the riverbank.  They reached the filled area and 

turned, leaping over the rough ground towards the conveyors, 

which never stopped funneling their supply of rock into the 

gulf.  The gap between them and the soldiers shrank, almost 

disappeared--

The barrel of a Browning machine gun poked out from 

the base of each of the excavators and began to fire into the 

attacking force.  No continuous streams, just short bursts.  But 

they were terrifying bursts, as every round was a tracer.  The 

soldiers could see the bullets coming towards them, little balls 

of fire winking like fireflies in spite of the glaring sunlight that 

bathed the scene.  They could tell when a shot was about to 
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tear through them and two or three other men behind them.  

Their own volleys, fired in haste, ricocheted off the machines’ 

steel trusses and kicked up dust from the loads of rock without 

hitting any crucial part or any of the gunners.  As they 

wavered, the impetus of their unopposed charge broken, half a 

dozen more guns on the dam itself opened up.  By the time the 

survivors made it back into the cover of the jungle, their force 

had been reduced by more than two thirds.

That portion of the assault hidden from Colonel 

Hundal’s view had gone better for the attackers for a while.  

They had met no resistance in their charge.  The sentries had all 

been withdrawn from the woods and the soldiers poured into 

the clearing where the conveyors had been assembled without 

suffering a single casualty.  They pressed forward until the area 

was filled with them, milling about, looking for someone to 

shoot at, and keeping a fearful eye open for any attempt by Sir 

Charles’s troops to reoccupy the position.  The Minister of 

Defense was among the last to arrive, he having held to his 

opinion that a direct assault on the dam would be mad and 

pointless.  Indignant at seeing his men standing around in 

confusion, he ordered them to begin placing demolition 

charges on the conveyor belts and pipelines that surrounded 

them.

Two seconds later, he died.

The soldiers panicked, firing off random bursts into the 

bush in the hope of silencing the source of the shot.  They 

heard nothing in response, and yet they too began to collapse, 

one at a time.  Sikh snipers, well camouflaged in the 

surrounding trees with their fields of fire calculated in advance, 

were thinning them out at will.  Colonel Hundal had ordered 

special suppressed rifles for his troops, whose minimal hissing 

was more than overwhelmed by the noise of the machines and 

the cries of the soldiers.  They held together for perhaps thirty 

seconds before the majority of them fled.  The bold few who 

took cover behind stumps and vehicles didn’t survive much 
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longer than that.  They didn’t realize that the clearing had been 

designed to offer no cover to any attacking force.  It was a 

tempting trap.

At the other end of the line, the first of the conveyors 

began to deposit its burden against the southern bank of the 

river.

* * * * *

Paul Cadou’s looks suggested that he had an 

unpleasant temper.  His manners did nothing to contradict that 

impression.

“You hired this man to exterminate us, and now you 

want us to help you kill his soldiers?  Forgive me if I don’t 

believe in your good faith,” he sneered.

“I did not hire him to attack the anti-Balakas,” General 

Ousmane explained again.  “I gave him permission to defend 

his mining concessions with a security force of his own, so that 

I wouldn’t have to send troops to protect his workers.  It saved 

the lives of my men and prevented collisions between our 

forces while we were still engaged in negotiations.”

“Now the negotiations are over,” Cadou spat, “and 

we’re no closer to a deal than we were when your lot first came 

into power.  And now you want us to pull your balls away 

from the knife.  Why not ask us to just slit our own throats 

right now?  Do you know how many men these Sikhs have 

killed?”

“I do not,” Ousmane admitted.

“And you think we can just walk in and take one of the 

installations they’re guarding?  What you propose, Ousmane, 

is suicide and slaughter.”

“My army would act in concert with your forces.”  

After the debacle at the river, Cadou, as the only remaining 

anti-Balaka leader of importance, was a source of 
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supplementary troops that Ousmane could not afford to 

overlook.

“So they can shoot us if we’re not gunned down by the 

Sikhs first?”

“So we can prevent him from diverting the river on 

which our country depends away from the areas where it is 

needed most.”

“Bangui, you mean?  Bangui has other rivers it can get 

its water from.  Besides, if the city withers without the Ubangi, 

where’s the disaster in that?  Maybe it’s time we had a capital 

closer to the heartland--closer to the people who actually 

produce what the country relies upon for its survival.  Food 

and timber and diamonds, that’s what matters--not a city full of 

decadents.”  Cadou had obviously been got at by Marxist 

instructors at some point in his career.  “Try again.  Why 

should we even consider an alliance with you for any 

purpose?”

“Because of what’s in it for you.”

“And that is?”

“Amnesty for all crimes prior to this date, enumerated 

or not.  I’m in need of a new Minister of Defense.  You’ve 

survived Sir Charles for five years, which suggests you know 

something about warfare; I’m offering you the post.  Your men 

to form the core of the army when it’s rebuilt, serving under 

their own officers until an integrated force can be constructed.”

Cadou chewed on his thumbnail and considered this.  

“What about my colleagues?  I may be the only man to have 

kept my unit intact all this time, but there are still a few of our 

officers left who would do their best to start another war if they 

didn’t get anything out of the deal.”

“We can find posts for them.  Minister without 

portfolio, if nothing else offers.  And after this I’ll want a head 

of intelligence, and I’m also in the market for a new Minister of 

Mines.”
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“With all the assets at the disposal of the previous 

holders of the posts transferred to our accounts?”

“With whatever of theirs you can lay your hands on.  

We can thresh out who runs the country afterwards, but if we 

don’t remove Sir Charles now, within the next few days, we 

won’t have a country to fight over.  Not an intact one, anyway.  

And I think that you, like myself, would rather rule all of the 

CAR than a fragment of it.”

“And if you bring your political enemies into the fold 

we can call it a national unity government, and that’ll 

encourage foreign aid and investment.”

“That is also a consideration.”

The smile on Cadou’s face disappeared abruptly.  “I’ll 

put it to my men and see what they have to say.”  He slouched 

off into the jungle, leaving Ousmane waiting and sweating in 

the presidential car.

* * * * *

The camp on the northern ridge, which connected with 

the riverside command post ten miles to the south, was 

accessed via a light but elegant bridge that spanned the chasm 

newly opened by Sir Charles’s mining crews.  The Ubangi had 

settled down in its new channel and was flowing steadily 

beneath the bridge, which was another thing that hadn’t 

existed a few days ago.  It provided a pathway for the trucks 

that were moving crushed rock and gravel to the conveyors at 

an astonishing rate.  The soldiers watched them go by and 

snarled.  Their army had been reduced by a quarter in the past 

twenty-four hours, not including desertions.  Their national 

capital was being dried up like a slug on an alkali plain--and 

for what?  So that the whim of Sir Charles Grosley might be 

achieved?  They were resentful, and at the same time, terrified.

By Ousmane’s orders, the main attack would be made 

on the bridge.  If that was severed, the immediate supply of fill 
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to the conveyors would be halted, and their work on blocking 

the old channel of the Ubangi would come to a stop.  It would 

take the engineers hours, at a minimum, to arrange for a new 

transport route, and days before the new route could be put 

into regular use.  That would give the Central African troops a 

chance to capture the other camps, cutting Sir Charles’s supply 

chain in two.  With the help of the machines and explosives 

captured in those raids, the old river would then be reopened.  

Ousmane remained blithely unaware that all of the excavators 

in the mining camps had been disassembled under Tang’s 

direction prior to the opening of the canal.  His scheming after 

the event justified the Cantonese engineer’s precautionary 

measure.

After the bridge was reduced, the soldiers were to stage 

a frontal attack on the camp to draw the attention of the Sikhs 

and force them to concentrate on the defensive while a 

detachment armed with grenades and rockets was to destroy as 

many of the trucks as possible.  In the midst of the chaos, 

Cadou’s anti-Balaka forces would assault the camp from the 

opposite side.  The Sikhs would be outnumbered ten to one, 

Ousmane had estimated, and the surprise would give his 

troops a further advantage.  It was a far wiser plan than trying 

to shove them off the river without finesse.

He was also ignorant of the fact that a drone circling 

three miles overhead was reporting the position of every 

soldier under his command to Colonel Hundal and his officers 

in glowing infrared.

Something crashed down through the canopy, 

displacing an angry flock of birds, and landed with a hard 

thump on the soil near one of the mortar crews.  The soldiers 

turned to look at it.  Without time to run or take cover, they 

stared in fascination at the bomb, expecting it to shred them 

into pieces at any moment.  Nothing happened.

Around them, there was a soft rustling as other 

grenades fell through the branches, a spray of them, launched 
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from so far away that the noise of the mortars that had fired 

them was inaudible over the distant rumble of trucks on the 

road.  There were cries of alarm, crashes as some of the soldiers 

took off into the brush rather than waiting to see if they would 

die--but no explosions.  Minutes passed.  The fall of the bombs 

died away.  The soldiers began to assume it was a gesture 

made at random with dummy rounds.

The sergeant in charge of the mortar checked his watch.  

One minute to the scheduled start of the bombardment.

Behind his back, the grenade blew out its end in a 

column of rapidly expanding pale smoke, which caught the 

mortar crew by their throats and threw them over, choking and 

weeping.  The forest was filled with the stuff, wisps of steam 

reaching out to find victims like the traditional ghosts of the 

rivers.  The fall of bombs commenced again, but this time there 

was no delay.  They burst at once, in constant succession, until 

the jungle was white beneath the trees.

A mile away, General Ousmane saw the gas coming 

and panicked.  He was already in a fury over the failure of his 

soldiers to attack as planned.  That anger turned to fear when 

he saw the wave of vapor sweeping towards him.  He assumed 

it was poisonous, and threw himself into his car.  His driver 

needed no instructions to make a sweeping turn and get the 

hell out of there.

And meanwhile the Sikhs, properly fitted with gas 

masks, were strolling through the bush and confiscating the 

weapons of the crying soldiers.  To the west, Cadou had 

decided that pillaging Sibut would be a better use of his time 

than supporting a falling president whom he didn’t like very 

much anyway.

* * * * *

The disappearance of the Ubangi had shocked the 

citizens of Bangui into apathy.  Rather than rioting, they waited 
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cautiously for the next move in the game.  Rumors filtered 

through the sparsely populated country districts about how the 

land was rising to fill the place where the river had been, how 

the strange soldiers from the mines had broken loose and 

struck down the army like a shoal of tadpoles attacked by a 

crocodile, how General Ousmane had been seen fleeing in the 

dusk to the presidential palace while what remained of the 

army clustered around his gates.  The refugees encamped at 

the airport reported that a beautiful white plane had come 

floating down to the runway, only to sheer off at the last 

minute.  Whispers radiated out from the terminal that a strange 

and commanding voice over the radio had ordered it not to 

attempt a landing unless its pilots wished to be shot down.  

The plane climbed and did not return, and the presidential 

Mercedes, which had been en route to the airport at the time, 

swerved and retraced its path.

The sky over Bangui blossomed with parachutes.  In its 

red-dirt squares, companies of Sikhs formed up, their 

immaculate jumpsuits and rich turbans a revelation for a 

population which was accustomed to seeing its soldiers dirty 

and in rags.  When a patrol of local troops attempted to 

ambush one of the companies, its men fired so many rounds 

into the attackers that their bodies were unidentifiable.  

Remarkably, those were the only casualties of the first few 

hours.  The Sikhs converged on the government quarter, 

herding the idlers out of their way but otherwise ignoring 

them.  From behind the black grilles of their compounds, the 

Western ambassadors watched, unable to do more than 

observe.  The French ambassador had demanded an inquiry 

when the river had gone dry.  Paris had said they would 

consider it.  They were still considering it.

One at a time, the few sand-colored edifices that housed 

government offices were all cleared of their occupants.  Colonel 

Hundal sent his pilots to appropriate the presidential 

helicopter and the half-dozen light transport aircraft that made 
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up the CAR’s air force.  As the Sikhs closed in on the 

presidential palace, the soldiers guarding it slipped away.  

Some took their arms with them, preserving the one essential 

ingredient in a civil war.  The Sikh companies politely waited 

for them to get out of the way, and then cordoned off the area.

General Ousmane presented himself on the roof with a 

megaphone.  He demanded a meeting with Sir Charles 

Grosley.  The major in command of the occupation force 

replied that Sir Charles was otherwise occupied.  Ousmane 

proposed Colonel Hundal as an intermediary instead.  A lance 

corporal threw him a satellite phone, and he could be seen on 

television all over the world arguing into it with animation.  At 

last he nodded and hung up.  He disappeared indoors for five 

minutes, at the end of which time his personal helicopter 

landed outside the gates, its CAR markings already obliterated 

by Sir Charles’s triangle logo.  The General emerged from the 

palace with the pockets of his jacket noticeably distended and 

boarded the helicopter.  His destination was not announced.  It 

was later revealed that he had agreed to accept exile in Kenya.

A body of Sikhs went through the presidential palace 

with tact and swiftness, ushering out thieving waiters and 

hovering government ministers with equal impartiality.  The 

cynical Minister of the Interior had been at home when the 

invasion had begun and had strolled down to watch with 

amusement as his former colleagues were pushed out of their 

bailiwicks.  He was even trading cigarettes with a couple of the 

Indian NCOs, perfectly reconciled to the new order.

Eight Russian-built gunships whisked in over the 

empty gulch that had once been the Ubangi River and took up 

stations around the palace.  For several minutes they hung 

there, commanding the attention and respect of the populace 

and what was left of the army.  A word from the squadron 

leader, and they turned and unleashed their rockets and 

cannons on the dirty, crumbling structure with detached 

precision.  In flame and concussion, it collapsed on itself, 
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writing an unmistakable finish to the era of Ousmane’s rule in 

the CAR.

Sir Charles’s 727, on final approach to the airport, 

climbed up out of the pattern and circled the field to allow his 

Dash 7 to land first.  There was a rule among the pilots in his 

service that whichever plane was actually carrying Sir Charles 

would be given priority.

* * * * *

Sir Charles received Madame Catherine Samba-Panza, 

the former acting president of the Central African Republic, at 

the Petroca Tower on the Avenue des Martyrs.  As she was a 

nonpartisan with prior experience in the job, he had fetched her 

back from exile and an indifferent law practice in Paris to head 

a second interim government.

“And let’s not make a habit of these handovers,” he 

cautioned her with wry humor.  “If you were pushed out by 

yet another Seleka revolt, and had to return later for a third 

unelected term of office, people might begin to talk.”

“They already talk,” Samba-Panza said dryly.  “There’s 

a rumor overseas to the effect that you helped arm and finance 

Seleka when they seized power six years ago.  Idle gossip, Sir 

Charles?”

“It must be, Madame President.  If there were any truth 

in the rumor, would you be standing here associating with a 

conspirator whose presence could taint your impartiality?”

The new president bit her lip.  Sir Charles had a way of 

turning the tables on people, as the present situation amply 

demonstrated.

“Do you have any foundation of legitimacy for 

removing Ousmane and putting me in his place?”

“Apart from the fact that he staged an unwarranted 

attack on my employees, who were acting in accordance with 
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the terms of an agreement authorized by his own government, 

and I was forced to depose him as an act of self-defense, no.”

“And you expect the international community to accept 

that?”

“Yes.  They can’t complain.  The alternative is either 

chaos or Cadou.  Which do you think that charming French 

ambassador will prefer?”

“Point taken.  But in the matter of forming a 

government--”

“I suggest the serving Minister of the Interior as your 

new prime minister.  The Minister of Mines has also agreed to 

continue to serve in your government.  And that’s an excellent 

start for your first half hour in office.”

“The same Minister of Mines who gave you your 

concessions, and who is almost ready to have a stroke at the 

thought that you might have him eliminated as an 

inconvenient witness.”

“On the contrary, I owe him a debt of gratitude.  His 

due diligence, which was not very diligent after all, helped me 

establish my position here.”

“That is another problem.  Your canal.”

“My canal is hardly a problem, madame.  It functions 

better than I had anticipated.”

“It cuts off the supply of water to the capital.”

“Hardly that.  There is plenty of water available in local 

wells and in the river system that empties into the old channel 

at Bimbo--I always forget its name.  And in any case, it 

wouldn’t hurt to reduce the size of Bangui.  Urban 

environments are very unhealthy.”

“It will cause a dispute over lost fishing rights with the 

Congolese.”

“That is my problem, not yours.  And after today I don’t 

think the DRC will be asserting itself very strongly if and when 

it approaches me.”  Sir Charles nodded in the direction of the 

distant, still-smoking ruins of the presidential palace.
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“It gives you the opportunity to do whatever you want 

with the interior of my country.”

“And it gives you the chance to preside over your 

country once again.”

“Am I expected to be grateful to you?”

“Yes.  And you are to express that gratitude by making 

a minimum of fuss over my operations.”

“Sir Charles, that canal of yours cuts the CAR in half!  

What happens if the eastern half of the country decides to 

secede, on the grounds that it is no longer physically part of the 

CAR?”

“Then it secedes.  That one is most definitely your 

problem, not mine.  I have found that when a region wants to 

break away from its government, it usually doesn’t need to use 

the existence or non-existence of a river as an excuse.”

“You haven’t yet suggested how I am supposed to 

convince the population that your projects are not destructive.”

“You haven’t yet given any thought to what they could 

possibly be used for.  Consider that for a moment.”

“Well, I assume you have much better surveys of the 

country now than any that the government had previously 

obtained.”

“Correct.”

“Which means new mines can be opened.  The canal--”

“The Ubangi River.”

“The Ubangi can be used for transporting the output of 

the mines, as well as for local commerce.  Better relations with 

Chad, because now the lake’s watershed is being restored.  A 

possible bilateral trade agreement, if we can secure funding--a 

new industrial base for central Africa, founded on their energy 

reserves and our mineral resources.  Increased industrial and 

urban employment.  Less dependence on foreign aid.  Increases 

in education and the quality of life.  Little resistance from the 

armed militias, because those have all...shall we say, died off in 

the last few years.  Regular elections.  Stable government.”
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“You see, Madame President?  If you try, you can find 

plenty of scope for persuading yourself that you like my 

alterations to the Ubangi’s course.  And if you can persuade 

yourself, you can persuade others.  That is the politician’s gift.”

“Of course, with your cooperation, this won’t be 

persuasion alone.  Once you expand your operations--”

“I have no intention of expanding my operations.”

“But your mines--your industrial base--”

“Are all being disassembled.  Any resource extraction 

that I undertake in the future will be on a very small scale.  I 

have no intention of helping the CAR, which is fortunate in 

being a chiefly agrarian nation, to develop heavy industry.”

“But you just suggested to me that you would.”

“That I could.  There is a difference.  And I did so in 

order to encourage you to suggest it to others.”

“I must refuse to be a public relations agent for your 

inexplicable and selfish schemes with the people of my 

country.”

Sir Charles glanced suggestively at the Sikh honor 

guard nearby.  “You will do as you are told.”
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Chapter Fifteen

Seven aircraft streaked north across the savanna 

towards Mao.  Beneath them, the brown scrub was picked out 

with little flecks of green, evidence of the new supply of water 

that was welling into the soil from the overflowing Chari River.  

But the planes were flying too fast for the pilots to notice such 

trivial details.

What they could see was the surface of Lake Chad as 

they approached it.  They were all familiar with it from their 

training flights and practice sorties, and its remarkable change 

a week after the opening of the Ubangi Canal made them 

throttle back to better take in the view.  The delta where the 

Chari entered the lake was still churning from the disturbance, 

throwing a long plume of silt out into the water.  That was 

something you saw on satellite photos of the Amazon, the 

flight leader thought, not here in the desert.  The lake itself 

seemed to have doubled or tripled in size, although this was 

mostly due to the rising water levels having submerged all of 

the sandbars and banks of reeds that rose from its shallow 

depths.  Instead of a mere five hundred square miles, it now 

covered thousands.  Already the lake was bigger and deeper 

than most Chadians could remember it.  On one spit of land 

several dark forms lay basking in the sun.  Crocodiles too had 

been nothing but a distant memory until a few days ago.
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The aircraft in the formation were all former Soviet 

types, three MiG-27s and the rest Su-25s.  The MiGs were new 

and quite pretty in their two-tone desert tan camouflage, with 

pale blue bellies to accent their fine lines.  Modern classics.  The 

Su-25s, on the other hand, showed their age, as well as a 

history of heavy use.  After two decades of coup attempts, 

insurgencies, and rebellions, only four of the original eight 

aircraft ordered by Chad remained operational.  Two had 

crashed or been shot down during combat operations.  Another 

two had burned mysteriously while parked six months ago.  

Which was actually fortunate, the flight leader had reflected 

that morning, because four qualified pilots were all he had 

available to man them, and if he had been forced to leave 

aircraft behind due to a personnel shortage, he would have 

been the target of a great deal of vulgar abuse from his 

superiors.  He was also the commander of the Chadian air 

force, and as such was uniquely positioned both to receive the 

criticisms of more senior officers and to lead an attack on Sir 

Charles Grosley’s headquarters in Mao.

It had taken a week of dithering for Idriss Deby to make 

up his mind about what to do with Sir Charles.  Enthusiasm 

that the Lake Chad watershed was being replenished without 

his government having to lift a finger to make it happen 

competed in his mind with a growing fear that the lake and its 

resources would empower local sultans, thereby increasing the 

likelihood of another civil war.  He was also resentful that Sir 

Charles, who had paid him well for stretches of empty desert, 

had never taken him into his confidence, and he was annoyed 

that the sudden rush of water into the Chari had flooded a 

number of towns, causing damage for which he would be held 

responsible by the locals.  Then there was the constant image of 

General Ousmane, his southern counterpart, being whisked 

away to exile while helicopters bearing the now-famous triple 

triangle had reduced his palace to ruins.  And now, Deby 

understood from his belated intelligence reports, Sir Charles’s 
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Sikh regiment was handing the CAR back over to its chastened 

army and interim officials and concentrating inside Chad.  That 

was a deterrent; it was also an implicit threat.  In the end it was 

his pride that won out.  He could not permit someone else to 

dictate his policies or ignore his authority inside his own 

country.  Sir Charles had to go.

He sent the entire attack capacity of his air force 

winging north into the desert--desert that would one day be a 

vast inland sea, if the predictions of his foreign consultants 

were correct.  The seven planes carried twenty tons of bombs 

among them, more than enough to send Sir Charles running for 

the border.  The rest of his infrastructure could be disposed of 

in future sorties.  And then there was the matter of the Sultan 

of Bode, who had, in the past few years, actively aided Sir 

Charles in establishing some kind of research facility north of 

the town--on land that would never be inundated by the lake.  

Deby was extremely suspicious of that.  Behind the strike force, 

his transports were warming up their engines, preparing to 

send part of the army north to follow up the air assault with a 

ground invasion.

The lieutenant in the lead MiG checked his clock.  On 

schedule, they were crossing over the northern shoreline of the 

lake.  The islets that had previously clustered around the shore, 

stretching out into the water for miles, were fewer now.  As the 

water rose, they would continue to vanish.  The lake would 

swallow up entire villages in places.  The flight was well inside 

the territory of the Bode Sultanate now; hostile territory for all 

intents and purposes.  The pilots paid close attention to their 

radios.  No challenges, no idle chatter.  That was good.

Mao leaped up in front of them, its mud-brick walls 

decked with colorful rags as if for a festival or celebration.  As 

the jets flashed over the town, the lieutenant’s plane rocked in 

the heat waves coming off the desert, and he could have sworn 

he saw a wagon loaded with fish in the marketplace.  Surely 

the new influx of water couldn’t have regenerated the lake’s 
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fisheries in just a week?  Then he recalled that they must have 

come down from the upper reaches of the Ubangi.  Quite a 

windfall for the local fishermen.

That large complex of buildings, he realized, was Sir 

Charles’s headquarters.  His aircraft passed directly over it.  He 

began a slow turn.  On the horizon, the extensive runways and 

launch pads of the research station came into view, 

shimmering gray and silver like a mirage.

The lieutenant flicked a lever and his landing gear came 

down and locked with a satisfying clunk.  He glanced left and 

right.  The rest of the aircraft in his flight had their gear down 

as well.  He clicked his microphone twice, and on cue, the rest 

of the Chadian air force slotted in behind him.  The new three-

mile runway, the largest in Africa, welcomed them.  They 

landed with great care, suddenly very conscious of the twenty 

tons of high explosive hanging from their wings.

A ground vehicle was waiting to guide them across the 

tarmac to a distant apron.  There was no need to break radio 

silence.  Conversation would come later.

The lieutenant’s first impression, after the whine of the 

fourteen turbines had died away, was of being surrounded by 

a profound, inhuman calm.  No other aircraft waited at the 

field or hovered in the sky.  The place was an impressive 

accomplishment, the more so as it was isolated from the rest of 

the world.  Apart from the retreating car, it was devoid of 

ground crew as well.  His men clambered down onto the 

parking area unobserved.

Except for the tall figure of Sir Charles watching them 

from some yards away.  His presence came as a surprise to all 

except the lieutenant, who was the only man among them who 

knew Sir Charles by sight.  And even he wondered why the 

adventurer had come to meet them in person.

“Very nice,” Sir Charles said as they came up to him.  

“Very nice indeed.  I have a friend who will appreciate these.  I 

suppose your weapons are armed?  Yes, I thought the need for 
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verisimilitude would win out in the end.  This way, please.”  

He waved them into the nearest hangar.  It was no cooler than 

the desert inside.  But there was a long table with seven small 

canvas bags waiting for them.  Each contained half a million 

Euros.  Sir Charles had bought the Chadian air force for three 

and a half millions and considered it cheap at the price.

“Satisfactory, I trust?” he asked, watching the men 

count their money with enthusiasm.

“If I may point out, sir, you did promise us passports as 

well,” the lieutenant ventured.

“So I did.  Miss Hersheim!”  The appearance of Sir 

Charles’s blonde Danish secretary stunned the pilots more than 

the cash had excited them.  “Passports and exit visas for seven.  

Better give them diplomatic papers, I think.  Refugee status will 

cause too many complications.”

“If you gentlemen will follow me,” Miss Hersheim said, 

turning back to the small office nestled against the curving wall 

of the hangar.  The pilots followed, murmuring among 

themselves.  None of them were older than their mid-twenties, 

and French is a very explicit language.

When the transports arrived to disembark their troops 

that afternoon, they found an undamaged town and seven 

hundred Sikhs waiting for them.  They returned to N’Djamena 

without landing.

* * * * *

Ambassador Jean-Christophe Fleury felt that his dignity 

had been affronted.  On arriving in Mao, after a long and 

tedious journey by armored car from the capital, no one from 

Sir Charles’s organization had been on hand to meet him.  His 

driver was forced to ask the way to the Nevisian’s residence 

from passersby.  Sir Charles’s staff, far from being eager to 

accommodate him or offer him a place to rest after his trip, 

treated him with indifference.  That was when they were in the 
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room.  Most of the time they were invisible or absent.  No one 

could tell him when Sir Charles could be expected to receive 

him and he was left to cool his heels with a pot of lukewarm 

tea.  Worst of all had been the experience of being frisked by 

Colonel Hundal, who was rapidly becoming a well-known 

figure in international military circles.  He was sure that 

Hundal had bruised him in a vital area.  He had protested the 

indignity with vigor.

“My dear ambassador,” the Colonel had replied, “your 

political masters no doubt consider my master to be little better 

than a terrorist or a war criminal.  Such men do not receive the 

benefit of due process, and if you were to shoot him down, you 

would be praised as a liberator and a defender of progress 

rather than condemned as a murderer.  Therefore I am 

compelled to take extraordinary precautions.”

As if his recollection had the power to summon the evil 

genie of his imagination, Colonel Hundal appeared in the 

doorway.  “Sir Charles will see you now,” the Sikh informed 

him.  He did not trouble to show Fleury into the room or even 

hold the door open for him.

Nor, the ambassador noted, was Sir Charles any more 

cordial.  He failed to rise to greet him.  “Ah, Ambassador 

Fleury, I think.  What was it you wanted to see me about?”

Fleury took advantage of Sir Charles’s rudeness to seat 

himself without permission, sinking down into a proper chair 

with a sigh of relief.  “I should like to offer my services as a 

mediator in the current crisis, Sir Charles.”

“You mean France would like to offer her services.”

“France has a vested interest in both Chad and the 

Central African Republic, Sir Charles.”

“Indeed.”  For the first time Sir Charles drew his 

attention away from his lunch and devoted it all to his visitor.  

“So much of a vested interest that she would like to dictate the 

dispositions of their governments without having to be 

responsible for their faults any longer.  Personally I prefer the 
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old-fashioned forms of colonialism myself; they were less 

dishonest.  But leaving that part aside, what crisis do you 

suppose exists that requires France’s impartial intervention?”

The ambassador pursed his lips.  “To take the least of 

the issues at hand first, there is the question of your deposition 

of General Ousmane.”

“I am no longer involved in the politics of the CAR, nor 

am I much interested in them.”

“Then there is the canal.”

“Yes, it’s certainly there.”

“And that is a problem, monsieur.  None of the 

countries whose territories you have altered without 

permission are satisfied with the current situation.  Surely you 

must realize that.”

“I realize it quite well, thank you.”

“In that case you must also see that your achievements, 

while remarkable in and of themselves, are not conducive to 

mutual understanding in central Africa.  For the general good, 

you must be prepared to make some concessions.”

“Why?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Why?”

“Sir Charles...you cannot manipulate millions of people 

to suit your own plans.”

“For a diplomat, you are a remarkably oblivious man.  

I already have adjusted the lives of millions of people to suit 

my own plans.  I shall continue to do so without reference to 

foreign interlopers, and I flatter myself that the choices I have 

made in order to benefit people who actually live here will be 

better received than the choices you would like to make in 

order to benefit the occupants of the Elysee.”

“You place your desires above our collective expertise?”

“Of course.  I expect the sort of concession you are 

looking for is the closure of my canal.”
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“At the very least some reduction in its capacity, in 

order to restore part of the river to its old course and settle the 

disputes arising between the CAR and the DRC--”

“Out of the question.  I need it all.”

“All?”

“All.”

“May I inquire for what purpose?”

“Again, you are a trifle behind the times, Ambassador.  

For the purpose of refilling Lake Chad to its prehistoric levels.”

“The government of Chad has not authorized such a 

project.”

“The decisions of the government of Chad do not 

interest me in the least.”

“Refilling the lake will drown tens of thousands of 

square kilometers of land.”

“Of course.”

“It will displace millions of people.”

“Really, Ambassador Fleury, you are a master of the 

obvious.”

“It will destroy the Chadian economy--”

“And the elaborate plans for said economy set up by 

the World Bank and Chad’s foreign creditors, among the 

foremost of which is France, for the benefit of said creditors.”

“It will inundate N’Djamena and force the complete 

evacuation of the capital city.”

“I never liked that city much.”

“Can you please tell me, Sir Charles, how, under these 

conditions, you can see yourself as a benefactor of the Chadian 

people?”

“Easily.  I take it you haven’t met Mai Kadjallah?”  

Fleury’s face showed a lack of comprehension.  “The Sultan of 

Bode.  He’s the one who actually rules this part of Chad, not 

Idriss Deby and his good-for-nothing brothers.  His people are 

fisherman and traders.  A lot of them are going to be forced to 

move as the lake refills.  Their villages, as you so brilliantly 
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pointed out, will be underwater.  But they don’t really mind 

that.  Why?  Because a deepwater lake will provide them with 

a vast new amount of farmland and unparalleled opportunities 

for irrigation.  They can grow more and better crops.  They’ll 

have pasture for their camels.  They can even plant forests--

forests, something not seen in this part of the world for 

thousands of years!  Without a single dollar or euro in foreign 

aid, and without any interference by self-interested foreign 

pests--among whom I must number you--they can raise their 

standard of living immensely.  And this applies not only to the 

people of the Bode Sultanate, but to those of the surrounding 

traditional kingdoms as well.  It’s a collaborative project 

between us.  I cut the canal.  We work together to improve the 

local environment.  They get to support themselves without 

damage to their pride, and I get a world-class research facility 

in the midst of a new and thriving local culture.

“And let’s not forget how they feel about Deby.  Deby 

kills them.  His government has done nothing for them but 

drop bombs and bullets on them.  No doubt you feel that that’s 

an appropriate response to their resistance to his greed and 

brutality, but they don’t like it and I don’t like it.  The restored 

Lake Chad will not only make them independent of the central 

government for survival, it will, in some cases, place a physical 

barrier between them and Deby’s forces.  And that will save 

lives.”

“What you are suggesting amounts to encouraging 

rebellion against a recognized government and an ally of 

France.”

“I would prefer quiet secession, with Deby accepting 

the fact.  Persuade him, Ambassador.”

“No persuasion is possible.  You must understand, Sir 

Charles, that the borders of Chad are set by international law, 

and that while the claims of Idriss Deby to power may be 

founded on somewhat shaky electoral results, the legitimacy of 
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the Chadian government which he represents cannot be 

questioned.”

“I believe I just did question it.  Mai Kadjallah and his 

fellow sultans certainly have.  I can speak for their opinions on 

the subject with safety.”

“Their opinions, while not to be neglected, are not 

binding upon the Chadian government, nor upon the 

international community.  You, Sir Charles, have had an 

English education”--Sir Charles flashed a pleasantly vicious 

smile at him--“and this agrarian ideal, this rural idyll you have 

presented, may appeal to you and to the local tribes, but it is a 

fraud.  The best chance that the rural population of Chad has to 

improve its standard of living lies in a properly structured 

program of development carried out in tandem with the global 

community.”

“Don’t lie, Ambassador.  Your kind of government 

hasn’t done them much good.  Perhaps it’s time they had their 

own back.”

“They have no government!”

“There speaks the Foreign Legion, heedless of what it 

crushes underfoot.”

“But really...” Fleury spluttered, trying to retrieve his 

tactical error.  “Surely you can’t suggest that tribal chiefs whose 

roles are, at best, those of arbitrators, can successfully provide 

the services required of a functioning state?  A few men on 

camels with rusty rifles for defense?  Education other than the 

madrasa?  Hospitals and clinics?  Pensions?  Care for the 

indigent?”

“Social democracy doesn’t quite measure up to the 

reality of the desert.”

“But if given the chance--”

“They don’t want it.  What part of that don’t you 

understand?”

“Their best interests--”

“Are for them to decide, not you.”
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“And you?”

“I have no involvement in local politics beyond a 

mutual protection arrangement with the local rulers.  As I said, 

they are my allies and collaborators.  They do not take orders 

from me, and I wouldn’t ask them to.”

“And yet you persuaded them to collaborate with you.”

“I didn’t have to.  The canal persuaded them.  The idea 

itself spoke to their imaginations.”

“The canal must be closed, Sir Charles, or at least 

restricted.”

“Why?”

“Because the national interests of Chad demand it.”

“You mean because the national interests of France 

demand it.  I can’t abide dishonesty, Ambassador.”

“The welfare of the Chadian people demands it.”

“You are still laboring under the delusion that you 

know what is good for them and they do not?  Curious.”  Sir 

Charles stretched out his arm and picked something out of a 

rack in the corner.  It was a double rifle, long and slim and 

elegant, with side plates overflowing with engraving.  “Do you 

know what this is, Ambassador Fleury?”

“It’s a safari rifle.”

“So assured and yet so imprecise.  It’s a Purdey rifle.  

No doubt you might have a good word to say about Chapuis if 

you were a hunter, which you’re not, but that wouldn’t alter 

the fact that the Purdey remains the finest piece of weapons 

technology ever created by man.  Show me a frigate or a 

bomber that’s still operational after fifty years--and yet the 

Purdey of a century ago is no different from and no inferior to 

the Purdey of today.”  With a flick of his wrist, Sir Charles 

snapped the breech shut and let the gun pivot in his hand until 

both barrels wavered in the direction of the squirming 

ambassador.  He chuckled softly.  “You know, there’s quite a 

lovely joke here.”

“You must pardon me if I don’t quite see it.”
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“No, you wouldn’t.  But it’s entertaining, all the same.  

You see, back when the colonial powers were busy enslaving 

the rest of the world, their officers and commanders, and most 

of all their agents provocateurs, carried Purdey rifles.  Now 

Purdey rifles have become so expensive, and the colonial 

powers so poor, that only the rest of the world can afford to 

buy them.”  He laughed again.  “I bear no malice, but I do find 

it very amusing.”

* * * * *

The French ambassador had shut himself up in his 

embassy, swearing violently at Sir Charles.  The American 

ambassador looked tense and glum.  The British ambassador 

was away on emergency leave having his gallbladder 

modified.  The Chinese ambassador was surprisingly cheerful.  

Meanwhile the small consignment of French soldiers at the 

N’Djamena airport checked their gear for the fiftieth time and 

waited for orders that might never be issued.

A crocodile came ashore in an irritable mood and was 

greeted by widespread alarm coupled with confusion.  A few 

half-hearted attempts to drive him back into the river had the 

opposite effect and sent him sauntering down the Avenue 

Charles de Gaulle instead.  He almost made a meal of a 

pedestrian outside the Grand Mosque.  The belated arrival of a 

flustered policeman with a rifle worsened the situation, as the 

crocodile is well armored and shot placement is everything 

when hunting one.  After the abortive expenditure of two full 

magazines, someone in the crowd produced a grenade from a 

hidden pocket and lobbed it carefully between the crocodile’s 

jaws.  That finished the affair, except that public pressure on 

Deby subsequently increased.  The citizens of N’Djamena had 

been very much in favor of seeing Lake Chad refilled at first.  

But if giant lizards in the streets were going to be a regular 
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occurrence as a result, then they might be disposed to 

reconsider their position.

There was also the threat that N’Djamena itself would 

soon be underwater.  Ambassador Fleury had made the most 

of Sir Charles’s admission that the city would be submerged at 

some point, and had secured front-page space in every local 

daily to sound the alarm.  Each column was accompanied by a 

full-color map of the proposed new boundaries of the lake, 

with the cities it would destroy marked in large letters.  The 

printing expenses were paid out of the French government’s 

diplomatic fund.  Fleury had had no scruples about 

accelerating the timetable in the interests of his government, 

either.  A French survey team had expressed the opinion that it 

would take decades for the rising waters to reach the city 

limits.  The ambassador had thanked them and shoved their 

report to the back of his desk.  When the figures appeared in 

print, he had cut their estimates by an order of magnitude.

By government decree, Sir Charles was denied space in 

all of the papers to rebut the French allegations, but in the 

aftermath of the crisis, their editors conferred and realized that 

he had never approached a single journalist.  He cut them out 

of the loop entirely, falling back on leaflets and posters that 

circulated rapidly in spite of official disapproval.  More to the 

point, his publicity never attempted to deny the claims of the 

French ambassador as to the damage that the restored lake 

would cause to Chadian society.  Instead, he looked to the 

future, describing the extent of the farmland that would 

surround the lake once it had refilled, and asking Chadians a 

simple question.  Would they rather depend on foreign aid for 

survival, with Deby or another parasite to administer it, since 

the international community recognized none but parasites, or 

would they like the chance to support themselves without the 

need for outside help and a tyrant?  The argument was 

compelling.  It split the locals into multiple camps based on 

their attitude towards Sir Charles and his proposals, which was 

208



novel; former opponents of the Deby regime found themselves 

collaborating with his administration out of dislike to Sir 

Charles and the lake.  Riots became commonplace.  Mosques 

and churches began to curtail their services to inhibit large 

gatherings, since any crowd might turn ugly under the present 

circumstances.

The man indirectly responsible for the political crisis, 

Yaya Dillo, had vanished from the scene.  When his uncle 

realized that his persuasions had been responsible for Sir 

Charles gaining a foothold in Chad in the first place, he had 

ordered his nephew’s immediate arrest.  Dillo’s ultimate fate 

was a matter of some conjecture.  One story current in the 

markets had the police gunning him down on sight; another 

ascribed the fatal shot to Deby himself after a heated final 

meeting between the two.  A third variant suggested that Dillo 

had escaped in time and fled south to form an alliance with a 

tribe on the verge of open revolution, thereby changing his coat 

yet again.  The most colorful version of all claimed that Deby 

had ordered the army to round up a stray crocodile, to which 

Dillo had then been fed.  Lurid distortions of the tale soon 

began to grace the pages of the tabloids half a world away.

A second attempt at an assault in force on Sir Charles’s 

headquarters had proved as futile as the first.  The Chadian 

army managed to round up thirty-five tanks to spearhead the 

venture and sent them charging north along the road to Mao.  

When they were halfway into the desert, the first MILAN 

warhead dropped from the sky and turned the lead tank into a 

funeral pyre.  Under the Deby administration, the Chadian 

forces had been preoccupied with putting down internal 

dissent.  No one had made antiaircraft weapons a priority, and 

the few machine guns that accompanied the assault force were 

unable to reach Sir Charles’s gunships.  The last of the old 

portable missiles in the inventory had gone missing over the 

course of the past year, a pattern of events that could now be 

attributed to espionage.  The general in the rear of the column 
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watched in impotence as tank after tank burst into flames.  

When the tenth vehicle blew up, the others skidded to a halt.  

The crews climbed out and began walking back the way they 

had come.  No orders or threats would persuade them to 

return, and the wisdom of their decision was underscored by 

the abrupt way in which the distant gunships had stopped 

firing.

The general tried to continue the assault with his 

armored personnel carriers alone.  The gunships edged closer 

and began letting gas grenades fly.  That broke the advance.  

The drivers slewed around, picked up the tank crews, and 

departed the scene.  Half an hour later, a company of 

paratroopers dropped down on the abandoned tanks, started 

them up, and drove them into Mao.  Sir Charles now had an 

armored division of his own, the foreign papers reported with 

their usual hyperbole.  The French ambassador had a 

screaming fit.  The Russian and American ambassadors had an 

afternoon drinking session to condole with one another.

Closer to home, the Sultan of Baguirmi, whose people 

traditionally resided on the southern shore of Lake Chad, came 

out in favor of Sir Charles’s proposals and disarmed all 

policemen and soldiers in his district who refused to forswear 

allegiance to the Chadian government.  In a rage, Deby sent an 

expeditionary force four hundred strong to deal with the 

problem.  The force found itself unopposed until the moment 

when the sultan’s ad-hoc militia ambushed it and wiped it out 

of existence.  More crocodile-and-prisoner stories found their 

way into the papers...

* * * * *

“What are they doing now?” Ambassador Fleury 

demanded of his phone.

“Looking around,” came the voice of the major who 

commanded the local detachment of French troops.  France’s 
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presence in Chad had been consistently reduced over the past 

several years due to decreased tensions.  The French assistance 

force was in no position to stage a counterattack against Sir 

Charles’s Sikh regiment, which outnumbered them several 

times over.

“Imbecile!  What are they looking for?”

“Nothing in particular.  They seem ready to leave.”

“They’re not assaulting the airport?”

“No, they’re not very interested in it.  That Indian 

colonel is here inspecting the surroundings.”

“Can you capture him?”

“Monsieur l’ambassadeur, I must remind you that 

France is not a party to this conflict, nor has our assistance been 

requested by the Chadian government.”

“I will get President Deby to make that request if you 

will act on it now!”

“The value of a retroactive approval is always 

questionable,” the major reminded him.  “And in any case, I 

can do nothing without orders originating from an appropriate 

level within the chain of command.”  He was covering his rear 

like a good little boy.

“What of the Chadian soldiers?  Can you induce them 

to remove this Colonel Hundal?”

“No.  They’re quite happy to sit here and watch without 

interfering.”

“Buffoons!”

“They know what has happened to everyone who has 

attempted to take on Sir Charles’s Sikhs in the past week.  

These aren’t amateurs, sir.  They are professional soldiers and 

they’re playing for keeps.”

Fleury slammed down the phone and shouted for 

someone to get him a line to the Ministry of Defence in Paris.

* * * * *
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The National Assembly was in chaos.  The topic under 

discussion was whether Sir Charles should be permitted to go 

ahead with his plans, or whether Chad should request foreign 

aid--essentially an invasion--for the purpose of removing him.  

Half of the army had mutinied and the other half, with all its 

major equipment stripped away, was no match for Sir 

Charles’s forces.  On the other hand, if Sir Charles was to be 

given free rein, and his actions legitimized, Deby would have 

to go.  The arrogant scion of the country’s most powerful tribe 

would never consent to cooperate with a man who had 

threatened to break his power.  And that gave the members of 

the Assembly pause.  A few expressed surprise that the police 

had not already been sent in to break up the sitting and arrest 

the opposition leaders again.

At the moment, Deby had no policemen to spare.  They 

had cordoned off the presidential palace and were providing 

support to the depleted army.  The Sikhs were actually in the 

capital now, skirmishing their way through its outskirts.  Any 

soldier who held a weapon, even a holstered one, they shot 

down.  Any soldier who came forward unarmed with his 

hands up they passed to the rear of the line without harming 

him.  The ranks of the army thinned as word of their 

forbearance spread.  Still, there were a few loyalists who 

continued to fight, the ones who felt personally committed to 

Deby’s cause rather than to the idea of a unified Chad.  They 

had dragged out a number of rusting howitzers from storage 

and were firing them off without regard for the civilian 

population of N’Djamena.  What did it matter to them if they 

killed half a street in order to destroy half a dozen Sikhs?  They 

would die at last with their pride satisfied.

The howitzers were obvious to the pilots of the 

gunships, who picked them off within three minutes after 

arriving on the scene.  Next came the depots and ammunition 

stores.  The city was already burning in places as a result of 

fires set by looters.  Thousands of residents were fleeing over 
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the bridges to Cameroon, or braving the surging Chari on 

rickety boats.  Word reached the journalists and the embassies 

that the sultans of Dar Sila and Ouaddai had declared an 

uprising against Deby’s government--and more importantly, 

that they had done so in the name of their tribes alone, without 

substituting the title of a political party or movement.

An odd-looking aircraft broke out of the clouds and 

came curving down towards the city.  The gunships 

repositioned themselves to accommodate it.  Its engines and 

propellers began to turn, rotating upward, and its descent 

slowed.  The AgustaWestland tiltrotor came to a gentle stop 

above the modernist tower of the Central Bank, waiting.  Then 

it settled.  As it touched down, an orderly in jumpsuit and 

turban disembarked, unfolding the passenger stairs.  Sir 

Charles followed him, a rifle in the crook of his arm.

From the roof of the tower he could see the helicopters 

rising from the courtyard of the presidential palace.  Three of 

them, one armed.  Evidently Deby didn’t feel that a rush for the 

airport would be safe under the present circumstances.  The 

machine with the two chain guns hanging from its pylons 

hesitated in its climb, turned, and climbed again, heading in a 

straight line for the bank.

Sir Charles raised his rifle.  There was less than half a 

second between the reports of the pair of .500 Nitro Express 

bullets.  The helicopter pitched up into a stall and crashed on 

its tail, its pilots dead before they could react to the sight of one 

man shooting at them through the windscreen.  He tossed the 

rifle to his orderly for reloading and grabbed a second one, 

pumping two more shots into the farthest helicopter, followed 

by two more.  Its engines began to smoke and it settled back 

onto the ground, narrowly missing the French embassy.  Sir 

Charles sent half a dozen more rounds after the final aircraft, 

which was fleeing at top speed to the west.  Nothing happened.

“I assume that one has Deby on it,” Sir Charles said to 

himself.  “Of course he would live to cause more trouble.”
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Chapter Sixteen

For the first time, Sir Charles’s antechamber was 

thronged with guests.  An Al Jazeera camera had captured him 

on the roof of the bank attempting to shoot a sitting head of 

state out of the sky like an ungainly bird.  It was his first public 

appearance since he had ushered Samba-Panza back into 

power in the CAR the previous week, and it gave the foreign 

press something to feed upon.  The internal politics and tribal 

rivalries of Chad were far beyond their interests or their 

powers of comprehension.  But a businessman who 

terraformed half the Sahara without asking anyone’s leave and 

then proceeded to rearrange the pieces on the international 

political chessboard to amuse himself was an easy target.  His 

competitors were quick to denounce him on live television, and 

there was more than one retired DEA agent who took him to 

task in no uncertain terms for providing aid and comfort to 

Mexican drug cartels.  The Secretary-General of the United 

Nations expressed concern, which is all that the Secretary-

General ever does.  It was far simpler for the reporters to frame 

their stories around Sir Charles than around the complex social 

issues at the heart of his actions.

Such an approach worked well enough for the first few 

days, but it had its drawbacks.  Eventually the pundits ran out 

of things to say without repeating themselves, and by that time 

214



the foreign correspondents were in action.  A specially 

chartered plane packed with reporters, cameras, and enough 

transmitting equipment to maintain steady communications 

with the moon landed at Mao Airport and burst a tire on the 

uneven brick runway.  Mai Kadjallah smiled with grim 

satisfaction and summoned Colonel Hundal to cope with the 

invasion.  Hundal had already set up a system for dealing with 

their visitors.  He had the journalists bussed from the field to 

headquarters, making sure to give them a good look at the 

captured tanks and guns along the way, and penned them up 

in the entrance hall.  To their inquiries, he responded only that 

“Sir Charles will be with you shortly.”

And as promised, in about half an hour Sir Charles 

presented himself, causing a surge of bodies and interest in the 

tightly packed room.  He didn’t take refuge behind a podium 

or on a platform, or seek the assistance of a microphone.  He 

stood and stared at his visitors with an expression in which 

humor, good intentions, and absolute mastery of the situation 

were combined.

“Good morning,” he said.  It was immediately clear that 

he didn’t need the microphone.  “I hope you’ve put this time to 

good use by setting up your satellite feeds.  No?  Well, I’ll give 

you five minutes more.  I do not intend to make a spectacle of 

myself until everyone can see it at once.”

“Sir Charles--”  A dozen eager arms with recorders and 

microphones were thrust at him.

“One more thing,” Sir Charles said, raising his voice.  “I 

am not the sort of carefully stage-managed political production 

to which you are accustomed.  I shall make a simple statement.  

Afterwards I will take your questions until you are finished.  

There is no time limit.  Each of you will receive equal 

consideration, so there is no need for squabbling or 

competition among you.  If any of you crowd me, or attempt to 

push yourselves to the front, I will leave.  That is all.”
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He surveyed them with benignity as the technicians 

sweated to connect their power cables and work out their 

camera angles.  No lights had been permitted by order of 

Colonel Hundal.  It was a press conference, he had been heard 

to remark, not a performance of the Ramayana.  In any case, the 

room was well-lit from a series of transom windows running 

beneath the eaves.  The photographers in the group had very 

little to complain about.

The last wire was connected and the crowd settled 

down expectantly.  Sir Charles collected them with his eyes, 

smiled, and dropped on them like a buzzard.

“About five years ago,” he began, “I decided to carry 

out an old but intriguing engineering project first suggested a 

century before.  That project, as you all now know, was the 

diversion of the Ubangi River into the watershed of Lake Chad 

in order to refill the lake to its prehistoric levels.  The project 

was a complete success.  Lake Chad is already rising, and will 

one day return to the size that it was during the Holocene Wet 

Phase.  My motivations for undertaking this venture I will 

explain to you--in part--in a little while.

“First, however, I think it appropriate that you should 

know exactly what this project involved, especially as the 

French ambassador has been lying his heart out in support of 

his own government’s territorial objectives in Chad.

“The Ubangi Canal, which now carries the full flow of 

one of the Congo’s main tributaries, is three hundred and forty 

miles long.  Its construction required the removal of sixty-five 

billion cubic feet of earth, more than any megaproject this 

century with the sole exception of the still-incomplete 

Nicaragua Canal.  It diverts the Ubangi River into the Ouham 

River above Sarh, at which point it flows by existing 

waterways into Lake Chad.  Construction was enabled by 

means of securing large-scale mining concessions from the 

governments of Chad and the Central African Republic, which 

allowed my engineers to excavate large portions of the canal 
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underground until they were exposed to the open air at the last 

moment.  In this way secrecy was preserved, as the 

governments along the route would have protested the 

construction otherwise.  I cheerfully admit to having employed 

bribery throughout the process.  That is how you build a 

world-changing project in five years.

“You are all well aware that my crews have sealed the 

old channel of the Ubangi River to prevent closure of the canal, 

so I will now move on to discussing the effects that the canal 

will have on Chad.  You can speak of refilling the lake quite 

easily in your papers, but what does that mean?  As yet the 

United Nations and the African Union have offered no 

estimates.  The French government has prepared a report; its 

ambassador in N’Djamena has suppressed it.  Yes, my dear 

Monsieur Fleury, I heard about that.”  There was a mild 

sensation among the journalists.

“Two weeks ago the surface of Lake Chad covered five 

hundred square miles, the final result of thousands of years of 

global climate change and decades of human overuse.  Today, 

for the first time in a generation for the people who live along 

its shores, it is rising.  When the refilling of the lake is complete, 

it will occupy one hundred thousand square miles with a 

maximum depth of nearly five hundred feet.  It will be the 

largest inland body of water in the world with the exception of 

the Caspian Sea, and the world’s largest freshwater lake.

“As anyone with a knowledge of geography will 

understand, this process will take some time.  The southern 

lobe of the restored Lake Chad, which will occupy about forty 

thousand square miles, will fill to an elevation of nine hundred 

and seventy feet above sea level in twelve years and five 

months.  Twelve years.  I invite you to compare this with some 

of the predictions of tidal waves and flash floods overtaking 

cities that certain of your colleagues have indulged in.

“At this point in its history, the existing Lake Chad will 

overflow into the future northern lobe of the lake, which has 
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been dry save for a few seasonal swamps for thousands of 

years, by means of an ancient wadi.  Water levels in the Bodele 

Depression will slowly rise, allowing ample time for the 

surrounding residents and the environment to adjust to the 

change.  The total time required to refill the lake to its original 

thousand-foot level will be approximately seventy-eight years 

and three months.  In other words, the project will be complete 

around the year 2100.  It is highly unlikely that anyone in this 

room, myself included, will be alive to see that happen.”  A 

faint sigh escaped from his audience as they contemplated the 

scope of the timeline.

“Now to the question of population displacement, 

which my friend Fleury has been desperately trying to make 

into an issue that will provide his government with a casus 

belli for removing me and destroying my canal.  Have you ever 

asked yourselves--or him, for that matter--why he is so 

vehement about it?  It’s because he knows perfectly well that 

there is no serious or dramatic threat to the population of 

Chad, so he feels compelled to create one for your viewing 

pleasure.”  Some of the reporters in the back snickered at Sir 

Charles’s look of mock outrage.

“In the next two years, I estimate that the refilling of the 

lake will displace about four hundred and twenty thousand 

people.  Most of these will be from the Lac region, with some 

from the Hadjer-Lamis region.  The Far North region of 

Cameroon and the Diffa region in Niger will also be affected.  

This will be the most rapid phase of population displacement.  

I have already made arrangements with the local rulers in these 

areas to help their populations relocate beyond the final 

borders of the lake’s encroachment.

“Twelve years from now, the rising waters will have 

forced the relocation of just short of another three million 

people.  The N’Djamena metropolitan area will be largely or 

wholly evacuated, along with the rest of the Hadjer-Lamis 

region.  A third of both the Bahr el Gazel region in Chad and 
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Borno State in Nigeria will also be underwater, together with 

the city of Kousseri, Cameroon.

“After that, the upheavals will diminish sharply.  By the 

time that Lake Chad reaches full inundation in 2100, the rest of 

the Bahr el Gazel region will have disappeared, as well as large 

portions of the regions of Kanem, Borkou, and Batha.  The 

surrounding countries will be only slightly affected.  As these 

regions are sparsely populated, I have estimated another two 

hundred and ten thousand relocations over a period of more 

than sixty years.  The total number for the entire project will be 

something over three and a half million.

“A minimum of one hundred and sixty-two towns and 

villages will be evacuated in the course of the population shift, 

including the capital.  For those of you who would like to seize 

on my figures as reason for panic, let me remind you that 

seventy-eight years ago, N’Djamena had a population of less 

than twenty thousand.  If millions of people can move into a 

city during the passage of a century, they can move out of it 

again in the same amount of time.

“That, I believe, is a fair summary of my project and its 

effects.  And now your questions.”

The room was absolutely quiet for a minute.  Sir 

Charles had pushed the boundaries of what was considered 

possible so far that his would-be interlocutors were not sure 

where to begin.  His casual attitude towards it intimidated or at 

least unbalanced them.

The gentleman from the BBC cleared his throat, opening 

the debate in the most inoffensive manner possible.  “Sir 

Charles, you have continually referred to the refilling of the 

lake alone.  Do your plans include a scheme for controlling its 

level once it has been refilled?”

“Of course,” Sir Charles replied.  “In its former days, 

Lake Chad overflowed into the Atlantic Ocean via the Niger 

River system.  Reopening that old route would be simple.  It’s 

not necessary just yet, but I can assure you that the plans have 
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been drawn and only require implementation.”  He tossed the 

astonished reporter a flash drive.

NBC made the next move.  “What will the filled lake 

look like?”

“A fair question.  Call it a somewhat distorted jellybean.  

Two lobes, north and south, with a narrower area of water 

connecting them.  The town of Mao, in which we are now 

standing, sits on a ridge of land that will extend out into the 

center of the lake as a broad peninsula.  Topographical studies 

show that the northern shores will be fairly regular.  The land 

rises steeply there, so in places the lake will be bordered by 

sheer cliffs.  To the south, the slope of the terrain is more 

broken, so expect numerous inlets and bays.  As it is today, the 

largest portion of the Chadian population will be concentrated 

there.”

A woman from Reuters raised her hand.  “How do you 

justify the population displacements that you admit this project 

will cause?  What end do you serve by causing turmoil in three 

million lives?  What motive do you have?”

“And now we come to the core of the matter,” Sir 

Charles said.  He gazed out over the reporters, not really 

looking at them.

“If you want a single simple answer, you can say that 

this is my way of doing the world a service.  The canal, and the 

lake, are my gift to humanity.  A small one, but important in its 

own way.

“How did I make my money?  You’ve already 

proclaimed that to anyone who would listen.  That my wealth 

is--or rather was, because much of it’s gone now--dirty, because 

I got it from drug lords and thieves and corrupt politicians.  

Extend that logic, and even the waiter at the airport cafe who 

takes a tip from a fraudster fleeing the country can’t feel good 

about what he’s earned.  How you earn it, and who you receive 

it from, doesn’t count.  My wealth was really the cleanest of all.  

Why?  Because I earned it by giving people an alternative to 
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what your societies have to offer.  I gave them freedom and 

respect and security in their financial dealings at a time when 

American police will arrest a man on sight simply for the 

possession of cash and European banks refuse to print large 

denomination currency notes because those notes might 

facilitate anti-social behavior.

“The canal and the lake are another example of the 

same approach.  When it’s refilled, Lake Chad will have about 

eighteen hundred miles of shoreline, a third of which will be 

available in just two years.  The water will create an arable belt 

around the lake at least five miles deep.  Desert will turn into 

farmland.  Forests will grow where no tree has been able to 

survive for ten thousand years.  Enough arable land will be 

created to provide every displaced person with a minimum of 

one acre apiece, with ample space left over for commons, 

pasture, houses, and orchards.  Do you truly comprehend what 

that means?  No more dependence on foreign aid to supply 

them with seeds that never reproduce.  No more reliance on a 

corrupt government to undertake irrigation projects or provide 

subsistence when famine strikes, with all the risks that such 

reliance entails.  Each man able to provide for his own survival, 

to be secure, to be proud again.  These tribes are the children of 

empires.  They shall have their empires back.”

“And what do you get out of it?”

“The satisfaction of having broken the power of two 

brutal states to do something genuinely useful, and a perfect 

proving ground for my next adventure.”

“May we ask what that is?”

“I’ll be unveiling it in the next few days.  Until then, no 

comment.”

“So you consider yourself justified in exiling General 

Ousmane, trying to kill President Deby, and setting off 

rebellions for five hundred miles.”
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“What is justification?  Ousmane and Deby were in my 

way.  I removed them.  What does justice or legitimacy have to 

do with that?”

“Some activists would claim that because of the war 

crimes which these leaders committed against their 

populations, they deserved to be overthrown and that your 

actions were only righting the moral balance.  What are your 

thoughts on that?”

“I have none.  The morality of rulers does not interest 

me.  They are either convenient or inconvenient, that is all.”

“But doesn’t that contradict what you said about being 

satisfied that you’d deposed them?”

“My sense of satisfaction arises from my sense of humor 

and from my enjoyment at seeing my orders carried out, not 

my conscience.”

“Do you consider yourself to have strong ethical 

principles?”

“You ask me that after I have just explained to you the 

driving purpose behind my actions?”

“In that case, you do believe that the wars you’ve 

started, and the casualties they will cause, will be justified by 

the long-term benefits the lake will produce for the local 

population.”

Sir Charles shrugged.  “Again, while I am familiar with 

the term ‘justification’, I repeat that I do not understand it.  The 

most I can say is that I consulted carefully with local rulers at 

the beginning of this project.  They in turn placed my proposals 

before their headmen, advisers, and councils.  Their views were 

overwhelmingly in favor of refilling the lake and defying Deby.  

For both myself and them, the desired outcome has now been 

achieved, and that is sufficient.”

“Sir Charles, have you given any thought to the fact 

that in conducting your negotiations, you have undermined the 

influence of the central government of Chad in the future?”

“That was my intention.”
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The reporters stirred again, eager for more.  “In other 

words, you admit that your activities were not aimed merely at 

eliminating Deby, but at destroying the Chadian government 

as a whole?”

“What Chadian government?” Sir Charles asked.  

“Chad, as a country, no longer exists at this moment except in 

your fantasies and atlases.  Nor did it exist before the French 

began meddling here.  I have removed Deby and his army, the 

principle of statehood and with it the force to support that 

principle.  Now, as always before, the real power is held by the 

sultans and emirs of the region.  They are the government.  

Address your complaints to them.”

“What if the international community doesn’t recognize 

their independence?”

“The international community will have no choice.  

Deby’s former soldiers have fled back to their home tribes.  

Their allegiance is shifting already.  Soon the strategic points 

for which they were prepared to fight will be underwater.  The 

potential for any central government to emerge in Chad has 

been destroyed.  There may be a farce, for some years to come, 

of a caretaker government sitting in the emptying city of 

N’Djamena, flying Chad’s flag and occupying its seat at the UN 

in order to placate the wider world, but everyone will know it 

to be a pointless game.  Consider the position of the Bode 

Sultanate, where we now stand.  When the lake has refilled, it 

will be separated from the rest of Chad by miles of water and 

its sole land border will be with the empty desert of Niger.  

What possible reason, cultural, political, or geographic, would 

it have to remain in a federation with, say, the Ouaddai 

Sultanate in the southeast?  None at all.”

“Can you be sure that the traditional rulers will 

guarantee your concessions now that you have placed the 

power to tolerate or evict you in their hands?  And if you were 

so confident of the success of your scheme, why did you 

negotiate with Deby’s government in the first place?”
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“To prevent interference while the scheme was 

underway.  Paying Deby and Ousmane and their henchmen to 

stay away from my excavations kept them from ever 

discovering the scope of my plans.  Frankly, I no longer have 

any use for most of the concessions I’ve obtained in the past 

few years.  The locals are free to occupy them at any time.”

A heavyset man from Al Jazeera raised his hand.  

“Permit me to ask for clarification over a single word, Sir 

Charles.  You referred to ‘most’ of your concessions just now?”

“As something that I don’t need at this time?  Yes, that’s 

correct.”

“Would you be willing to specify which ones you will 

continue to retain?”

“Chiefly the one granted to me by both Mai Kadjallah 

and the Chadian government north of the town here.”

“And those which lie in Niger against the border with 

the Bode Sultanate that you mentioned earlier?”  All eyes 

turned to the new interrogator.

“Yes, those as well.  They were, however, granted to me 

by the government of Niger.  I might point out to you that even 

the government of Chad could hardly grant me land in another 

country.”

“I accept the amendment.  Nevertheless, is it not true 

that when Lake Chad refills, your ownership of the only land 

border of the new Mao Peninsula will place you in a position to 

dictate the use of the peninsula?”

“Hardly.  It will place me in a position to deny access to 

the peninsula to anyone who wants to build a highway across 

it and otherwise safeguard my operations.”

“Do you expect Niger to recognize and respect your 

claims under the present circumstances?”

Sir Charles chuckled.  “Niger is exhausted from its 

latest Tuareg war.  Its army is worn out and unfit for prolonged 

combat operations, whereas my Sikh regiment just 

disassembled the Chadian army in a matter of one week.  The 
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Chadian army was three times the size of the Nigerien army.  

Do you really think Niger is going to fight me over a patch of 

desert inhabited only by a few herders who are on my side 

anyway?”

“You are prepared to fight for your claims?”

“My claims are indisputable.  Everyone has a right to 

self-defense.”

“In short, you have secured a small country all for 

yourself.”

“Without any of the disadvantages of having to govern 

a country.”

“And this does not offend His Highness the Sultan, or 

cause him to distrust you?”

“Considering that His Highness will be responsible for 

what administration there is, not at all.”

The Al Jazeera reporter leaned back against the wall, 

thwarted.  Xinhua jumped into the gap left by his departure.

“Sir Charles, there are a number of companies currently 

exploring for oil in southern Chad.  Given your expressed 

intention of assisting the Chadian peoples in building an 

agricultural rather than an industrial economy, do you plan to 

interfere in any way with these companies’ activities?”

“No.  They can’t do anything with the oil here.  There’s 

no demand for it.  All they can do is pump it out and ship it 

halfway around the world.  And when the oil’s gone, there 

won’t be anything left in Chad worth exploiting.  Industry 

requires energy; Chad will have none.  That will prevent 

foreign interference and prevent the establishment of a 

complex manufacturing economy here.”

A woman from the Associated Press caught his 

attention.  “Sir Charles, I worked for Greenpeace for a number 

of years and I can’t help but wonder if you’ve worked out the 

environmental effects of this scheme in proper detail.”

“I cannot be held responsible for President Deby’s 

nephew being eaten by a crocodile,” Sir Charles shot back.  The 
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room exploded with laughter.  The AP reporter gave a sour 

smile.

“Actually I was thinking of something more subtle and 

important,” she continued.  “Every year, dust storms in the 

Bodele Depression carry diatomaceous earth from the desert 

there across the Atlantic Ocean to fertilize the Amazon 

rainforest.  Tell me, Sir Charles, what happens to the Amazon 

forest when you’ve filled the Bodele Depression with a lake 

and there are no more dust storms?”

“What Amazon rainforest?” Sir Charles demanded.

“Excuse me?”

“What Amazon rainforest?  Dust from the Bodele 

Depression provides fifty percent of the fertilizer required by 

the Amazon at present.  By the time the lake is filled at the end 

of the century, you’ll have destroyed fifty percent of the 

Amazon rainforest at the very least.  So the figures will balance.  

Complain to me when you fools stop creating more problems 

than I’m solving.”

* * * * *

The press conference lasted another four hours.  Sir 

Charles played verbal badminton with his audience until he 

had exhausted them and they were dancing with impatience to 

get to the exits in order to file their stories.  After that, all 

further requests for exclusive interviews were denied.  The 

most that the press could secure were photos of him briefly 

consulting with Colonel Hundal before the latter dashed off to 

the airport in a jeep.  Thirty minutes later, a number of Sir 

Charles’s transports took off and headed east.  The reporters 

flashed the news around the world as if the fate of humanity 

depended on it.  “Is Sudan next?” demanded the headlines of 

one of the more lurid tabloids.

And still Sir Charles remained inaccessible.  Two days 

passed with a crowd of reporters on his doorstep.  The food 
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and drink vendors of Mao had never experienced such a time 

of high prices and steady demand.  Some of the journalists 

stumbled, literally, over the miniature railroad and trailed it to 

Sir Charles’s base north of the town.  They were turned back by 

the courteous Sikhs and revenged themselves by writing up 

columns for less trustworthy outlets about “Africa’s Area 51”.

Then a young captain emerged from the building and 

informed them that Sir Charles was now receiving.  They 

almost trampled him in their rush for the doors.

Sir Charles was sitting alone in a transformed hall.  

High-definition screens covered the walls, each showing a 

different angle of what appeared to be the same desert scene.  

Little figures were moving slowly across the reddish-tan 

landscape.  There were columns of trucks and jeeps and other 

less reputable vehicles.  One of the cameras zoomed in.  Every 

vehicle in the convoy was flying a miniature version of the 

Chadian flag.  Some of them flew another flag as well.

“Good morning,” Sir Charles said once again.  “I 

believe we’ve been here before.  This time I have something 

new for you.  Captain Singh?”  The aide began passing out 

photocopies of a one-page document.

“It’s in Arabic,” one of the journalists objected.

“Your colleagues can translate for you,” Sir Charles 

responded.  “That letter was issued last night in Khartoum by 

al-Bashir’s military caretakers.  It instructs certain units of the 

Sudanese army, which are already in position, to cooperate 

with their ally President Idriss Deby of Chad to help suppress 

the ongoing rebellion in his country.”  He nodded at the 

screens.  “They’re on the move now.”

There was an instant of stunned silence.  “Does that 

mean you’re at war with Sudan now too?” a younger reporter 

burst out.

Sir Charles nodded.  “For the next few hours, anyway.”

“But surely...”  The Al Jazeera representative was 

staring at the screens.  “They cannot all be Sudanese troops.  
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They are not all regulars, nor would they send so many out of 

their peacekeepers in Darfur.”

“Very good,” Sir Charles acknowledged.  “The rest are 

Zaghawa.”

“Zaghawa?”

“Deby’s tribe.  Under his administration they became 

the richest and most powerful in Chad.  Some of them.  His 

favoritism, combined with opposition to his politics, deeply 

divided the Zaghawa along clan lines.  Their opinion of their 

one-time benefactor has been shifting for the worse over the 

last few years, the more so as they’re burdened with half a 

million refugees from Darfur whom Deby always declined to 

assist.  When I chased Deby out of N’Djamena, he naturally 

went back to his roots.  He seems to have persuaded some of 

them to accompany him on this venture, backed up by the 

Sudanese government.  And of course al-Bashir’s generals 

would love an excuse to annex part of Chad, on the grounds 

that they are merely reuniting the Zaghawa, who are split 

between the two countries.”

“How do you plan to deal with this new threat?”

“It has been dealt with already.  Hence Colonel 

Hundal’s absence.  I thought you might enjoy a seat at the 

finale.  Feel free to tweet and blog the event as much as you 

like.  There’s also a live stream here if any of you would care to 

tap into it...”

On the screens, the trucks were beginning to weave 

back and forth, spraying those behind them with gravel and 

sand.  Gaps appeared in the line.  One vehicle in the rear 

swerved and went off the makeshift road altogether, bogging 

down in a dune.  The soldiers it was carrying leaped out of the 

back, but instead of righting it, wandered around aimlessly, or 

stood and stared at the wreck.  A few gibbered or wept.

“Where are we getting the feeds from?” one of the 

reporters asked.
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“Drones and helicopters,” Sir Charles replied 

impatiently.  His attention was focused on the events about to 

unfold.  “Really, that should have been obvious to you.”

A second truck lurched out of line.  Without warning, 

half a dozen more abruptly turned, braked, or otherwise 

managed to work themselves into a pile of steaming wreckage.  

Behind them, the advance was forced to a halt for lack of 

opportunity.  The front section of the column shattered.  Some 

of the trucks stopped; others kept driving; still more turned off 

the road completely and headed off into the desert at various 

angles to their previous course.

Fistfights were breaking out among the disembarked 

soldiers.  The plain was now thick with them.  As the cameras 

panned over the crowd, there was no sign of command 

anywhere, or of any single person attempting to control the 

disorganization.  Officers behaved no differently than enlisted 

men did.  Their attention was very much occupied by 

something, but it was not their mission, and indeed, it seemed 

to be something different in the case of every man.  Where 

some screamed in terror, others laughed.  Groups formed out 

of nowhere, performing traditional dances in the dust.  One 

trooper hammered against a rock with his rifle until the 

wooden stock snapped off.  He kept beating it with the bare 

receiver until he collapsed.

“What the hell...” the man from the Times half-

whispered.

“Something for your columns tomorrow,” Sir Charles 

said, without turning around.  He was well aware that he was 

being recorded and that the world would hear what he was 

about to say in the next five minutes rather than in the next 

twelve hours.  “The military potential of LSD has always been 

underestimated or ignored.”

“You gave an entire army drugs?” the Reuters 

representative demanded.

229



“In their water supply.  That was what Colonel Hundal 

arranged.  Even those who have grown up in the desert are 

liable to see mirages or hallucinate under the right 

circumstances.  A simple psychedelic assures that they will.  It 

distracts them and deprives them of all unified purpose.  And 

so their invasion ends.”

Little columns of puffy mist were rising around the 

soldiers now.  Behind them, the figures of Sikhs in gas masks 

could be seen in the distance.

“Incapacitating agents,” Sir Charles explained.  “The 

Sikhs will finish the job.”

The gas passed over the Sudanese and Zaghawa 

soldiers and left most of them sprawled on the ground.  With 

great care, the Sikhs worked their way through the mess, 

gathering up their weapons and piling them in slings on the 

ground.  Helicopters dropped down and carried the guns 

away.  The expeditionary force’s grenades and explosives met 

the same fate.  Their howitzers were dragged some distance 

away and blown up.  Colonel Hundal could be seen in the 

viewfinder, going from truck to truck and siphoning out a 

precise amount of fuel from each, in order to force the drivers 

to turn back to the border when they regained consciousness.

“Very nice,” Sir Charles said with approval.

“Why such care for these men?  You killed Deby’s.”

“Not entirely true.  I killed those of Deby’s troops who 

were too foolish and too arrogant to recognize the futility of his 

cause.  They chose the losing side and in doing so chose their 

fate.  The ones who chose to run away are alive now, just like 

these soldiers.  They never heard of me before.  They couldn’t 

be expected to know what they were facing, and most of them 

are conscripts anyway.  No reason to punish them for their 

commanders’ failures.”

“So you let them go?”
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“As soon as they wake up Colonel Hundal will ask 

them for their parole.  They’ll give it, and then they’ll be 

running for home as fast as their trucks will carry them.”

Sir Charles’s military aide came up and handed him a 

typed dispatch.  “Interesting,” he murmured, glancing through 

it.  He stood up and faced the crowd.

“The Emir of Borno, who presides over the Kanuri 

people in northern Nigeria, has just informed me that a Boko 

Haram unit has decided that I am an enemy of Islam, and is on 

its way to Mao to remove me and my idolatrous foreign 

soldiers.”  He grinned and consulted the dispatch again.  “At 

least they were on their way here.  The Emir has dealt with the 

problem.  He’s also an ally of mine.  He informs me that none 

of them escaped his troops alive.”

A few jaws dropped at Sir Charles’s apparent 

callousness.  “Why save these soldiers,” someone blurted out, 

gesturing at the screen, “but not those?”

“Convictions.  Flexibility of mind.  As I said, the 

Sudanese bear me no grudge.  They advanced when they were 

ordered to; they will retreat when they find the road closed.  

The members of Boko Haram were not so pragmatic.  They 

would not make a rational decision to disengage if they found 

themselves facing overwhelming force.  They were fanatics.  

They would have fought to the end, accepted no parole, and 

done a great deal of damage to my operations in the process.  It 

was safer for me to let the Sudanese go.  It was safer for me to 

let Boko Haram die.  And my safety, rather than a universal 

principle, is my primary concern.”

* * * * *

Carlos Roberti closed his laptop and let the news filter 

into his tired brain.  The Sudanese government, wary of the 

ease with which Sir Charles’s Sikh regiment had repelled its 

attempt at invading Chad, had abruptly reversed its position 
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and recalled its earlier communique.  It announced that it 

would no longer be supporting Idriss Deby’s efforts to regain 

control of his country.

Roberti nodded and stepped outside.  A successful 

invasion would have meant more civil wars, and more work 

for him, more blood, more endless nights.  His tour was almost 

over.  Two more months, and then...

Sand was billowing off the desert in the distance.  Not 

a storm, not a natural storm, anyway.  It was the sort of column 

thrown up by a convoy, and a large convoy at that.  But they 

were not due to be resupplied, or moved, or visited by any 

dignitaries.  He felt his chest tighten.  If it was another invasion 

force, there might be war after all.

The convoy snaked closer.  Now he could make out the 

shapes of the trucks, and their markings--a red and gold star on 

the side of each one.  He blinked.  China?  Chinese heavy 

equipment moving sedately through the middle of Africa?  His 

mind flashed back to the surveying party he’d met years ago 

near the camp.  But that was impossible.

The convoy passed him, growling.  Some of the trucks 

carried machine tools.  Some were tankers.  Some were 

placarded for explosives.  Some were flatbeds loaded with 

excavators fresh from the factory; some were stacked high with 

fresh pipe.  A few carried soldiers, but there were no tanks or 

armored personnel carriers.  One of the trucks stopped.  A 

middle-aged man in desert camouflage disembarked and 

paced across the hard-baked soil to meet him.

“Dr. Roberti?”  The soldier saluted.  “I am Major Chi, of 

the People’s Liberation Army.  I was informed that you were in 

charge here.  My unit will be setting up operations about three 

kilometers from your camp.  Please feel free to call upon me if 

you require additional security, or medical or airlift 

assistance.”

“Major--forgive me, but I don’t understand.  I was not 

informed of any of this.  What operations?”
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“The news must not have reached you.  The Sudanese 

government has just concluded a new trade agreement with 

China.  We have been granted a concession to construct a trans-

Saharan pipeline with an eastern terminus.  I have been placed 

in charge of the engineering project at this location, and will 

also oversee peacekeeping operations when needed.  There are 

a number of units similar to mine moving into position across 

southern Sudan.”  Roberti couldn’t help but wonder if this new 

trade deal, which would work out much better for China if the 

Chadian government collapsed, was behind Sudan’s sudden 

lack of support for Deby.

“I remember meeting a countryman of yours years ago.  

He was surveying what I guess was the route of the pipeline.”

“Very likely.”

“I’ve never forgotten what he said: that a decade is 

tomorrow.”

Major Chi gazed after his equipment.  “He was right.  

And now tomorrow has dawned.”
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Chapter Seventeen

At United Nations headquarters, the Security Council 

Chamber was full to overflowing.  Translators and civil 

servants darted back and forth among the seats while the 

galleries hummed with inaudible conversations behind their 

glass screens.  By an odd quirk of fate, the Central African 

Republic currently held one of the rotating seats on the Security 

Council, and President Samba-Panza, desiring to conciliate her 

former rivals, had not removed the envoy whom General 

Ousmane had appointed.  He was just winding up an 

impassioned plea to the Council to invade his country and put 

things back to the way they had been before Sir Charles had 

arrived.  At least that was what his remarks amounted to.  He 

was explicit about wanting the main channel of the Ubangi 

River reopened and Sir Charles put in a very small and dark 

cell for the rest of his life.  The return of Ousmane, he hinted, 

was a desirable outcome as well, but he didn’t press the point.

Then France rose to reply, clothed in majesty and Oscar 

de la Renta.  France expressed its willingness to immediately 

deploy peacekeepers to both the CAR and Chad in order to 

oversee new elections, and to suppress any outbreaks, private 

or otherwise, against the legitimate governments of both states.  

It also volunteered a loan of the Foreign Legion’s sappers to 

assist in reopening the river, and expressed the opinion that the 

canal should be permanently sealed.  It might prove useful, in 
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the future, as an addition to the catchment area of Lake Chad, 

and as a means of transport for the interior, but the diversion of 

an entire river was a matter of such importance that it affected 

more than a single nation, and thus could not be permitted, 

even in part, without consultation with the other economies of 

the African Union.  Steady applause from the rest of the French 

delegation.

China, with uncharacteristic candor, said that no action 

should be taken.  It was the right and duty of a people, if they 

felt themselves poorly governed, to revolt and establish a new 

state.  The Chinese population, having suffered from a legacy 

of Western exploitation themselves, viewed the actions of the 

Chadian rebel groups with sympathy.  Sir Charles was to be 

commended for having offered them his disinterested aid.

The American ambassador had been well primed by his 

corporate donors and expressed himself in favor of sending in 

peacekeepers.  Behind his maunderings was the clear idea that 

American business interests were outraged at how Sir Charles 

had seized an opportunity they had overlooked, as well as how 

his scrambling of regional politics had limited their 

opportunities in the future.  There would be no getting mining 

concessions in Africa if the CAR was suspicious of every 

proposal and the Chadian government had ceased to exist.  The 

British backed the American position as a matter of course.  

The Russians, who didn’t really care, sided with the Chinese 

simply as a way to avoid siding with the United States.  

Washington was less in favor with Vladimir Vladimirovitch 

than Beijing at the moment.

While the rest of the temporary members were airing 

their views, a secretary from the French contingent dashed out 

of the chamber and hurried back to his office.  He placed a call 

to Paris.

* * * * *
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“Look, you owe us,” the Exxon representative insisted.  

“You’ve got to make it up to us somehow.”

“You fascinate me,” Sir Charles purred.  “I was 

unaware that I had ever done business with your firm.  

Perhaps I am entering my dotage?”

“You know damn well what I mean.  Your canal has 

upset the whole balance of power in this country.  We had 

plans for four hundred new wells in the works.  All it needed 

was Deby’s signature on the documents.  Now the documents 

are gone and so is Deby, and there’s no one else who can 

approve them.  And if these sand people--”

“I would be careful how you refer to my trusted allies.”

“If your pet sheiks keep trying to set up their own little 

medieval kingdoms, we’re never going to get a stable 

government back in power.  And that means a loss of business 

for us.  You owe us.”

“You said that already.  Any suggestions?”

“My principals have no idea what you’re up to here in 

Mao, but they want a piece of it.”

“Go to hell,” Sir Charles said, displaying emotion for 

the first time during the interview.

“That attitude isn’t going to fly, Sir Charles.  

Partnership or we back your enemies.  And boy do you have a 

lot of enemies right now!”

“Partnership?  The desert sun has turned your brain to 

mush.  Didn’t you catch my press conference?  I want you and 

all your parasitic kind out of Chad as soon as you’ve gotten 

what you came for.”

“Are you planning to remove us, too, if we cause 

trouble?”

“I could have done that already.  I could have cut your 

pipeline when I blew the canal open.  For a while I considered 

routing it across your line.  I didn’t in the end.  So for the 

moment you’re welcome to stay as long as you don’t bother 

me.  That’s all.”
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The oilman left in a huff.  As he exited Sir Charles’s 

private office, he crossed paths with a uniformed figure going 

in the opposite direction.  He recognized both the uniform and 

the man wearing it.  Gritting his teeth, he pulled out his 

satellite phone and dialed Aegis Defence in London.

“My dear Sir Charles,” General Cheng exclaimed, “this 

is indeed a pleasure.  I have just come from inspecting your 

canal.  Your Mr. Jones was kind enough to fly me over the 

entire length of it.  It is a work of genius.  I am proud to have 

been able to supply you with the necessary equipment.”

“You can have some of it back if you like,” Sir Charles 

said humorously.  “I expect there will be much you can reuse 

in the Sudan.”

“You have heard about our new concessions, then?”

“We discussed the outline of them three years ago.”

“I remember no such conversation,” Cheng said with 

the benevolent blankness of a bronze Buddha.  “However, your 

reference to the Sudan compels me to mention that this trip is 

not entirely a courtesy.  I am charged with a threefold mission 

to you.”

“Discharge it, then.”

“First, I am commissioned by the National People’s 

Congress to ask whether you are willing to accept a decoration 

in recognition of your immense contributions to the 

environment and to the welfare of the people of Africa.”

“By all means.  It gives one something to wear at formal 

dinners.”

“Second, the directors of LiuGong wish to know if you 

will allow us to mention your canal in our promotional 

materials.  To sell the same drills and excavators responsible 

for such an impressive project...”

“Attracts business, yes.  I have no objection to that.  But 

in good taste, General.”

“Of course.  And that leaves us with one more detail.”  

General Cheng hesitated.  “I do not wish to cast doubt upon 
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your technicians, who are assuredly masters of their craft, but I 

have been asked to seek your assurance that rising lake levels 

will not impact our drilling operations.  We are, as you know, 

operating far to the north of our American rivals.”

“Yes, you’re prospecting mainly around Bongor, while 

their base is south at Dildo.  You’re at no risk.  I do not 

anticipate any rise in water levels there, and it’s outside the 

area that will eventually be occupied by the lake.”

“That is satisfactory.  You understand that my 

principals merely wanted your guarantee.”

“Naturally.  How are you getting on in Ouaddai?”

“The sultan has been most cooperative.”

“Yes, the World Bank arrangement doesn’t really hold 

anymore now that there is no Chadian government to 

administer the deal.”

“Most distressing,” General Cheng agreed.  “But the 

Zaghawa do not seem unusually perturbed.”

“No, and I imagine your peacekeepers will continue to 

make sure of them.”

“I really could not say,” the General replied.

* * * * *

“Get off those tracks,” Sir Charles ordered.  “And where 

did you come from?”

“Over the wall,” the young man said without blushing.

“I see.  And before that?”

“San Francisco.  Carter, Popular Science.”

“Let me guess: you practice parkour in your spare 

time.”

“That and a bit of rock climbing.”

“You’re a very fortunate chap.”

“That you found me first, otherwise your Sikhs would 

have shot me as an intruder?”
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“You’d have had to forgive Colonel Hundal.  He’s very 

tense these days.  No, fortunate in that I think you may turn 

out to be useful.”

“To you?”

“Have I any other standard of judgment?”

“And what about me?”

“Would you care for an exclusive?”

“You don’t give exclusives.  You put on staged 

performances.”

“This time I’m inclined to break my usual rule.  Are you 

reasonably intelligent?”

“I think so.”

“Do you like rockets?”

“Who in my line of work doesn’t?”

“Then put those Google glasses of yours away for a few 

minutes and I think I can offer you something worthwhile.  Do 

you have a cameraman?”

“No.  I’m soloing.”

“Doesn’t matter.  It would spoil the surprise if you did.  

Get in the car.”

“You mean this toy train actually runs?”

“You know damn well it does.  In with you.”

Carter obeyed.  Sir Charles slid into the seat beside him 

and set it in motion.

The trip to the airfield was much faster in daylight than 

in dark.  A passing trader took no notice of the train and its 

passengers.  He had seen Sir Charles coming and going far too 

often to look on his movements as anything out of the 

ordinary.

Ahead of them, the research base resolved itself out of 

the hazy air, an indecisive pattern of gray wedged between 

pale brown sand and pale blue sky.  Carter was standing up, 

snapping away with his camera as each new feature was 

revealed.  Sir Charles obligingly slowed the railcar to give him 

more time.
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“We’re actually going inside?” Carter said gleefully.

“Welcome to Mao Spaceport,” Sir Charles answered.  A 

barrier rose in front of them for a split second, then dropped 

behind the car without a sound.  Sir Charles pressed a selector 

switch and the train glided away to the right.  It passed a 

parking ramp where seven airplanes were lined up in a neat 

row.  The Sikhs guarding them snapped to attention.

“The former Chadian air force,” Sir Charles explained, 

waving a negligent hand.

“That alone is worth coming for,” Carter said.  He 

couldn’t take his eyes from the graceful lines of the MiGs in 

their old-fashioned desert paint.

“I’d look the other way if I were you.”

“Eh?”  The reporter twisted around and glanced ahead.

Some distance away, there was a new structure on one 

of the concrete pads.  It had not been there when the press 

stormed the base a few days ago, Carter was sure.  It was 

shaped somewhat like a rifle bullet without a cartridge case, 

except that it was more tapered and less bulbous.  Its sides 

were polished metal, mirror-smooth, and made of some non-

reflective alloy.  The sunlight fell into it and was absorbed 

rather than being flashed back at the viewer.  Beneath its blunt 

base, several small spikes were visible as well.  Portions of its 

sides folded down on hydraulic jacks to form a widely-splayed 

triple set of landing gear.  It stood alone without any external 

support.  Two ground crewmen were wheeling a set of stairs 

away from the structure as the noise of a hatch slamming 

echoed across the pad.

Carter leapt from the train and started towards it.  Sir 

Charles pulled him back.  “Better than the Russian planes?” he 

asked.

“Better than--holy shit, Sir Charles, that’s the DC-X!”

“I wondered if you’d recognize it.”
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“Recognize it?  I had a model of that in my room when 

I was a kid that I built from scratch because I couldn’t find one 

in the store.  I always wanted to see it fly.”

“Now you will.  Bear in mind, though, that it is not the 

DC-X, but a very much improved version that my engineers 

have dreamed up.”

He gave Carter two minutes to take his pictures before 

leading him off into a bunker by the side of the pad.  The 

spacious shelter wasn’t crowded.  Tang Yi Hai and Benn Jones, 

who had been absent from the public eye since the opening of 

the canal, were sitting in the back trading barbed remarks.  A 

few technicians monitored screens of computer code.  A shaky, 

elderly Russian was drinking from a pocket flask that he didn’t 

bother to hide in between consulting with one of his juniors.

“About five minutes to launch, I think,” Sir Charles 

said, glancing at his watch.  “Not just yet, please.”  He stopped 

Carter from reaching for his phone.  “You can call in your 

report after the launch.  The public is not my, shall we say, 

target audience for this venture.”

Carter grimaced but obeyed.  “About five minutes?  

You don’t seem very sure.  Though I don’t see a countdown 

clock around here.”

“There isn’t one.  That vehicle out there is absolutely 

unique in the history of spaceflight.  It’s not launched by a 

ground computer.  It’s hand-flown by the pilots.”

“You’re not serious!”

“Why not?” Sir Charles demanded.  “If a pilot can fly a 

million-pound aircraft off a little strip of concrete, why can’t he 

do the same thing with a rocket?”

“Computer control is more precise.”

“And less flexible.  Exact orbital parameters have to be 

determined far in advance.  Plus the rocket is tied to a ground 

station and cannot operate independently.  No, this approach is 

better.”

“What do you call that rocket?”
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Sir Charles considered this.  “It has no name yet, either 

as a series or as an individual ship.  So far we refer to it as 

Design 37.”

“Is it single stage to orbit?”

“Of course.”

“How did you get that kind of efficiency?”

“Because I cut through the fiddling around of 

professional research establishments and paid someone to 

develop an aerospike nozzle optimized for vacuum conditions.  

Its engines run on HTP and kerosene, both of which are cheap 

and easy to load.  The shape of the design makes it more 

resistant to stresses than a cylindrical rocket, and it is also more 

streamlined, which means that it can accelerate faster at a lower 

point in the atmosphere than a more conventional design, 

wasting less of its fuel to get above the dense air.”

“And a desert site near the equator provides ideal 

launch conditions.  And with the political shift, you’ll be able to 

operate without regulatory constraints.  If an accident does 

happen, the rocket will fall in the empty desert or a deepwater 

lake.  Raw materials can come up the Ubangi Canal from your 

mines in the CAR.”

“You learn quickly.”

Across the bunker, the drunken Russian put his flask 

away and leaned closer to the screens, which were flashing 

diagnostic data.

“And that’s the closest thing we have to a formal 

countdown,” Sir Charles murmured.

One of the technicians must have switched the 

communications channel into the overhead speakers, because 

the pilot’s voice was suddenly audible to the observers.  “...and 

fuel pumps online.  Orbital guidelines set and launch checklists 

complete.  Three-seven-one requesting departure.”

Sir Charles picked up the microphone that rested near 

the screens.  “Three-seven-one, cleared for departure to polar 

orbit, have a good flight.”
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“Affirmative, three-seven-one.”  And that was all.

Carter stared at the spacecraft.  It had not moved.  He 

blinked, and blue flames erupted from its base, yellowing as 

they fanned out across the ground.  The ship lifted off.  The 

landing legs folded into the sides of the rocket so that it was 

perfectly smooth and unblemished.  His camera was in his 

hands, shooting without pause as he felt the shockwave hit 

him.  The part of his mind that preserved the memory of other 

launches thought for an instant that the craft was accelerating 

at four g’s right off the pad, a third more than the space 

shuttles had endured.  It rose until all he could see was a 

glimpse of seven burning blue spots in a black and glistening 

base through the clouds of steam that billowed away from the 

rocket.  The trail of exhaust narrowed to a point.  The shining 

speck at the end of it vanished.  Then the trail ended too, as the 

engines ceased to leave a mark on the rarefied upper 

atmosphere.

The only trace left of the craft was the image on the 

video screen, where a long-range telescope geared to a camera 

followed it up into orbit, past twenty thousand feet per second 

and twenty-five thousand, until the blue spots winked out and 

the silver teardrop hung motionless in the automatic 

viewfinder.

“Three-seven-one to departure control, polar orbit 

achieved.”

Sir Charles smiled and nodded.  “Very good,” he 

replied.

The old Russian collapsed back into his chair.  A 

rasping chuckle was Tang’s sole comment on the scene.

“That was...”  Carter shook his head and drew a deep 

breath.  “That can’t have been the first flight, Sir Charles.  You 

must have been testing these in secret for years.”

“That was the first flight,” Sir Charles assured him.

“But it was so smooth, so assured!”
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“The result of having a good basic design flown by men 

with nerve.”

“Don’t all astronauts have nerve?”

“Oh, the astronauts might.  But their cowardly little 

masters don’t.  Human spaceflight will not be a practical 

proposition until space agencies accept that an eighty percent 

casualty rate among astronauts in test programs is normal.”

“May I quote you on that?”

“I wish you would.”

“Now if there’s somewhere I could file my story...”

Sir Charles pointed at a bank of ethernet ports in the 

bunker wall.  “Make yourself at home.  But I wouldn’t commit 

yourself too far just yet.”

“Why not?”

“My dear Mr. Carter, the real story is a few hours 

away.”

* * * * *

On another continent, alarms flashed at NORAD as 

American satellites picked up the launch of three-seven-one 

and their computers began tracking it.  The location of the 

launch site triggered an area warning and news of the launch 

was flashed to the Pentagon, where a very senior official 

frowned at it and phoned his counterpart at the Balardgon in 

Paris.  Within five minutes the tracking information was being 

streamed live for the French cabinet, which was holding an 

extraordinary session for reasons of its own.

They were not pleased.  Sir Charles’s spaceship, instead 

of entering a true polar orbit, had slotted into a near-polar orbit 

in which it would pass directly above Paris.  Almost before the 

cabinet had been given time to comprehend the fact, the screen 

showed three-seven-one overflying them.  Without the 

Americans, they would have had no warning, and even that 

was not enough.  Sir Charles was sending a very clear message.
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Or two messages, they realized, as they contrasted the 

NORAD data with the moving map presented on the adjacent 

display.  That one showed the position of ten Airbus transports 

currently en route, not to N’Djamena, but to Mao.  They carried 

eleven hundred fully armed infantry--France’s interpretation of 

the term “peacekeepers”--and were intended to present the UN 

Security Council with a situation that it would have no choice 

but to endorse.  Once the French soldiers had removed Sir 

Charles, they could take their time about setting up a new 

administration that would favor French interests while the UN 

dithered and eventually acceded to France’s demands.

But as the maps made clear, Sir Charles not only knew 

about their plan to excise him from the African political scene, 

but had responded with the clearest possible threat.  He had 

spacelift capabilities now, and if he chose to weaponize his 

rockets...

Less than two hours later, the ship passed over Paris 

again.  It had circled the earth while their airborne squadron 

had barely moved.  The cabinet hesitated.

* * * * *

“Ballistic reentry,” Carter observed, watching the 

spacecraft’s track as it unfolded on the map.

“With a twist.  The new flight profile combined with the 

aerospikes gives us enough extra efficiency that Design 37 has 

fuel left over once it’s in orbit.  It can fire its engines during 

descent, slowing its reentry speed and reducing the 

temperatures and stresses that the vehicle will experience.”

“You use an ablative heat shield, then.”

“No.  That is another of the major advancements 

inherent in this type of rocket.  An ablative heat shield would 

require replacement and delay.  Any spacecraft that has to be 

repaired between flights is not truly reusable.  Would you buy 
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a car that had to have new tires put on it after every drive you 

took, however short?”

“But where does the heat of reentry go?”

“The blunt base of the rocket is made of solid tungsten 

with layers of aerogel insulation.  Given tungsten’s high 

melting point and the lesser temperatures it has to withstand, 

no ablative is needed.  We prevent heat buildup with an active 

cooling system borrowed in part from the SABRE engine that 

the Europeans are still mucking about with.  After all, if you 

have heat, you have energy, and there’s no reason you can’t 

run a heat engine off that energy, which process will dissipate 

the heat.”

“And the pilots have control over this process?”

“Entirely.  The technology does not exist to operate 

Design 37 autonomously.  There are shortcuts programmed 

into its controls, and multiple automatic modes, but if you 

don’t fly it down by hand, it crashes.”

“That must be one hell of a strain.”

“No worse than landing an A380.  They have to stop a 

plane like that in about forty times its length, whereas my 

pilots have a great deal more time to make appropriate 

decisions and a greater margin of error.  If wind forces a jumbo 

jet to drift off the runway, hundreds of people die.  If wind 

forces one of my rockets to drift off the landing pad, all we end 

up with is a patch of fused sand.”

“One of your rockets?”

“And here comes reentry,” Sir Charles said, ignoring 

the question.  The ship’s speed was decreasing fast now.  It was 

a shock to Carter to look at the map and realize it was headed 

directly for their position, rather than for some distant 

catchment area out in the remote ocean.”

“How can they plot such an accurate landing on the 

fly?”

“We developed an interface that does it for them.  

Tracks their position by stellar navigation and everything.  The 
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forerunner of more complex models which will one day be 

used for interstellar travel.”

The radar readouts showed that the rocket was 

decelerating below Mach 5.

“Almost there,” Carter breathed.

“Ask Constantine Nikolaevitch for a drink.  It will relax 

you,” Sir Charles gently chided him.

“Are you sure the heat shield will hold?”

“It hasn’t blown up yet, has it?  Besides, you must 

remember that experience with the Concorde showed that 

metal structures exposed to high temperatures are self-

annealing and thus self-correcting.  It’s the NASA business of 

ceramic tiles that has people thinking spaceships are prone to 

falling apart on reentry.”

A few seconds later, three-seven-one went subsonic.

“And that’s the end of the first act,” Sir Charles 

remarked.

“How long will it take them to get down?”

“A few more minutes.  The shape of the vehicle is 

sufficiently blunt that it slows below three hundred knots 

under some conditions.  And that keeps it airborne longer so 

that it will cool more quickly.  Which is another advantage.”

Carter nodded and stepped outside.  He scanned the 

sky.  Nothing.  No fireball, no shining hull cherry-red from the 

cruel friction of the earth’s atmosphere.

“You are looking too low.”  The voice was gravelly; the 

accent Slavic.

“Excuse me?”  It was the intoxicated Russian who was 

tapping him on the shoulder.  On impulse, Carter snapped a 

picture of him.  It was good local color, and no doubt his 

editors could find out who the man was later.

“You are looking too low,” the engineer repeated.  

“And you should come back inside.”  He pointed up into the 

sky.
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Carter jumped backwards in shock.  The rocket was not 

racing up over the horizon to the south, it was immediately 

over the launch pad and coming down in freefall.  Its metal 

sides, duller than before from their informal heat treatment, 

stood out stark against the paleness of the Saharan sky.  Its 

nosecone had opened, the side panels peeling off like the petals 

of a flower.  Airbrakes, Carter realized.  He looked around for 

the Russian to confirm it, but he was gone.  The craft had not 

deployed a parachute.

He aimed his camera and began shooting again.  Three-

seven-one was coming down far too fast.  Unless they had 

more airbrakes, or very good hydraulics, or both--or a chute in 

reserve--the beautiful bullet would shatter when it hit the 

tarmac.  He waited for something to happen.  The rocket 

swelled in his viewfinder, forcing him to zoom out.  It was still 

falling fast.

And then at the last minute he realized that the descent 

was to be a powered one.  He dove for the bunker and pressed 

his lens to the heavy glass of the window an instant before the 

engines fired.  The reduced power the engines used on landing 

produced no smoke or steam to obscure his view.  His camera 

caught everything as the rocket slowed with a jar and settled 

easily into a controlled descent.  The landing gear unfolded 

from its sides, undamaged from the flight, to create a tripod 

beneath it.  The rocket touched the ground, vibrated an instant, 

and the pilot cut the engines.

“It worked!” Carter shouted.  “Why hasn’t SpaceX been 

able to do that?”

“Because they’re using an inherently unbalanced rocket 

not equipped with proper landing gear,” Sir Charles said.  

“They think too much inside the box.”

A truck with metal wheels and no tires was rolling 

across the launch pad towards the rocket.  Ground crew in fire-

resistant suits raised a gantry from its back and connected it to 
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the ship far above the base, where the skin had not received 

any substantial heating.

“Watch this,” Sir Charles indicated to his guest.

“What the--they’re refueling it?”

“I told you that the landing was only the end of Act 

One.”

“But that will mean--”

“A truly reusable launch system that can carry out 

multiple missions in one day.  Because it is cheaper and 

simpler than any other rocket, it is also more reliable and 

flexible.  It can land and take off nearly anywhere.  It can turn 

around in a ridiculously short amount of time.”

“You’ll have an unbreakable monopoly on spaceflight.  

You’ll destroy the international launch industry.”

“For the moment,” Sir Charles said.  His jaw set.  “And 

now they’ll have to come up with something that’s actually 

better if they want their share of the market back.”

“A new space race.”

“That’s the idea.”

“And what’s that idea?” Carter pointed out the 

window.  A man with a bag over his head was being dragged 

across the tarmac towards the rocket.  He was struggling hard 

against his captors, who wore Sir Charles’s colors, but without 

success.  Willing hands pushed him up onto the truck and 

forced him to climb the gantry, which had risen nearly to the 

top of the craft.  The ship’s hatch opened, the man was pushed 

through, and the hatch closed with a clatter behind him.

Sir Charles frowned.  “I’d like to know myself.”  He 

reached for the radio.

“I think I can tell you, Sir Charles.”  The speaker was 

one of the technicians who had been monitoring the rocket’s 

diagnostics.  Carter took his picture as well with discreet 

nonchalance.  He was capturing history in the making, after all.

“I wish you would.”
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“The man with the bag is Bjorn Andersson.  He’s a 

marine mechanic who’s spent the past couple decades trying to 

prove that spaceflight is impossible because there’s no way any 

vehicle can stand the heat of reentry, and that all claimed 

spaceflights are part of a complicated scam carried out for 

some unknown purpose.  So the crew--”

“--decided to grab him and force him to experience 

reentry in order to drive the point home.  Poetic justice.  Is that 

it?”

“The pilot’s very words.”

“Well, that’s understandable,” Sir Charles agreed.  He 

put the microphone back.

“You’re not going to stop them?” Carter demanded.

“I never interfere with my captains,” Sir Charles said 

with exaggerated deference.

Half an hour later the truck pulled away from the 

rocket.  Again there was a brief exchange over the radio, and 

three-seven-one lifted off, vanishing beyond the range of the 

telescope in a matter of minutes.

“Now,” Sir Charles remarked to Carter, “you can tell 

the real story.”

* * * * *

The members of the French cabinet sat in their ornate 

chamber in silence.  All of their computers and phones were 

being flooded with updates from their overwhelmed social 

media teams.  Carter’s articles were being read and reblogged 

by millions, and their impact was felt even by the politicians.  If 

this was true, they reasoned, then capturing Mao will do no 

good.  Sir Charles can base his rockets anywhere and attack us 

with a flexibility we lack if we offend him.  And if we seize his 

city and close his canal, we will offend him.  And if we destroy 

his technology in the process, we will incur the fury of the rest 
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of the world for wrecking the greatest achievement in 

spaceflight for half a century.

One or two voices suggested that the rocket had not in 

fact landed.  Instead, they proposed, Sir Charles had staged an 

elaborate hoax for the American reporter and the rocket was 

still in its original orbit, albeit adjusted to account for the delay 

in its reappearance over Paris.  A quick check with NORAD 

disposed of that hypothesis.  The Americans had tracked it all 

the way down to the ground and back up again.  The Popular 

Science stories were valid.

With sour reluctance, the President of France gave the 

order to recall the expeditionary force.  Across the Atlantic, the 

Security Council abruptly adjourned its debate in order to 

await further information about the capabilities of Sir Charles’s 

latest surprise.

* * * * *

Every journalist in Mao had rushed clamoring to the 

spaceport within minutes of Carter’s first report going live.  

This time they had not been denied access.  Sir Charles had 

ordered them all escorted to a bunker on the opposite side of 

the launch pad, where they were salivating with annoyance at 

having missed the first two launches and eagerness at the 

thought that they might witness a third.

“That’s not Design 37,” Carter pointed out.  He still 

retained his privileged status and his front-row seat in Sir 

Charles’s private bunker.

“No, that’s Design 39.  It was an offshoot of the original 

project.  A rather specialized offshoot.”

The rocket was certainly very much smaller than the 

one that had launched earlier in the day.  It was narrower and 

more gently tapered, more streamlined.  A single aerospike 

protruded from its base rather than seven.
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“No room for crew, either,” the reporter said.  “And no 

landing gear.”  Instead of collapsible fins, the ship rested on a 

lattice-like base made from interwoven steel bars.

“It doesn’t need either.”

“To accomplish what?”

Sir Charles didn’t answer.  He looked grimmer in the 

light of the setting sun.

The truck which had towed the rocket out to the pad 

pulled away.  Carter presumed it was already fueled.  In the 

background, the technicians were busy over their controls.

“Warn the press,” Sir Charles instructed one of them.  

“Less than thirty seconds to go.”

The rocket flared and soared away into the dusk.  It 

began to turn almost as soon as it left the ground, angling 

eastward.  Apart from the fire of its exhaust, it was instantly 

invisible.

“You’ll get copies of these tapes later,” Sir Charles said 

to Carter, motioning to three of the displays.  One showed the 

rocket’s plotted course across the desert, a straight line.  The 

second revealed its vertical profile, an arc rather than an orbit.  

And the third was an image shot from a helicopter of a rough 

camp in the wastelands with a dusty but very expensive 

Mercedes parked adjacent to one of the tents.

“Deby’s camp!” Carter hissed in sudden realization.

“Yes.  He’s trying to start another war.  I’ve been sorry 

I missed him ever since the day N’Djamena fell, but that’s the 

risk you take when playing a shell game.”

The rocket was still climbing upwards on the screen, 

but its acceleration had diminished.  It was nearing the apex of 

its plotted curve.  Carter looked at the spot where the base of 

the curve met the ground, and the coordinates in the corner of 

the picture transmitted from the helicopter, and realized what 

Sir Charles had meant by “specialized offshoot”.

Far above the desert, the rocket passed its apex and 

rolled over.  Its nose pointed down, trembled as the engine 
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flared and settled it on a new course, and steadied.  Tiny fins at 

its base made minor corrections where needed.  Even in the 

rarefied air of the upper atmosphere, a little effort made a lot of 

difference.  The rocket’s speed increased as its engine fired at 

full power for the first time in its flight, thrusting it towards the 

ground with a speed approaching orbital velocity.

In the scene being broadcast from the helicopter, there 

was an almost unnoticeable blur, followed by a blinding flash.  

Seconds passed, then minutes.  A cloud of dust lifted away 

from the site of the camp, revealing a crater twenty-five yards 

broad where it had been.  The Mercedes and tents were gone, 

obliterated by the impact of the specially weighted rocket, an 

impact equal in energy release to the detonation of two 

hundred tons of high explosive.

“Of course,” Carter whispered, half to himself.  “Why 

mount a deterrent on rockets when the rockets themselves are 

a deterrent?”  He straightened up.  “That’s the message you 

were giving the French government by orbiting over Paris!”

Sir Charles shrugged.
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Chapter Eighteen

“It’s a camel,” Mark Andover observed.

“Aye,” Rowan agreed.  “But who’s with it?”  A head 

poked out from behind the distant quadruped.  Moments later, 

the head and the body it was attached to swung up into the 

camel’s saddle and turned in the direction of the Lancaster.

“He’s wearing a uniform.”

“It’s not our friend’s uniform.”

“No, standard fatigues and the Chadian flag.  With one 

of those ridiculous French assault rifles.  Does the Chadian 

army have a camel corps?”

“Not that I am aware of.  I thought that the government 

of Chad had collapsed.”

“Yes.  Wonderful.  So this individual on the camel is 

obviously not part of a regular patrol.  The army splintered, its 

former members are off looting for whatever they’re worth, 

and one of them picked up a camel and stumbled onto us.”  

Half a dozen more ungainly heads and long necks popped up 

onto the horizon.  “Correction.  A bunch of them stumbled on 

a whole herd of camels.  Must be an entire unit out there.  Can 

they catch us?”

“Without a doubt,” Rowan intoned.

The Lancaster was trundling across the desert at no 

more than ten miles an hour.  In its mobile cradle, it gave the 

impression of having been unfortunately mated to the tractor-
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type landing gear of a much larger aircraft.  They had crossed 

out of the diatomite zone several hours before, which kept the 

composite vehicle from generating a plume that would declare 

its existence to the entire region.  Sand and gravel and the 

occasional fossil crunched under the treads without raising 

more than an ordinary cloud of dust.  But even that had been 

enough to alert the looters’ scout miles away.

They were traveling naked, too.  Andover, trusting in 

Sir Charles’s assurance of safety at Mao, had opted not to rig 

the camouflage net for a trip that he didn’t expect to take more 

than two days at most.  Now anyone who passed could see the 

airplane and find a reason to investigate.

“Can you ask for air cover?” Rowan inquired, breaking 

in on his thoughts.

“Nope.  I didn’t arrange to keep in contact with Sir 

Charles and his merry men.  This one we have to handle 

ourselves.”

“It will be a pleasure,” the Scotsman said.  They had 

been standing at the rear hatch, and he slipped back into the 

dark interior of the aircraft.

The atmosphere inside the fuselage was that of an oven.  

All of the ports and windows that could be opened had been, 

but Garderini had vetoed attempting to use the bomber’s 

electrical systems before he could inspect them, and it had 

proved impractical to run a cable from the cradle’s engines into 

the Lancaster’s hull to power the two small fans they had 

brought with them.  So the salvors lay flat on their backs and 

sucked down the blood-hot water that was their only form of 

refreshment and fantasized about the ice machine that they had 

left behind at their base camp.  Rowan stepped carefully over 

and around them as he wiggled his way through to the cockpit.

“Here, you’d better take this,” he advised Garderini, 

who insisted on sitting in the pilot seat when Simms was out of 

the way.
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“What the hell for?”  A rifle with a stubby stock and a 

very long barrel was the last thing he expected to be handed in 

the middle of an empty desert.

“We have visitors.  Save your ammunition.  And aim 

before you pull that damn trigger, in case you’ve forgotten.”  

Rowan had never forgiven Garderini for a particularly 

unfortunate pass in a restored P-51 that had resulted in the 

untimely demise of a Waco biplane’s empennage.

“Wait--visitors?  Do you mind explaining to me who 

I’m supposed to be shooting at?”

“Anything on a camel,” Rowan said, ducking 

backwards.  “Oh, and shoot the last ones in line first, so their 

friends don’t know they’re dead.”  He collected and armed 

Wilson and sent him forward to cover the other side of the 

cockpit before he rejoined Andover at the rear hatch.

“I count about two dozen,” Andover remarked.

“Fast camels?”

“They’re gaining, but I think we have a little time.”

“It is highly unfortunate that we only have an opening 

on one side of this aircraft.”

“These rifles worry me.  I was sure you would smuggle 

something into the country in case of emergency, but couldn’t 

you have brought something more powerful?”

“They will do fine,” Rowan admonished him.  

“Precision, not power.”  The modified carbines had been the 

most collapsible thing he could lay his hands on at the time of 

their abrupt departure.  “Even Garderini will be able to hit 

them at a longer range than they will expect.”

“So we surprise them?  That’s good as far as it goes.  

What happens when they return fire?  If they punch holes in 

this plane--”

“But damage incurred while fending off an attack by 

bandits is honorable and historic.”

“Hardly,” Andover fumed.  He gritted his teeth and 

sighted the rifle at one of the remote riders.  The crosshairs 
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obliterated the camel’s head nicely.  “I don’t want it damaged 

at all.”

“History cannot be frozen in place.”

“Maybe not, but I can bloody well try!”

“It will be bloody indeed if you keep that attitude up,” 

Rowan observed.

Half an hour ticked by.  The camels were approaching 

fast.  The soldiers were pushing them, no doubt reasoning that 

anyone capable of making a very old airplane move across the 

desert on a complex machine would be worth plundering or 

holding for ransom.  The distance between them and the 

bomber shrank.  Five hundred yards, Andover read off his 

laser rangefinder.  Four hundred.  Three.

The camels suddenly burst into a gallop, and their 

riders set up a scream that jarred everyone but the 

imperturbable Simms in his tank-like refuge.  As they charged, 

the bandits let off a salvo into the air to add to the impact of 

their yells.  Andover, hearing the firing, assumed that the fight 

had begun and made a dive for the open hatchway.  Rowan 

snared him by the collar and held him back.

“They’re shooting at us, you fool!” Andover raged.

“They’re shooting to frighten us,” the Scotsman 

corrected.  “Wait.”  He held his employer still with the 

tremendous strength that lurked in his bony hands for another 

five seconds, then released him.  “Now they’ve mostly emptied 

their magazines.  They’ll assume we’re the usual unarmed 

expedition to be knifed at their pleasure and won’t bother to 

reload at once.  And that’s our tactical advantage.”

He stepped leisurely to the hatch and raised his rifle.  It 

spat brass as he picked half a dozen of the bandits out of their 

saddles as easily as if he were shooting clays with a scattergun.  

All six of them were in the rear of the charge, which was 

sweeping towards the plane on a parallel course.  The remains 

of the Chadian army clearly intended to surround the remains 

of the Royal Air Force before disposing of the latter for good.
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Resistance was not something that they had expected.  

The pitch of their yells shifted from arrogance to surprise and 

then to anger.  They blasted away with their mixed lot of 

weapons at the bomber, and managed to miss it with most of 

their shots.  Most but not all.  The sound of bullets hitting his 

beloved airplane drove all sense out of Andover’s head.  

Ignoring Rowan’s wisdom, he drew a bead on the nearest man 

he could see and kept pulling the trigger jerkily until he 

staggered in his seat.  Even then he was only wounded and 

drew back out of the fight.

“Terrible,” the armorer said with disapproval.  Three 

shots cracked out from the cockpit.  Two more of the looters 

toppled from their camels.  “That was not so badly done, given 

the lack of decent footing.  And moving targets at that.  Why 

couldn’t you do the same?”

“They’re shooting my airplane, damn it!” Andover 

shouted.

“And if you don’t shoot them first they will burn your 

airplane and you with it,” Rowan said.  “If you cannot shoot 

calmly, I suggest that you do not shoot at all.”  He made the 

point with a clean seventh shot that might have been staged, so 

crisply did the man tumble to the ground.  The wave of riders 

broke away and swept past the plane, increasing the distance 

between it and them.  Wilson’s next two shots went wild and 

he stopped firing.  Rowan raced forward and pulled himself up 

into the cockpit.

“They’re circling,” Garderini pointed out.  “They’re 

going to come around us in front and try us from the other 

side.”

“I can see that, thank you.  Both of you make sure of 

them when they pass.”  The camels were still in motion.  The 

Scotsman bit his lips.  If they tried shooting the cockpit...but no, 

they were rounding the nose in a great sweeping curve.  Their 

officer, if he was still alive, would scout the other side of the 

aircraft.  When he saw it had no hatch or port that would allow 
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the occupants a line of fire, he would halt his attack to reload 

properly, let the Lancaster pull ahead of him, then charge it 

from the rear on the port quarter.  Garderini couldn’t aim that 

far back from the cockpit, and once the bandits had pulled 

alongside, they could riddle the bomber through its thin 

aluminum skin at point-blank range.  Yes, that made sense.

“Don’t let them close in again,” he warned, and darted 

back down into the plane’s fuselage.  Andover was glowering 

in the hatchway as he passed him.  “What next?”

“If they have any brains, they’ll take us from the other 

side,” Rowan said.  He waved Sira off a locker that contained 

extra gear and hauled out a small, heavy box painted olive 

drab.  “Bring me the rest of those.”  He hoisted the box and 

stumbled off with it into the tail.  Andover imitated his 

example.  He felt the sweat break out all over him again.

“I suppose you have nails for the camels’ feet or 

something...” he began before he noticed what Rowan was 

doing.  He was hanging a festoon of gleaming brass shells from 

the machine guns in the rear turret.

“That’s insane!”

“Not really,” Rowan crooned.

“These guns haven’t fired in eighty years or more!”

“And they’re in better condition than they were when 

the bomber landed in this desert.  I’m a bit of an expert in 

restoring these, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“They’ll blow up in your face and ruin the turret!”

“The alternative is those raiders blowing up the whole 

airplane.  This is our only field of fire.”

“Hell!” Andover snarled.  “What a way for a perfect 

expedition to turn out!”  He left and came staggering back with 

two more of the ammo boxes.  “If the Egyptians had known 

you were bringing this stuff through they’d have had a fit.”

“It never hurts to practice restraint.”

“Do you have enough?”
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“Oh, I think so.  I took it from our stores at 

Homestead.”

“Silly of me to wonder where you would get linked .303 

from.”

“Yes, very,” Rowan replied under his breath.  He cycled 

the actions.  The cartridges caught and held without the 

slightest hesitation.  “Good, very good.”  Out of his right eye he 

could see the bandits now through the perspex window, 

checking their own weapons and waiting.  If they moved too 

soon his attempt would be useless.  The turret itself was locked 

in place and couldn’t rotate without the aid of the aircraft’s 

hydraulic system.  He had to wait for them to fall in line with 

his guns.

Slowly the bomber pulled ahead of them.  Too slowly, it 

seemed.

The Chadian leader--Rowan could make out the 

sergeant’s stripes on his dirty uniform now--raised his hand, 

and the riders hurtled towards the bomber.  But they were no 

longer aiming for it directly.  It looked as though they were 

going to pass behind it.  At the last moment, they swerved, 

their camels fumbling on the new course, and then they were 

chasing the Lancaster and overtaking it.

“Too close!” Andover warned.

“Not in line,” Rowan murmured.  If he waited too long, 

some of the attackers could pull past him.  If he fired too soon, 

the surprise would be gone.

The lead camel drifted across his sights.  He elevated 

the guns a fraction and squeezed the trigger in one smooth 

motion.

The twin blunderbuss-like mouths of the Browning 

guns erupted in flame, pouring out copper-jacketed bullets at 

the rate of two thousand a minute.  Beneath the guns, the 

ejection ramp ran yellow with brass, a rain gutter discharging 

liquid gold.  The bandits were knocked soaring from their 

camels, and their comrades behind them, infuriated at their 
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lack of success, tried to counter caliber with impetuosity.  

Instead of falling back, which would have taken them out of 

Rowan’s sights, they dug in their heels and charged ahead, 

riding right through the stream of shells.  By sheer luck one or 

two of them made it out alive and disappeared from view.

Rowan said something unrepeatable in Gaelic and let 

the guns fall silent.  He snatched up his rifle, slung it over his 

shoulder, and threw himself out the hatchway.  It was an 

awkward leap, but he made it to the horizontal stabilizer.  

From there it was an easy climb onto the top of the fuselage.  

He straightened from his crouch and looked around.

The two bandits who had escaped the century-old guns 

of the bomber were riding away from it on a perpendicular 

course as fast as they could make their camels go.  Rowan 

stood and watched them until they disappeared into the haze 

that marked the limit of one’s view in the desert.  He remained 

there, eyes sweeping the horizon, long after they were gone, an 

anachronistic lookout on a ship that sailed a sea of sand.

* * * * *

“You’re early,” Sir Charles Grosley noted.

“We drove through part of the night,” Andover replied.  

In the background, the ever-present Carter was circling the 

plane, photographing it and the salvage team.  A missing 

aircraft rediscovered was important enough to keep his byline 

under the headlines until the promised interviews with the 

crew of Sir Charles’s first spaceship could be arranged.

“Trouble?” Sir Charles asked.  He slipped his finger into 

a hole on the underside of the wing.

“Ricochet, probably,” Andover said.  “Bandits.  Former 

Chadian army.  Out of work because of your operations, I 

assume.”

“So they must have been.  My apologies.  You fought 

them off, then?”
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“My armorer smuggled rifles into the country when we 

came.”

“I wouldn’t be too concerned.  Every weapon you see 

around here was also smuggled.  It is better to ask for 

forgiveness than permission.”

“The rifles wouldn’t have been enough.  He overhauled 

the guns in the rear turret and shot up a row of charging 

camels with them.”

Sir Charles burst out laughing.  “No!  Guns that were 

buried in the desert since the end of the war--and he had the 

nerve to fire them?  That’s too wonderful.  I warn you in 

advance that I may attempt to steal him from you.”

“Now that he’s had a chance to play with his new toys, 

I don’t think he’ll leave them.”

“Ah, well.  I could bribe him, you know.”

“With these spaceships of yours I’ve been hearing 

about?”

“You don’t seem too enthusiastic.”

“Space has never been a dream of mine.  Just the sky.”

“You want to feel the surge of power instead of merely 

hanging in the void?”

“Something like that.”

“In that case, I have something that might interest you.  

Would you come this way?”

“The late President Deby’s personal jet?” Andover 

jested.

“He didn’t have one.  He went into exile in a helicopter.  

I’ve seized the rest of his transport fleet for my own 

operations.”

“You may get his foreign creditors hounding you, 

wanting to take them in lieu of payment.  People are very 

tenacious of valuable planes.”  They crossed the tarmac, passed 

through the hangar that Sir Charles had assigned to the 

Lancaster, and emerged through a door on the other side.

“Yes, they are.  What do you think of these?”
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“Very nice,” Andover approved.  “Three MiG-27s and 

four Su-25s.  Classic late Soviet stuff.  So you appropriated the 

whole Chadian air force, not just the transport fleet.  I 

approve.”

“It was simple enough to buy them from the pilots.  But 

they’re a distraction.  Would you care to take them off my 

hands?”

“You don’t want them?  On what terms?”

“Just take them.  You can store them here until you can 

arrange for export permits.  I don’t mind that.  And I fancy 

you’ll enjoy having them.  I don’t think many people in the 

western hemisphere have ever seen a Su-25 fly.”

“That’s at least a hundred million dollars worth of 

airplanes!”

“Tax writeoff,” Sir Charles explained, brushing some 

dust off his sleeve.  “And you deserve it, after all, for bringing 

the Lancaster back from the dead.”

Andover’s reply was drowned out by the sudden roar 

as the engines of three-seven-one opened up above the field 

and the ship came down to land atop its tower of fire.
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Chapter Nineteen

“No,” Sir Charles said.

He examined the faces of his five visitors.  One delegate 

from each of the major players.  Arianespace represented the 

former dominant force in the market with more than fifty 

percent of the world’s launches, as well as the interests of 

Europe.  JAXA was there to argue for Japan’s small but 

significant share.  Starsem spoke for the Russian space 

program, while the United Launch Alliance and SpaceX 

signaled the interest of American heavy industry and 

entrepreneurship, respectively.

The ULA delegate tried again.  “Sir Charles, we 

recognize that your launch systems are superior to ours.  But 

why can we not form a partnership?  You have the technology.  

We have the infrastructure.  You have one single base.  We 

have launch facilities all over the world.  They would require 

little modification to support your rockets, given their rugged 

simplicity.  We also have the connections with suppliers and 

manufacturers, and more importantly, contracts with 

customers, which you lack.  I believe I speak for all my 

colleagues when I say that we would be only too happy to 

agree to source our launch vehicles exclusively from you.  Your 

organization is small, agile, creative.  It is admirably suited to 

invent, but not so well adapted to the day-to-day management 

of a retail enterprise.  Why, then, are you so quick to rule out a 
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strategic partnership?  Do you intend to attempt to drive us out 

of business?  That would do nothing but hurt the spaceflight 

industry which you’re working to improve.”

“Your information is out of date,” Sir Charles replied.  

“I do not have a single base.  I have also secured launch 

facilities in Cuba and Kiribati and am currently negotiating for 

others.  In five years, given the lesser requirements of my 

technical systems, I shall have more launch sites than all of 

your principals combined.  Any customer will be able to 

transport their satellites or capsules to my spaceports with 

ease.  In addition, you have overlooked the fact that the 37 

series does not really require a dedicated spaceport at all.  A 

simple addition to an ordinary airport can handle them.  No 

more clearing airspace for hours in advance, just in case the 

highly explosive mixtures you use to fuel your toys blows up--

just slot the spaceflights in alongside the terrestrial flights.  I 

anticipate rockets becoming an integral part of global transport 

rather than a specialty vehicle.”

“We still own the market you need to make your 

venture a success.  We have exclusive contracts ten years out 

with all the firms that buy and launch satellites.”

“Oh, yes, by all means finish out your contracts,” Sir 

Charles said indulgently.  “I give you my word that I won’t 

make a single approach to any of your customers.”  He didn’t 

have to add that the customers would be coming to him after 

their existing contracts expired.  Everyone in the room knew it.  

“Besides, most of you have government subsidies that will 

keep you alive, if just barely.  You especially,” he nodded at the 

spokesman.  “The United States government can’t be seen to 

look unpatriotic, so your LockMartBoeing cabal will keep 

growing fat on taxpayer dollars.

“As for your proposals of a strategic partnership”--a 

rather unpleasant hardness manifested itself in Sir Charles’s 

expression at this point--“there is no element of partnership 

about it.  You have in essence proposed that I should abandon 
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the launch business and become a wholesaler.”  His finger shot 

out and pointed at the SpaceX representative.  “You, for 

example.  Your company has the lowest launch pricing of any--

a trifle over fifty million to low earth orbit.  Most of which is 

the cost of the rocket.  But the 37 series doesn’t cost that much 

to build, and it’s reusable.  You could fly a hundred launches 

with one 37 series rocket, which would bring your cost down to 

half a million per launch.  And would you lower your prices 

accordingly?  Of course not.  You’d charge whatever the 

market would bear and turn your launches into pure profit.  

Excellent business decision, but it wouldn’t get space opened to 

human colonization any faster.  Meanwhile, you want me to sit 

here with my hands tied, seeing nothing but a fraction of the 

profits and no dramatic expansion of the industry.  I’m 

reminded of something Dumas once wrote: Why do you offer 

me five millions for something that is worth six?  This is a kind 

of usury I do not understand.

“And let’s not forget why your costs are so high at 

present: because of the regulatory hoops you have to jump 

through.  Do you think I’m going to consent to having my 

spaceships stopped at your border crossings for inspection, or 

to modifying them in accordance with standards imposed by 

officials who have no expertise in the subject?  Or, most of all, 

to the ridiculous procedures you have in place out of 

overcaution, out of fear for the lives of your astronauts, who 

hold you in contempt because they themselves are fearless?  

Absolutely not.  Now stop trying to cheat me and get out of my 

office.”

* * * * *

“Did you have to come down so hard on them?” Carter 

asked.  They were strolling across to the viewing room where 

the rest of the press corps was observing the maneuvering of 
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the four ships--three-seven-three and three-seven-four had 

since joined Sir Charles’s fleet--in orbit.

“Perhaps not, but I wanted them to get the message.  

They annoy me.  Yes, you can quote me on that, too.  Their tiny 

little minds, thinking in terms of financial and growth metrics, 

rather than the great unfolding human drama in which they 

could have played a part.  This isn’t business, Carter.  This is 

history.”

“I still don’t think SpaceX quite deserved that 

condemnation.  Musk has tried very hard to reduce launch 

costs and grow the industry.”

“But he’s still thinking in terms of putting dumb matter 

into orbit.  Satellites.  Mere silicon chips.  His systems aren’t 

adapted for human carriage, much less for making it possible 

for anyone to take a ride from one inner system planet to the 

next.”

“And that’s what you’re aiming for?”

“In the near term.  Colonization of the inner solar 

system.  Space stations that permit normal life in orbit.  Most 

important of all, the construction of spaceborne telescopes 

using interferometry to identify every potential habitable 

planet within a hundred light-years of Earth.  Concrete steps 

towards our expansion into the rest of the galaxy.  The 

profitable ones will pay for the philanthropic ones.  And that 

will lay the foundation for the larger vision.”

“How much larger?”

Sir Charles waved a hand in the direction of a mockup 

of the Design 37 series, which had been towed out for the 

journalists to clamber over.  “These are toys.  These are 

nonsense.  Little bottles full of chemicals.  Old-fashioned 

crudities.  My huge leap over everyone else in the industry is 

no more than a tiny, incremental advance from the standpoint 

of physics.  We need something better than a giant firework if 

we’re going to become a multi-planet race.  Warp drives, jump 

drives, hyperdrives, faster-than-light--something!”  He turned 
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and faced Carter.  “Now you see why I’m putting the pressure 

on the launch industry.  They don’t have my technology.  They 

can’t duplicate it in any reasonable amount of time.  Their 

customers will come to me.  I’m making them afraid--and fear 

breeds ingenuity.  They’ll either vanish under the pressure, or 

they’ll turn their attention to developing something new and 

radical that will render me obsolete--and that’s a step in the 

right direction for humanity.”

“But if they find something like that, it’ll put you out of 

business.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Sir Charles said.  “They’ll have 

achieved my objective.”

“And you’d consent to have your launch business 

broken up under those circumstances?”

“Of course.”

Carter shook his head.  Sir Charles’s ambition 

fascinated him.  It was so unrestrained, so careless of accepted 

axioms.

They stepped into the press box.  On large screens at the 

far end, orbiting cameras showed them the view from a 

hundred and fifty miles above the earth’s surface.  Two of the 

bullet-shaped craft, three-seven-one and three-seven-three, 

were docked to a spindly structure of trusses and hoses that the 

ships had been assembling over the past several days.  At its 

center, clustered groups of kevlar bags pulsed with an infinite 

languor, like the cold beating of an alien heart.  Or so one of the 

more dramatic pressmen had described the scene.  The prosaic 

reality was that the bags were fuel bladders.  The rockets were 

flying their first cargo flights to the station, loading its tanks to 

provide themselves with a reserve for the future.  Because their 

fuels were non-volatile, they could do so, a vast improvement 

over the clumsy procedures resorted to by those other 

companies that ran their rockets on liquid air.  The 37 series did 

not have enough range to reach geosynchronous orbits from 

the ground, but once they refueled at the depot in space, they 
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could make GSO with greater efficiency than any heavy launch 

vehicle.

“Here comes three-seven-four,” one of the watchers 

said.  They had already learned to tell the sister ships apart.

The newest member of the fleet edged towards the 

station.  Three-seven-three dropped away with a faint blue 

flare and drifted off, preparing for reentry.  With the area 

cleared, three-seven-four maneuvered up to a gantry and 

clipped on to it.  The docking was the definition of anticlimax.

“I bet the ISS crew is jealous,” Carter said.  Sir Charles 

grunted.  He considered the ISS to be a terrible waste of effort.

“What’s she doing?” one of the reporters asked.  Others 

were leaning forward in their seats.  Sir Charles glanced at the 

screen and summoned his aide with a flicker of his eyebrow.  

“Go and find Constantine Nikolaevich and bring him here 

immediately.”  Captain Singh saluted and departed.

“I’m not imagining that,” Carter declared.  Heads 

around him nodded, concurring.

“No, you’re not,” Sir Charles agreed.  The fuel bladders 

in the center of the structure were obviously deflating.  That 

meant their contents were being pumped out and emptied into 

one of the ships, presumably three-seven-four, which was 

supposed to be discharging cargo, not taking it on.  Thousands 

of pounds of kerosene and peroxide, representing precious 

seconds of specific impulse no longer available to future flights.

Sir Charles brushed off the reporters’ questions and 

pushed through the crowd into the control room, Carter at his 

heels.  A third man who tried to follow had one of the Sikh 

guards tread on his instep and retired, wincing.

“Get me three-seven-four,” Sir Charles ordered one of 

the technicians.

“They’re not responding,” the man replied.

“Are their communications down?”

“Not as far as our diagnostics show.”

“So Captain Palladio is ignoring us.”
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“That’s about all we can tell, Sir Charles.”

“He would,” Sir Charles fumed.  “How much fuel is he 

taking on?”

“Enough to fill his tanks completely, it looks like.”

“Does the idiot intend to bring it back to earth with him 

after all the work it took to get it up there?”  The technician 

shrugged.  Sir Charles took the microphone from him.  

“Palladio, I don’t mean to break in on your thoughts, but your 

pumps are running the wrong way.  In case you hadn’t figured 

that out.”  A moment later he could have sworn he heard the 

ghost of a laugh, but that was probably his imagination.

The eager reporters in the viewing room watched as 

three-seven-four separated from the station.  It was climbing, 

boosting itself into a higher orbit with its maneuvering 

thrusters, instead of descending in order to return to earth.  The 

communications link with the rockets had abruptly died, or 

been cut off.  Then three-seven-four fired its main engines, all 

of them, and began to accelerate, sweeping out of the camera’s 

range of vision.

“That is not a deorbit burn,” Sir Charles said with 

dangerous calmness.  Constantine Nikolaevich was mumbling 

over the telemetry data, plotting it in his head in spite of his 

inebriation while his assistants raced to do the same thing with 

their computers.  “What does it look like?  Where is he going?”

“Possibility...two possibilities...” the Russian 

murmured.

The radio crackled.  “Sir Charles, are you still there?”

“My curiosity is not satisfied, so yes,” the target of the 

message replied, picking up the microphone again.  “What are 

you doing, Palladio?”

“I regret to disappoint you, Sir Charles, but my crew 

and I have decided that Africa is a tedious place to be.”

“Would you like me to pull down another government 

to amuse you?” Sir Charles asked with dangerous sweetness.
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“Perhaps some other time.  We thought, however, that 

a short vacation on the moon might set us up again.”

“The moon?” Carter barked in astonishment.  “They 

can’t get to the moon!”

Sir Charles shook his head.  “I’m not much of an 

engineer, but as I recall, if you’re in low earth orbit, you 

already have seventy-five or eighty percent of escape velocity.  

And they were carrying enough fuel for an earth landing to 

start with.  All they would have to take from the station is 

enough for landing and takeoff under a sixth of the earth’s 

gravity.  There’s room for it.”

“But it’s--it’s--you can’t just leave for the moon on a 

whim!”

“Constantine Nikolaevich?”  The Russian hissed 

something under his breath and stuck out his lip.  “Yes, yes, it 

could be,” he finally agreed.

“But food--oxygen--equipment--”

“The 37 series was designed to stay in orbit for weeks if 

required.  And this isn’t NASA.  There aren’t checklists for 

every cubic inch of space on the ship.  If the crew smuggled 

what they needed on board in advance, there’s a good chance 

we’d never have found out about it here.”

“You mean they could actually do this?”

Sir Charles nodded.  He suddenly smiled.

“I told you astronauts weren’t cowards,” he said.  

“They only need to be given the chance they’ve waited for all 

their lives, and they’ll do the rest.”

* * * * *

Captain Palladio, on realizing that Sir Charles was not, 

after all, going to stand in the way of his initiative, grew 

garrulous and helpful and transmitted his proposed course 

back to the spaceport.  He and his first officer had plotted it 

themselves.  Constantine Nikolaevich studied it, made noises 
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of annoyance and a few minor modifications, and reissued it to 

the ship accompanied by a series of cryptic warnings that the 

crew did not take very seriously.

Carter pleaded to be allowed to publish the recordings 

of the communications between the spaceport and three-seven-

four.  Sir Charles considered it and agreed to the proposal.  The 

news paralyzed every media outlet in the world within ten 

minutes of its release.  The share prices of all the companies 

that had been wooing Sir Charles crashed before the plane 

carrying their representatives took off from the spaceport.  In 

the United States, a member of the House of Representatives 

introduced a bill to defund NASA entirely, pointing out that 

there was now a viable alternative to it in the private sector.  

Another congressman took a contrary approach and 

introduced a competing bill to double NASA’s funding, 

arguing that they could not surrender their technological lead 

and that strong financial support would solve the problem.  

Rumors abounded of a stormy meeting in the Kremlin.  

General Cheng, who had been dancing attendance on Sir 

Charles since his arrival, was suddenly less in evidence while 

Beijing determined whether to compete or cooperate.

Three hours later, this time with permission, Captain 

Palladio fired the engines of three-seven-four, accelerating it to 

the necessary speed to achieve translunar injection.  The 

sequence was visible from the earth’s surface, as it had been for 

two of the Apollo missions.

And then there was nothing, save a video stream from 

the nose of the ship that showed her destination drawing 

steadily closer.

“They want more,” Carter observed as he followed Sir 

Charles past the hangar where the Lancaster bomber was being 

repaired.

“They can have it if and when Palladio transmits it.”

“Isn’t that a little unyielding?  This is supposed to be a 

public demonstration of the abilities of your ships.”
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“Not exactly.  It’s a private venture that anticipates the 

later lunar landing we planned to conduct to validate the 

system’s touchdown capabilities.  The world knows we can go 

to space when and how we please already.”

“They haven’t gotten used to it yet.  It’s been half a 

century since there was a man on the moon.”

“Their own silly fault.  I have no intention of permitting 

the press corps of every nation with a press to have hysterics 

on my doorstep because they’re in love with the drama of the 

occasion.  If they thought so highly of flying to the moon, they 

could have gone there before.”

“Maintain that attitude,” Carter urged him.  “It’s going 

to make for very good sound bites over the next few days.”

It did.  Whenever a reporter waylaid him, Sir Charles 

managed to press home the point that he viewed the 

international enthusiasm for his moon mission as unwarranted 

and even hypocritical.  Humanity could have been operating 

regular passenger services to the moon for decades, he 

reminded his listeners.  That they hadn’t done so was a sign of 

creative and intellectual decline.  He made the journalists as 

well as his audience feel that it was their own fault.  His 

popularity ratings, which had rebounded after the new plans 

for three-seven-four were made public, began to decline again.

“But what is the ship’s destination?” the reporters cried, 

trying to divert him from his ongoing commentaries on the 

sorry state of the launch market.

“Mare Nubium, in the moon’s southern hemisphere.  

The dark spot near the bottom and to the left of center as you 

look at it.  It hasn’t been explored much, so it’s as good a place 

as any to set down for the first time.”

“And three-seven-four will land directly on the moon, 

rather than deploying a separate lander?”

“Yes.  It’s a flight profile called direct ascent.  Von 

Braun advocated it back in the early sixties, but it was 
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eventually turned down in favor of the dedicated lunar lander 

concept.”

“If it failed before, why did you choose it for this 

flight?”

“First, I didn’t choose it.  The ship’s commander did.  

Second, it’s the most reasonable way to send a 37 series rocket, 

with its built-in landing capabilities, to the moon.  Third, and I 

suppose this is what you were fishing for, it was rejected by 

NASA because it resulted in big, ungainly, complex rockets 

due to all the extra propellant required.  The 37 series uses 

more efficient engines than what NASA had available, and 

while they still burn more fuel than the Saturn V did, 

comparatively speaking, kerosene and peroxide are far cheaper 

and safer than liquid hydrogen and oxygen.  It’s a fair 

tradeoff.”

When his thoughts on the philosophical importance of 

the mission were demanded, however, Sir Charles brushed the 

press aside and ensconced himself in one of the research labs 

where they couldn’t reach him.  Colonel Hundal reported an 

increase in the number of attempted security breaches of the 

few computer systems at the base that were connected to the 

internet.  Sir Charles threatened to take the entire spaceport 

offline if the reporters didn’t behave, which would compel 

them to transmit all their news in low-resolution.  And all the 

while, three-seven-four was creeping up on the moon at a 

diminishing rate of speed.  It took three days.

“It’s almost like a Verneshot,” Carter noted.

“Aside from the fact the we put the explosive in the 

bullet instead of the cannon, it’s very like a Verneshot,” Sir 

Charles agreed.  Three-seven-four had just passed the point at 

which the moon’s gravity became stronger than the earth’s.  

Accordingly, the ship was now rotating to position itself base-

down for landing.

“I suppose the software was designed to handle a lunar 

landing as well.”
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“The software was designed to enable a landing on any 

solid body, so long as its dimensions and mass are specified.  

This will be like landing in slow motion for the crew.  Almost 

tedious after they’ve become accustomed to the split-second 

timing required for an Earth landing.”

Three-seven-four fell in towards the moon, accelerating 

under the pull of the lunar gravity.  An optical interferometer 

that Sir Charles had erected in the Tibesti Mountains to the 

north tracked its progress.  The brightness of its surface metal 

stood out against the dark lava plains of the mare, a dot of light 

seeking to merge with the mundane.

“How much longer?”

“Any time now,” Sir Charles said, closing a watch that 

had belonged to his grandfather.  In the adjoining room, the 

press were so silent that an observer might have wondered if 

they still lived.  Around the world, a billion people watched the 

images that the telescope and the ship were relaying from a 

quarter million miles away.  Constantine Nikolaevich was the 

only witness who appeared indifferent to the emotions of the 

occasion.

The brightness of three-seven-four flared and blurred as 

the engines ignited.  The images from the onboard cameras 

shook and steadied again.  Their rate of change slowed.  The 

ship was pushing back now, holding itself away from the 

moon’s gravity to use it as it pleased.

On Earth, the landing sequence usually lasted no longer 

than thirty seconds.  The atmosphere had provided most of the 

deceleration, with the engines accounting for only the last few 

hundred feet per second of velocity.  On the moon, there was 

no atmosphere, and three-seven-four rode on its own power 

down to the surface, atop a column of superheated gas that 

flared out into the shape of a flower when it hit the lunar 

plains.  The numbers on the console that indicated its speed fell 

nearly to zero.  The horizon came up to embrace the ship as its 

landing gear extended.
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Another shudder in the images from three-seven-four’s 

cameras, and the vibration ceased.  The pictures grew sharp 

and crisp again.

“She’s down,” Sir Charles said.  He sighed.

In half a second the press box had become a scene of 

pandemonium.  Even Tang Yi Hai unbent so far as to exchange 

a genuinely pleased handshake and a smile with Benn Jones.  

The computers hummed as they analyzed the reactions and 

responses of the entire world to the landing, a coherent 

background to the incoherent jubilation of the technicians.

The only witnesses who had nothing to say were the 

crew of three-seven-four.

* * * * *

“Cue the second space race,” Carter said.  He sat down 

beside Sir Charles.  The sand, surprisingly, was still warm.  

They were outside the spaceport, at the edge of the desert.  The 

moon hung above them.  Its light was yellow here, diffused by 

the dust suspended in the Saharan air.

“That is as it should be.”

“And interstellar drives?”

“And interstellar drives.  One hopes.”

“You should have a nice Latin motto or something.  

‘From the lake to the stars.’  ‘To the stars through the lake.’”

“It’s perhaps more true than you realize.”

“There’s more?” Carter groaned.  A month ago he 

would never have believed that there could be too many stories 

for him.  Now he wanted to roll over and go to sleep to avoid 

having to disentangle the nuances of Sir Charles’s mind for his 

readers anymore.

“Of course.  You overheard my conversation with the 

representatives of the launch companies, about building bases 

elsewhere in the world.  I could have built a base elsewhere 

that would have been nearly as good as Mao.  I could have 
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done it here under concession from a government that 

practically lived in my back pocket without having to inundate 

a hundred thousand square miles of land.  True, there are some 

political and regulatory advantages to doing it this way, but 

nothing that would have prevented its success.  So where is the 

connection?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“Oh, you do if you try.  Think it through.  If it wasn’t 

the bases, what was it here that was so necessary to my plans?”

“Nothing.  Everything you used was brought in.”

“Try thinking about it in the fourth dimension.  Extend 

your reasoning to include temporal possibilities.”

“Still nothing.”

“What about the astronauts?”

“I’ve interviewed your astronauts.  They come from 

everywhere.  Test pilots, bush pilots, unqualified adventurers--

there is no connection between them and this particular place.”

“Not now, but in the future perhaps?”  Carter stared, 

not understanding.  “I’ll explain it this way.  How does NASA, 

for example, choose their astronauts?”

“Extensive testing.  Two years of training.  They have to 

have science degrees.  And they have to be jet pilots.  Anyone 

who can’t take the pressure washes out.”

“But there are lots of people who want to be astronauts.  

Who want it badly enough to risk dying for it, as my crews 

have demonstrated.  So why are there so few who qualify?”

“Well, NASA draws from a limited talent pool.  

Military pilots, mostly.”

“Exactly.  The requirements and the training are such 

that candidacy, while in theory open to anyone, is only 

practical for pilots in the armed forces.  Now, consider this.  In 

exploring and colonizing new worlds, would military officers 

make the most desirable crew members?”

Carter snorted.  “Is that a joke?  Of course not.  They’d 

start planting flags.  They’d have to set territorial boundaries 
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before they could tell where they were.  They’d want to do 

everything out of a manual and would be terrified of being 

punished if they acted on impulse.  They’d do the opposite of 

Captain Palladio in every possible situation.”

“And that is where the lake comes into the equation,” 

Sir Charles said, gazing off towards the horizon at a body of 

water that wouldn’t exist in his lifetime.  “The children who 

will grow up around this lake will know very few limits.  Their 

world will be constantly changing.  There will be no 

malevolent entity hovering over them to make them work or 

demand that they adhere to certain creaking superstitions.  

Their notions of authority will be hazy due to the constant 

power struggles of local rulers and their subordinates.  They 

will learn that agriculture and survival are intimately, critically 

connected.  They will never become too attached to any one 

place, because as the lake rises over the years, it will push their 

families back to higher ground.  Their minds will be flexible 

and creative, suited to coping with new ideas and incessant 

change and capable of innovating to make the most of it.  One 

place, one leader will seem very much like another to them.  It 

is from the future generations who will grow up here, around 

Lake Chad, that the next generations of astronauts will be 

drawn.  The lake isn’t just a convenient spot for a spaceport, 

Carter.  It’s an incubator for the beginnings of a true 

spaceborne culture.”

* * * * *

Three-seven-four was falling back to earth again, 

accelerating fast.  Her crew had staked out a dozen possible 

landing sites for future missions and were bringing back half a 

ton of geological samples for Sir Charles’s scientists to analyze.  

The major news networks were predicting a moon base within 

the year--two at the most.  The unprecedented turnover rate of 

Sir Charles’s ships, and the three new ones he had under 
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construction, promised to make human colonization of space a 

reality undreamed of without the development of atomic 

engines or nanomaterials.  Governments and corporations alike 

clamored for launch space, promising anything in order to foist 

themselves onto the success of the program.  Forgotten by the 

international community in the excitement, the Ubangi 

continued to flow through its new channel as the remaining 

excavators more thoroughly destroyed its old one with each 

passing day.

A slender barge with a powerful engine passed down 

the canal, drawing the attention of those crossing the bridges 

above it, and emerged into the main stream of the Chari.  She 

flew no flag, displaying Sir Charles’s tripartite emblem instead, 

and there were Sikhs on her prow and at her stern.  On board 

was a load of industrial metals, the product of the one 

remaining mine that Sir Charles had opened under his 

concession from the old government of the CAR.  The metal 

would be used to finish building the rockets that waited in the 

hangars at Mao.
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Chapter Twenty

Three men stood in a group and watched the pictures 

that flashed across the distant screen.  One was a congressman.  

The second was a famous journalist.  The third had been an 

astronaut.

Around them, Sir Charles’s new facilities at Cape 

Canaveral spread out in every direction.  Not nearly so 

extensive as the Kennedy Space Center and US Air Force 

complexes to the south, they were dramatically impressive in a 

way that the relics of the Apollo and Shuttle eras were not.  The 

Americans had demanded a share in the colonization of space 

that Sir Charles forecast.  Would not the logistics make better 

sense that way?  Sir Charles had agreed to give them one--but 

he had made them pay for it.  The entire area north of the 

NASA rail line had been deeded over to him, to be covered 

with launch pads and terraces and a discreet line of assembly 

sheds tucked away in the background.  No launch towers 

marred the view.  There was just rocket after rocket, pointing 

up towards the sky, each one unsupported and individual, as 

the earliest fantasies of the space age had predicted.

And there were people, too.  Hundreds of thousands of 

people.  They milled around the inactive pads, examining the 

resting ships without anyone hindering them.  The spaceport 

was unsecured to what the Americans considered to be a 

terrifying degree.  But one of Sir Charles’s conditions had been 
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extraterritoriality for his operations, and to get a rocket base on 

its soil, the United States had been forced to acquiesce.  His 

Sikhs watched the visitors with care and did nothing else.

“Yes, it’s awkward,” the congressman was saying.  “But 

under the terms of the agreement, there’s not much we can do 

about it.”

“But why should space travel be regulated any 

differently than air travel?” the astronaut asked.  “He’s putting 

passengers at risk by allowing flights without proper security 

procedures.  This is a commercial service.  Surely international 

conventions apply?”

“They don’t.  The deal between the US government, Sir 

Charles Grosley, and the Tripartite Foundation lists almost 

every international aerospace treaty ever written and 

specifically exempts this deal from all of them.  His lawyers 

really did a number on us with that one.”

“I’m surprised the Senate ratified it.”

“They wouldn’t have.  But it’s not technically a treaty 

with a foreign power, so it was handled as an ordinary 

application for executive approval.”

“And DHS didn’t insist on closing the area to the 

public?  It’s dangerous.”

“Sir Charles said he would look out for any danger to 

his operations without our interference, and would expect his 

visitors to comport themselves accordingly.  He’s stubborn.”

“What is the political status of his company, anyway?”

“Hard to tell.  It’s called a foundation, but it operates at 

a profit.  It supposedly has recognition from some local African 

religious leaders as a charitable enterprise.  And the 

government of Kiribati gave him a charter in return for his 

leasing Christmas Island--a charter that’s so vaguely worded it 

empowers him to do and be almost anything.  Of course, one of 

Sir Charles’s ships alone is worth twice the annual expenditure 

of the Kiribati government, so he could afford it.”
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“You might have thought of that when you were 

making up the foreign aid bundles,” the journalist interjected 

with a wry smile.

Before the congressman could reply, the crowd started 

applauding.  The three men, who had moved somewhat apart 

from the mass of visitors, turned and looked in the same 

direction.

On the screen, a rocket was coming down.  In the past 

five years, since the first flight of three-seven-one, the sight had 

become commonplace.  But this landing was special for three 

reasons.  First, it was one of a new series, larger and more 

powerful than Design 37, and optimized for carrying 

passengers rather than general cargo.  Second, Sir Charles 

himself was on board.  Third, its voyage marked the first 

demonstration of an entirely new flight profile.  The ship 

wasn’t landing at a dedicated spaceport.  It was firing its 

engines on final descent into Sheremetyevo International 

Airport outside Moscow, after having taken off from Beijing 

Capital International Airport.

As Sir Charles had predicted, the new rockets were so 

reliable and rugged that it was possible to deploy them from 

landing pads at regular airports, and he was demonstrating the 

concept with a grand tour of the three airfields in the world 

that boasted the necessary facilities.  A tour that would be 

carried out in a single day, in the space of a few hours, as his 

ship raced up above the atmosphere, accelerated, and then 

descended again, showing off its reentry abilities.

The rocket settled onto the pad and the engines cut out.  

A close-up shot revealed a name painted near the hatch: 

Icosameron.  Sir Charles had begun to name his ships, drawing 

their monikers from the terminology of early science fiction.  A 

portable stair was rolled across the pad to the ship and the 

hatch opened.  Sir Charles emerged from the rocket.  He was 

greeted at the bottom by a knot of impressed ministers, the 

President of Russia having categorically declined any desire to 
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meet him.  Behind him, the fuel trucks were racing up to 

replenish the rocket’s tanks, a process that now took minutes 

instead of days.

Half an hour later, the Russian welcoming committee 

hurried back to the shelter of the main terminal and the 

Icosameron lifted off, inclining westward as she chased and 

nearly bettered the sun.

The astronaut shook his head.  “When I remember what 

we had to go through...and now anyone can walk up that 

gangway and go into space.  No training, no suits, no 

emergency procedures--dear God!”

“Nostalgia,” the journalist suggested.  “Awe.  And 

something more.  Resentment, too.”

“No, it’s not that I resent them--”

“Of course you do!  You had to work hard to do 

something that almost no other human beings would ever do.  

Now it’s become commonplace, and you feel cheated.  They’re 

getting the same achievement without having worked for it.”

The astronaut fiddled with his lapel pin and was silent.

“The pace of change is too fast,” the congressman 

complained.  “Ten years ago it looked like we’d never have a 

manned space program again.  No one really wanted to go to 

the moon.  No one had the nerve to take a chance on Mars.  All 

our funding was going into telescopes and probes.  It was more 

or less agreed that we wouldn’t replace the ISS and until that 

time came, Musk and the Russians could take care of it for us.”

“You’re saying it’s what we were comfortable with.”

“Yes.  Comfortable.  And then Sir Charles came along, 

and put his own station in orbit, and has a base on the moon, 

and has another expedition en route to Mars and is 

surrounding Venus with sensors.  How, exactly, are we 

supposed to adjust to this?”

“Sir Charles would argue that it’s what we always 

wanted.  Our dreams and aspirations, delayed because of the 
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Cold War and finally killed by one economic crisis after 

another, realized at last.”

“He’s wrong.  Mankind was meant to live on Earth.  

Spaceflight is a dream, a nice one I grant you, and useful as a 

means of proving our technology, but it’s not our future.  This 

is our future, here.”

The astronaut made a noise of disagreement, but didn’t 

speak up.  The journalist fingered his phone, which was 

capturing the entire conversation.  “What about his dare?”

“His what?”

“His dare.  The way he challenged the entire industrial 

base of the world to find a better alternative to rocket flight,  a 

true solution to the problem of interstellar travel.  Doesn’t that 

count for anything?”

“That’s rubbish,” the congressman sneered.  “It’s Star 

Trek fantasy and we all know it.  In fact”--he hesitated several 

seconds before proceeding--“this isn’t official yet, but as part of 

the new continuing resolution, the contracts for the Next-

Generation Bomber and for small arms ammunition 

procurement are going to result in the companies involved 

spinning off or selling their launch divisions.  We’re getting out 

of the space business for good.”

“National security?”

“I won’t vote to throw money into the fire, and neither 

will my constituents.”

“That fire?” the journalist asked, nodding at the screen.  

It now showed the Icosameron flaring on its descent into 

Heathrow.  A cameraman with a sense of humor had 

positioned himself so that the shot also took in a brief glimpse 

of Windsor Castle in the background.  The rocket touched 

down even more gently than before.  The same pack of 

dignitaries darted forward to welcome Sir Charles, headed by 

the Prince of Wales, who had already been a passenger on one 

of Sir Charles’s ships.

284



“Very dangerous,” the congressman grumbled, 

watching.

“It would be worse if it were the prime minister,” the 

journalist chided him.

“I thought the Vice President would be greeting him 

here?” the astronaut wondered.

“He will--and that’s the problem.  The President 

couldn’t, that’s definite.  Even the VP is almost too much of a 

concession.”

“The Vice President meets distinguished visitors all the 

time.”

“I think what our friend means is that it looks too much 

like one head of state receiving another,” the journalist said.

“Exactly!  He’s a private citizen, not the ruler of a 

country--and if we treat him like one, it’s almost like we’re 

recognizing that he is one.  Let the administrator of NASA do 

the dirty work, not a member of our government.”

“So why wasn’t the administrator picked?  I met him 

earlier on my way here.”

“He’s part of the welcoming committee, but gentle 

pressure was put on the State Department through back 

channels.  Sir Charles was being greeted by senior officials in 

every other country--in Beijing the president of China hung a 

medal on him, remember?  So we had to do the same.”

“In other words,” the journalist summed up, “we’d lose 

face with allies and rivals if we snubbed him, and we’d run 

uncomfortably close to treating him as an equal if we didn’t.”

“Pretty much.”

The astronaut digested this for a bit, while the 

Icosameron finished her refueling and soared up over the 

Atlantic.  The time remaining until her arrival in Florida could 

now be measured in minutes.

“But he couldn’t be a fellow ruler,” the astronaut 

continued.  “He doesn’t have a country.  So what’s the 

problem?”
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“It’s possible that someone can be a head of state 

without having a country,” the journalist explained.  “Isn’t it?”

The congressman looked very irritated.  “It can 

happen.”

“How?”

“International recognition--the very thing we’re trying 

to avoid giving him.  Ever heard of the Sovereign Military 

Order of Malta?  No?  Well, it’s basically nothing more than a 

Catholic charitable organization now, but hundreds of years 

back it used to own the island of Malta and ran it as an 

independent country.  The Order was forced off the island a 

long time ago--but the rest of the rulers of Europe kept on 

recognizing it as an independent body and its grand master as 

a head of state.  Today they have diplomatic relations with 

dozens of countries and an observer’s seat at the UN.”

“In other words, treat Sir Charles and his foundation as 

equals for long enough and they become equals.”

“It’s a kink in international law,” the congressman 

protested, wriggling.  “That’s why I still say it’s a bad idea for 

the Vice President to be meeting him.”

“The Vice President can’t bind the government to a 

foreign policy,” the astronaut objected.

“No--but it’s an awkward precedent.”

“You’re seeing traps where there are none.”

“I do think it’s a trap,” the congressman agreed.  “I 

think he planned this.  And I think the situation could get 

worse.”

“Tell us all about it,” the journalist purred.  He was glad 

he’d picked a more reactionary representative as his subject.

The congressman raised his hands.  “Well, look at him.  

He’s tramping around the world collecting our congratulations 

as if we owed him something.”

“It can be argued that we do,” the astronaut insisted.

“Nonsense.  We owe him nothing.  He’s in it for his 

own benefit, and this is just a little sop to his vanity.  He has 
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dozens of ships coming and going.  He effectively owns the 

moon unless and until we find a way to edge him out.  He can 

weaponize space if he likes--and since he’s not a state, he’s not 

bound by the Outer Space Treaty--and I tell you in confidence 

that no military on Earth can beat a force that holds the 

command of space.  What happens then?  He’s visiting us as a 

public relations exercise now.  In a few years, maybe he’ll be 

visiting to accept homage and collect tribute.”

The astronaut looked thoughtful, while the journalist 

tingled with glee.  His day was getting better and better.

Up in the clear sky, a bright dot flickered.  The cameras 

tracked it and inflated it and flung it on to the screens that had 

been set up for the occasion.  Half a million people divided 

their attention between the digital image and the real object 

outlined like a tiny sun at the apex of the heavens.  They saw it 

redden, in contrast to the blackness of the vacuum, before its 

cooling systems took over.  They saw its track across the earth’s 

surface slow on the telemetry screen and halt above them.  

With their unaided eyes, they watched the dot darken and 

grow.  It was falling towards them--and they looked at it with 

enthusiasm, because they had learned not to be afraid.

Through their binoculars and telescopes they saw the 

ship’s airbrakes unfold and flutter against the wind, slowing 

her and nudging her more precisely towards her landing pad.  

The Icosameron was now traveling more slowly than an 

ordinary jet, playing air resistance off against gravity.  Half a 

million people watched in suspense, gasping as they realized 

how close the rocket was to them, even though they’d been 

kept away from the active pad.

The Icosameron’s engines spoke with a roar.  She slowed 

further, and her flaming exhaust touched the pad, splashing off 

it just as Weinbaum had described nearly a century before.  

Very few witnesses had realized before that the landing gear of 

a rocket made an audible grating noise against the concrete of 

the pad.
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Then the pilot throttled the engines to zero and the 

overpowering, shattering noise was succeeded by a silence 

equally as overpowering.

It was into that silence that Sir Charles stepped out 

when he exited the hatch and scanned the assembled crowd.  It 

persisted for a matter of seconds before he became aware that 

something was breaking it.  He turned and looked towards the 

sea.

Over the outskirts of the Cape flew an aircraft, a 

bomber driven by four Merlin engines.  Its belly was still 

painted black so the German gunners couldn’t find it by night; 

its upper surfaces were still painted green-and-tan so that 

German pilots couldn’t find it by day.  On the side of the 

fuselage was a roundel flanked by the letters BQ-S.  The pilot, 

who was just visible through the panes of the cockpit, raised 

his hand in salute, returning the welcome that had once been 

extended to him.

Sir Charles smiled.
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