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   The king with half the East at heel is marched from lands of morning;
 
   Their fighters drink the rivers up, their shafts benight the air.
 
   And he that stands will die for nought, and home there’s no returning.
 
   The Spartans on the sea-wet rock sat down and combed their hair.
 
   A. E. Housman, The Oracles.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PART ONE: Born to pain
 
    
 
   Born to pain,
 
   Born to pain,
 
   Oh Lord,
 
   We are born to pain.
 
   Traditional song translated and modified as a hymn. Later adopted as the national anthem of the People’s Republic of Mau.
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   ‘Born to pain, born to pain …’
 
   The words were carried on the stirring of a dawn wind out of the palace of the President of Mau and over the rolling sward of manicured lawn to the presidential jetty and the ears of Etienne Mumbo, the acting President’s under-gardener. They were running very late indeed up there, he thought; but it was nearly time now. He looked at the fuses on the teak before him and prepared for detonation.
 
   The night stretched out around Etienne with awesome beauty, but he remained immune. He did not notice the fat opal curve of the moon above the black blade of the distant escarpment, flooding the riverine plain with light — except when it reflected on the face of his watch and made it impossible for him to distinguish the digital display. Nor did he notice the low stars which lay across the velvet sky like lustres from a shattered chandelier, beginning to lose some of their effulgence in the east now, as dawn thrust up its first pale threat. If his cheek felt the last gentle caress of the dry night wind seeping like a dusty snake down the bed of the dry river, then he gave no sign. If the back of his neck registered the freshening counter-draught of wet air from the coast behind him, which was silently pulling a thickening fog bank inland, then only the tightness of his shoulders revealed the fact. For Etienne was a man with a mission and only the racks of fuses in front of him held any interest for him. He thought of sour melons and his stomach growled. But he dismissed this as nerves. Today was the most important day of his life for many reasons, and he had every excuse to be very nervous indeed.
 
   As under-gardener, Etienne’s duties had never amounted to more than keeping the flower beds and the lawns watered, and looking their best. It was a job which filled his time and his pockets — especially during the recent terrible drought when he had managed to set up a lucrative black market in the sale of water destined to nurture mere greenery. But he had to be careful; the grass of the presidential lawn was, blade for blade, more important to acting President Aaron M’Diid than a comparable number of his people. Woe betide the entrepreneur who nurtured the men at the price of the turf. It was whispered that the displeasure of President M’Diid was a terrible thing. It could agonise a man past bearing, it was said; and that man’s mother, father, brothers, wives, sons and daughters. Especially, it was breathed, his daughters. Etienne had been very careful indeed to ensure that the grass looked like the top of the pool tables he saw on the sports channels of the President’s televisions, when he got the opportunity to peer into that other world inside the Palace. In any case, the bottom had fallen out of the black market in water — or would do so very soon. For had not the men from the United Nations being entertained by the President at this very moment caused an island of ice to be pulled to this very harbour, the mouth of this very river, specifically to ruin Etienne’s trade and return his burgeoning family to penury?
 
   This was another series of pictures which Etienne had seen from a distance on the President’s televisions. He had heard few of the words of commentary which accompanied the images, but gossip had supplied the missing information. So it was that he, almost alone among the people left in Mawanga City on that night of the iceberg’s arrival, was familiar enough with what it looked like and sufficiently resentful of its very existence to be here at the foot of the presidential lawn instead of gawking at the monstrosity as it stood in the harbour downriver. He was the perfect man, in fact, for the job he had in hand. The people being entertained by acting President Aaron M’Diid, officers of the United Nations and its various agencies, had done little good to Etienne Mumbo. They had performed no miracle for him; they had done nothing to impress him or win his gratitude. He wanted nothing to do with them or with their works, for they had done nothing but make his hard life even harder.
 
   Etienne was a Kyoga, a trader and handyman, able, ambitious, and devious. He had allowed the lazy over-gardener to devolve all sorts of duties on to his able shoulders. After all, the more responsibilities he held, the greater the opportunities for him to accept bribes. It was he, therefore, who oversaw the upkeep of the jetty on which he crouched now — though it had never occurred to him that this responsibility would result in a bribe. But it had. For, in return for a sum of money given him by an abrupt, precise stranger who had found him out in his favourite downtown bar, he had agreed to throw all the switches before him at once on the agreed signal. He had also agreed not to look beneath the jetty. He had found that last directive very hard to manage, but a steely gleam in the stranger’s eyes had made Etienne unusually circumspect.
 
   The jetty was a simple wooden structure reaching out for perhaps five metres from the shore before it spread into a T shape with a five-metre crossbar running up and down the river. In better days the jetty had reached into the broad flood of the River Mau. There had been times — long before Etienne’s father, even, had been born — when launches, boats, barges, steamers and even the odd punt had nestled against its teak sides; and exquisitely dressed people had gone out to be awed by the great crocodiles and the massive hippopotamuses in the upriver pools, to admire them and to kill them. There had been times, so it was said, when the jetty had stood as the fourth side to a fenced-in section of water where men and women visiting the presidential palace might bathe with safety. Here, it was whispered, in better days when their father had been major-domo to the great President Karanga himself, the M’Diid brothers, Moses and Aaron, had swum in their youth, Moses soaking up enough ambition to take him to the command of the army and Aaron enough to take him to the palace where he now stood singing his country’s stately national anthem, ‘Born to cry, born to cry …’
 
   But the jetty now stretched out over a dry bank of terracotta mud. There had been no water flowing past here for a year. The river was a mere trickle down from the Leopold Falls five hundred kilometres inland, nowhere near enough to fill the Dr Julius J. Karanga Dam or the thousand-kilometre network of irrigation channels it should have fed. It became little more than a sewer oozing along the foot of the escarpment inland and, in a shallow pool nearly eighty kilometres upstream, it lost its way altogether. Now the river was dry for the last ninety kilometres of its course, dry through the three great pools that stepped down from the plain to the coast, a stark red mudflat at the foot of the President’s broad, green lawns, a wide dry scar through the heart of the city of Mawanga, a dry flat channel down to the harbour where stood an iceberg of more than a billion metric tonnes — enough water to fill up the river again, to refill the pools, revitalise the flow from that silted lake, to reanimate the current at the foot of the black cliffs, to refill the Karanga Dam and to irrigate the near-desert which the heartlands had become. To save five million lives, to avert civil war, perhaps invasion, and to ruin Etienne Mumbo’s illicit water trade.
 
   The movement of the iceberg had been half experiment and half gamble by the United Nations desperate to avoid another Bosnia, another Somalia, another Rwanda. A gamble made by people still at daggers drawn with the White House and with Capitol Hill, burning to pull off a major coup which would re-establish them as a force for good in the eyes of a war-weary world. The glaciologist Colin Ross and the ship-owner Richard Mariner had brought them the project out of the blue just at the time when things began to slip out of control in Mau. Suddenly, here were two experts promising to deliver one and a half billion metric tonnes of fresh water to any place on the surface of the globe, just at the moment when it was required on the west coast of Africa by the one country there possessed of a harbour big enough to accommodate it. And the experiment had worked. There were costs to be met, there were things still to be explained, not least an attack on the iceberg itself. But it was there in the harbour; and after acting President Aaron M’Diid’s reception was over, men and women from all over the world stood ready on the ground in Mau to make best use of what had been done so far.
 
   The under-gardener knew few of these facts. He understood their import shrewdly, however. He understood all too well why the President was entertaining the Secretary-General of the organisation which had pulled the life-giving iceberg to the west coast of Africa and a great number of the people involved in getting that miraculous feat accomplished — and an even greater number of those who proposed to complete the task of filling the Karanga Dam and reanimating the river before the iceberg melted uselessly away.
 
   ‘Born to die,’ they sang in the palace, their voices swelling in the Maui national anthem. The climactic moment of the ceremony in the great reception chamber, the signal for Etienne’s action, was mere seconds away.
 
   The fog bank pounced like a silent panther. It gulped down Etienne, the jetty and the rolling lawn in an instant. One moment the impatient Kyoga was watching his fuses and listening for the signal, secure in where he was and what was going on around him, the next he was in an alien environment, lost and terrified. It was as though he had been struck blind or had stepped through into another world. Only the back of his neck and his nostrils had been aware of the fog’s silent approach, and his concentration on the task in hand had been far too fierce to allow him to pay attention to their crucial messages.
 
   The fog was cold, thick. It deafened Etienne, although it was as silent as a swan’s down pillow; it blinded him, although it was so white in the low moonbeams that it seemed to glow. It completely disorientated him; he was abruptly uncertain of where he was in relation to the edge of the jetty and in relation to the fuses. And it terrified him so that when the terrible sounds began, seemingly just beneath his feet, he howled in terror and threw all the switches at once.
 
   Etienne threw the switches and ran blindly inland. His feet thudded along planks until they stumbled on to the blessed solidity of the lawn. As he ran, he continued to scream, but the sound was lost in the coughing roar of whatever monster had suddenly sprung to life beneath the jetty, a roar followed by a grating, squealing sound. These were the noises of the bush, not of the President’s garden; the coughing of a hunting leopard and the squealing of stricken prey being torn limb from limb alive, but amplified out of all proportion. Then even these sounds were drowned beneath the thunder in the sky as the first bank of fireworks set off by Etienne exploded among the stars.
 
   Etienne found himself lying, dazed, on his back. The grass was thick and soft beneath his head. The fog thinned and allowed him to see that first bright ball of green and yellow comets shoot out across the sky. Then the firmament itself was blotted out as something swept swiftly and inexorably over him. It was the thing that had growled and screamed under the jetty in the heart of the fog. But it was black, not white; steely, not insubstantial. It stank of iron and engine fumes, not cucumbers. And as it bellowed its way up the bank towards the palace, the sound of its movement masked by the thunder of the fireworks, it churned up the beautiful turf of President M’Diid’s lawn, and the prostrate body of the man who had nurtured it.
 
   *
 
   ‘Born again,’ sang acting President Aaron M’Diid in his fine baritone, ‘born again …’ But his mind was not on the majesty of the words or on the beauty of the fine old tune. He stood, hand on heart, between the Secretary-General of the United Nations and his Executive Assistant, Dr Indira Dyal. But his mind was not on their identities either, nor, indeed, on the identities of any of the people thronging the massive reception chamber. It was not even on the series of speeches which had turned this into a marathon of diplomatic endurance, nor on the series of humiliating foul-ups and longueurs which would see this thing running right the way through to dawn. No. Aaron M’Diid simply wanted to know which cretin had set off the fireworks in the middle of the national anthem.
 
   It was the final straw. President M’Diid had been at great pains during the last few weeks, while his country had been so firmly under the spotlight, to present Mau as a successful and modern state unfortunately in the grip of climatic conditions far beyond anybody’s control, no more backward or blameworthy than Chicago last summer when so many had died in the heat wave. But now, on this most important of occasions, to have even the fireworks bungled taxed the premier to the limit of his patience. Heads would roll for this. Literally. He would find out who had set off those fireworks and the presidential guards would play football with his head. The man’s family and his headless corpse would all sit in his private stadium for ninety minutes and watch the match. Then the family, too, would die. But the Westerners would see nothing of that. They would simply see the urbane well-educated President making wry apologies for the mistakes his people had made in their over-eagerness to impress their important guests.
 
   This chance to involve the United Nations and all its fabulous wealth in the workings of his country and the further improvement of his own fortune must not be allowed to slip away. No matter who had to die. That was what the iceberg Manhattan meant to President M’Diid: not the saving of his starving, drought-stricken people, or the restoration of the great farm lands of the N’Kuru heartlands, or the bringing of his country out of Third World poverty and crushing debt, but the restoration of his personal fortune and the lining of his bank accounts in Switzerland.
 
   ‘Born to reign,’ he sang, his voice booming out across the room.
 
   When the main doors burst open, he simply closed his eyes and went on singing. It never occurred to him that this would be anything other than another terrible foul-up. The thud of feet which overcame the faltering anthem jerked his eyes wide and his head round, however. A squad of soldiers was approaching across the room. They were all in battle fatigues and none bore any badges of rank. The acting President went cold. It required an act of will to close the mouth open to sing ‘Oh Lord, we’re born to reign’. His mind was racing. His first thought was that the madmen controlling neighbouring Congo Libre had chosen this moment to launch an invasion. The Congo Librens had been negotiating with Moscow for helicopters and tanks, he knew. Please God, let it not be war, he thought.
 
   But as the soldiers neared, Aaron M’Diid’s eyes cleared and he recognised the men as his elder brother Moses and several of his senior staff officers. Aaron stood, hand on heart, mind blank, eyes apparently entranced by the manner in which the fireworks outside were gleaming on the metallic shapes of the M-60 battle tanks which had appeared as if by magic on the lawn. The soldiers crashed to attention in front of him. ‘General M’Diid,’ he said. ‘What can I do for you?’
 
   ‘You can come with me,’ said Moses. ‘I am putting you under arrest.’
 
   ‘On what charges?’
 
   ‘Embezzlement, corruption, perversion, murder.’
 
   ‘You cannot do this. I am not answerable to you for my actions!’
 
   ‘Not to me, perhaps. But to the people of Mau, through me.’
 
   Like a beast at bay, Aaron M’Diid looked around the room, his body frozen. Only his hunted eyes moved. He took in the stunned gazes of those closest to him, the settled aspects of the officers in front of him, every bit as intransigent as that of his brother facing him; the small squads of guards at each doorway and outside the French windows in front of the tanks on the lawn. And suddenly his mind was full of sickening visions of the cells beneath this beautiful room, and of the terrible things that happened in them. ‘No!’ he snarled. He took one step forward and was stopped by a cold solidity on the back of his hand. He looked down. The barrel of his brother’s service revolver was pressed against him.
 
   ‘Last chance, monkey,’ said Moses softly, exactly as he used to do when they were children.
 
   ‘Never!’ spat Aaron.
 
   And Moses pulled the trigger.
 
   The bullet went through Aaron’s hand and his heart. A long pier glass on the wall behind him shattered. The shards cascaded to the ground and people started screaming. Aaron M’Diid fell to the ground at once and lay without movement.
 
   One of the staff officers called an order and the sound of automatic rifles being cocked brought a similar stillness and silence to the rest of the room.
 
   And in that silence it was possible to hear General M’Diid say, possibly to himself, ‘Our parents got it wrong, it seems. It shouldn’t have been Moses and Aaron, it should have been Cain and Abel.’
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   Richard Mariner was sitting in the departure lounge of Mawanga International Airport reading about himself in yesterday’s newspaper. That was apt enough. As far as he was concerned, it was all yesterday’s news. All he wanted to do was get home.
 
   He scanned the article with a mildly perplexed air, then cast it aside and looked around for something else but there was nothing. The room was barren, its fly-blown walls blank, and nothing but black night lay beyond the dirty windowpanes. He wrapped his trench coat more tightly round his lanky frame as the night air made him shiver. He looked at the clock on the wall which told him it was 05:00 Maui time — an hour before his flight was due. He looked at the newspaper and sighed. He caught it up again. He needed something to stay alert beneath crushing weights of boredom and exhaustion. Richard read on with a slightly wondering sense of novelty, seeking for some reality among the jumbled facts and fanciful misinterpretations of the increasingly lurid report. The article purported to be a summation of his life and work, focusing on the last few months, from a Maui point of view.
 
   He had spent the last two months, it said, pulling an ice island from the North Atlantic to the very harbour of Mawanga port itself. Well, there was a certain amount of truth in that, he supposed. Except that the report made it seem that he had swum the whole way pulling the thing along by main force. It made scant enough mention of the six ships and their crews which he had commanded, or of the civilian experts: the glaciologists like Colin and Kate Ross; the meteorologist Yves Maille; the local contact, daughter of the late President, Emily Karanga; the small contingent of UN engineers under the command of Tom Snell; the ex-US Army General Warren Cord. Without their expertise, none of this could have been achieved. And it made scant reference, too, to the men and women of the United Nations whose backing had made the scheme possible in the first place: Indira Dyal, Executive Assistant; Mohammed Aziz, Chef de Cabinet; the rest of the Mau Club. Though most of them, Richard guessed wryly, would be in tomorrow’s Mawanga Times when it reported on the reception in the presidential palace which he was missing even now because of his overwhelming need to get home.
 
   The main reason for the bone-deep weariness he felt was described in the second paragraph, the subject of which had made headlines for a week before. Who had attacked the iceberg with fully armed helicopters? Who had held the ships’ crews captive? Who had tried to destroy the whole mission at the last minute? Who? And why? Whoever they were, they were all dead now. They and all their helicopters had been lost during the terrible moments when the iceberg had turned over, destroying the invaders and sucking one complete supertanker to oblivion at the bottom of the Bight of Benin. All that was known about them was that they spoke Russian and flew Soviet-made Mi-24 Hind-D helicopters. There had been no markings on men or materiel — and no comment from Moscow beyond a strong condemnation of the action. One of the UN crews had been supplied by the Russian merchant marine and they had been held captive along with everybody else. Hind-Ds, the Russian premier had pointed out, were in service all over the Middle East and were for sale to anyone. Sales pitch aside, it had sounded genuine enough.
 
   Since the incident had occurred, Richard had been busy with the intricate procedures of re-controlling the iceberg and inching it into the welcoming horns of Mawanga harbour where it now nestled, nearly seventy-five kilometres long and twenty-five wide, and the better part of nine hundred metres deep. It was just as well the harbour was tectonic and effectively bottomless. He had been too busy to answer questions, to speculate on who had attacked his command.
 
   Too busy even to wonder which agencies would be asking the questions in due course. Who, after all, was responsible for international law in situations like this? Who besides good old Eric Ellen and his people at the International Maritime Bureau? Who else was there? Look at the time it had taken to sort anything out after the Lockerbie disaster. There was no agency ready, willing or positioned to take on either international terrorism or crime outside national boundaries. Even the International Maritime Bureau would be hard put to get a grip on this one. Lloyd’s of London, with whom the foundered ship had been insured, would investigate, but only the facts of the loss, not the criminal responsibility. And that left only the police in Japan from where most of the dead crew had hailed, or the United Nations for which they had all worked. Cynically, Richard reckoned that the only real chance of justice Captain Kendo Odate and the dead crew of Kraken really had was if some investigative journalist took up their case and followed up all the clues in the hope of making a programme or writing a best-selling book. Someone like Ann Cable. Ann had done that sort of thing before — was doing it now, as far as Richard knew, uncovering secret goings-on up-country in Mau itself. Yes, perhaps he should get Ann Cable on to it, when she had finished whatever she was working on at the moment …
 
   Wearily, Richard pulled his wool-gathering mind back to the present and the paper. Such facts as stood aloof and recognisable, he now realised, were largely based on Ann Cable’s work. Nuggets of accurate detail in among the fool’s gold of the article. Richard Mariner was a tall, strikingly handsome man, he read — a contention belied by the unflattering picture of him which headed the article. The ‘patrician good looks’ were revealed by the black-and-white print to consist of a high forehead, black hair, wide-spaced eyes, a long, slightly crooked nose and far too many lines joining eye corners to ears, cheekbones to lantern jaw.
 
   The history of Richard’s professional life was equally flattering in prose if not in fact. He had enjoyed, he read, a meteoric rise to captaincy and a dazzling career in a range of posts before settling with the Heritage Shipping Company to become their senior captain and the husband of Sir William Heritage’s elder daughter Rowena. That most romantic of liaisons had been tragically terminated with the loss of the ship Rowena and the beloved wife Rowena who had been aboard the ship with him. He had wandered in the wilderness, inconsolable, he read, for many years after this accident until fate had returned him to Heritage Shipping and into the heart of Robin, Sir William’s second daughter, Richard’s current wife, the mother of his twin children. Now Heritage Mariner stood at the forefront of British, European and world shipping. They manufactured the highly successful Katapult series of leisure craft. They ran the waste disposal ships Atropos and Clotho and were hoping to corner the lucrative market in the disposal of the armaments decommissioned under the SALT agreements.
 
   He wondered whether Ann suspected how close to financial ruin Heritage Mariner had come so often — and so recently. Did she know that he, like everyone else around here, was relying on the gravy train of the United Nations to put Heritage Mariner back on a firm financial footing? If she did not, he reckoned it was only because she was full of her own agenda — and the story she had left up-country when Emily Karanga had discovered her naked, burned, beaten, all but indistinguishable from the native N’Kuru refugees streaming west towards the camps outside Mawanga City.
 
   Richard cast the paper aside again and rose. The clock said 05:40 now — the Paris flight should have been here. He strode through into the immigration hall where the sleepy officer behind the customs and immigration desk had seemed the only other soul awake in Mawanga an hour ago when he had completed his formalities. ‘What’s happened to this wretched plane?’ he asked as he swung into the immigration hall. And then he stopped.
 
   The immigrations man had been replaced by a tall soldier in fatigues who seemed as surprised to see Richard as Richard was to see him.
 
   ‘What you doing here?’ asked the soldier.
 
   ‘Waiting for the Paris flight. I —’
 
   ‘Airport closed. No flight tonight.’
 
   ‘But, look here —’ A shot from immediately outside silenced Richard. His hair actually stirred.
 
   ‘Airport closed,’ repeated the soldier, apparently unconcerned by the unexpected noise, obviously not interested in the fate of a scruffy-looking white civilian in a battered old trench coat. ‘City under curfew. Mau under martial law now.’
 
   *
 
   Ann Cable was jerked awake by the sound of firecrackers from the street outside. They must have been loud crackers, she thought, for she had been in a deep sleep, dreaming of her acceptance of the Pulitzer Prize, and her room was right at the top of the hospital tower. She looked sleepily at her watch. It was nearly six. ‘Time to go, old girl,’ she told herself, and rolled out of bed.
 
   Whether she found the strength to pack up her few possessions and leave the hospital room because she had been dreaming of the Pulitzer, or whether she had been dreaming about it because she had determined last thing the night before that she would go out and earn it today, she wasn’t sure. But her determination was such that she dressed, packed and sneaked out in moments and then took the emergency stairs down instead of the lift in order to avoid the explanations and the guilt she would face on being discovered creeping away from the people who had saved her life.
 
   Well, no; it had been Emily Karanga who had saved her. The staff here had simply finished what Emily had begun a week ago when she had discovered what appeared to be the naked corpse of an N’Kuru tribeswoman lying in a dry irrigation ditch on the edge of the N’Kuru heartlands. Ann could not remember in detail the process by which a white American with a good helping of Italian blood, angular good looks, long mid-brown hair and a designer wardrobe had been transformed into a figure indistinguishable from the most wretched native refugee but she was all too well aware that, when she was not receiving Pulitzer Prizes, she was reliving the experience in her dreams. In the hospital they had done much to restore her fire-damaged hair, to revitalise her flame-scorched, smoke-blackened skin, to re-build her crushed nose.
 
   But she was by no means fully recovered — and there was still the question of tick fever. Only time would tell whether she had escaped that particular scourge. But, in the meantime, she had rested for long enough. She had things to do. A massacre to reveal, a story to tell, pictures to publish and a Pulitzer Prize to win.
 
   These thoughts were enough to take her down to the main fire exit doors of the hospital. She was surprised to see that they had been locked, but such was her concentration on what she needed to do, she thought as little of this phenomenon as she had done of the firecrackers which had awoken her. It was an easy job to unlock them, push the bar and step out into the street.
 
   Ann had not thought to look through her window before leaving her room. This was strange, for she had spent much of the previous evening enjoying the best view in Mawanga of the arrival of the iceberg Manhattan whose forecastle cliffs had stopped immediately level with her room. Her contemplation of the silent majesty of the ice cliffs had been distantly distracted by the wild party, complete with fireworks, rockets and bangers, which had taken place at street level. Perhaps she feared that the entrancing view might slow her down this morning. More likely it would have reminded her that she had elected to stay aloof from acting President M’Diid’s grand reception, something which she now considered to be a mistake. Whatever her reason, it was fortunate for her plans that she had not looked out of her window, for she would have seen at once how thick the fog had become and how hopeless it would have been to try and get through the city in the grip of it.
 
   She had stepped out of the door and into the narrow street behind the hospital before she realised what a change had overcome the local weather while she slept. As she closed the door, even as she heard the lock click behind her, she saw that further movement was going to be difficult. There was a white, impenetrable pungent-smelling fog all around her. She decided at once that she should give up immediately and go straight back to her room. The best idea would be to follow the walls of the building round until she came to the main entrance. It would be embarrassing to walk back in; but there was no alternative she could see. Certainly, she stood little hope of snagging a cab in this fog and the driver stood almost no chance of getting her out to the camp and Emily Karanga who had promised her help and transport back up-country whenever she needed it.
 
   Feeling ridiculous, Ann began to grope her way round the wall. She had only taken a step before she decided that she would much rather be facing out than in so that the wall could guard her back. She turned and crept onwards, like a spy trying to avoid detection. It was not a particularly easy journey, for all that it encompassed less than one hundred metres. There were dustbins all along the wall and they had overflowed into a pile of hospital refuse. Some of it seemed to have come from the kitchens, most of it from the wards and day rooms; mercifully little of it from the operating theatres. Ann was closely acquainted with it by the time she got past it and rediscovered the wall.
 
   After she had negotiated the first corner, she discovered — at the cost of a bruise or two — a set of steps leading down to the locked door of a boiler room or some such. After climbing back up, she had go right out and round the railings which protected the steps, for the forward end was a sheer wall nearly six feet high. After the railings rejoined the wall, she continued to feel her way towards the promise of a well-lit road, passing increasing numbers of tall windows, all curtained or shuttered. Even this fact did not ring any alarm bells in her mind. She simply felt her way forward.
 
   It was in this fashion, by blessed good fortune, that Ann came round the corner on to the main road. Just as she did so, someone let off another stream of firecrackers and this time they were close enough and loud enough to make her jump. The rapid bangs echoed oddly and flatly among the silent buildings in that strange, oppressive, almost smothering hush which characterised this thick, sour-smelling fog. People were moving about in the white gloom of it, between pools of brightness which might represent streetlights, windows or doorways. Their shadows loomed oddly, disturbingly, and Ann found herself shivering with something more than the clammy coldness of it on her skin. She pulled in her breath to call out, but choked on it. One of the figures called and gestured. Another shouted and ran. A second call. No reply other than the desperate patter of running feet. It was impossible to distinguish actual figures from the disturbing shadowy aura which surrounded them. Only later did Ann realise the import of this, that the figures were actually illuminated by low, bright light sources which cast shadows forwards and upwards through the fog. By headlight beams, in fact.
 
   The firecrackers erupted again and Ann jerked back round the corner of the building as realisation cut through the preoccupation which had so nearly fatally gripped her mind. They were shooting people out in the street. Shooting people! What madness was going on here now, in God’s name?
 
   The thought had no sooner leapt into Ann’s brain than the fog at the corner she had just vacated stirred and a running figure collapsed into sight, stumbled forward and fell at her feet. It was a young black man with a fine-boned face and a cracked pair of glasses. He was wearing a black suit, a black shirt and a stark white dog collar. He wore a chain round his neck and something angular at the end of it lay trapped between the suddenly soaking outer curve of his chest and a spreading dark puddle on the pavement.
 
   Ann had enjoyed a good American Catholic upbringing; she knew a priest when she saw one. And this one had been shot.
 
   She crouched forward to gather the young man up. ‘Father,’ she babbled in a whisper. ‘Father, can you hear me?’ She had no idea whether he could speak English.
 
   The priest stirred. ‘Hide,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’
 
   Ann assumed he meant ‘Hide me’ rather than ‘Hide yourself. Either way she could never have left him. She had wanted to be a nun when she was seven years old. He was solidly built and heavy. The right side of his chest was sticky and wet. He gestured weakly with his hands, perhaps trying to tell her to leave him, then scrabbled his black-shod feet on the roadway, trying to help her when he saw she had no such intention. They made little enough noise, but it was sufficient to cover the first running footsteps of the pursuers. Only when she was committed to her brave action did Ann actually hear the pounding footsteps and realise that whoever had fired the shots was not about to let their victim escape. With superhuman strength she began to drag the fainting cleric back along the path that she had just taken.
 
   As the first loom of a pursuing shadow rounded the foggy corner, Ann had reached the top of the steps down to the boiler-room door. By the time the pursuing footsteps echoed to a confused walk in the alleyway itself, Ann and her fainting burden were crouched in the impenetrable shadow at the bottom of the steps. The footsteps walked up and down the road a little way. Others joined them. There was a brief conversation in dialect. Then a series of metallic clicks — sounds which Ann had come to know all too well during the last few weeks: guns being primed to fire. She almost screamed. But then the footsteps faded.
 
   At once, Ann was galvanised into action. She had no idea who the priest was, who the pursuers were or what was going on here, but she had learned too much field craft one way and another since coming to Mau ever to stay in such an obvious hide as this. She pulled the priest up the steps. In as few moments as possible they were both concealed beneath the pile of rubbish behind the bins. At least there was more than one escape route from here, Ann calculated as she tried to fashion a bandage from some old bedsheet and tend the priest’s wound without disturbing their hide.
 
   Even though she had half expected it, she was still shocked by the sudden roaring of a vehicle’s engine and the sound of something hurling into the alley and screaming to a halt where they had so recently been hiding. Lights blazed a general dazzling brightness, individual blinding beams. She wondered whether the priest’s wound might have left a trail of blood from their old hiding place to their new one — and suddenly discovered, after nearly twenty years, that she still knew how to pray.
 
   Her prayers were answered. The lights died, and footsteps rang back to their vehicle which roared away into silence. She opened her eyes, surprised to find that they had been closed, and discovered that the priest was looking at her from a disturbingly intimate proximity.
 
   ‘You’re awake,’ she said.
 
   ‘And lucky to be so,’ he agreed. ‘Bless you, my child.’
 
   ‘If those men have gone, I’d better get you round the corner into the hospital,’ she said.
 
   ‘No. I don’t think that would be wise,’ he said. ‘Even if they’ve cleared the street, they must have left at least a patrol to secure the hospital. They have seized the radio and the TV station as well as the airport, the bus and train station, and the palace. I assume the other public buildings and utilities will be next. And that has to mean the hospitals.’
 
   ‘Father, can you tell me just what the hell is going on here?’
 
   ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you realised. As of about a quarter to six this morning, the army seized control of the country. They shot the President dead, I understand. They have announced a curfew enforced by summary execution and martial law. I have no doubt they will disarm the police, close the courts and dissolve the People’s Assembly later today. We’re in the middle of a military coup.’
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   The moment Richard had seen the soldier sitting in the immigration official’s place, he had thrust his hands into the pockets of his trench coat. A man with his hands in his pockets poses no threat. At the sound of the shot, however, he had automatically tightened his hands round the most precious objects in his pockets as though to protect them.
 
    In his right-hand pocket there was a bundle of travel documents. In his left-hand pocket was a personal telephone. The documents were obviously useless at the moment, but the phone might prove vital. He found the power switch with his thumb and switched the little machine off. Even with his mind full of speculation and a cataract of thought, he knew that he could not risk anyone calling him if he wished to keep the precious thing for his own use. If he wished to keep it at all, in fact. And he did wish to keep it, very much so, for it was his only contact with the outside world. Certainly, he decided bracingly, it was his best chance of getting anything done.
 
    Richard was by no means the heroic figure depicted in the flattering newspaper article, but he was used to command. And he was a man of action in that he preferred movement to rest, generally pushed back when he was pushed, tried to overcome problems rather than avoiding them, and he got things done. But what was it that he wanted to get done in this situation? If he could not get out of the country, then he needed to be back with his ships. Under these circumstances, his duty was clear and his place was with his command. His mind raced, sifting through the words so casually articulated by the soldier: airport closed, military law, curfew. And he remained acutely aware that he had just heard a gunshot.
 
    Richard measured the man in front of him. The soldier was not young. He wore an air of disinterest which did not seem to be studied: he had not expected Richard to be in the departure lounge, had no orders concerning him and therefore had no thoughts concerning him. The soldier’s uniform was neat and beautifully pressed. His beret was at a precise angle, its regimental badge gleamed. This was a professional soldier. There were no recognisable badges of rank but the lack of obvious back-up meant that whoever was outside was probably all the man had at his command. He was wearing a Sam Browne with a holster. This was buttoned shut but the black butt of the sidearm gleamed dully. At least an NCO, then — but what of his command?
 
    On the thought, two more men came in. They were equally well turned out but were younger. They both held rifles. They glanced coldly at Richard but the first man grunted at them and they exited. Each time the door opened, a wave of sound came through, borne in on a strange-smelling wind. There seemed to be a great disturbance going on far away, right at the outer edge of what could be heard. But much nearer, overpoweringly loudly, the chirruping of the local grasshoppers warred with the sound of the dawn chorus. And, once the sounds were in his ears, Richard found them distractingly intrusive, even when the door was closed. Mawanga International Airport had been built in the late fifties on the crest of a wave of thirties nostalgia. It went in for big fans on the ceiling, not air-conditioning or double-glazing. Through the windows, even though they faced north, Richard noticed that the sun was just beginning to rise.
 
   All of these impressions washed over him as the upper levels of his mind grappled with the immediate situation. A command of three then. A small command to secure this area. International departures had not been much of a growth area during recent years in Mau. There were probably more men over in the domestic areas, the control areas, and probably quite a troop in the outer buildings, keeping an eye on the refugee N’Kurus squatting there, waiting for help.
 
   But this man, who had the power to have Richard executed at a whim, who was likely to stand between him and his ships in the harbour, this man was now easy to place. In a good army, the troops get paid to follow orders but they get promoted for using initiative. What Richard had here was a relatively elderly NCO in charge of two squaddies. And that was good. That meant he had no imagination and no initiative. He would follow his orders and probably not exceed them. And he had no orders concerning Richard. Because Richard was not there. He was in that limbo which exists between official exit from one sovereign state and entry into the next. The ground he occupied was the earth of Mau, but people who trod it had ceased to exist as far as the bureaucracy of Mau was concerned. He was a non-person, and no one had thought to give the soldier any orders concerning non-persons. Therefore he was unlikely to interfere with Richard as long as Richard did not make himself a nuisance. But the moment Richard tried to check back into the country, he would become a person and could not be ignored. And of course the moment he broke any of the rules, the moment he contravened any of the dictats of martial law, such as curfew, he would have to be dealt with.
 
   Richard allowed his shoulders to slump slightly, as though resigned. He began to walk back the way he had come, but his eyes were now wringing every piece of information out of what he saw. It was not a simple opening from immigration through to the international departure lounge. There was a passageway leading down to arrivals also. On the right-hand side of the passageway were toilets. Facing the toilet doors was a rack of literature labelled ‘Welcome to Mau’. It contained maps and guidebooks, by the look of it, both for the country as a whole and for the city of Mawanga.
 
    Richard went to the toilet. The room was dusty and cramped. The windows offered no chance of exit. They faced east, however; the sun was coming up fast now. Dawn didn’t hang about in the tropics. Dusk didn’t linger in these latitudes either, come to that, he mused inconsequentially as he stepped down off a protesting hand basin.
 
    On the way back he paused by the rack and when he passed under the bored gaze of the NCO again he was holding a couple of tourist guides. If the man noticed, he gave no sign. Richard went back into the departure lounge and sat. He swept the newspaper off the table, thinking, ‘Yesterday’s news indeed.’ He spread out a tourist map of the city. He pulled his personal phone out of his pocket and opened the voice flap. He glanced at the clock on the wall in front of him. Good God, it was just gone 6 a.m. Of course it was, it was sun-up. He switched on.
 
    The machine chirruped urgently at once and Richard switched to TALK instantly, praying the NCO had not heard. He slammed the machine against his head and automatically licked the salt sweat off his upper lip into his dry mouth as he drew in breath to speak. The voice of John Higgins, his senior captain and closest friend, spoke with all the tension and urgency which Richard himself was feeling. ‘Richard! Richard, are you there?’
 
   ‘Yes, John.’
 
   ‘Thank God! Where are you, exactly?’
 
   ‘Still at the airport. They’ve closed it.’
 
   ‘I know. Are you all right?’
 
   ‘Yes. Do you know what’s going on?’
 
   ‘Military coup. Everything in the city is in military hands.’
 
   ‘Not our ships?’
 
   ‘Gangplanks are up. They can’t get aboard.’
 
   ‘Did they try?’
 
   ‘Couple of lorries drew up just after you’d left. The watch woke me and I smelled a rat somehow. Pulled up all the dirtside stuff. Told the others to do the same. Just in time, I guess — it was one lorry per ship. Lucky. They’ve gone now.’
 
   ‘I need to get back.’
 
   ‘Of course you do. There’s an indefinite curfew, though. They’ve announced it on all bands and channels. Anyone out and about will be shot on sight. But it’s hard to see. There’s a thick fog.’
 
   ‘I wonder how far the fog stretches.’
 
   ‘No idea. Funny stuff, though. Smells of cucumbers.’ Richard remembered the smell on the cold wind when the soldiers opened the door out of immigration. ‘It’s reached out here.’
 
   ‘That’s the whole of the south and east of the city, then.’
 
   ‘Difficult to enforce a curfew in.’
 
   ‘Impossible.’
 
   ‘But the sun will soon start to burn it off.’
 
   ‘Probably be gone by coffee time. Maybe by breakfast.’
 
   ‘That’s how long I have, then. If I can get out of the building here.’
 
   There was an instant of hesitation then John said, ‘Look, Richard, this has all happened pretty quickly and we haven’t had time to think anything through properly, but, well … Tom Snell says he wants to come and get you.’
 
   ‘On his own?’
 
   ‘With his men. They’re combat trained and pretty well armed.’
 
   ‘They’re engineers.’
 
   ‘They’re soldiers.’
 
   ‘They’ll need some transport.’
 
   ‘We’ve got lots. How many men would you say are guarding the airport?’
 
   ‘Three on this section.’ Ever since the chirrup of the phone ring, Richard’s eyes had been fixed on the open archway through into immigration.
 
   ‘Can you see out of the window there?’ John’s voice persisted urgently in his ear.
 
   ‘Yes. Quite clearly. It’s sun-up.’
 
   ‘Can you give us some detail?’
 
    Richard rose and crossed to the nearest window which actually formed a T with a companion across the top of the door out on to the concourse. There was no fog here after all, just the airfield spread out in front of him, black runways already trembling in the heat of the day. Away to Richard’s left, the white buildings of the airport gathered themselves like a white wave breaking up to the gleaming crest of the control tower’s glass windows. Tersely, Richard described what he could see. And in so doing, he realised, he gave Tom Snell a pretty accurate fix on exactly where he was.
 
   ‘Right,’ said John. ‘Got it. What we need next is …’
 
    Richard never heard what John said next for his old friend’s words were overridden by the crisp double click of a rifle being cocked. Richard’s thumb moved surreptitiously, breaking off connection. Later he realised that a really quick-thinking man would have carried on a fictitious conversation on an innocent topic, apparently with his wife. Richard, guiltily, lowered his hand and turned.
 
    The NCO was standing in the open archway flanked by his two guards and their rifles were pointing at Richard. As he moved, his shoulder cut the beam of the automatic mechanism and the door wheezed open behind him. The rifles moved automatically to cover the influx of hot air and cricket song. Wryly, Richard realised that the crickets had probably disguised his phone call; hadn’t aroused any suspicions until he started walking around the place apparently talking to himself.
 
    Whatever the reason, it looked as though he had just stopped being a non-person in the eyes of the NCO.
 
   ‘What that?’ The soldier held out a hand.
 
   ‘A phone.’ Richard crossed the room, allowing the doors to sigh closed again behind him, and laid the little instrument in the palm.
 
   ‘Who you call?’
 
   ‘My wife,’ he said.
 
   ‘Where is your wife?’
 
   ‘At home in England. I wanted to warn her about the delay and —’
 
   ‘Exchange in army hands now. They not let civilian calls through!’
 
   ‘It doesn’t go through local exchanges. It goes via satellite. Direct.’
 
   The NCO frowned. This was clearly testing his scientific knowledge, and yet he had not accused Richard of lying. Yet.
 
   The NCO flicked open the phone and Richard realised he did not have to believe him or accuse him. He could so easily test the truth. All he had to do was to press the REDIAL button and the last contact would be re-established. The broad finger hovered. The eyes narrowed.
 
   The phone chirruped urgently.
 
   The broad finger hesitated.
 
   The phone rang again.
 
   The NCO switched the answer button and raised the thing to his ear. He said nothing.
 
   Tom Snell’s distinctive voice said, ‘Richard, is that you?’
 
   Richard heard it so clearly, even from this distance, that he almost answered.
 
   ‘Richard? Captain Mariner?’ asked Tom.
 
   The NCO’s eyes seemed to light up from within. ‘You a captain?’ he accused. He did not bother to switch off the telephone, he simply lowered it and began to fire questions.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘What army?’
 
   ‘A sea captain.’
 
   Distantly, Richard heard someone say, ‘A minute, maybe less.’ Then there was the hissing of an open channel as contact was broken from the far end.
 
   ‘What navy?’ persisted the NCO.
 
   ‘No navy. I’m in the merchant marine.’
 
   ‘You a marine?’ The further change in the NCO’s tone brought the barrels of the rifles up.
 
   ‘No, I am not a marine. I’m in the merchant navy. Do you see? I’m a civilian.’ He wondered whether to start on about the iceberg and how he had brought it here. In the back of his mind he counted off the seconds. Ten … eleven … twelve …
 
   He could hear his heart beating, and the sound seemed to be echoed oddly by the hissing of the open channel in the telephone handset.
 
   The soldier frowned, and Richard could see him trying to come to terms with the concept of a civilian marine. And then the eyes went blank. The thumb moved, cutting off the open channel on the phone with abrupt and sinister finality. He had given up the struggle to understand. It was too much trouble. There were far easier solutions at hand.
 
   The thudding of Richard’s heart seemed to be filling his head now, filling the room, the universe …
 
   The NCO turned, his lips parting to give an order to his frowning men.
 
   Richard was still counting. Forty-three … forty-four …
 
   And all hell broke loose.
 
   The Westland Sea King helicopter usually kept on the fore-deck of the supertanker Ajax currently moored in Mawanga harbour less than ten kilometres distant, dropped out of the sky immediately outside the automatic doors. Even as she did so, a massively amplified voice bellowed, ‘Richard! Get down!’
 
   Richard hurled himself backwards, actually yelling, ‘Forty-eight!’ at the top of his voice. He rolled across the floor, all too well aware that he was still in the field of fire. He was not the only one who had seen that. The windows exploded inwards above him and the three soldiers danced backwards without firing a shot. He had a fleeting image of the personal phone flying upwards into the air only to shatter into a glittering cloud of pieces as though a charge had detonated inside it.
 
   He must have crossed the beam of the automatic mechanism, or maybe the wild confusion made the doors crash open, but when he reached the threshold they were wide, and he just kept rolling. When he felt the flagstones hot beneath his scrabbling hands, he pushed himself into a crouch, and stumbled into the heart of the whirling storm. Firm hands grabbed him and hauled him upwards. He hit metal hard, flat on his face. A word was barked. The thunder intensified. A weight seemed to press down on his shoulder blades and his stomach swooped away.
 
   *
 
   The thudding of the helicopter blades so low overhead caused many faces in the refugee camp beyond the airport to glance up, but Emily Karanga paid no attention. It was hard to see the shape of the big Westland through the acrid smoke of ten thousand camp fires in any case, even though it was less than sixty metres up. And it was difficult to hear the sound of its engine above the noise of one hundred thousand families all getting up at once.
 
   Emily was trying to get a dying baby through the perimeter to the hospital compound and the soldiers would not let her pass. There was a line of them across the road standing behind a makeshift barricade of barbed wire. In the distance other squads could be seen in the thickening dust and smoke, erecting and manning a circle of barbed-wire barricades in two huge arcs across the bare grasslands. But Emily was concentrating on the squad in front of her, and the dapper, cool-looking Kyoga officer who had just stepped out of an army jeep to take command of the whole military operation. At least, she assumed he had — he was a full colonel. She held the comatose child’s frail, cloth-wrapped body close to her breast and actually thrust herself against the barbed wire, screaming in Kyoga, ‘The child is dying, can’t you see that?’
 
   ‘No exceptions. No one may enter or leave the camp.’
 
   ‘Who is your commanding officer?’
 
   ‘Field Marshal Moses M’Diid.’
 
   ‘You mean General M’Diid?’
 
   ‘He has been promoted.’
 
   ‘General M’Diid gave orders to seal off the refugee camps?’
 
   ‘The Field Marshal did. As of five-thirty. No one in. No one out. No exceptions.’
 
   ‘Do you know who I am?’
 
   ‘Of course. You are the daughter of the late President Karanga.’
 
   ‘Then you know I will refer this to acting President Aaron M’Diid. Personally.’
 
   ‘That will not be possible. The President has been … demoted.’
 
   That carefully chosen, slightly ironic phrase was Emily’s first inkling of what was going on. She was an autocratic person, with a quick, hot temper, but even she was aware of the icy sense of purpose in the demeanour of this officer and his men. She felt a chill of fear and, for the first time in many years, she faltered.
 
   ‘I have been placed here by the Secretary-General of the United Nations,’ she said, but the fire had died out of her voice.
 
   ‘I understand the Secretary-General is with the Field Marshal now,’ said the officer dismissively. ‘I have no doubt that the Field Marshal is explaining to him the necessity for removing the acting President and setting up a temporary state of martial law. And, indeed, a curfew. Part of which is the detention of everyone within this camp behind this perimeter wire until further notice, by force if necessary.’ His patience was clearly running out. He glanced at his watch and frowned. ‘I cannot stay. You may not pass this point. You may not leave the camp. No one may leave the camp.’
 
   ‘But the child will die.’
 
    His cold eyes swept over the scene behind her. ‘There are plenty more,’ he said, and turned away towards his immaculate jeep.
 
   ‘You heartless brute,’ she called, goaded beyond control. ‘You monkey! You baboon!’
 
    The officer swung back, his face thunderous with rage. ‘If this woman tries to cross the line, you will shoot her. Is that clear?’
 
   ‘Yes, sir!’ chorused the guards.
 
   ‘If you even see her again, you will shoot her on the spot!’
 
   ‘Yes, sir!’
 
   ‘If the N’Kuru bitch is still standing there on the count of three, then you will shoot her here and now!’
 
   ‘Yes, sir!’
 
    They snapped off their safety catches. There were half a dozen of them and they all moved at once, as though this was a parade ground exercise.
 
   ‘One.’
 
    They raised their rifles in one crisp movement.
 
   ‘Two …’
 
   They took aim at her. From scant metres, at point-blank range, she stared into the muzzles of six barrels at once. ‘Th …’
 
   Emily turned and ran.
 
   The activity of the camp, the clouds of searing, choking smoke, the billows of flies all gulped her down at once, but not before she heard that arrogant, mocking laugh. ‘You will not die,’ she told her frail burden fiercely, desperately. ‘I will not let you die!’
 
   But the baby was already dead.
 
   After a short time, Emily came to herself again and turned her footsteps consciously to the building distinguished by a rude cross standing beside it. This ramshackle construct of wooden boards, cardboard and corrugated iron, roofed with plastic sheeting and floored with mud, had started out as a church designed to serve the first few hundred families here, but now it had been transformed into a more absolute way station for all the local souls. All the seriously ill came here first and the Sisters of Mercy who ran the place passed some of them down the road to the hospital outside the perimeter where Emily had been headed and others directly into the hands of God.
 
   Seeing Emily come stumbling in through the doorway, Sister Grace Uhuru straightened and hurried down the fetid room towards her. When Emily’s dull eyes fastened on Grace’s long, luminously saintly face, lent extra richness and darkness by the pristine white of her head dress, the distraught young woman came to a halt. ‘They wouldn’t let me through, Grace,’ she whispered in N’Kuru. ‘They won’t let anyone through.’
 
   Grace took the child and knew at once that he was dead. ‘You would have been too late,’ she said quietly. ‘It seems that God had urgent need of him after all.’
 
   Emily’s knees gave out there and then. ‘God seems to need so many of them!’ she said bitterly. Sister Grace smiled. This was an old argument. Emily did not really believe in God. And if she could ever bring herself to give up her militant humanist atheism, it would only be if she could see God as a woman.
 
   But what female deity, what God the Mother would ever require such a cruel number of her children so soon in their sad, short lives? No, it was better for Emily not to believe at all. Grace understood that. Grace was wise beyond her years — she was little more than twenty-five — and she prayed that there would be time for her impetuous, intelligent, arrogant friend to come to God in whatever form. Gently, the mendicant nun laid the corpse of the child aside and went on to her knees beside Emily. ‘There is something more,’ she said. ‘What is it?’
 
    Hoarsely, Emily told Grace about the perimeter, the wire, the guards and the Colonel. Grace understood far more even than Emily would admit to herself. Emily was an impulsive, fiercely kind person. She saw the need in the refugee camps and was giving her strength on a personal level to help in the best way she could. She was the daughter of the most powerful man who had ever walked the soil of Mau and she could, had she so wished, have been at the President’s reception as an honoured guest. But she was here where she had felt it her duty to be. She was therefore locked out of the political events. For no matter how unworldly, how simply and impulsively good Emily Karanga tried to be, she was still her father’s daughter and a political animal to the bone. Grace knew all too well that at least a part of Emily’s distress was caused, not by her failure to save the child, not by her brush with death, not with her humiliation at the hands of the Kyoga officer, but by the fact that she had not known what he was talking about. Emily had taken her eye off the political ball for one night and had found the next morning that there was suddenly a whole new ball game.
 
   ‘Father Joseph has a portable radio,’ said Grace. ‘You go and see if he will lend it to you and I will take care of this poor child.’
 
    Father Joseph was at prayer beside the truckle bed in his little tent behind the church. Like Sister Grace, he was a person who leavened the manna of his belief with a good deal of kindly humanity and his communion with his God was not so complete that he was unaware of Emily attending outside his tent like a schoolchild outside the principal’s study.
 
   ‘Good morning, Emily,’ he said as he emerged a very few moments later. ‘What can I do for you?’
 
    Emily took a deep breath and explained.
 
   With a thoroughly unpriestly exclamation, Father Joseph bent his gangling, rake-like figure and reached into his tent for the radio. He never listened to the thing in the morning. But if what Emily said was true, his habit had served him badly today. He came from a church whose headquarters and clergy were all in Mawanga City. And he knew that his friends and colleagues would be absolutely antithetical to the concepts of martial law and curfew. He hoped the soldiers were not creating too many martyrs among his colleagues.
 
   With trembling fingers, he switched the radio on.
 
   On the channel where Mawanga Radio should have been broadcasting, there was only a hissing silence. Thin-lipped, the priest switched over to the World Service.
 
   ‘ … and it has now been confirmed that there has been a military coup in the west African state of Mau. This is of particular concern to the international community as the Secretary-General of the United Nations is currently attending a reception there to celebrate the arrival of the great ice island Manhattan …’
 
   In stunned silence, slowly being joined by a gathering crowd of equally shocked refugees, Emily and Father Joseph sat listening to the report. Item by item it confirmed everything the arrogant Colonel had said to Emily, and more, fuelling Father Joseph’s darkest fears. Until, utterly unexpectedly, the announcer stopped in the middle of his report. ‘I have just been informed,’ he said, his voice suddenly animated, ‘that the Mau National Television Company and Mawanga Radio have returned to the air and there will shortly be an announcement from the new acting head of state.’
 
   Father Joseph grabbed his radio and switched it over at once. And not a moment too soon. The power of the transmitter broadcasting from less than ten kilometres down the road was enough to make the little machine boom like a tannoy system.
 
   ‘My people,’ said the radio, ‘this is Field Marshal Moses M’Diid. I have sitting at my right hand my good friend the Secretary-General of the United Nations …’
 
   *
 
   On the southernmost perimeter of the airport, beneath a grove of withered palm trees, a man sat crying. He wore the uniform of a Lieutenant General of Police and he was sitting alone in a police Land Rover. He was smoking a cigarette, and he too was listening to Mawanga Radio.
 
   ‘A sign of this slide into anarchy was the mysterious attack by unidentified helicopter gunships on the iceberg and the heroic crews of the ships which were towing it. An attack, which also seems to have involved the murder of our own revered General of Police Nimrod Chala whose command vehicle was blown up when he himself tried to stop these air pirates refuelling at our own international airport …’
 
   The young man in the Land Rover jumped at the mention of his commanding officer and elder brother. Tears cascaded down the cheeks of Nebuchadnezzar Chala as he looked at the burned-out shell of the command vehicle in which Nimrod had been incinerated.
 
   ‘ … Such has been the shock and confusion in the ranks of the police force resulting from this unexplained act of brutality,’ persisted the Field Marshal’s measured tones, ‘that, as a temporary measure, we have felt it wise to disarm the force. I emphasise that this regrettable measure is completely temporary …’
 
   ‘LIAR!’ screamed Nebuchadnezzar Chala, as though the radio was two-way. ‘Now that you are rid of him you will try to destroy us all.’ Suddenly, as though moved by a power outside himself and beyond his own control, Lieutenant General Nebuchadnezzar Chala swung out of the Land Rover.
 
   ‘I swear,’ he said, his voice shaking, ‘I swear I will revenge you.’
 
   With his eyes fixed on the burned-out wreck and his whole body trembling with rigidity, he brought up the burning stub of his cigarette. ‘I dedicate my life to this holy war of atonement,’ he intoned. ‘I rechristen myself to the task.’
 
   The cigarette moved unerringly into the middle of his forehead, immediately above the bridge of his nose, in the valley between the ridges of his eyebrows. The burning end hissed and sizzled on his flesh. His wide eyes did not flicker or blink.
 
   ‘My name is now Terror,’ the shaking voice intoned. ‘I have rechristened myself Terror in memory of you, and I will rebaptise myself in the blood of your enemies.’
 
   Having delivered himself of this terrible promise, Lieutenant General of Police Terror Chala threw the cigarette stub aside, climbed back into his Land Rover, and drove away into the east.
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   Richard’s whole being was focused on the video in front of him, following every gesture as well as every word of the newly promoted Field Marshal as his broadcast was replayed on the screen in Titan’s day room.
 
   ‘It is therefore my purpose,’ Moses M’Diid declared, ‘that the state of national emergency be as short as possible and martial law be ended almost at once, save for the fact that my patrols will replace the police. These military patrols will act exactly like the civilian police and refer any law-breakers to the civilian justice system until we have completed our vetting of the police force, which we believe to have been corrupt.’
 
   ‘Press PAUSE,’ ordered Richard. ‘I want to think that one through.’ Cadet Wally Gough obeyed.
 
   Richard swung round and the blue dazzle of his gaze swept round all his senior officers and associates assembled here. John Higgins, captain of the Titan’s sister ship Niobe, watched him working, pulling each one of them more deeply into the team — if that was possible after all they had been through together already. Richard’s eyes lingered longest on the frowning face of Peter Walcott, captain of Psyche. The Guyanese was isolated here by the colour of his skin if by nothing else. And he had been the closest friend of Gendo Odate, captain of the unfortunate Kraken, lost with all hands a week ago. ‘Peter,’ prompted Richard quietly, ‘what do you think?’
 
   Walcott shrugged. ‘It’s all bull, isn’t it? He’s making his own move on the honey pot. He’s leaving his men in charge on the street not because he wants to stop the corrupt police collecting backhanders but because he wants them for himself.’
 
   ‘John?’
 
   John jumped a little, like an inattentive schoolchild caught napping. ‘I’d tend to agree with Peter,’ he said, meeting his old friend’s blue gaze. ‘The only problem with it is that it’s an impossible basis for action.’
 
   ‘Meaning?’ prompted Richard.
 
   ‘Well, if we do believe that M’Diid is just in this so that he can suck the UN dry, what are we going to do about it? Take Manhattan back to the Davis Strait? Tell Warren Cord and all the UN personnel to go home? Send all that stuff Indira Dyal has waiting at every airport within flying distance back where it came from? Go home ourselves? We can’t do any of that, can we?’
 
   ‘That’s the dilemma, isn’t it?’ agreed Richard. ‘Not even the Secretary-General can pull back now. I think Peter’s probably right but I reckon the Secretary-General will have to tell us Field Marshal M’Diid is a good man and we must proceed with our missions as fast as ever we can.’
 
   There was a grumble of general agreement round the room.
 
   ‘OK, Wally,’ said Richard. ‘Press PLAY.’
 
   Moses M’Diid cleared his throat, raised his square, earnest face to the camera and guided his gaze directly into the lens. His image glared straight out of the screen with an almost disturbing intensity, demanding to be trusted, relied upon — obeyed. ‘With regard to our friends from the United Nations, I can only say this. It is our firm intention — firm intention — that their mission here should not only proceed but succeed. At least a part of my motive in taking the action that I have was the certainty that my brother saw the current situation as a potential source of almost infinite wealth. I say again, the self-appointed President saw the presence of the iceberg Manhattan and the presence of those brave men and women from the international community who are sworn to use Manhattan to irrigate our land and to save our starving masses as a source of infinite wealth for himself alone. I could not allow such a man to remain in a position of power. I could not allow him to line his pockets with international aid. Therefore I removed him from power in the only way open to me, precisely in order to ensure that the United Nations mission in Mau runs smoothly, efficiently and effectively. The airport will be re-opened before the end of the day to allow in all the personnel and equipment which I know the Secretary-General has standing ready. All the local transport services will also be opened at the earliest opportunity. Life in Mau will soon return to normal, I assure you. No. It will not return to normal. For the vast majority of our people, it will become immeasurably better than normal. May God bless you all.’
 
   About halfway through this speech, which he had heard before, John Higgins found himself again tricked into watching Richard. Richard was sitting erect in his chair, tapping restlessly against his bottom teeth with a pencil. His whole demeanour bespoke massive intelligence absolutely concentrated; enormous energy barely contained. How on earth did he do it? John wondered.
 
   Six hours ago, at four this very morning, John had seen Richard’s almost dejected figure climb wearily into a cab and head away. And Richard had had every reason to be exhausted. Under his sole command, the fleet of supertankers had pulled off something unique in the history of seafaring. The cost had been high. Even before the mysterious attack of a week ago, Richard had found himself severely wounded in the head, amnesiac for a while. He had been attacked by a terrifying mystery illness which had kept him in quarantine for an agonising time. He had been forced to deal with mysterious death, concerns about radioactive contamination, and near mutiny as well as all the normal stresses of command. It was a wonder he had been able to walk to the taxi unaided. And yet here he was, six hours later, having come through God alone knew what extra stress, certainly having had no sleep at all, firing on all cylinders, vibrant, utterly in command.
 
   John glanced across at Colin Ross and found the big glaciologist was also studying Richard. But John knew that Colin was more concerned than impressed. John was of Manx stock with some Irish blood and Colin was a Scot. There was a Celtic bond between them. John was all too aware that Colin could be dour. He had made no secret of the fact that he thought Richard would do better to ease back and get some rest. But Richard had been unusually brusque with Colin’s suggestions so far. There would be time enough to catch up on sleep, he said, when they knew what was really happening now, and what was due to happen next. Colin had shrugged with uncharacteristic acquiescence; his main priority, after all, was still what was happening to the iceberg and he knew that within sixty-six days Manhattan would just be one big puddle of water.
 
   Obviously that fact had to be part of Richard’s priorities too, but only a part. He needed to know what the Secretary-General proposed to do next — and whether he would get the international backing to do it. Five supertankers were an expensive item to have sitting around fully crewed and idle. All of them needed to be despatched about their next commissions as soon as possible. This was particularly important as all the remaining hulls, and three of the crews, belonged to Heritage Mariner. Niobe and Titan, Ajax and Achilles all had cargoes waiting for them and deadlines to meet. Psyche alone did not. With Kraken, she had been brought out of mothballs in Piraeus. There was little awaiting her other than the breaker’s yard. John found himself glancing again at her captain, Peter Walcott, and then away out through the portfacing window as though he could see the poor old girl at her mooring thirty-odd kilometres north, on the other side of the harbour, beyond the mountainous hulk of Manhattan.
 
   ‘The fog’s clearing,’ he observed, unconsciously interrupting the Field Marshal’s pious blessing.
 
   ‘Well,’ said Richard, still talking about the video, ‘do you think the international community will keep backing the UN even if the Secretary-General does what M’Diid wants? Bob? I suppose you have the clearest idea of how the State Department in Washington might react.’
 
   Bob Stark, captain of the Achilles and son of a senior senator from New England, narrowed his eyes speculatively. ‘Difficult to call,’ he said quietly. ‘With the White House pulling one way and Capitol Hill pulling another, you never know how things’ll come out these days. But I guess the bottom line’ll be something like this. The President has backed the UN to the hilt on this. He doesn’t want another Bosnia. And neither the Senate nor the House of Representatives wants another Somalia. And no one wants another Rwanda. So there are a lot of lives on the line over this. I really believe they’ll let the Secretary-General call it and back him to the hilt.’
 
   ‘Like Brutus did with Julius Caesar,’ mused Richard.
 
   ‘I guess. You know it’s all politics, any road. Always was, always will be.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ agreed Richard. ‘Katya. Think it’ll be any different in Moscow?’
 
   Katya Borodin, captain of the Ajax, answered, ‘Naturally I do not speak for the Russian government, but I would suppose the same reasoning applies. The President has gone on record as being absolutely supportive of this project. Unless he has a secret reason for looking for excuses to pull out, then the logic of his position dictates that he should push to proceed. As long as the Secretary-General is willing.’
 
   ‘God, I wish Emily and Indira were here!’ said Richard. He began to drum on the table top with the end of his pencil and John Higgins found himself looking across at Colin Ross, and then further across to Asha, his own wife, ship’s doctor. Her dark eyes were on Richard now and the high forehead beneath the russet mane of her hair was faintly creased with worry.
 
   It had been Dr Asha Higgins who had checked Richard over immediately on his disembarkation from the helicopter that morning. It had been she who had declared him physically fit. She had made no comment on his mental and emotional state.
 
   ‘Tom?’ said Richard after an instant. ‘Any military considerations we ought to be taking into account?’
 
   Tom Snell rubbed the side of his right index finger along the line of his upper lip so that the back gave a further curl to his clipped moustache. ‘Not really. Not enough data. We have no plan of action so we have no meaningful considerations in that area. We don’t know what the enemy proposes to do so we can’t really plan in that area either. Your only priorities at the moment are communications, which you are trying to set up, and planning, which is what you’re doing now.’
 
   ‘If you were Moses M’Diid, what would you be doing now?’
 
   ‘General M’Diid is a very good strategist,’ said Tom. ‘He won the Sword of Honour for his year at Sandhurst. He’s a visiting lecturer at West Point. He won’t be doing anything. He’ll have done it all long ago.’
 
   ‘Meaning?’
 
   ‘He’ll be using all of the army, I should think. Reports say he’s enormously popular with his troops. Just like the Chala brothers were with the police. Anyway, we know that the moment he surrounded the palace with his tanks, his men were already in control of every major facility in the city — and probably the country — he certainly has control of every police station and barracks too. Every church. Every bank. The Bourse. The university. Parliament, of course. The refugee camps, or at least their perimeters. His men will be clearing away every police officer, judge, parliamentarian, broadcaster, intellectual — anyone of any power or influence — who might cause trouble. He’ll have set up detention camps or execution areas up-country somewhere. They’ll all be heading out there under guard. But quietly. He has to go softly-softly on it and make everyone believe that it’s all quiet on the Mawanga front or he’ll scare your politicians off in Washington, Moscow, London, Paris, Bonn and wherever. He’s got to prove to the world that everything is AOK. That’s our best bet for walking away from that incident at the airport this morning, by the way. But we’ll have to watch out for comebacks if anyone saw us or anyone tells the authorities. The only alternative stratagem I can see for General M’Diid is to start a riot or a war and go in under cover of the civil disturbance — and he obviously hasn’t done that or we’d have heard about it before now.’
 
   ‘My God!’ said Richard. ‘Where did you learn your theoretical Realpolitik? Nazi history?’
 
   ‘Same place you learned yours,’ said Tom equably. ‘It’s exactly what Mark Antony did in Rome, 15 March 44 BC. But he went in under cover of a riot, of course.’
 
   Kate Ross, the second ice expert, gave a bark of laughter. ‘And they say a classical education has no relevance in the modern world! Come on, Colin, we have an iceberg to look after.’ She swung round and raked the room with her cool, intelligent gaze. ‘I just know that when all of this lot gets sorted out, we’re suddenly going to find ourselves surrounded by people asking us just what in hell’s name we’re actually going to do with a billion-tonne lump of solid ice.’
 
   ‘Kate’s right,’ said Richard after the Rosses had left. ‘No matter what else happens, I really cannot believe that anyone is just going to let Manhattan sit here and melt. So. Let’s proceed on the assumption that someone somewhere is going to want us to fill up the river, the irrigation system and the lake behind the Julius J. Karanga Dam with it. And let’s get to work!’
 
   *
 
   The name of the wounded priest was Patrice Kawesi and Ann Cable thought he was lucky to be alive. She thought they were both lucky to be alive, in fact. After the army patrol had failed to enforce the curfew on them, they had scrambled out from the pile of rubbish behind the hospital. Ann had still believed they should approach the medical staff, but he had laughed at her naivety and insisted that all he could expect in there was martyrdom. Martyrdom anonymous and unsung — not at all what he had in mind for himself, he said.
 
   She had supported him like a kind of living crutch. As silently as possible, keeping to corners and shadows, they had played a deadly game of blind man’s bluff with the soldiers through the fog. The priest knew this area perfectly but he had not reckoned on how well prepared the soldiers were. His first objective was the church at the centre of his mission. There was a jeep at the front and a guard at the back. The next was the home of his curate. The door of the curate’s house stood open — the man and his family were gone. ‘It’s my fault,’ gasped Father Patrice. ‘Only last Sunday I was crying out from my pulpit for fewer soldiers in the garrisons and more aid workers in the camps. Oh, I hope Father Joseph and Sister Grace are all right!’
 
   ‘Don’t worry about them,’ advised Ann. ‘Don’t worry about anyone but yourself, Father. You’ve started to bleed again. You have to find a doctor or you haven’t a prayer.’
 
   As it turned out, the medical practitioner who sang in the church choir had been missed off the army’s list. His was the next house they checked, and he was in.
 
   ‘Father Patrice!’ he said when he saw who had knocked on his door. ‘What are you doing out? Don’t you know there is a curfew? Come in at once or you may be shot at.’
 
   ‘That is very good advice, mon fils, but as you see, it has come too late.’
 
   ‘Dieu! Pardon, mon père.’
 
   He had a little surgery downstairs, and it was here that Ann learned Father Patrice’s full name, though she never learned the doctor’s. She also received on-the-job training in the treatment of minor bullet wounds. ‘It is only a flesh wound,’ the doctor said harshly.
 
   Father Patrice was stung by the doctor’s tone. ‘I knew nothing of the curfew!’ he snapped. ‘I had just finished delivering the last rights to Grandmother Mumchugulo.’
 
   ‘You should have explained this.’
 
   ‘I was most anxious to explain. There was a clear policy in place, however: shoot first, ask for explanations later.’
 
   The doctor huffed and, had his patient not been his priest, would certainly have called him a liar.
 
   Ann found this disturbing. The doctor was elderly, grey-haired, portly. He was obviously a pillar of the community and he could not bring himself to believe that the soldiers of his country’s army, even in the midst of a coup, would mistreat a priest. Anne felt she had been given a little insight into how the Nazis had pulled off so much of the Final Solution with such relative ease. And another aspect of that achievement was made all too obvious when the doctor suddenly came to himself and realised what he was actually doing. He was helping a fleeing fugitive under a state of martial law.
 
   ‘You must leave now,’ he said as he finished tying up the bandage. ‘Of course if I were alone, without responsibilities … But there is Cecile. And Helene is visiting us from Mortonville with her three little girls. My God, if the soldiers should come here …’ This time he did not apologise for his blasphemy.
 
   ‘But where will we go?’ asked Father Patrice.
 
   ‘There is the curate.’
 
   Father Patrice had clearly wanted to avoid this subject. He adjusted his broken glasses in a peculiarly defenceless gesture. ‘The curate is gone, Doctor,’ he said gently. ‘So is his family. His house is empty. There is no one there.’
 
   ‘Sweet Mary, Mother … You must go, Father. Go now. I insist!’
 
   Out in the street, the fog was beginning to lift. Father Patrice hesitated, clearly at a loss, looking fearfully around. Behind them, the curtains in the doctor’s house twitched and Ann could almost feel his shaking, Hippocratic hands reaching for the phone to contact the authorities. ‘What about the curate’s?’ she said. ‘It’s not such a bad idea.’
 
   ‘But the curate has been taken.’
 
   ‘His house. We can hide there.’
 
   ‘You’re right.’ The priest began to walk rapidly back along the path they had followed here. ‘There is a chance the soldiers might come back, I suppose, but still, it’s better than being out on the street. We must hurry.’ There was a disturbing quality of ill-controlled hysteria in his voice.
 
   They reached the curate’s house and found it still fully stocked with furniture and food, newspapers, magazines and a radio. They turned the radio on and ate cold beans out of tins, for Father Patrice did not dare light the cooker in case this gave some sign of their presence.
 
   They left the radio on the open channel which was all that remained of Mawanga Radio and sat quietly. Soon the priest fell into a restless slumber. Ann went to the toilet. She flushed it, in spite of the possibility that this, too, might trigger some sort of secret army alarm, washed, and returned to the sitting room where she rested in an arm chair. She watched the priest on the sofa and thought how lucky they were to be alive. Then she, too, began to doze.
 
   The breath on Ann’s breasts was warm and scented. The lips caressed the inner slopes like butterfly’s wings. She stirred, her legs parted slightly and her lower belly began to tingle. Hot fingertips gently parted the curtains of her blouse, then pulled down the lacy cups of her bra until those devilish lips could fasten on to the points of her nipples. She pressed her eyelids tightly together, concentrating on the physical sensation. Teeth scraped softly over stirring flesh. A hot tongue swirled. She moaned. His chin, square, slightly bristled, scraped down her stomach to linger over her navel as deft hands released the waistband of her jeans. She tensed her buttocks, lifting herself. She was very aroused now, and her own breath was coming short. Still refusing to open her eyes, she moaned, gently, urging him on.
 
   ‘What was that?’ he screamed, his voice wild with terror.
 
   Ann’s eyes sprang wide and reality crashed in as she jumped awake and he leaped back out of her dream and on to the sofa opposite.
 
   Father Patrice looked around for a moment, holding his broken glasses in place with his good hand. How on earth could she have allowed him into her dreams?
 
   Soon he was asleep again and Ann, too, drifted off, trying to remember how many Hail Marys it would take to absolve her for having sinful thoughts about a priest.
 
   At midday precisely she was jerked awake by an extremely loud, military-sounding drum roll and it took her a moment to re-orientate herself. By the time she had done so, the fearful Father Patrice was crouched before the radio pushing the knobs with fevered concentration. Just as the drum roll crashed into the first chord of the Maui national anthem, he switched the machine off. ‘For heaven’s sake, Father,’ she hissed. ‘Where are your brains? Turn it down, not off. We need to know what’s going on!’
 
   He was clearly not a man used to being ordered about, especially not by a woman. ‘I believe,’ he started pompously but Ann overrode him.
 
   ‘Think, Father. They’re probably going to announce the end of the curfew — for today at least.’
 
   ‘You may be right,’ he conceded, and twisted the knob back.
 
   ‘People of Mau,’ shouted the radio. ‘Field Marshal Moses M’Diid will address you. Field Marshal M’Diid …’
 
   By the time the Field Marshal began to speak, Father Patrice had lowered the volume. ‘I have several announcements to make. First, I am pleased to say that there have been no reported instances where the curfew was broken. The city of Mawanga has remained absolutely quiet. No shots have been fired.
 
   ‘Secondly, I wish to announce that the Secretary-General of the United Nations will be broadcasting later today ordering his people to proceed with the humanitarian work which has brought them to our country. In order to facilitate that work, I hereby announce that Mawanga International Airport will reopen, for United Nations sponsored flights. It will remain closed to commercial traffic for the time being.
 
   ‘I regret to announce that the state of emergency and the state of martial law must remain in force for a little longer. This is due to the intransigence of some renegade units of the police who have refused to give up their arms and have fled into the bush.
 
   ‘Finally, as Mawanga City is now completely at peace, I am pleased to announce that the curfew is hereby suspended until sunset tonight.’
 
   ‘Good!’ said Ann at once. ‘Now I can get out of this godforsaken city. Father, I have to get to the refugee camp. Can you help me?’
 
   ‘Yes! Indeed! I must go there myself. I must see that Father Joseph and Sister Grace —’
 
   ‘Fine, Father. But how are we going to get across town?’
 
   ‘There should be a car at the back.’
 
   ‘The curate’s car? Won’t they have a record?’
 
   ‘It isn’t his. It’s the parish’s. He simply garages it for us.’
 
   Half an hour later, the battered old station wagon drew up at the barbed wire perimeter of the camp. The black face of an army officer was thrust through the side window beside Ann. ‘Ah, Father Patrice,’ the officer said gently, in French, ‘we’ve been looking all over the place for you …’
 
   *
 
   Indira Dyal sat in a tiny cell below the magnificent reception room in the President’s palace. The Secretary-General sat opposite her. He looked very old. Very frail. ‘I have seen such things,’ he told her quietly. ‘You would not believe … I have talked to the last occupant of this cell. Each day, at midday precisely, she thinks, she would be taken into the gymnasium along the passageway there, tied to a long bench and beaten on the buttocks with a plank of wood for one hour. Every day. For three months. Of course she will never walk again.’
 
   ‘But why? For what crime?’
 
   ‘For no crime. Because it amused President M’Diid. The guards played football with her father’s head. She had to sit and watch. I cannot believe …’ The Secretary-General stopped talking.
 
   ‘What are you going to do, Bertie?’ she asked. Bertie was a nickname, a joke Anglicisation of his real name. She used it because they were alone and she felt so sorry for him.
 
   ‘And the pictures … You know he had pictures taken? Videos made. Of everything …’
 
   ‘Bertie!’
 
   ‘Yes, Indira?’
 
   ‘What are you going to do?’
 
   ‘Give the Field Marshal my full support and pray that Washington and Moscow back me. What else can I do?’
 
   ‘Do you think they will? This is a military coup, after all. It’s dangerous ground.’
 
   The Secretary-General glanced around nervously. Indira knew they were being watched, overheard. But what else could she say? It was so self-evidently true.
 
   ‘I don’t know. But I believe they will. We have the evidence of Aaron M’Diid’s atrocities. Everyone will see that this is a bold step forward out of a barbaric past. And the Field Marshal assures me that with his men in charge, the processes we have set in motion will come through the country and deliver relief to his people much more effectively and speedily than they would have under the previous administration.’
 
   ‘So we go ahead,’ mused Indira. ‘Full steam.’
 
   ‘It’s all we can do,’ said the Secretary-General. ‘Another major failure such as the loss of Manhattan would represent, and the United States would boot us out of New York. Close us down.’
 
   ‘There is that consideration,’ agreed Indira sadly.
 
   There was a silence and then a smiling face appeared at the open door of the tiny cell. A smart young officer of the Maui Army said, with every evidence of courtesy and respect, ‘The Field Marshal wonders if you are ready to make your broadcast, Secretary-General?’
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   Richard was understandably nervous about being in Mawanga airport again and only Indira Dyal could have brought him back so soon.
 
   Even crossing the city had tested his nerves. Leaving Titan, he had been met on the quayside by a guard at a checkpoint and he had had to produce his passport before he was allowed to proceed. The guard seemed not to notice the exit stamp which had not been matched by a re-entry stamp in the visa section.
 
   Once through the checkpoint, Richard eventually managed to find a cab. This was a very different place to the hot, happy, relaxed city he had crossed little more than thirty-six hours earlier when he had last travelled from his ship to the airport. Now, even though the curfew was no longer in force, the traffic seemed sparse and muted, and there were hardly any pedestrians. There was an eerie sensation that the population of Mawanga had shrunk suddenly, leaving the city too big for the number of people left in it. The taxi driver was silent, almost sullen. He took his payment and left Richard at the airport reception with hardly a word.
 
   Richard wandered around in the few moments he had to wait before Indira showed up, and he found himself a prey to ever-darkening speculation, in spite of the increasing bustle he could see outside the windows over the airfield itself. He did not go back into the departure lounge but he could smell disinfectant and new paint and he could see by looking along the front of the building that there were no broken windows and no bullet holes. Someone had been very busy covering things up here and Richard wondered a little queasily whether they would be willing to let things rest at that. He doubted it.
 
   ‘Richard!’ He jumped slightly as he heard his name called, even though he knew well enough that the voice belonged to Indira Dyal. He turned to see her hurrying towards him and was struck, anew, by her simple beauty. She was the most beautiful politician who had ever graced the system in the Indian subcontinent. She could easily have been a model had her heart not lain in more socially responsible areas. She had exchanged her usual sari for more practical jeans and blouse and her silver-streaked hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail. She took his arm and hugged it in an infectious display of affection and excitement. ‘It’s begun already! See?’ she said, gesturing out through the broad windows to the sky.
 
   ‘Yes,’ he said, less than truthfully. ‘I was just looking …’
 
   The first South African Air Force Lockheed C-130 Hercules trundled out of the wavering air and settled on the landing strip. As it did so, a small fleet of military vehicles sped across to meet it. Standing in the lead jeep, gesturing with decisive power, Richard saw the square figure of Warren Cord, and he realised that the United Nations was rushing out to meet its own.
 
   There were Starlifters and Galaxies inbound from the United States and Antonovs and Iliyushins due from Russia later today, Indira told him. There were planes of all nationalities transporting men and equipment here from a dozen locations. Even after all his recent experience with the power and influence of the United Nations, Richard was impressed.
 
   As they hurried through the airport, Indira explained the UN command’s thinking on the process which had been begun by his delivery of the iceberg yesterday. Of those dealing directly with Manhattan, there were going to be three main teams: those breaking up the ice, those transporting the ice and those delivering the ice. Liaison between them would be critical as the ice was broken up and began to melt. The need for clear lines of communication and, Indira smiled, watertight organisation meant that there had to be a higher echelon of planners and overseers — a command team.
 
   The tall, slightly bemused Englishman and the vigorous woman from the Indian subcontinent bustled into the private suite adjoining the international departure lounge deep in conversation. And there both progress and conversation stopped. The Secretary-General sat, mournfully alone, awaiting a flight out of the country. And, as it transpired, awaiting them.
 
   The Secretary-General had made his broadcast at four o’clock Maui time yesterday afternoon, and it had been shown live worldwide, just in time for the lunchtime news programmes in New York and breakfast TV in Los Angeles. The President of the United States watched it during his meeting in the Oval Office with the chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee, among others. The British Prime Minister had watched it over a cup of tea with the Foreign Secretary and the head of the Intelligence Service. The premiers of Germany, France and Italy had had it piped through to their offices and the Russian President had caught it over an early aperitif; neither the Director of the FSS nor the head of the GRU had been available to watch it with him. The Chinese Parliament had extended its afternoon session by more than an hour to catch it and the Australian premier was called out of a reception, and missed the barbecued prawns.
 
   Perhaps most importantly, the speech was watched, recorded and pored over by the men and women who sat at the Africa Desk of every diplomatic and security service in the world. There were a lot of very powerful people going to be asking for a lot of very clear advice very soon indeed.
 
   Looking pale and slightly hesitant, the Secretary-General had assured his viewers that he and his staff were safe and well and had been treated with the utmost courtesy by Field Marshal M’Diid. He went on, ‘Except for one, regrettable act of violence, we have seen and heard of no civil unrest. Furthermore, Field Marshal M’Diid has shown me and members of my staff irrefutable evidence that the late acting President was wholly unsuited to hold the post he had annexed to himself by unconstitutional means. The Field Marshal has convinced me that under the old government, our efforts to bring relief to this country and to its starving millions would have met with bureaucratic delay and covert demands for bribery. He has promised that, under the new system of government now in place, he will personally ensure the full support of the armed services and all of the civil services which he is moving to put in place.
 
   ‘Under the circumstances, it is my decision that we should proceed with the utmost speed with the mighty project which brought us here.
 
   ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he concluded, ‘on the one hand we have a country and a people dying of drought. On the other hand, by a near miracle, we have the water to enable them to flourish. For God’s sake, let us take the one to the other at once!’
 
   Richard looked at the Secretary-General now and noticed how much paler he appeared in the flesh than he had on the television yesterday. He was also struck by the fact that such an important man should have been left here to sit alone and unguarded. Where was his personal security team? Where was the courtesy guard from the oh so civil Field Marshal?
 
   Indira seemed to be concerned with none of this. ‘You’ll be on your way soon, Bertie,’ she said gently. ‘We’ll be able to keep everything running smoothly at this end. The first wave of equipment is coming in now.’
 
   The Secretary-General nodded. ‘It’s good of you to agree to oversee all this, Indira,’ he said. Then he shot a shrewd look at Richard.
 
   Richard was weighing up Indira’s use of the word ‘we’. He had a strong suspicion that it included him and yet no one had mentioned anything about him having any responsibility in this situation beyond delivering the ice, as he had already done. But that, he suddenly realised, was probably the point of this meeting.
 
   ‘Richard,’ said the Secretary-General, ‘would you like to take a seat?’
 
   Richard remembered the following conversation in some detail for the rest of his life but no matter how often he replayed it in his memory, he could never really get a firm grip on it. To begin with, he had no idea how much of what the Secretary-General said was actually meant to be taken at face value. It was entirely possible that the whole conversation was being listened to and recorded and all of them were well aware of the fact. Secondly, it was clear that the old man was in a state of shock and a good deal more rattled than he cared to admit — though that one shrewd glance had alerted Richard to the intelligence and deep wisdom with which he was dealing here. Thirdly, of course, all three of them had hidden agendas which would only emerge through the course of time, and even then only partially. Finally, for one reason or another, it was a conversation he would never be able to discuss again with either of the other two.
 
   ‘Now,’ probed the Secretary-General, ‘did you see my broadcast yesterday?’
 
   ‘Yes I did.’
 
   ‘Good. I meant every word.’
 
   ‘I see.’
 
   ‘And everything is under way magnificently.’
 
   ‘I could see the planes arriving as I came through with Indira.’
 
   ‘Quite. The first wave of equipment is arriving on schedule. And we expect an influx of personnel also. The rest of the Mau Club, among others!’
 
   ‘I see.’ Richard had first met the team of experts when putting together the whole Manhattan project. In fact most of the Mau Club were already here: the strategist and logistics expert General Warren Cord who was currently overseeing the unloading of the Hercules outside; Indira herself; Dr Muhammed Aziz; Emily Karanga. It would be good to have the rest of them on the ground as well, though. Richard thought of the people still missing from the scenario — the command echelon, the people with the overall view, the strategists, the senior managers. Without such people, there would only be chaos no matter how much equipment arrived and energy was expended.
 
   ‘Not just the Mau Club,’ said Bertie. ‘I need hardly explain to you that we have been seeking to put in place a whole command structure of outstandingly qualified people to oversee this project on the ground. Since the project was given the go-ahead and you began to move Manhattan we have been busy at quite another level. We have been targeting specific experts who would be able to ensure the best use of the ice once Manhattan arrived here. We have selected this team of men and women in the usual manner …’
 
   EGD, thought Richard with unusual cynicism: equal geographic distribution. EGD was in many ways the watchword of the UN and it meant that all too often second-rate people found themselves doing extremely important tasks, not because of their outstanding quality — in spite of what Bertie was saying — but because their appointment filled ethnic, gender or social quotas.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he said automatically, to show that he was following Bertie’s words.
 
   ‘And these people have been fully briefed on the situation and the detailed plans of what we hope to achieve.’
 
   ‘I see.’ Richard glanced across at Indira but she was watching the bustle on the airport apron. The Hercules was disgorging a great array of trucks now. In the shimmering haze, another two of the great planes could be seen just completing their descent.
 
   ‘At the same time as we briefed these experts on how best they could achieve what we need them to achieve, we were in close consultation with the immigration authorities at Mau government level, ensuring that our experts were as acceptable to the acting President as they were to us.’
 
   ‘A necessary precaution,’ agreed Richard.
 
   ‘But those people who met both our requirements and Maui conditions were not always available in the long term, and they are unfailingly extremely expensive to employ.’
 
   ‘Yes. I see that.’
 
   ‘So the Manhattan project has been separated into phases, to allow maximum use of resources and minimum waste of cash.’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘We have on the ground here and now, therefore, only a skeleton of that command structure. Indira here, and Warren Cord, together with the men and equipment we need to keep Manhattan where it is and in the best possible state while it is there. Colin and Kate Ross are in overall charge of the ice itself, of course. And we also have Tom Snell and his command, though they have no specific responsibilities within that structure currently.’
 
   Other than keeping me alive, thought Richard wryly. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you have a sort of hiatus which has been compounded by the sudden change in the political situation. All your command experts are sitting in their universities and companies or wherever all over the world and you haven’t started them moving into Mau yet because they are going to cost you a packet when they get here and you are running with a close eye on the budget. There is also the possibility that they may not wish to come after all, given the new situation. In the meantime, a lot of expensive equipment is arriving and time’s awasting. Is that it?’
 
   ‘Partly,’ said Bertie. ‘But there’s that one element I mentioned which you haven’t taken sufficiently into account — the diplomatic one. All of the people we selected and briefed have had their credentials cleared with the late acting President and his people. That alone took several weeks. Now we have to start all over again.’
 
   ‘But I thought the Field Marshal was offering every facility —’
 
   ‘He is, but you must see that, as things stand, his people will want to take particular care. Foreign nationals who were selected in consultation with the acting President’s staff might be the very people that the Field Marshal’s men specifically wish to exclude.’
 
   ‘Of course. I see. And it will take you longer to set this right than Manhattan’s life expectancy,’ mused Richard.
 
   ‘That’s the danger. We’ll hurry things through. I will be working on it the moment I board the Hercules out there — and we may well be able to get the first experts in within the next few days, but they may not be the people we initially selected and they may not have been fully briefed.’
 
   They were coming to the nub of it now, thought Richard. ‘So,’ he said, ‘in the meantime you want as many people here as possible who know in detail what is going on so that extra briefings can be arranged and any new command team members can be brought up to speed as quickly as possible. I can certainly stay on here for a while and help with that.’
 
   ‘Thank you, but we had a little more than that in mind.’
 
   ‘What then?’
 
   ‘We need a team leader on the ground. Colin Ross can coordinate things on the ice. Warren Cord can oversee the equipment and get it off the planes and out to the assembly points. Indira has agreed to be in overall charge in Mawanga, with Mohammed Aziz as liaison with the agencies, the Security Council and my office. But we still need someone to take charge on the ground. To get the ice off the iceberg, into some sort of transport and up the river. We still need a man to do that.’
 
   *
 
   He started on Manhattan — after dumping the great wad of notes Indira had given him in his cabin on Titan. There was nowhere else for him to start. What he was undertaking to do, until such time as relieved by one of the United Nations’ chosen people, was to start to move the ice. But no truck or tanker, no driver or destination had any meaning or relevance until he had looked at the iceberg in the light of what he now had to do. For the last few months, Manhattan had been to him a thing the size of the island for which it had been named, which must be controlled and subdued and guided across the ocean to the place where it rested now. But from now on, that resting place was just temporary. What had for all that time an end in itself was now simply the beginning of something new. Pulling more than one billion tonnes dead weight through the water was one thing. Lifting it out of the water and carrying it over land was something else entirely. He needed to stand on it and look at it and think about it. And he needed to talk about it to the people who knew it best.
 
   The Sea King stood uneasily in the distance as though it understood the danger of perching on an ice cube in tropical latitudes on a late spring afternoon. Richard shared the machine’s apparent concern. Everything on this massive structure was alive with running water. Water washed sibilantly underfoot, carved itself channels and runnels to gurgle in. The channels fanned together as inevitably as wrinkles in old skin and runnels became rivulets. Rivulets became rivers rushing towards the distant cliffs to thunder over in waterfalls cascading down slopes into the still, unsalty sea hundreds of metres below. Titan on this side of the anchorage and Ajax on the far side were pumping water aboard so that as little as possible was lost while they waited and made their necessary plans.
 
   ‘What we’ve got to decide,’ yelled Colin Ross, his voice carrying over the downpour of sound all around them, ‘is whether it’ll be easier to transport water or ice.’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t have thought we had all that much option,’ answered Richard.
 
   ‘Don’t let the run-off fool you. She’s still very solid.’
 
   ‘Well,’ temporised Richard, ‘I’m a tanker man. I’m used to dealing with liquids.’
 
   ‘Fair enough. But don’t forget, you’re used to dealing with liquids in massive hulls like that one.’ Colin gestured down towards Titan. ‘It won’t begin to compare with hauling massive weights of liquid in tanker trucks across African roads and beyond.’
 
   ‘I see that. And, of course, if we’re quick and careful, we can haul ice in even the most basic of transport.’
 
   ‘Right,’ nodded Colin. ‘You can move hard ice in trucks lined with plastic sheeting and a little straw.’
 
   ‘But not all that much of it. Look at the figures. If I despatched one tonne in one truck every second night and day, it would still take eleven and a half days to move the first million tonnes — and then there would still be a thousand million tonnes to go.’
 
   ‘Near enough. You’re going to need big trucks,’ agreed Colin. ‘And, of course, you can’t rely only on trucks. What does that briefing paper Indira gave you suggest?’
 
   ‘I’ve only skimmed it. I wanted to talk things over first.’
 
   ‘Uh huh,’ grunted Colin.
 
   ‘For a start, I don’t think it’s likely that they’ll have taken the nature of Manhattan fully into account unless there’s a section in there written by Kate or yourself that I missed.’
 
   ‘How d’you mean?’
 
   ‘It looks to me as though they’ve just assumed this thing is one lump of basically coherent ice. But we know it’s much more complex than that. We’ve got the spongy, soft and wet outer layer which we can’t save, which will run away to water whatever we try and do. Then there’s the green ice which could go either way. And then somewhere right at the heart of this thing there has to be a couple of million tonnes at least of blue ice which will be harder than granite — murder to break up and very hard work to melt. We know it isn’t solid or homogeneous. We know that bits of it are honeycombed with tunnels, caves and chambers. We know there’s heaven knows what down there. Lakes, rivers, waterfalls. We know for certain that there were corpses frozen into the ice — and we don’t know whether we’ve found them all yet. There was a piece of a ship stuck in there somewhere, for heaven’s sake! And most of all, we don’t know who those men were who attacked us or why they attacked us. Therefore we cannot be certain that they won’t attack us again. I could not, in fact, find anything in the UN briefing papers about being attacked at all! But we have been. And we may well be again. Also, I looked in the index for something on how to handle military coups. And guess what? Nothing listed. Not one word on the new political background and how we’re expected to handle it when we run into the military bureaucracy. You see what I mean about complexity? I begin to wonder whether, in all the stuff they’ve given me, there is anything by anyone who has thought this thing through!’
 
   Richard walked forward and the massive Scot followed at his shoulder. They splashed across the ice in silence. In the near distance on either side, the tops of the tallest buildings in the city were visible gleaming and wavering in the afternoon haze. Away beyond those to their left, the slopes of the escarpment brooded, dark as any thundercloud gathering on the horizon. Immediately in front of them the plateau which they were crossing seemed to lean out over vacancy. The blunt prow of the roughly seaworthy mass of ice pointed up the dry valley towards the heartland which it was due to irrigate.
 
   Both Richard and Colin knew that the edges of the perished ice were now very dangerous and so they stopped well back.
 
   Below them, beyond the gullied edge of rotting ice, stretched the red wound of the first dry pool on the massive river’s course. Manhattan’s forefoot lay hard against the barrage of rock which formed its lower edge, keeping out the sea from the dry river course. On the edge of that great scar of cracked mud clustered a breaker’s yard of beached and rusting hulks, river craft of all shapes and sizes, of all designs and age, all on the beach and dying.
 
   Beyond that melancholy sight, the city gathered and faded, glittering in the haze of the afternoon. Beyond the city where that first red scar began to gather itself back in towards the dry wall of the second barrage stepping up into the next dry pool, a vivid mark of green showed where the presidential palace gardens swept down to the wreck of a jetty. Richard was wondering what it would take to flood that first pool and liberate some of those craft. But when he spoke, it was of the larger scale, not of practical detail.
 
   ‘So, do you think we can do it?’
 
   ‘I didn’t think we could even get Manhattan here.’
 
   ‘I had my doubts myself. But this is different. This is much more.’
 
   ‘More difficult?’
 
   ‘No. Just something more. I don’t know whether it will be more difficult because I can’t imagine what it is actually going to entail. I can’t see the practical details of it yet.’ Richard suddenly realised that he had just characterised the filling of a complete lake with a cubic capacity of more than a million tonnes as a detail. He was beginning to think big. But he was going to have to think even bigger yet, he knew. ‘I don’t know whether I’m the right man for the job,’ he admitted.
 
   Colin Ross stood in silence.
 
   Richard wondered whether he had made an error of judgement in lowering his defences and voicing his concern. But then, he thought glumly, silence was better than immediate condemnation. He knew as well as John Higgins did that there was a dour side to Colin Ross. The big man did not suffer fools gladly. Richard had yet to see him exercise a charitable judgement. Courtesy and a measured dose of the truth as Colin saw it was the best that could be expected. But for exactly those reasons Colin’s opinion was worth its weight in gold.
 
   ‘Well,’ said that deep voice with its distant hint of a Highland childhood, ‘if you’re not the right man, then I can’t think who is.’ He went silent again, but this time the silence was companionable. ‘Besides,’ he concluded, ‘you’ve brought her the better part of ten thousand kilometres. Another fifteen hundred or so shouldn’t be much of a problem!’
 
   *
 
   Back aboard Titan, Richard’s first action was to open a channel to his headquarters at Heritage House in London. For the better part of an hour he talked to his chief executive Charles Lee. The Hong Kong Chinese financier, who had been brought in to replace Sir William Heritage on the board after the old man’s near fatal heart attack, was as astute in financial matters as Colin Ross was in ecological ones, and every bit as likely to serve up unpalatable truth. But, for once, Charles was complaisant, for a detailed contract from the office of the UN Secretary-General had just spooled itself out of the fax in his office.
 
   The contract echoed and extended the very satisfactory contract which Heritage Mariner had held with the UN for the last three months. As agreed, the four main tankers remaining would all be returned to service, with the UN meeting all costs of returning them to their ports of landing. Psyche, however, would be retained at Mawanga and crewed by the UN at their expense, with a full contract of leasing at current market rates plus contracts of insurance and so forth. Captain Richard Mariner was also contracted forthwith, effectively as divisional director, with commensurate pay to begin as of notification.
 
   ‘This is all very good indeed,’ said Charles. ‘Your personal rates seem particularly favourable. How many months is the contract likely to run?’
 
   ‘No more than two, I’m afraid,’ said Richard. ‘Manhattan will have melted down and run away in sixty-four days’ time.’
 
   ‘Very well. Are we likely to see you back in the office before that time?’
 
   ‘Impossible to say. Anything urgent?’
 
   ‘Not now that the UN have started to pay regularly — and have effectively released our ships to their other duties. I’d say everything in the garden is rosy, Richard.’
 
   ‘Right. Good. I’ll stay in contact. And I’ll inform you the instant I transfer to Psyche.’
 
   *
 
   ‘Oh Richard! I thought you said Psyche was a death ship!’ Robin Mariner’s voice was given no protective distance by the line; they might have been in adjoining rooms. And the simple pain in her words cut him to the quick. He could see her sitting on the great overstuffed sofa beside the phone in the sitting room of Ashenden, their house. It was half past five there, as here, and he knew the twins would be with Janet their nurse at the moment, either being bathed or fed; and, in spite of the fact that Robin always liked to be there too, he had called her now because he wanted to concentrate on the UN papers later.
 
   ‘I’ve been on her before, you know that. I was on her quite often on the way down here.’
 
   ‘Much good it did you!’
 
   ‘Nonsense, darling. How are William and Mary?’
 
   ‘Fine. In the bath. Missing you.’
 
   ‘Oh darling. But I told you. I was on my way. I was actually in the airport.’
 
   ‘I know. I’m not being fair. But you’re getting too old for all this, Richard. It’s a young man’s game all this rushing around the world. You have to promise to come home and stay home for a while or you’ll miss out on Mary and William’s childhood altogether.’
 
   ‘I will, I promise. Just as soon as I can.’
 
   ‘And you’re quite safe there? It looks pretty grim on the news.’
 
   ‘Does it? That’s funny, I thought it was all quiet.’
 
   ‘It may be quiet there, but apparently the proverbial is hitting the fan from here to Timbuktu about it. I was just listening to the radio about it when you called and they seem to think that …’
 
    The line suddenly went dead. Richard’s eyebrows rose with surprise, although loss of signal was not so unusual when calling across great distances. He sat for a moment with the handset to his ear wondering whether he should call her back. It never really occurred to him that the connection might have been interrupted from the far end. But that in fact was what had happened. He was just reaching for the switch to break connection altogether when Robin’s voice came on the line again sounding shocked, sick and not a little faint. ‘Richard,’ she said. ‘Oh Richard. Janet’s just called through and from the tone of her voice I thought something must have happened to one of the twins. But no. It was on the radio and … Oh, Richard …’
 
   Which was how Richard first heard the news that the Secretary-General’s plane had been reported lost with all aboard her feared dead.
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   Richard spent most of the evening and night alone in his cabin with the World Service playing quietly. He passed the time poring over the documents Indira had given him, making copious notes, and speculating on the fate of the Secretary-General and the effect his disappearance was likely to have on his own position and plans. His speculation was refuelled each hour as the news reports spoke of searches for the missing plane in the South Atlantic Ocean off the forbidding Namibian coast, with no sign of wreckage or survivors. Towards midnight, they began to broadcast assessments of the Secretary-General’s life and legacy. But no one was yet calling this an obituary.
 
   Richard found it hard to control his thoughts and focus his attention on the dry text of the massive file in front of him. Although he was alone, he was by no means unmolested. Wally Gough was for ever hammering on his door; the telephone kept ringing. The first caller of all was Indira and they talked for nearly fifteen minutes before agreeing to meet in the morning.
 
   As Richard worked into the night, filling pages with notes, interrupted time after time, he realised that he would have to be much more brutal in the ordering of his priorities. He needed to complete as soon as possible a plan of action to deal with the iceberg. But the calls and messages brought home to him most forcefully the necessity of putting together some short-term deadlines so that he could get a series of more minor problems dealt with during the next twenty-four hours. And he needed a secretary to vet calls and prioritise responses; to turn his impenetrable notes into neat plans of action; to prepare for the tidal wave of paperwork which he knew in his bones was surely heading his way.
 
   After the midnight news, Richard suddenly felt full of restless energy. He thought on his feet under normal circumstances and the whirl of his overloaded brain was simply transferring subliminal messages to his long legs, and so, almost of their own volition, they took him for a walk. Deep in a brown study, he strolled through the seemingly deserted bridgehouse. He was almost certainly the only person awake now, apart from the harbour watch up on the navigation bridge. His footsteps took him down the companionways to A deck and then along the lateral corridor there to the big bulkhead door.
 
   As he stepped out over the raised threshold on to the main deck, he passed out of a scrubbed, cool, almost clinical atmosphere into its exact opposite. The night around him was vast, bustling, noisy, odorous, atmospheric. It was dominated by Manhattan and the sound of the run-off cascading down three hundred metres of sheer crystal flanks was so overpowering that Richard half expected to find the water thundering down on to the deck at his feet. But Titan was tethered to the southern shore of the lower out-thrust of Mawanga harbour and the iceberg was cradled against the northern shore. But still the simple bulk of it was awesome, thrusting in great white cliffs up to the gibbous moon.
 
   The liquid in the iceberg was finding other ways to spread its influence, and the steady drop in temperature as the night progressed was reaching dew point, so that Manhattan was releasing tendrils of mist into the air so fast that the great white cliff seemed to be pouring out smoke as Richard watched.
 
   The thunder of the run-off was augmented by the suck and thump of the great pumps which ceaselessly transferred the water across to the cavernous holds beneath his feet while smaller tankers, each now with its guard contingent from Field Marshal M’Diid’s command, transferred the water into their holds and unloaded it into the first of the water bowsers lining the sides of the smaller docks much closer in to the city. The work of transferring the water from the supertankers to the coastal craft and thence to the bowsers and beyond had been proceeding for more than a week as Manhattan and its keepers neared, and in all that time they had hardly dealt with one-millionth of the water on offer.
 
   At the far end of their run, so Richard had been informed, the bowsers piped the water into refineries which then passed the clean, safe, desalinated liquid to the refugee camps direct. But there again, working day in and day out, in all that time they had hardly passed out a millionth of the water needed. The scale of the situation, at either end, was awesome. It challenged Richard to the limit of his vast experience and to the uttermost of his massive intelligence. The sheer weight of the responsibility would have crushed many a lesser man.
 
   Richard went down the deck until he reached the first pair of Sampson posts, then he paced across the width of the deck between them, his steady progress interrupted only by the twelve-step bridge spanning the great sheaf of pipes along the middle of the deck, gurgling quietly as it transferred from hold to hold the vast quantities of meltwater coming aboard. The channelled liquid was moving to the dictates of the Belfast-born ladling officer who was also the first officer. And right now Sally Bell occupied quite an important corner of his thoughts as he walked and walked and walked.
 
   For more than an hour Richard paced, ordering his thoughts into plans and those plans into a series of priorities as the fog relentlessly closed itself around him before sweeping out to blanket the whole of the sleeping, curfew-quietened city.
 
   At a little after one, Richard realised that he was walking blind in the absolute white-out. He followed the port deck rail up to the first vertical support for the bridge-wing awning then he took three blind but unerring steps left and reached for the handle to the bulkhead door. He thought of going up to the navigation bridge to check on the harbour watch but resisted the temptation; there would be nothing to see but the fog pressed up against the clearview. His decision not to check broke the habit of a lifetime and added another element to his thoughts which slotted neatly into a place that seemed to have been reserved especially for it: his primary responsibility was no longer the good ship Titan of which he was master and commander; he had bigger fish to fry.
 
   He returned to his cabin and made a neat, clear set of notes on each of four sheets of paper. These he placed by his bedside. Then he listened to the news at 3 a.m. and fell into a deep slumber.
 
   He was up at six, well rested and raring to go. He showered and shaved quickly, then climbed into a set of tropical whites — long trousers but short sleeves. The outfit looked particularly formal after he clipped his captain’s epaulettes into place and dug out his hat with the scrambled egg on the peak. The effect was carefully calculated, and emphasised the fact that he was in command, a circumstance that he might wish to emphasise from time to time today. Then he carried his notes through into the galley and brewed himself a pot of strong tea. He reread these while he drank it, adding extra thoughts in the margin.
 
   At 7 a.m., Richard rang the other ships warning their captains that he wanted a meeting in Titan’s day room at eight. At seven thirty, he despatched the Sea King on a round trip to bring them in, then he called Indira and they talked for twenty minutes. By seven fifty-five he was in brief conference with his first officer, Sally Bell, making sure that she was free to join the meeting in five minutes’ time. By eight he was dispensing tea to his senior officers as they assembled. Five minutes later he rapped the table with his teaspoon and called them all to order.
 
   ‘I have a series of orders,’ he began. ‘I have some ideas to pass on based upon the thoughts of various UN advisers, and one or two requests to make. It will be quicker if I go through what I have to say first, then we can enter into any discussion either at group or individual level after that.
 
   ‘What I propose is the following. All the ships except Psyche will get ready to sail forthwith. This includes Titan and I’m making First Officer Sally Bell up to captain for the time being.’
 
    He paused, apparently surprised by the reaction of the people round the table to the news; but then he smiled and joined in the applause which was bringing a vivid blush to the Belfast woman’s cheeks.
 
   ‘Next, there’s the question of the UN crews. Ajax is bound back to Stavanger and under normal circumstances it would seem logical to let Captain Borodin and her current crew take her; but there is a note in the file which Dr Dyal gave me yesterday which suggests that you might rather transfer your command, Katya, and stay in Mawanga. How would you feel about that?’
 
    The Russian captain leaned forward. Her spun gold hair gleamed in the fog-diffused brightness. Her cornflower eyes narrowed calculatingly. ‘I am not my own master in this, you understand,’ she said. That assertion raised more than one eyebrow round the table; the thought of anyone mastering Katya was more than any of them could readily handle. ‘I suspect it is a political move pushed on the UN by Moscow. It is important to the President to show Africa that we are a big help in hard times, yes?’
 
   ‘The UN is a non-political agency,’ said Peter Walcott, the Guyanese captain of Psyche.
 
   ‘You tell that to Washington,’ said Katya amiably. ‘You tell that to Moscow. I don’t want to stay here. I want to go back to St Petersburg. You keep Psyche. You welcome.’
 
   ‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Peter wearily. ‘I just wondered whether we should allow ourselves to get pulled into political games.’
 
   ‘We’re in them up to our necks, I’m afraid, Peter,’ said Richard. ‘It’s just a question of whether we allow Moscow to make a political point.’
 
    There was a short silence.
 
   ‘I’ll do what you want, Peter,’ said Richard. ‘I’ll tell them you’re staying with Psyche if you’d like me to.’
 
   Peter shrugged. In fact he was happy to be moving off Psyche. He did not like her. He found her unsettling, almost haunted. And, like Robin, he was half convinced by her reputation as a death ship. ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll take Ajax to Stavanger. Do you want to bring your whole crew, Katya, or do you want to go through the two complements and mix and match?’
 
   ‘If you are happy with your crew, I am happy with my crew. We keep them together, I think.’
 
   ‘Fine, that’s settled then,’ said Richard. ‘John, you and Sally will be heading for the Gulf. Bob, you’re bound for Galveston. Any questions?’
 
   There were a few but they were simply technical ones of bunkering and supply. The conversation soon opened out into discussion of last night’s news about the Secretary-General’s plane, for everyone in the room had spent the last couple of months closely associated with the UN and technically under his command.
 
   Soon after this, Richard dismissed them, all except John and Sally, from both of whom he had favours to ask. Looking down at the trim, dapper figure of his closest associate and oldest friend, Richard found himself hesitating. What he was about to ask was an enormous favour only partly within John’s capacity to grant. But he had to start somewhere and John would have to be consulted at the very least. ‘John,’ he said, gazing into those wide, deceptively innocent eyes, ‘could you lend me Asha for the next couple of months?’
 
   Asha was John’s wife. She was also an accomplished and widely experienced ship’s doctor — currently ship’s doctor aboard John’s ship Niobe. It was a great favour to ask of either of them, for they were deeply devoted to each other and hated to be apart. But Asha Higgins was just the person Richard needed in the surgery aboard Psyche until this situation was sorted out. On the voyage down here alone, Asha had dealt with his own accidental wounding and a brief spell of amnesia; and she had taken charge of an apparently virulent outbreak of a mystery disease as well as more than one mysterious death.
 
   Accident, disease and death: a perfect description of what Richard expected to face during the next sixty-two days if things did not improve rapidly.
 
    John went off with a long face to ask her, though they were both fairly certain she would leap at the chance of helping out here. As the door closed behind him, Richard turned to Sally, drawing in breath to speak.
 
   ‘I have to thank you, Richard,’ she forestalled him. ‘It’s a wonderful chance. I won’t let you down.’
 
   ‘Of course you won’t,’ he said. ‘But don’t be surprised if you get moved over and down again if head office find someone more senior is available.’
 
   ‘I know. I won’t. But this is my chance. My first command. God, it’s more exciting than my first … my first …’
 
   ‘Your first date?’ he suggested.
 
   ‘Something like that.’ She blushed. ‘Now, what were you going to ask about?’
 
   ‘I want to ask Tom Snell and his men to transfer to Psyche. I’ll obviously need them here with me. I’ll keep the Sea King too.’
 
   ‘OK. I’ll have all of that transferred. And your stuff, too, come to that.’
 
   ‘Right. And finally I want you to release young Wally Gough into my command as well. I know you’re partway through training him up, but the simple fact is that I need someone who is computer literate and competent to do some personal assistant work, and Wally’s the best one for the job.’
 
    Sally shrugged accommodatingly. ‘If it’s all right with him then it’s all right with me,’ she said. ‘I suspect he’ll learn more here than I could ever teach him.’
 
   ‘Don’t be too sure of that,’ said Richard. ‘And anyway, he’s not likely to learn anything of use to him in his career.’
 
   ‘Unless he manages to have a career like yours, of course,’ said Sally. ‘Which is exactly what he plans to do.’
 
   *
 
   Indira sent a car for Richard which arrived at the foot of Titan’s gangplank at ten thirty precisely. The Secretary-General, through the good offices and communications equipment of the South African Air Force, had managed a great deal of work before his mysterious disappearance. Some of this resulted in the Heritage Mariner contract. Another arrived with the car itself-documentation to establish Richard as the second most senior operative in the field, answerable only to Dr Dyal herself. Richard still had to rely on his passport to prove his personal identity, but the UN documentation left little doubt as to his authority. Beside him in the car, with his cadet’s whites also looking military and impressive, sat Wally Gough.
 
   Field Marshal M’Diid had made available to the UN senior team a suite of offices in the presidential palace and so by a few minutes after 11 a.m. local time, Richard found himself standing in a tall, elegant, white-painted room looking through a wide-open French window over a balcony across a massive green lawn down to the dry river. The last of last night’s fog lay weirdly contained by the high banks, making it seem as though the River Mau was overflowing with milk instead of water. Beyond this the slopes of the most exclusive part of the city swept up to the bright tower of the Mawanga Hilton and the sheer black wall of the tectonic escarpment which ran along the northern bank of the river for hundreds of kilometres inland. The only thing that spoilt the splendour of the view was the fact that the emerald perfection of the lawn was scarred by several sets of blood-brown tank tracks.
 
   Richard found himself wondering whether he had done the right thing to leave Wally down below in a tiny annexe inside the side door, transcribing the notes and orders which had arisen out of his 8 a.m. meeting on Titan. Should he have brought the young amanuensis up here with him to take notes in the meeting which was just about to convene? Probably not, he decided.
 
   He crossed to the wall beside the open French window and was examining with some surprise a massive painting there which looked very much like an original nude by Paul Gauguin when the door opened and Indira entered.
 
   ‘Ah, Richard,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you’re here. It’ll be a while before the others turn up and I want you to have a clear idea of what’s going on. I’ve put all this on paper and you’ll get a copy when you leave, but it’s important that you have a clear idea of your position. I’ll be introducing you to my people today. You may call on them for advice, help or personnel, either directly or through me, but if you call on them directly then due notification must arrive on my desk one way or another. That will be over and above the planning meeting minutes, the progress reports and the assessment and review stuff.’
 
   ‘I’ve just got myself one trainee secretary to keep my diary and meeting minutes up-to-date. Sounds as though I’ll need a couple more!’
 
   ‘Most of it comes built in. But that’s not what I wanted to talk about. We need to be clear on areas of responsibility. It’s particularly important that you’re clear in case I get called back to New York. If I do, then I’ll be leaving everything here in the hands of a replacement and you won’t know her or him from Adam so it’s crucial you both know where the edges of your territory are. Do you see what I’m driving at?’
 
   ‘Very clearly.’
 
   ‘I have overall responsibility on the ground. But you have responsibility for the ice.’
 
   ‘That’s clear.’
 
   ‘Good, because there is an important distinction. Delivering the water contained in Manhattan is central to what we are doing here but it is by no means all we are doing here. There are a range of UN agencies setting up in Mawanga and up-country even as we speak and I have responsibility for them as well. In theory the head of each agency in the country is of equal seniority with you, but the Secretary-General’s directive has given you second place to me in pecking order. That might put some noses out of joint but we’ll just have to live with it.’
 
   ‘OK by me. I’ll be away from Mawanga for most of the time anyway. I don’t see how I can get the ice or the water to the places it is needed by sitting here and giving orders.’
 
   ‘Issuing directives. Yes, you’re right. But you will still have to call on various people who will be here and you will have to liaise with others if you are going to do the most amount of good possible.’
 
   ‘How do you mean?’
 
   ‘Well, let me tell you who you are going to meet. That will give you some idea of the range of agencies involved and of the areas of responsibility they hold. First of all, there will be a representative from the United Nations Development Programme. The UNDP is our main paymaster here and holds most of the funds for the other agencies. We can all expect to call on them for currency and some simple banking or money-moving facilities from time to time.
 
   ‘On the ground in the field, the main agency will be the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. UNRRA will be trying to sort out the problems with housing and feeding the N’Kuru people in the camps while the United Nations High Commission for Refugees will be working on getting them back to their original homes, although of course none of them has crossed an international border, as the Rwandan refugees did in ninety-three and the Bosnian refugees did last year. UNRRA will also get support from the United Nations Relief and Works Agency, UNRWA, in terms of best utilisation of resources for the camps, most efficient use of fuel, water — such as there is — sanitation and so forth. The World Health Organisation people will be on site as well, of course, and UNICEF to look after the kids.
 
   ‘Of all the people I want you to remember from this meeting, I think the most important are probably N’Dende Douala who is in charge of local UNHCR. He’s going to be trying to get people out of the camps as quickly as he can and will be looking to you for a signal the moment there is water going towards the farm lands up-country.’
 
   ‘N’Dende Douala,’ said Richard obediently, fixing the name in his memory.
 
   ‘And the second is the man in charge of the UNDP. You may have to look directly to him for funds, especially if I get called back to New York. His name is Tombe Kariba. Got that?’
 
   ‘Tombe Kariba. Yes.’
 
   ‘I’ll also be introducing you to some of the NGO people who are already on the ground.’
 
   ‘NGO?’ Richard was on a steep learning curve in acronyms alone.
 
   ‘Non-governmental organisations: Oxfam, Save the Children, the Red Cross, local churches. They’re enormously important and we want to make them feel included. Especially if we need to use them. But we’re not responsible for them. We don’t pay them.’
 
   ‘Oh. I see.’ His tone of voice made it clear that he was faint but following.
 
   Indira paused for a moment, looking askance at him. Then, ‘In for a penny …’ she said, and opened a pair of double doors which stood exactly opposite the Gauguin nude.
 
   Beyond the double doors was a smaller room in whose centre stood a large mahogany table. Round this a series of place settings substituted pens and pads for cutlery. ‘The rest will be here any moment,’ said Indira. ‘I’ll introduce you to everyone but remember the important ones.’
 
   Richard was not sure what to expect. He had wide experience of the United Nations, but this was different to anything he had come across before. The people he was about to meet were not senior executives with offices in New York, they were the operatives on the ground, the front-line troops.
 
   It was just as well that Indira had warned him who to look out for. Ten people arrived all at once, and the only outstanding difference between them was that the people from Save the Children and Oxfam were in T-shirts and shorts while Bishop James-John Ton-Ton was in his full robes. All the rest were in short-sleeved shirts, ties and dark slacks. All of them were men. They were all very formal, and, except for the bishop, no one smiled much. It was like meeting a delegation of bankers — which was reassuring if slightly hard to handle.
 
   Richard focused on the faces and bodies of the two men Indira had mentioned, looking for clues which would help him to remember them. It was a knack acquired in his Crewfinders days. That company, his own brainchild, specialised in replacing officers and crew on any ship, anywhere, at any notice. They guaranteed to deliver replacements in twenty-four hours or less. In the early days Richard had often been a replacement himself and he had perfected a survival technique which allowed him to learn the names and faces of strange crews into which he had been dumped in the shortest possible time.
 
   Richard had been in Mawanga long enough to notice that there seemed to be two main tribal types: short, square-faced powerful ones which he came to recognise as Kyoga people; and taller, thinner, more elegant ones — N’Kuru. N’Dende Douala, the UNHCR man, responsible for the welfare of the people in the refugee camps, was definitely a Kyoga. He was stocky. His hands were big; his arms long and muscular. The knotted muscles in them twisted and rippled restlessly beneath the ebony skin. There was no commensurate breadth of chest and his belly was round and paunchy. His face was a little bland, almost pudgy behind thick, dark-rimmed glasses. Only the thrust of his constantly working jaw saved him from having a double chin. Like his jaw, his hands were never still and the restless movement of his fingers caused the light to reflect off the array of gold rings he was wearing. The fingers did not writhe idly, however. They played with a gold propelling pencil, they made notes, they drew diagrams and doodles. They selected, raised and ignited cigarette after cigarette.
 
   Tombe Kariba, the UNDP paymaster, was a different kettle of fish. The careful parting in the luxuriant curls of his hair, the high forehead, long nose and perfectly sculpted lips, the almost dimpled point of his chin all bespoke lazy self-confidence. His eyes were slow and heavy-lidded with thick, dark lashes. He lolled in his chair so that the broad silk face of his perfectly tied tie caught the sunlight. His was the only shirt with long sleeves — and folded cuffs and big gold cufflinks. Tombe Kariba was, in short, exactly the sort of person Richard might have expected to be working an important portfolio on the Stock Exchange in London ten years ago; driving a Porsche and dating a debutante who would be passing him off at parties as her ‘bit of rough trade’ on the side: a west African Essex man.
 
   One by one the UN people gave their reports to Indira. Richard soon began to make notes under the heading of each agency where his own project was likely to overlap with theirs. As the meeting progressed, he saw with increasing clarity that everything he was planning on putting in motion had direct links with all of the other UN operatives here and their areas of responsibility.
 
   He needed to build a team of people, and he would have to poach experts from all the others in order to do that. He would have to furnish them with a range of equipment purchased through UNDP, borrowed from UNRRA or begged from UNRWA. He would need to take them into the bush, so the WHO doctors would become involved. If he found anyone lost in the bush, as seemed quite likely, he would have to contact UNICEF. Indira had already told him that he would have to keep in close contact with UNHCR who needed to build his progress into their plans. It was all part of a complex, hopefully efficient, clearly familiar, obviously expensive pattern and he hoped to God it would work.
 
   After the UN people gave their reports, the NGO people gave theirs, beginning with the bishop, and Richard found himself warming to the good-natured outlook which he expressed, and which to a certain extent they all seemed to share. Bishop Ton-Ton detailed what had been done during the time leading up to the crisis. Then, with rather fewer smiles, he gave a very much vaguer idea as to what was going on, and where people were, right now. Finally he expressed a pious hope that things would rapidly improve in the future.
 
   It came as something of a shock to Richard to realise that the reason for the striking vagueness in the bishop’s current report almost certainly lay in Tom Snell’s assessment of the situation in the city. A good number of the bishop’s people had simply vanished within the last forty-eight hours. And, for the first time since his escape from the soldiers at the airport, Richard found himself wondering whether any of the people he knew might be in trouble too. Emily Karanga, say, or Ann Cable.
 
   No sooner had the thought entered his head than it was driven out. The door out into the main corridor opened and giant of a man entered. He was almost as tall as Richard’s two metres plus, but much broader. His chest must have measured one hundred and twenty centimetres and the massive girth of his belly seventy-five more. But there was nothing soft or flabby about him. The arms which stuck out of his short-sleeved khaki drill shirt were the muscular limbs of N’Dende Douala writ large. The hands on the ends of them were massive and square. The legs which were revealed by the khaki shorts were broad-thighed — a rugby player’s legs, made to stride and to sprint. He was a bull of a man; an elephant in ebony flesh. He strode down to the end of the table and drew out the chair beside Indira’s. ‘Carry on with your meeting, please,’ he boomed, his voice a muted roar. ‘I am here as an observer merely.’
 
   Into the silence which followed Indira rose, like the world-class diplomat she was. ‘Gentlemen,’ she said, ‘I believe all of you are familiar with Field Marshal Moses M’Diid.’
 
   *
 
   The whole of the basement level of Mawanga’s courthouse was taken up with one long corridor and four huge cells. Down each side of the corridor floor ran a gutter which was in effect an open sewer. Beyond each gutter rose walls of bars. At one end of the corridor was a blank brick wall. At the opposite end a green steel door. Immediately inside the steel door was another made out of bars. Halfway down the corridor another barred door separated the two pairs of doors opening into the four huge cells.
 
   Each of the cells, therefore, was bounded on two sides by brick and on two sides by bars. Each cell was floored and ceilinged with concrete. Round the walls were benches made of slatted wood which were just too wide to sit on and just too narrow to sleep on. Three and a half metres up on each of the walls, exactly in the middle, stood a window one metre high and two metres long, iron-edged, iron-silled and iron-barred. All of these windows looked out into the bustling streets of Mawanga City at pavement level. No one ever looked in through them. You had to queue to spend any time looking out through them. The bench beneath each was worn to a hollow by the feet of the watchers standing and looking out. Even the bars seemed to have been worn thinner by the hands of those holding themselves in place to watch all those shoes and ankles hurrying freely about their business.
 
   In each corner of each cell stood a sizeable bucket. The buckets and the benches supplied the only furnishing. The windows supplied the only light. The concrete and the iron supplied the only air-conditioning. The cell doors were opened, as a rule, only four times a day: twice to allow food in and twice to allow the buckets out. These four times were also the only occasions when prisoners were taken in or out.
 
   Anyone brought in here was held first in a room upstairs where their details were always taken in the same form. Some of the warders were women; most were men. The conversation was unvarying and went something like this, though usually in dialect rather than in English:
 
   ‘Name?’
 
   ‘Ann Cable.’
 
   ‘Tribe?’
 
   ‘I have no tribe.’
 
   ‘Tribe?’
 
   ‘I have no … American, I guess. Yes. American.’
 
   ‘Complexion?’
 
   ‘White. Pale. I —’
 
   ‘Black, dark brown or light?’
 
   ‘Light.’
 
   ‘Eyes?’
 
   ‘Brown.’
 
   ‘Tribal marks or scars?’
 
   ‘None. Look, this is insane. This form isn’t for me! I’m an American citizen, for God’s sake! I demand —’
 
   ‘You make no demands in here, missy! You are quiet and you are courteous and you do not shout. There will be no more warnings! Now. We will fill in this form. Tribal marks or scars?’
 
   ‘Appendix operation.’
 
    In most cases, it proceeded to a brief explanation of the rules, as the prisoner’s personal effects were sorted out and put away. ‘You will be held here until a time is set for your trial.’
 
   ‘Trial. But I don’t even know what I’ve —’
 
   ‘Your family or village or tribal council will engage a lawyer on your behalf.’
 
   ‘I have no family. Please, for God’s sake —’
 
   ‘And your lawyer will inform you of the precise nature of any charges. He may also inform you whether bail has been raised and lodged with the court.’
 
   ‘But there’s nobody in Mawanga who knows where I am or what is happening!’
 
   ‘Once a week a member of your family, village or tribe may come to visit you. These visitors may be allowed to speak to you and they may bring you food or gifts, but such presents must be lodged with the guards and will be checked carefully before they are handed over. The guards have the right to retain these gifts if we think they pose a threat to security.’
 
   ‘I have nobody! Look, you must contact the American Legation —’
 
   ‘I have placed in this sealed bag one watch, one ring and a bag of various personal effects. There was a passport in the name of Ann Cable and a wallet containing five thousand Maui francs included. Please sign this form to confirm these facts.’
 
   ‘I’ll give you the francs if you’ll go to the American Legation and tell them I am here. I’ll give them to you and I won’t tell anyone, I promise.’
 
   ‘Please sign to say that you saw me place all these things into this bag and seal it.’
 
   ‘Or the UN. Ask for Indira Dyal or Emily Karanga. They both know.’
 
   ‘Please sign.’
 
   ‘Yes. All right. I’ll sign.’
 
   In most cases, it ended in the same way also.
 
   ‘Is there anyone I can see here. A senior guard? The Governor?’
 
   ‘You will go down this staircase now and you will wait.’
 
   ‘No! Please, I —’
 
   ‘At the bottom of the stairs there is a room where you will wait to be taken to the cells.’
 
   ‘No! You don’t understand! No one knows where I am. No one knows I am here.’
 
   ‘We know you are here, Missy Cable. Now go down the stairs, please.’
 
   In the grey-walled waiting room, on the stairs down to the cells, in the sewer-guttered corridor, going in or coming out, the prisoners were handcuffed in pairs. On her arrival, Ann was handcuffed to a brightly dressed N’Kuru girl who spoke no English, Italian or French. No one in the increasingly crowded room, in fact, spoke any language that Ann understood. She felt terrifyingly isolated and utterly at risk. Only a matter of weeks ago she had been lost in the bush, pursued by wild animals and armed police — by the terrible General of Police Nimrod Chala himself — but at no time had she ever felt as scared as she did now. Absolutely anything could happen to her here. She could not begin to envisage how terrible things could get for her here. Every face she looked at was as hostile and as intransigent as that of the guard had been. Many were also marked by a libidinous curiosity which made the eyes of the men especially sparkle as they dwelt on her. Her skin crawled with the certainty that they were undressing her in their minds. The fact that she had met with almost universal kindness and consideration from all the people she had met in Mau no longer counted for anything in her mind. More and more men came into the waiting room. More and more eyes lit on her and lit up in consequence. There was much licking of lips. There were many speculative grins, sniffs and winks. She had become public property, a sort of living Playboy centrefold. Ann was reduced to the utmost depths of nightmare speculation, and it was only because her partner moved that she even dared stand up when the guards called them out an hour later.
 
   Like schoolchildren on a walk, they lined up in pairs. Then, silently, they shuffled out of the waiting room, along a short corridor and down a set of stairs. As she descended, Ann felt she was drowning in the stench. It was as though the stones of the steps, the bricks of the walls, the very air itself, had been soaked in urine. The smell intensified as the bottom of the steps led along a short, ill-lit corridor to a great green steel door. A warder threw this open and the silent snake of prisoners shuffled in. Only as they went through were the pairs separated, being pushed to left and right, men one side, women the other.
 
   Three of the four cells were full of men. The fourth was full of women. All of them were silent at first in a kind of welcome to the new inmates just arriving and the familiar ones returning after talking to their lawyers or undergoing their trials. As the pairs of captives were released and pushed singly into the cells, however, a buzz of conversation built and by the time the last pair went into the furthest cell there was a busy hum of conversation. This reached a crescendo with the arrival of the evening meal — massive trays piled high with flat bread, cassava, okra and bean stew. The trays were imposing, but there were only two of food and two more of water to serve all the inmates of each cell. A rough headcount on entering had convinced Ann that the better part of fifty women were in here with her.
 
   She was neither hungry nor thirsty. She didn’t bother scrambling for the trays. Instead, she crossed to the back wall near the window and sat. On her right, four women stood each holding a bar to keep steady, and looked out into the road. On her left another woman, scarcely more than a girl, sat apparently asleep. Her face was long and extremely thin. The height of the forehead and the angle of the jutting cheekbones were emphasised by the way in which her hair had been drawn up and back. Her nose was long and narrow at the tip. Her eyes looked massive, even though they were closed. Eyebrows and lips were alike thin and delicately curved. The girl was even more brightly dressed than Ann’s erstwhile partner and it was easy to guess that she was a prostitute. The gaudy blouse plunged to reveal a thin chest and breasts like slightly deflated balloons. The skirt, tight across thin thighs, was so short that it revealed a pale triangle of underwear. As Ann looked at her, she was surprised to see that the massive eyes were open. They were almond-shaped and black; the eyes of a gazelle. The girl smiled. ‘’Allo,’ she said quietly.
 
   ‘You speak English?’
 
   ‘Na.’
 
   ‘Parlez-vous Français?’
 
   ‘Na. Emmiline!’
 
   ‘Italiano?’
 
   ‘Emmiline!’ As soon as the girl called for the second time, she started to cough uncontrollably and she hunched forwards retching helplessly. Without thinking, Ann took her by the thin shoulders and held her until the spasm had passed. Then the girl sat up again and leaned back, eyes closed, cheeks with a greyish tinge, apparently asleep once more.
 
   It did not occur to Ann that the girl was calling to someone, but as she relapsed into depressed silence, a strange, bird-like figure bustled up and began talking to the girl in impenetrable dialect with a gently chiding tone. Ann was surprised to see that the second woman had brought the first a pile of food on a little plastic plate, and a drink of water in a cup. Looking around the room, she saw almost in a revelation that the tumbling scrum of bodies reaching for the food had ordered itself into circles and groups of diners fastidiously taking their dinner off a range of improvised flatware. Sticky white cassava was being rolled into decorous balls and dipped into the bean stew. Slivers of okra were being nibbled like asparagus. Water was being sipped like Bollinger.
 
   ‘Nolo is not hungry. She says you should eat her portion,’ said the bird-like creature suddenly, in English.
 
   Ann simply gaped at her, unable to believe her ears.
 
   ‘Nolo is a gentle soul and not long for this world, I’m afraid. It is disgusting but you might as well eat it.’
 
   ‘My name is Ann Cable,’ said Ann. ‘I’m an American journalist.’
 
   ‘My name is Emmiline Arumba and I’m a murderess.’
 
   ‘You have no idea how glad I am to meet you!’ gabbled Ann, far too relieved to be talking to someone who understood her for the woman’s grim words to sink in.
 
   ‘This is Nolo. She is a prostitute and a cat burglar. But she has AIDS and, I fear, the beginnings of pneumonia. There is nothing anyone can do.’
 
   ‘Why is she here?’
 
   ‘She was out after curfew, working.’
 
   ‘But how can a woman with AIDS work as a prostitute?’
 
   ‘She has a family to feed.’ Emmiline shrugged. ‘Nothing else matters when the hunger is fierce enough. Do you want this food?’
 
   ‘No, thank you.’
 
   ‘Then we’d better give it to Iringa there. Her pimp has arranged bail. She will be back on the streets tomorrow and will need to be looking her best.’
 
   Emmiline called a tall, swaggering, arrogant-looking girl over. When Iringa saw the food she smiled broadly and said, ‘T’ank you, missy. T’ank you, Nolo,’ like a well-mannered schoolgirl.
 
   And, in a moment of pure, almost inspired revelation, Ann thought, ‘This girl will be out of here tomorrow. She can take a message. She can get help!’
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   ‘And at the end of the meeting,’ Indira Dyal was saying to Warren Cord, ‘the Field Marshal handed me this!’
 
   ‘What is it?’ asked Colin Ross, watching as Warren Cord read.
 
   ‘It’s a bill,’ said Warren.
 
   ‘A bill?’ asked Kate Ross.
 
   ‘What on earth for?’ demanded Tom Snell.
 
   ‘For the use of the private office facilities in the presidential palace,’ said Warren, running a broad hand back over the salt-and-sand stubble of his crewcut hair.
 
   ‘He’s charging the United Nations,’ said Indira, her voice trembling very slightly, ‘the full going rate for renting the offices. One month down. By the close of business today, thank you very much.’
 
   Tom Snell whistled. ‘The gravy train’s in town,’ he said.
 
   ‘This is how it begins,’ said Warren wearily, handing the piece of paper back to Indira and watching as she put it away in her file marked UNDP: Tombe Kariba.
 
   ‘Let’s hope it’s not the shape of things to come,’ said Richard bracingly from the head of the table, and he called the meeting to order.
 
   They were in the wardroom of Psyche, Richard’s new headquarters. She had just arrived in her new berth, recently vacated by Titan. Psyche’s new crew was still settling in, not an unduly complicated task; she was in most regards the twin of Ajax which they had just vacated. The accommodation facilities, certainly, were nearly identical.
 
   Richard was aware that the crew would be finding their berths, stowing their gear, wanting their dinner and wondering about shore leave. This last was likely to prove a headache if they weren’t careful. Mawanga had a considerable reputation among tale-spinning matelots. Although it had been effectively closed for years, men still talked of the legendary red-light area. And it was a fantasy which would gain added importance to the bored men and women of the United Nations crew, for, with nothing else to do all day, the only alternative subject of thought and gossip would be the ship’s dark, dangerous, ultimately murderous reputation.
 
    Richard jumped back to full wakefulness, abruptly aware that he had been wool-gathering, the result of three hours’ sleep followed by a day of intense activity, one enlivened by constant and increasingly stressful speculation. According to the four o’clock news, which they had listened to before convening, the search for the Secretary-General’s plane had been called off. The South African Air Force was officially counting the Hercules as lost with all her passengers and crew. The obituaries were now real. The General Assembly was in a panic, the Security Council in a flat spin and nobody could get any sense at all out of the Secretary-General’s office. All they could hope for in the short term was that they got things sorted out and under way here before Indira was called back, and that her replacement was one-tenth as competent as she was.
 
   ‘Right!’ Richard rapped. ‘I want to be up on the ice in an hour because we’ve got some field tests to do before sunset. We’ve a lot to get through here. I shall outline the plans which seem to me to fit the circumstances and requirements best. I shall suggest ways of proceeding. Most of what I shall say is based upon the preparatory work done by the UN as given to me by Indira in these reports.’ He placed his broad hand on the big file of papers which lay at his elbow.
 
    The file of UN preparatory reports and action plans was rapidly becoming Richard’s Bible. It represented the ultimate in practical fieldwork. The fat volume contained a range of facts, speculation and back-up which would be hard to equal. For every problem he was likely to face, there was a range of solutions suggested, and for each solution there was at least one name and contact number for an expert consultant.
 
   ‘Everything I say is, of course, open to discussion, amendment, alteration, addition and subtraction,’ Richard continued. ‘When we have it thrashed out we should have a clear path laid down and a method of proceeding along it for the foreseeable future at least.’
 
   ‘Until the next unforeseen disaster strikes,’ added Tom.
 
   ‘Absolutely right, Tom. And don’t think disaster won’t strike. It will. That’s the nature of the beast. It’s sod’s law and a basic law of the universe. We just have to try and be prepared as best we can.’
 
   ‘Fair enough.’
 
   ‘Right,’ said Richard, settling into his theme. ‘The prime objective is to fill the river stage by stage and then to fill the lake behind the Julius J. Karanga Dam. We do not want to get sidetracked into putting all our energies into helping refugees or irrigating land yet. There are lots of other people doing that already.
 
   ‘What I propose to try and do, to move our prime objective forward, is to flood the nearest dry lake, the one which begins just beyond the rock barrier which Manhattan is resting against at the moment. This will give us a clear waterway from the harbour, through the city, past the presidential palace to the next rock barrier, nearly twenty kilometres upstream. Or it would be if there was a stream. Colin?’
 
   The pencil that the big Scot had raised to signal a question looked like a toothpick in his great hand. ‘Won’t water just sink in and seep away down to the water table?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Not according to the UN report. That red mud is effectively terracotta clay. The river bed is the water table hereabouts. That seems to be one of the reasons the lakes dried up so quickly when the stream began to falter. The water was trapped on the surface, so it was simply killed off by the sun. Evaporation.’
 
   ‘In that case,’ pursued Kate Ross, ‘won’t we lose a catastrophic amount to evaporation in the same way?’
 
   ‘Not this time. I’m sure you’ve all noticed that the iceberg’s microclimate fills the city with fog every night. The sun burns it off again fairly quickly in the morning, but I have noticed that it lingers longest in the river valley. So, all things being equal, we will only get evaporation in the afternoon, say from thirteen hundred until eighteen hundred. One other factor may also help. Over most of this initial area of water, there will be a fairly large shadow moving eastwards from four o’clock onwards as the sun goes down behind the cliffs of Manhattan herself. So, with fog and shadow taken into account, we might get only two hours of evaporation in every twenty-four.
 
   ‘The possible benefits accruing from flooding that lake are enormous. For a start, it liberates a lot of carrying capacity for both water and ice, by which I mean the river craft lying beached all round the edge. Secondly, moving by water has to be more efficient than moving along those dirt roads that go into the bush outside the city. Thirdly, I hope it will be a bit of a morale booster for everyone to have Mawanga back the way it was, especially those who own a river boat. They will soon begin to feel that they are masters of their own destiny again.’
 
   ‘Particularly if they can charge us the going rate for hire of the hull,’ observed Tom Snell.
 
   ‘Perhaps so, yes,’ answered Richard. ‘I think, all in all, it would be better to pay them for work which really helps than to expect them to help us for nothing and then take charity handouts to feed their starving families.’ He looked round the table. There were one or two grudging nods of agreement.
 
   ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Tom.
 
   ‘I don’t like paying bribes, or rent, to well-fed army officers who are only being greedy, but the rest of the population has a right to charge us for the work they do and we must pay them the going rate.’ Richard paused for an instant and then returned to his main theme, ‘Finally, that first flooded lake will be a useful test bed for the next step or steps. If this works, then we can move pumps up to the next barrage and flood the lake behind that as well. And if that works, then we can move back up the river step by step, carrying everything with us by water, until we flood the lake where the river dries up at the moment, and re-establish some kind of regular flow, even if we have to keep topping it up until the amount of water coming down is greater than the volume lost to evaporation. After that we can tackle the Karanga Dam. Then, when the lake behind the dam is full, we can open the sluicegates and add to the flow of the river until the irrigation system in the heartlands comes back into full effect.
 
   ‘A simple plan, but mine own.’ He glanced round the table, meeting each speculative gaze. ‘Or rather, if the truth be told, not mine at all. I got every idea from Indira’s report, then just put them all together. Who wrote the report on the history of the River Mau?’
 
   ‘That’d be Jan Van Stratten.’ Warren’s voice was slightly wary.
 
   ‘Can we get him?’
 
   Warren’s eyes slid across to Indira’s. She shrugged. He nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’ll be able to get him for you. You may not like what you get, though.’
 
   ‘Fine. If I don’t like it I won’t keep it,’ Richard snapped.
 
   *
 
   Colin Ross dug the point of his ice axe into the greyish-white ground and worked it from right to left. The surface of the rotting ice gathered itself up into a minute volcano of ill-assorted crystals and mush. The crater left behind after the steel point had been withdrawn rapidly filled with water. ‘Really,’ rumbled the massive glaciologist, ‘it’s like this all over the surface. You need to go in for the better part of a metre before you hit anything solid.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ agreed Tom Snell. ‘That’s the reason my explosive charge just now was so ineffective. Looked spectacular. Great geyser of ice particles and spray but did no good at all.’
 
   ‘Made a hell of a noise,’ observed Kate Ross quietly. ‘Hell of an echo too.’
 
   ‘They must have thought there was an earthquake coming down in Mawanga City,’ said Colin, still looking down into the soggy little crater he had made.
 
   ‘The coating of rotten ice really does soak up a lot of energy,’ persisted Tom. ‘I would guess it soaks up an enormous amount of solar energy too and will just get more and more slushy without passing much heat on down to the solid green ice underneath. Certainly, my charges are wasted in it. It’s like blowing up sand instead of rock.’
 
   ‘OK,’ said Richard, his voice slow and his eyes distant as he wrestled with the problem, ‘perhaps we could move a fleet of bulldozers up here and just push the soft ice off the front edge so that it falls down into the dry bed of the lake. What do you think, Warren?’
 
   ‘Well, we could certainly come up with the equipment. Probably got bulldozers in building sites all over the city,’ answered Warren thoughtfully.
 
   ‘Or we could rent some from the Maui Army,’ chimed in
 
   Tom cynically. ‘Yes. The iceberg would sit still for that, I suppose. What about the effect of hundreds of tonnes of soft ice falling three hundred metres? Are we going to start an earthquake in Mawanga City?’
 
    This was at the heart of the problem and had been the cause of much discussion during this particular meeting and, indeed, at earlier ones. Just how exactly were they going to break up the iceberg into manageable chunks and get it down to ground level for transport without disturbing and possibly destroying the local real estate? It was a particularly important question, for the Maui nation was a litigious one and there was a city full of people out there who might have much to gain from taking the United Nations to court for a whole range of expensive civil suits.
 
    One of the largest sections in Richard’s Bible of UN notes was devoted to this question and there was no really satisfactory answer. This was inevitable, for the nature of the problem was going to vary slightly but significantly with whatever plan was adopted for the transport of the ice when it was broken up. And the way it was broken up would affect the flooding process. It was entirely possible, thought Richard, that he would have to change his preferred plan. What was the hardest problem to solve? Breaking the ice into manageable chunks or moving the chunks to where they were needed?
 
   ‘Let’s get back to basics,’ he said suddenly, hoping Tom, Warren, Colin and Kate would be able to follow his thoughts. ‘Where do we set up work camps? Up here or down below?’
 
   ‘That depends,’ answered Tom, predictably. ‘Do we want to cut it up at this level and then lower it down to the ground or do we want to burrow into it down there and hope it doesn’t collapse?’
 
    This brought them back to the point Colin had been making about the solidity of the ice. ‘We can’t risk burrowing in at ground level,’ he said quietly. ‘We’d only trigger avalanches.’
 
   ‘And lawsuits,’ said Kate.
 
   ‘All right,’ said Richard. ‘We start working up here. We scrape it up where it’s soft and pack it into containers unless we can manage some kind of controlled waterfall off the edge. Then when we hit green ice, we break it up into manageable chunks using Tom’s explosive charges which should now be more effective, and lower it over the edge.’
 
   ‘That’s good,’ agreed Colin. ‘But where do we start?’
 
   ‘If we start in the middle and go down as though we’re making an open-cast mine, then we have the problem of lifting it up from the bottom of a hole and lowering it again,’ warned. Tom.
 
   ‘So,’ said Richard, ‘we start at the front edge and we work back. We create a manageable slope down which we can lower things under some sort of control. We actually carve the ice into the form we need in order to work most efficiently.’
 
   ‘Like we did right at the beginning,’ said Kate cheerfully, ‘when we cut off a section at the front to ensure Manhattan sailed in a straight line.’
 
   ‘And like we did when we set up the tow,’ added Tom, ‘by blowing platforms in the ice at the required level.’
 
   ‘All right, let’s just think this through,’ said Richard. His voice, too, was beginning to show a little excitement. He began to walk forward towards the clifftop at the leading edge of the huge ice island. ‘We helicopter up some bulldozers and scrape off the rotten ice. We just push it over the edge if we can do it safely and quietly. Otherwise, we pile it into containers and helicopter it down. When it’s on the ground we just pile it up on the lake bed down there and wait for it to melt.’
 
   ‘In the mean time,’ said Colin, ‘we move every pump we can find to the barrier down there and all the water that’s been going into the tankers gets pumped into the lake bed.’
 
   ‘Except for the one pushing water through Psyche into the camps,’ agreed Richard. ‘Then, when we hit green ice, we work back from the edge, breaking it up and helicoptering it down until we have a slope on which we can put some sort of road surface. Then we can get earthmovers to carry it down as well.’
 
   ‘You know, I can actually see it working!’ breathed Kate. She looked down across the red scar of the dry river bed. A wind whispered from behind her, and around her ankles a restless combination of mist and spray lifted and fluttered out into the sultry evening air.
 
   ‘But even then, we’ll still only be dealing with the top ten per cent of the iceberg as a whole,’ Colin reminded them.
 
   ‘That might work to our advantage,’ said Tom. ‘It’ll certainly make the problem more manageable.’
 
   ‘If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to just keep slicing it off the top,’ said Richard. ‘Look. Why shouldn’t it work like this? We start here and cut a slope. Then we work back along Manhattan’s length, leaving a plateau of roughly flat ice behind us. We create a sloping cliff and just push it back westwards as we work. Yes?’
 
   The others all nodded.
 
   ‘Right. We take care to keep Manhattan balanced — we do not want it rolling over again. As we take more and more weight off the top, it begins to rise. It will rise straight up. And, as it does so, what was a plateau at ground level will become a plateau twenty, thirty, forty metres up in the air. Yes?’
 
   ‘If it remains a plateau,’ mused Colin. ‘If it doesn’t become a slope.’
 
   ‘I’ll come to that in a moment,’ said Richard. ‘In the meantime, we have one cliff face which we are mining and moving back along the length of the iceberg so that it rises out of the water. Well, when the plateau of ice has risen, say, one hundred metres above ground level, we start in another team to cut a new cliff back at the new ground level. And then, as it rises faster and faster, new teams come in, each one starting at the new leading edge as Manhattan continues to rise.’
 
   ‘So eventually the leading edge of the iceberg will look like a set of stairs, except that the faces won’t be vertical but angled, say at forty-five degrees,’ said Colin. ‘And at the back of each step there will be a team cutting away at that slope of ice and moving great sections of it down to the next stair and so on down until it reaches the ground-level loading facilities right at the very front …’
 
   ‘… in what will, by then, effectively be a sizeable docking facility at the downstream end of the first lake, here,’ Kate finished his thought.
 
   ‘Hell of an undertaking, though,’ said Tom, his voice slow and thoughtful.
 
   ‘Too much, Tom?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘No. You’ve a lot going in your favour. The ice here is high, but you’re working on a narrow front because you chopped the front into a rough bow shape. Once you cut your cliff face back more than a couple of kilometres, you’ll be working at maybe twenty kilometres’ width. You will need one hell of a lot of people to pull it off.’
 
   ‘More people than the US sent into Somalia? More than the UNPROFOR peacekeepers in Bosnia?’
 
   ‘Well, no, I suppose not.’
 
   ‘Warren, what do you think?’
 
   ‘Well, Richard, I guess what we’ll have to do is work out how much we could expect a team of men to move in a given time and take the logistics from there.’
 
   ‘Could you do that?’
 
   ‘I sure as hell know a couple of guys who could!’
 
   ‘OK. That will give us a ballpark figure on the men we need and on any extra equipment. By the way, Warren, can you give us an update on what’s in so far?’
 
   ‘General things. The water bowsers and the purifiers of course; then we’ve a lot of big trucks and the men and equipment needed to run them. Indira’s negotiating the vehicles and equipment through the cordon sanitaire round the docks at the moment so that we can keep them near where we’ll need them most.’
 
   ‘I can give you space on Psyche,’ offered Richard.
 
   ‘I appreciate that, Richard, but no. There’ll be an army of people coming in soon and we may as well get the accommodation sorted. And you don’t want to be bothered with stuff which isn’t strictly your area. Things will get hairy enough for you even if you just concentrate on your own problems without offering to shoulder anything else.’
 
   ‘You’re right,’ admitted Richard.
 
   ‘Speaking of which,’ added Tom, ‘have you thought of how, precisely, you propose to break up your neat forty-five-degree cliffs of ice into your manageable, transportable chunks of ice?’
 
   ‘Hardly given it a thought,’ admitted Richard. ‘Explosives? I mean, we’ll be dealing with green ice there, not slush.’
 
   ‘Yes. Explosives for some of it, the really big stuff, later on. You’ll want to be bringing whole cliff faces down, I suppose. But that sort of thing is very noisy, as you’ve just found out. And it’s very, very dangerous. I’d have thought you would want to start off with something more subtle up here. Filling the lake will push up morale in Mawanga, but having a continuous barrage of explosions will damage it again pretty quickly.’
 
   ‘OK, point taken,’ said Richard. ‘Any better ideas?’
 
   ‘Not really,’ admitted Tom. ‘And anyway, we could probably start off with some CIA type stuff which blows up silently.’
 
   ‘I’ll check the notes again,’ said Richard. ‘Now, is there anything else we need to discuss? No? Right. Let’s get back into the Sea King and on down. Warren, we need to get hold of Indira and Tombe Kariba at once. We need to scare up every bulldozer and competent driver in Mawanga a.s.a.p. Don’t forget we already have the big earthmovers which we used for the final positioning of the ice in the harbour. They should be good for something if we can get them up here too. We need to check whether there are any helicopters big enough to carry that type of equipment up to the top of Manhattan. Tom, can you check out what sort of explosives might be best and make an initial estimate as to amount? Warren, any thoughts about the silent explosives Tom was talking about?’
 
   ‘Sounds like science fiction to me.’
 
   ‘In that case I’ll see if I can come up with any other ideas. In the meantime, we need to decide what sort of helicopters we need actually to move the ice when we have cut it up.’
 
   ‘Sikorsky S-64 Skycranes, for a start,’ said Warren. ‘Boeing Chinooks, I guess. Russian Mi-10 Harkes. They can all carry twenty to forty thousand pounds at a time.’
 
   ‘And where to get them. And when, come to that.’
 
   ‘Looks like a busy night ahead,’ said Warren Cord.
 
   *
 
   ‘Tom Snell suggested we try and get some kind of silent explosives the CIA are supposed to be working on and Warren Cord said it was all science fiction,’ said Richard a little later. ‘You should have seen Tom’s face! Talk about an old-fashioned look. It’s lucky they’re both in different armies.’ He was talking on the international link to Robin, his wife. If he closed his eyes he could see her sitting at home where he would have given almost anything to be himself; looking out through the French windows, down across the slope of the lawn towards the end wall overrun by blackberry brambles and then out over a darkening, airy nothing to the Channel and the shadowy promise of France nearly thirty kilometres distant. Ashenden. The old house represented — and at the moment contained — everything that was truly important to him.
 
   ‘Why do you want such a strange thing as silent explosives?’ Robin asked, the sleepy throatiness of her voice sending shivers and prickles of desire down the long line of Richard’s spine.
 
   He explained the dilemma to her. He was hardly concentrating on what he said at all, in fact, for he was carried away with his thoughts of her so completely. He could see the golden gleam of her hair. He could almost feel the caress of those long, capable fingers as they held the phone to her ear. His problem of how to break up the ice without bringing down lawsuits claiming noise pollution in the sort of numbers which finally banned Concorde from the United States suddenly seemed much less important than what his beautiful wife was wearing and how easy it might have been to remove certain items of it.
 
   ‘That’s a funny thing,’ her voice replied distantly, as though out of a dream. ‘I was reading something about that in Sunday’s Independent. Now where was it? Hang on.’
 
   It was blazingly hot at home, Richard knew. Robin would be wearing that long Laura Ashley cotton dress of hers which was as light as an Arab’s jellabah, and almost transparent …
 
   ‘Yes. Here it is,’ Robin’s voice returned, accompanied by much rustling of paper.
 
   Richard’s fantasy continued for a moment or two more, before her words overcame his thoughts.
 
   ‘Experiments at the new lab at the Sorbonne. So accurate that they have used the equipment to cut diamonds along fault lines in the crystal. Currently being used to test some sections of the new Eurofighter aircraft. The doctor remarks that the use of equipment like hers to shatter kidney stones and gallstones has now become the standard treatment but the particular system she has perfected is at once infinitely accurate and enormously powerful. The system is currently testing alloys for the fighter’s skin in order to determine their reaction to resonances and the likelihood of metal fatigue at ultra-high speeds, and … yes, this is it. Dr Forget said, “Really, we can combine the accuracy of laser technology with the explosive force of industrial explosive, all perfectly harnessed and absolutely silent …’
 
   Richard’s fantasy ended abruptly. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Robin, what are you talking about?’
 
   ‘This new system of ultrasonic probes. I told you. Dr Forget has perfected it in her lab at the Sorbonne …’
 
   He was leafing feverishly through the notes which lay beside him on the table. Robin’s inspired conversation made it click in his mind.
 
   He almost dropped the handset as he pushed the pages apart. Robin was still talking. ‘Hang on,’ he called to her. ‘Just a minute, darling.’
 
   And there it was. Her name and address in black and white. Someone preparing the paper had thought of it before him, and told him how to proceed if he wanted to use her and her magic box.
 
   ‘She’s here!’ he crowed.
 
   ‘Who’s where?’ asked Robin.
 
   ‘Your doctor. The one in your paper. She’s here in my Bible. Ultrasonic break-up of ice. Contact Dr Marie-Ange Forget, Sorbonne University, Paris, France. There are even telephone numbers — office and home.’
 
   Richard was on the point of dialling Marie-Ange Forget’s home number when there was a discreet tap at the door and Wally Gough stuck his head round it. His eyes were wide with speculation and not a little shock. ‘Captain,’ he said, ‘there’s a girl down at the security barrier and she says she must see you.’
 
   ‘What? Who is it?’
 
   ‘I have no idea, sir. The guards at the barrier called me down. I’ve talked to her but I didn’t actually understand what she was saying. The guard sergeant told me she was speaking N’Kuru and translated for me. I’ve never seen her before, and she looks like a tart to me, sir. But she says you sent for her and she must see you at once.’
 
   The cordon sanitaire round the docks was so well established now that there was a guard hut beside the roadblock. Warren, a sentimentalist for the old days, had christened it Checkpoint Charlie. It was manned by three teams of soldiers on eight-hour shifts. Warren had noted the strange tags on their uniforms and the letters SS with their sinister associations, but he had not had the time or the opportunity to discover exactly what their regiment was. The men were polite and always willing to help. But they never smiled and their eyes were icy. Neither of these things could be said about the girl in the guard hut. She positively glowed, and her teeth and eyes flashed very warmly indeed. She was wholly available to Richard, her vivid body language stated, and she had taken a liking to his young friend.
 
   ‘Her name Iringa, Captain. She N’Kuru girl. You want she?’ The guard translated willingly enough, but with the demeanour of a Baptist minister.
 
   Richard looked at her, rather flummoxed and not a little dazzled. How on earth the skimpy top she was wearing managed to contain breasts of that particular size, heaven alone knew. And gazelle-slim legs of almost dizzying length seemed to be topped with something little wider than a belt. ‘Why does she want to see me?’
 
   ‘She says you send. You want to use the hut? Twenty franc.’ The mask of Baptist disapproval was slipping before the chance of making a bit of a deal.
 
   The girl smiled and nodded. Her breasts undulated invitingly. Wally shifted nervously from foot to foot. ‘Sir …’
 
   ‘I know, Wally, I know.’
 
   ‘She say she a good girl. Clean. Hot.’
 
   ‘Thank you, Sergeant. Twenty francs, you say? Here’s twenty-five.’
 
   ‘Sir!’
 
   ‘I know, Wally. Wait outside with the guard sergeant, please.’
 
   ‘Sir.’
 
   The moment the door was shut, Iringa started to pull up the tiny leather skirt she was wearing, and Richard wondered whether he had made a serious miscalculation here. The hut filled with an enticing, peppery odour. Thighs which would have graced a prima ballerina parted as slim feet teetered on ridiculously high heels. He looked into her eyes and saw only frowning concentration. That set his mind somewhat at rest. There was more going on here than seduction, at any rate. He positioned himself so that the tall, slim, starkly revealed body was shielded from as many prying eyes as possible.
 
   Beneath the skirt, Iringa wore a tiny pair of lace panties which did little other than to enhance the impact of her carefully coiffured maiden hair. But they did do just one other thing: they contained a tiny piece of paper. After a certain amount of suggestive rummaging, she handed it to Richard with an unexpectedly shy smile. Then she pulled down her skirt as he carefully unfolded it. It contained few enough words — twenty-two in all — and a very disturbing message: ‘Tried to see Emily yesterday. No go. She trapped in camp. Companion and me arrested. Now in Mawanga prison. Please help. Ann.’
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   ‘He say the camp is closed. No one in or out,’ stated Richard’s driver flatly. Indira, an old field hand, had ensured that the driver of Richard’s official car — the one which had brought his documents yesterday and would remain at his command while he held his current post — was a man fluent in both N’Kuru and Kyoga as well as English. A man, moreover, with enough backbone to stand up to some jumped-up Kyoga sergeant in charge of a roadblock. Even if he wore the SS tag of the feared Military Special Service Unit. The driver’s name was Bosco and it seemed to Richard that he had probably been an NCO at one time or another himself.
 
   ‘Well, Bosco, you tell him who I am while I show him my UN documents,’ said Richard.
 
   Bosco began to talk forcefully. As soon as Richard produced the documents and shone his torch upon it, the driver’s square, stub-fingered hand began to gesture at it. Clearly under increasing pressure, the guard spat another negative.
 
   ‘Bribe him,’ said Richard. ‘This is important.’ It did not occur to Bosco to explain to Richard who it was he was suggesting they bribe, and so Richard remained in ignorance of the fact that he was dealing with the Maui equivalent of the GRU.
 
   ‘What have you got?’ asked Bosco. ‘Something worth about the same as his life if he gets caught.’
 
   Five minutes later they were driving through the camp while Richard folded away his documents in the dark and the flashlight waved excitedly from side to side and up and down at the barrier behind them.
 
   ‘Life is cheap,’ said Emily Karanga drily when Richard told her what they had done. He noted a change in her which seemed to have taken place deep within her during the last few days. He had confidently counted on her help to release Ann from Mawanga jail, but now he was not so sure. This dull-eyed driven woman seemed to have had her priorities radically rearranged during the last ninety-two hours. And looking around the camp, he could see why. Even in the darkness it was possible to see how dreadfully squalid the place was. The air was full of acrid wood smoke and an array of sickening smells. He found it hard to credit that the water he was sending here could be having so little effect. He would need to talk this through with Emily as a matter of extreme urgency, but most of all he needed to get her out of this semi-stupor, into the car, out through the gate before the guard was changed or the torch batteries ran out, and down to Mawanga jail before anything happened to Ann or her mysterious companion.
 
   *
 
   By an apparent fluke of chance, the building between the courthouse, beneath which stood the four brick-walled, iron-barred cells, and the government office building was the slaughterhouse.
 
   At first when they took him there, Father Patrice Kawesi thought they had made a mistake. But by that time he was in such a panic that he was not really thinking at all. Everything going on around him took place in a series of seemingly unconnected, disorientatingly vivid flashes. He was effectively drugged by his own terror as absolutely as if he had taken several tabs of LSD or a syringe full of Pentothal.
 
   Once he realised that his presence in the slaughterhouse was not, in fact, a mistake, he accepted without a second thought that he should be given a guided tour of the place. It seemed in a weird way as logical as anything else in the mad new world he was trapped in and so he quietly followed the officer who was leading him so insistently and explaining everything so cheerfully and carefully. He did not even hesitate when the officer — a colonel, according to his badges of rank, in the Military Special Security Unit — suggested that he remove his clothing in case it became soiled with one thing or another. He did this in an outer room whose thick walls were not quite massive enough to keep out the animal squealing that was echoing from some deeper circle further within.
 
   Father Patrice then followed the colonel through the door as willingly as a pet dog, unconcerned by — almost oblivious of — his nudity.
 
   Father Patrice found himself in a cavernous room with a high ceiling and an open wall on the left. The room was full of pens and through the open wall animals were being unloaded from lorries and guided into the pens by crowds of men with sticks and prods. The instant the public nature of the location hit him, Father Patrice reached to cover his genitals, but as he did so, hands fastened themselves round his arms and legs and he was borne across the room squealing as wildly as any of the other animals here. He was thrown into a pen and found himself among a crowd of young pigs, all of which were about the same size as he was. As he hit the filthy, slippery ground, he rolled into one hot, protesting body, and he lost his spectacles. At once he began to search for them, terrified beyond logic to find himself without them. Scrabbling on his hands and knees, he managed to get a hand to them and he wiped them on the bandage round his chest before placing them back on his nose.
 
   Just as he did so, the pig closest to him leaped forward under the guidance of a prod and slid down a shallow chute. Father Patrice, glasses in place, looked around, preparing to reemphasise his humanity by standing up. But before he could do so, a searing pain at the base of his spine made him lurch forward and he, too, slid down the slope.
 
   He opened a little doorway with the top of his head and, sliding through the portal well out of control, found himself brought up short with his face thrust into the hindquarters of the pig in front. The whole of the pig’s body gave an enormous lurch and hot liquid spattered all over the screaming cleric. Strong arms reached down in front of him and scooped the twitching pink body upwards. Then Father Patrice found himself hurled forward and his head was thrust into a collar as his shoulders pushed into a narrow straitjacket of concrete. A man leaned down towards him, holding a massive handgun with snake-thick leads sprouting out of the back of it. Father Patrice, beyond even prayer by now, simply bleated wordlessly, more like a sheep than a pig.
 
   ‘I don’t think so.’ The colonel’s voice, though quiet, carried with all the power of the still, small voice of God. His face swam down from a heavenly height, and smiled beatifically. At once the terrible gun reached back and the priest was lifted by those same strong arms which had taken the pig in front. He hovered in mid-air for an instant while something cold and metallic closed with a snap round his ankles. In a trice he found himself hanging upside down immediately behind the twitching corpse of the pig. He swung, turning, so that he could see the row of hooks from which he was hanging and he looked down into the face of the next pig behind him, just as the slaughterman leaned down with his terrible gun and shattered its forehead with a metal bolt. The hooks jerked into motion and Father Patrice joined the dead meat passing through into the butchery and the dressing rooms. The colonel swung into place beside him and began a gentle conversation, much in the tone he might have used over a cup of coffee after midday Mass.
 
   ‘I’m sorry it has come to this, Father Patrice. You have the reputation of being a friend to the state, but an enemy to the Field Marshal.’ He patted the twitching cleric’s flank. The hanging bodies passed through a pair of tall swinging doors.
 
   Father Patrice watched as the next slaughterman took the chin of the still twitching pig ahead and slit its throat with a sharp, hooked knife. Blood cascaded out of the pig in a shockingly massive waterfall. It was exactly the colour and consistency of Communion wine.
 
   ‘The pigs are stunned, not killed, you know,’ the colonel informed Patrice. ‘Their heart pumps out the blood so much more efficiently that way.’ How his voice carried over the hissing roar of the cascading pig’s blood was a miracle. Father Patrice had no idea that the frame of his glasses was bending out of shape under the livid grasp of his fingers. The slaughterman took the priest’s chin and looked at the colonel questioningly. The tip of the razor-sharp hook touched the dark skin of Patrice’s throat and seemed to burn there like a cigarette end.
 
   ‘Oh no,’ said the colonel. ‘The good Father here must enjoy the full tour.’
 
   Father Patrice was pushed roughly forward to swing into motion behind the pig whose body had stopped twitching now as the last few drops of blood trickled away down the runnels in the floor. The pig swung through the next pair of doors into a roaring hell in the next room. Father Patrice looked up wildly and the colonel smiled down at him. Their faces were very nearly on a level. ‘Time for a little meditation, Father,’ said the soldier and pushed the cleric through after the pig.
 
   Father Patrice was claimed by choking clouds of fetid steam. Jets of scalding water thundered against him, stripping all the filth of pig pen and uncontrollable terror from his twitching, squealing form. Such was the agony of those few moments that he lost his glasses and very nearly lost his mind too. But the steam bath was not fatal. The priest burst out into the sepulchral chill of another room, unaware that he had fractured one of his ankles in his mad gyrations in the steam. His vision was blurred, but not so badly that he could not make out what was going on. The corpse of the pig in front was lifted down and hurled into a kind of metal trough in which it span wildly and juddered in a horrible parody of agonised re-animation as steel and blue fire gleamed around it. There was the stench of singeing hair.
 
   Once again, hard hands took hold of him and he had a hellish glimpse in his tortured mind of what a naked human body would look like spinning wildly around down there.
 
   Once again, the colonel’s blessed voice broke in quietly. ‘No. Not this one, thank you.’
 
   Casually, with a hand on his inverted hip, the colonel rolled the priest past the trough where the pig’s spiky hair was being shaved and singed away. ‘We call the Field Marshal the Great Crocodile,’ he informed Patrice. ‘The Great Crocodile loves to feast upon the flesh of his enemies, Father. That is how a truly great leader enhances his power, you understand. Do not you Christians feed upon the flesh of your God? Only in bread and wine, of course. I was an altar boy once; I understand the symbolism. The Great Crocodile has no time for symbolism, however. If you are his enemy, then he will eat your liver and your heart. I will cut them out of you in just a moment and he will eat them both tonight. Do you wish to be the Great Crocodile’s enemy? Or do you wish to be his friend?’
 
   ‘Friend!’ screamed Father Patrice. It was the first human sound he had uttered since entering the place. But there was precious little humanity in it.
 
   By now they had caught up with another pig just in time to follow it through into another room. In this next room Patrice saw how all too easy it would be for the colonel to make good his promise. The scorched body of the pig in front was swung round and then two assistant slaughtermen steadied it by spreading its forward trotters so that a third could run a fine-bladed electric saw down its body to sunder pelvis, soft belly tissue and rib cage all in one, deft, slashing cut. The whole of the pig’s body lurched in one great gesture of offence at this brutal ravishment, and everything its body had contained tumbled steaming out on to the floor.
 
   Patrice’s body lurched forward. The slaughtermen took his arms and spread them. The colonel himself took the wildly buzzing blade and deftly swung it into place between the very tops of the hanging man’s thighs. ‘Now,’ purred the colonel. ‘I speak with the voice of the Great Crocodile. Father Patrice, are you my friend or my foe?’
 
   ‘Friend!’ screamed Patrice with so much force that his body lifted and he felt the cold breath of the vibrating blade on the underside of his scrotal sac.
 
   ‘And what will you do to prove your friendship to me?’
 
   ‘Anything,’ babbled the broken shell of the man. ‘Anything … anything … anything …’
 
   *
 
   They came for Ann unexpectedly, outside the normal times of feeding and slopping out. She had just stepped down from taking her turn to look out of the widow and pray that Iringa had got to Richard with the message when the green door at the end of the room slammed wide. Every head in the place turned, for this was unprecedented. And so was the constitution of the men who entered. Instead of the usual blue-uniformed warders, a squad of soldiers came in. There were five of them, and as they moved, such light as there was gleamed on the metal of their badges and the silver SS flashes. Ann’s whole body went cold. She could not see the faces clearly enough to be sure whether or not these were the men who had arrested her, but she recognised the uniforms and knew at once that they had come for her.
 
   She pushed through the press of women in her cell and was at the door when the soldiers crashed to a halt there. The man in front was a stranger to her after all, but it seemed that he recognised her at once, for he did not even bother to call out her name. He unlocked the door and opened it. She stepped out, almost in a trance-like state, summoned by the hypnotic power of his bright, burning eyes. He locked the door again as the four men behind him fell into place around her, then he took the lead once more.
 
   Back along the corridor they went, through the big green door. Up the stairs and past the waiting room packed with its manacled pairs of prisoners waiting to descend. Here they paused for an instant as the officer gestured to one of the guards. The guard went through into the main reception. At once the others followed. Past the main reception area and out into a small lobby which Ann did not recognise. ‘Up!’ ordered the officer, turning left abruptly, and the six of them thundered up a narrow set of stairs into a long corridor.
 
   Ann followed, her mind absolutely blank. She simply could not imagine what these people were going to do to her. There was, at the outer edge of her consciousness, just the faintest glimmer of a hope that this summons was because Richard was here. Any other alternative demanded hysteria and panic flight, both of which, she guessed, would be fatal.
 
   They crashed to a halt outside a door and the officer knocked. There was a muffled summons and Ann was ushered in, still surrounded by guards. She actually entered with her eyes closed, such was her sudden terror that Richard would not be there, but when she opened them, there he was. She nearly fainted with relief. Beside Richard stood Emily. Beyond them stood the officer who had arrested her.
 
   Only now did Ann, journalist to her fingertips, begin to wonder why a soldier, especially one with SS tabs on his uniform, should be using offices in the courthouse building.
 
   She began to notice other things too. There was a thunderous atmosphere in the room. The soldier was emanating pure rage. Richard’s face was set like stone. Emily seemed to be giving off sparks of wild emotion.
 
   ‘Are you quite well, Ann?’ demanded Richard, his voice rough with ill-controlled anger.
 
   ‘Well, yes …’
 
   ‘Right. Colonel. You will now please release this member of my staff into my custody. If there are charges outstanding I will ensure that she is there to answer them when her case comes to court.’
 
   ‘There is the question of bail.’
 
   ‘Oh, come along, Colonel Mbanda!’ snapped Emily. ‘It is for a judge to set bail, not officers of the Special Security Unit!’
 
   ‘If you wanted to deal with the question of bail, Colonel,’ spat Richard, ‘then you should have had Miss Cable and her companion charged with a criminal offence in due form. You have not done so. Now you must release her. It’s too late to quibble. Or do you want me to get back in contact with Dr Dyal and the Field Marshal?’
 
   Ngo Mbanda, colonel of the MSSU, forced himself to sit down in the big leather seat and rest his hands on the beautiful desk in front of him. He had been ordered to release this woman by the one man in the country whose orders he could not circumvent or disobey. It was a pity; he had been looking forward to introducing her to one or two special features in the building next door. He pulled a mask of philosophical acceptance down over his face and hid his psychopathic rage behind it. There would be time to deal with Ann Cable. And with Emily Karanga, come to that. And, of course, with this arrogant Westerner Mariner with his pieces of UN paper and his pompous self-importance. He would have his way as a warrior with the women, but he would eat the man’s liver, given time.
 
   There came another knock on the door and Mbanda called out, ‘Enter!’ A soldier and a warder entered side by side. The warder was carrying Ann’s personal effects, and when she saw the precious little package, she really began to believe she was going to get out of here. Her eyes flooded with tears. But she managed to hold herself in control for just an instant or two longer.
 
   ‘Father Patrice?’ she demanded in a slightly tremulous voice.
 
   ‘He is gone,’ said Colonel Mbanda.
 
   ‘He would not have gone without trying to release me!’ said Ann.
 
   The colonel’s eyes narrowed as the white woman called him a liar to his face, and her fate became even more excruciating in his imagination.
 
   He spat a word at the warder who, with transparent honesty, in fluid Kyoga translated by Emily herself, explained that the Father had indeed been released several hours ago without charge and had gone.
 
   ‘But he would not have left me!’ cried Ann. ‘He promised!’
 
   ‘Then he must have had a change of heart,’ sneered Colonel Ngo Mbanda, his voice heavy with unsuspected irony.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PART TWO: Born to die
 
    
 
   Born to die,
 
   Born to die,
 
   Oh Lord,
 
   We are born to die.
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   ‘I hope we don’t have to deal with him again,’ said Richard.
 
   ‘So do I, for all our sakes,’ agreed Emily, wearily.
 
   Only Ann was bright — febrile, in fact; almost hysterical with relief. ‘Do you know anything about him, Emily?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Yes. I made it my business to find out as much as possible after our first meeting. Know your enemy, I think is the phrase.’
 
   They were sitting in Richard’s official Mercedes, the women in the back and Richard beside Bosco in the front. They were crossing the city, hurrying back to the docks and the relative security of Psyche. As Bosco drove, they talked, each of them letting off a little steam. They talked, perhaps a little unwisely, for they knew nothing of their driver. Emily was the one who might have been quickest to become suspicious but she was too emotionally drained to have her antennae sufficiently alert.
 
   ‘He is Colonel Ngo Mbanda, and he is in command of the MSSU.’
 
   ‘What’s that?’ asked Ann.
 
   ‘The Military Special Security Unit, Moses M’Diid’s private Gestapo. His brother Aaron relied on the secret police which was run by Nimrod Chala and his brother Nebuchadnezzar. But the younger Chala and the secret police have all vanished now. Word is they did not disappear willingly, however. Still, they sort of balanced each other, Aaron M’Diid and the Chala brothers. Now that M’Diid senior is in control, everything is very much tighter. The line of command is direct and Colonel Mbanda takes orders from the Field Marshal only.’
 
   Ann Cable remained silent for an instant. She had seen Nimrod Chala, General of Police, at work. She had seen him pushing N’Kuru people off a clifftop overlooking the dry bed of the River Mau — a straight drop of several hundred metres. She even had photographs of him doing it, along with photographs of a range of further atrocities which she had uncovered up-country. But so much of what she had discovered seemed to have gone out of date during the last week or so.
 
    Such was the speed of political events in a Third World coup, she thought. She had been sent out here to cover a humanitarian tragedy; to write articles and perhaps a book; to make a television programme with a team who had not yet shown up. Instead she had stumbled on a massacre and got caught up in a coup. She had not been back in touch with the people who had paid to send her here yet, for she needed to define among all these fast-moving events where her story actually lay, and exactly how much it was now worth. The airport was closed to everyone except the United Nations. She was the only reporter on the ground at the moment, but she had no way of sending out pictures. She might see whether Richard would let her send out a story or two over Psyche’s radio. But she would have to be careful not to spoil her major scoop before she had proof in place to support it, for it was likely to blow the lid off the whole situation and she needed to ensure that it all stood up to public scrutiny. And, she suspected, she had to be careful to ensure that she, and anyone she cared about, was well clear of the fall-out. Which in turn meant that she had to calculate what that fall-out was going to be.
 
    Had she been a friend to Richard and Emily first and a reporter second, she might have mentioned to them the evidence hidden in a dry irrigation drain way up-country, wrapped in bits of her clothing and zipped carefully inside her camera bag. But Ann was a professional to her fingertips and nothing, not even friendship, would come between her and her story. She did not mention, therefore, that the spool of film in her camera bag, which she was willing to give anything to retrieve — and which at least two other friends had already given their lives to protect — contained photographs of slaughter perpetrated by squads of soldiers who had secretly crossed into Mau from the neighbouring country of Congo Libre. And there were pictures of the Soviet-made T-80 main battle tank which had been sent across to support them. No one else knew that the Congo Librens had access to these state-of-the-art tanks. All the locals who had known about them were dead. Ann chose not to mention what she knew for fear of undermining her scoop, and thus she changed the sequence of subsequent events beyond calculation and in many ways turned the history of the whole country of Mau on to an entirely new tack.
 
   Unaware that the wings of Fate were beating about her head, Ann pursued her questions of the exhausted Emily, busily rebuilding her self-esteem the only way she knew how, by putting together the best news story she possibly could. Or, rather, by putting together the two best stories she could: one for phoning out to every radio station and paper she could get it to; the other to be nurtured and proven and supported until it earned her the Pulitzer Prize she coveted so much.
 
   ‘You say you met this Colonel Mbanda before?’ Ann prompted. ‘Where was that?’
 
   ‘At the roadblock which he put up on the Mawanga road between the refugee camp and the main medical facility. I was trying to get a dying child out to some help. He stopped me.’
 
   ‘But why would he do that?’
 
   ‘Orders, I suppose. They put up the roadblock and no one was allowed past it. Simple as that. No one was allowed past it until Richard arrived, at any rate.’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t like to be in the shoes of the guard who let us past when the colonel finds out about it.’
 
   ‘He knows. The man’s as good as dead. I’ll probably find out more when I go back in.’
 
   ‘You are going back, then? I thought you would,’ said Richard. ‘I’d like to come in with you. Just to get more of a feel for the place.’
 
   ‘Me too,’ said Ann at once. She did not notice the long hard stare Emily gave her. And she did not notice the way Bosco’s long black eyes suddenly fastened on her face in the rearview mirror.
 
   *
 
   Half an hour later, Ann was sitting in Psyche’s radio room. Her left hand was holding the handset into which she was speaking rapidly. ‘This is Ann Cable. I have a story from Mau. Phoning from the UN command ship Psyche. Get me a compositor …’ As she spoke, her right hand was turning the story she proposed to dictate into dense shorthand.
 
   While Ann did this, Richard was chairing yet another meeting, this one with just Indira, Warren, N’Dende Douala and Emily. They were discussing the camps and what they should be doing about them in the short, medium and long term. It was not until they finished their discussion and made plans for the morning that Richard suddenly remembered that he had still to contact the French doctor to ask about the ultrasonic lances.
 
   While he and the others were still discussing the camp, Colonel Ngo Mbanda was standing outside the roadblock beside it. He was standing beneath the only tree left near the perimeter, a stunted acacia thorn about four metres high and he was talking softly to the guard sergeant who was hanging from the highest branch. The sergeant was suspended from the branch by a noose round his neck which was slowly strangling him. The sergeant’s hands were tied behind his back but his legs were free to kick. In the sergeant’s mouth, held clenched between his teeth, was the torch which had bribed him into passing Richard’s car. The beam of the torch flashed out across the quiet bush and moved round towards the distantly gleaming outskirts of the city as he swung. ‘It is very simple, Sergeant,’ Colonel Mbanda was saying. ‘If the battery dies before you do, then the corporal here will cut you down. If you die before the battery does then you will stay up there until you rot.’
 
   The colonel turned to the corporal and said quietly, so that the sergeant could not hear, ‘If by some miracle he survives longer than the torch, cut his throat before you cut him down. Either way, you are welcome to take his heart.’
 
   *
 
   Marie-Ange Forget gazed steadfastly at the computer monitor in front of her and thought about killing herself. The thought was almost as seductive as Claude had been. But Claude was gone now and only the thought of ending it all remained. Not even the work was enough any more.
 
   Even with these thoughts in her head, Marie-Ange remained the absolute professional. Her long, slim fingers danced over the computer keys until the configuration demanded more input via the mouse, then she guided the little plastic cube and clicked the buttons with the precision of a craft mistress — which she was. In response the two ultrasonic lances in the lab next door focused with ever greater intensity on the section of silver-coloured alloy aircraft skin.
 
   They were called lances but the name had nothing to do with the long wooden poles carried by medieval knights-at-arms. These lances were more like massive television antennae with big hemispherical signal enhancers placed concave side in behind them. The lances were designed to emit beams of ultrasonic vibration in much the same way as lasers were designed to emit beams of coherent light. Had these in fact been lasers, they might have been able to shine their beams on the surface of the moon, so massive and so powerful were they. The metal which occupied the area where the two beams crossed was being subjected to such an intensity of stress that any flaws in its make-up would soon be revealed. Even the smallest weakness in the molecular bonding of its basic structure would be shaken loose in time.
 
   The metal was being scanned by laser as the twin beams of the ultrasonic lances focused relentlessly down upon it. The results of the laser scan were being displayed on another monitor just beside Marie-Ange, and by a slave monitor out in the guest suite where the people from three national air forces were. Marie-Ange’s eyes narrowed slightly, sending laugh lines racing under the dark brown tumble of her hair. On the computer screen presenting the three-dimensional display from the laser, things were beginning to change. She lifted her hand from the mouse for long enough to depress a little button on the intercom. ‘There it is, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘The carbon molecule is beginning to separate from the titanium and cadmium molecules. Do you see it?’ Her voice was deep and throaty, with just the gentlest hint of Gallic nasality. She made the cold scientific data sound like a seduction. And she needed to, when all was said and done. What she had just revealed to the men in the adjoining room was likely to cost them another ten million dollars and a load of political grief back in their several homes.
 
   Still, it was done now. She printed out the material, finished off the report which would explain exactly what she had found, and marked it to be sent to the requisite authorities with a covering letter requesting that the cheque in payment for her services be made out to the university. Then she went home.
 
   Her apartment smelt so strongly of him that at first when she arrived home she thought he must have returned. She called his name and skipped in, before the coldness and the silence of the place forced her to recognise the truth. She put down the food she had bought from habit from the patisserie downstairs and crossed to the living-room cabinet. There was a bottle of Armagnac in there. She would need it to give her courage if she was going to carry out her desperate resolution. She poured herself an extremely generous measure and tossed it back. Another. The spirit burned in her throat and belly, making her catch her breath and shudder.
 
   One last bath, she thought.
 
   She crossed to the tiny bathroom filled to capacity by the tub, the toilet, a bidet and a basin. She stood the Armagnac in the basin and sat on the toilet seat as the bath ran. Dreamily, as the alcohol rose rapidly from her empty stomach to her head, she got up and wandered through to where the package from the patisserie lay wrapped. In it was a pain baignant. She pulled her blouse out of her skirt waist as she bit into it. Where her heart had once been there was only a massive cavern of nagging pain. A pain so sharp that she was no longer willing to bear it. She threw the pain baignant aside. Even the anchovies tasted of ashes. Unbuttoning her blouse, she walked back through into the bathroom where the Armagnac was.
 
   All her friends had told her, ‘Never sleep with a student.’ Students were too young to know real love. They were too self-centred to care for anything but themselves. Too arrogant to have any charity. Too full of vigour to think of anything but sex. Glorious, delirious, nonstop, never to be repeated sex. In all her thirty-five years, Marie-Ange had never known anything like it. Claude had the body of a natural athlete. He had a mediocre brain, just good enough to be pottering along on a general science degree, but he had the chiselled profile of a Californian TV star, the blond hair and warm blue eyes like a night sky over Marrakech.
 
   They had met at a party and had made love for the first time before the next dawn. Claude had moved in within the week and they had fallen into a routine which closed out the whole of the rest of the world. He would awaken her with his lips and then they would make love half-asleep. They would eat enormously and drink gallons of dark coffee, bitter and black. They might make love again on their way to the bath. Then they would be parted until lunch. They would have a siesta here, making the old bed dance at least once more before the afternoon again tore them apart.
 
   But it was the evenings when they came into their own. She would return from work at her lab to find the apartment full of strange flowers, exotic fruit, strange food and drink. The evenings had been long slow explorations of sybaritic, hedonistic delight.
 
   For Marie-Ange it had been love. Last love, mature, overwhelming, bittersweet. She had known at every lingering, seemingly endless cataclysmic climax that it would never again be as good as this. And, the last time, she had found that she was right. She had come home a month ago to find the apartment empty. Not so much as a note. Distraught, she had gone in search of him only to discover that he had flunked his class, dropped out of the course and gone back to Marseilles with a seventeen-year-old student from St Tropez whose father owned a chain of clothes shops.
 
   One month waiting for Claude to return. It was all Marie-Ange could stand. She knocked back another glass of Armagnac and lowered herself into the scalding bath.
 
   The current project at work was over too. This was a fitting time for things to end, after all. The ultrasonic lances which she had taken and advanced beyond the dreams of their inventors could be passed to some other person now like the baton in a relay race. Marie-Ange was finished with them.
 
    Time slipped away, stolen by the combination of scalding water and alcohol fumes, ameliorated by bitter grief and soul-deep exhaustion. In her head Marie-Ange seemed to hear slow, solemn music, like Siegfried’s funeral march in Götterdämmerung or a symphony by César Franck. She sat up, surprised that the bath water was cooling and thinking it was time.
 
    She pulled herself out of the water and stood unsteadily. She reached for the Armagnac and poured herself a final shot. She made it a big one and downed it where she stood. Then she stepped out of the bath and crossed to the kitchen, leaving a trail of water on the floor. She had never thought how she would do it for she had somehow always known. No chicken-hearted poison for her. No overdose. No wild dive off the balcony, no sad plunge on to the line in the Métro. She had lived for three months like Juliet might have lived if Romeo had not killed Tybalt and she was going to die like Juliet now. A Juliet twenty years too late, but a Juliet nevertheless.
 
    From the knife drawer Marie-Ange took the Sabatier knife with the 25 centimetre blade and returned to the darkening bedroom. There she stood, looking down at the rumpled bed for a moment or two. She did not lie down on it, however, preferring to cross towards the mirror beside the tall loom of the wardrobe. The shadows had gathered enough for her to see herself as a pale shape, a ghost already, walking towards the square-cut oblong of glass. As she neared it, her wide eyes took in the brown hair in damp brown tendrils clinging to her shoulders and the upper slopes of her suntanned, coral-tipped breasts, the concave fall of her stomach, trim enough despite the feasts of food and love-making, below ribs which could still be counted, the long, slim, sculpted outlines of her legs. Her shoulders were slumped and her left arm hung low, as though the little knife it carried was as heavy as all the world.
 
    When she stood fifty centimetres or so from the mirror, Marie-Ange stopped and looked earnestly at herself. Her forehead was high but not deeply lined. Her eyes were wide and widely spaced astride a slightly up-turned nose. They were brown but flecked with moss green. And, she was surprised to see, they were crying as though they had some feeling of their own beyond the blank unfeeling desperation of her soul. With her right hand she lifted her left breast, surprised to see that in the familiar warmth of the summer-heated room some chill seeming to leak out of the glass had gathered her nipples into flinty points. She raised her breast until the white line beneath it was revealed; it crossed, she knew, the space between the two ribs closest to her heart. The stately music in her head had been replaced by the simple thunder of her blood now. She looked up into those weeping, moss-flecked eyes and placed the point of the blade against the flesh which was closest to her heart.
 
   And she pushed. Her hand would not have faltered if the phone had not rung. She pushed the handle in towards herself, feeling the point begin to slip slyly through her skin.
 
   But the phone rang, jerking her out of the trance into which she had half hypnotised herself.
 
   It was Claude! She knew at once without the shadow of a doubt that it was Claude and she turned. For an instant, the knife still hung there, as though reluctant to leave its task undone, but then as she stepped out across the carpet away from the dead-cold aura of the mirror and back into the mundane realities of life, it slipped out of her, followed by a tear or two of blood.
 
   ‘’Allo?’
 
   ‘Is that Dr Marie-Ange Forget?’ The voice did not belong to Claude, and the fact struck her a savage blow. But somehow the execrable French was invigorated with such energy and power it seemed to pull her back. It was little enough, in all conscience, but it pulled her round a corner in her mind and shut all the hopelessness away — for the time being at least.
 
   ‘Oui. I can speak English if you would prefer. Who is this, please?’
 
   ‘You don’t know me. My name is Richard Mariner. I’m working for the United Nations in Africa and I wondered whether you would be able to come down with your ultrasonic equipment and help me break up an iceberg here.’
 
   And Marie-Ange Forget turned, seeing with new, dry, eyes the tall, beautiful body in the mirror — the body she had so nearly thrown away. ‘I have nothing to hold me here,’ she said. ‘I can come to Africa at once.’
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   A good night’s sleep had gone some way towards restoring Emily Karanga. It had not washed away the grim determination which had overcome her in the camp, however. ‘I have let them down,’ she said to Richard, with that utter honesty with which she approached everything including herself. ‘I have been away for the better part of a decade since my father was assassinated. I thought I was preparing to come back and really help these people but I was fooling myself. I have been playing games with the UN and the Mau Club. But this is real. Working with them when they are cast out of their homes, when they are suffering and dying, is showing me the reality of my own country, and I had forgotten.’
 
   ‘But you have done so much for them,’ Richard countered gently, meeting her stormy eyes with his own calm gaze. ‘I believe the iceberg will be of enormous benefit to them. I believe the United Nations can do an immeasurable amount of good. Both of them are here largely through your work.’
 
   ‘So far all they have brought is a military coup! There wasn’t much democracy under Aaron M’Diid, but he’s going to seem like George Washington compared with his brother. I’d have done better to have become a doctor or a mendicant nun like Sister Grace.’
 
   Richard looked at Emily calculatingly. Outside, Manhattan burned through the fog like magnesium in the early sunlight. The thunder of the run-off seemed to make the wall vibrate slightly. His cold blue eyes flicked round the room. They were alone and unobserved, or so it seemed. ‘Off the record,’ he said quietly, ‘if I promise I won’t even repeat it to Indira, what do you think?’
 
   ‘I think Moses M’Diid took power from Aaron not because he appointed himself without the bother of holding elections. Not because he liked to watch his personal police guards playing football with the heads of his enemies. Not even because he enjoyed watching people being hurt and sleeping with under-age girls. I think Moses M’Diid made his move because the UN arrived with all the money that that meant; because he saw the chance to grab the gravy train for himself. I think he reckons on becoming an Idi Amin for the nineties and thinks he can stay in control. He hasn’t worked out yet that the one he needs to stay in tightest control of is himself. I think he’s got Mawanga City tied down tight but I’d be really surprised if he’s got the country under such strict control.
 
   ‘You’ll have to be careful about that, Richard, because the Field Marshal may not want you to go too far beyond his sphere of influence, even if it means you fail in your mission here; and because if you do go beyond the army lines, God alone knows what you’ll run into out there.
 
   ‘I think Moses M’Diid has got a problem with the refugee camps because they’re full of people he can’t control and they’re far too close to his power base for comfort, especially the big one where I’m working, just beyond the airport. Remember, the army, like the police, is largely taken from the Kyoga tribe. The camps are full of N’Kurus, and one of the elements which M’Diid can never hope to control, not even with his SS troops, is the N’Kuru Lions.’
 
   ‘You think they’re still a force to be reckoned with?’
 
   ‘The Lions have a historical power base in Congo Libre. They have training camps just beyond the Blood River, and the Blood is as dry as the Mau so they’re only a short walk from home. The only reason they haven’t reclaimed the N’Kuru heartlands, I guess, is because there’s nothing up there to claim. As far as I know, they also have a foothold in Mortonville up beside the Karanga Dam and you can bet your life the army isn’t in control of either the heartlands or Mortonville the way they are down here.’
 
   ‘But Moses M’Diid has to know that.’
 
   ‘You’re right. He knows all this. So we have to work on the assumption that he has a stratagem to deal with it. And I think that stratagem is you. Us.’
 
    Richard’s eyes narrowed as he waited for her to continue so that he could see whether her mind was working along the same lines as his.
 
   ‘What I think he’s going to do is this. I think he’s going to sit tight here, milking the UN for what he can get but not pushing things too obviously, while you move out into terra incognita for him. He’ll offer support, but you’ll actually see precious little because he’ll be waiting to see who is out there who feels strong enough to hit you for themselves. When he knows that, he’ll know who to hit, and he’ll have a perfect excuse to hit them hard, with the full blessing of the international community. The only thing that could go wrong is if nobody hits you at all.’
 
   ‘That’s not very likely, is it? We’ve been hit once already by God knows who from God knows where. And anyway, if nobody does it for him, you know he’ll arrange to hit us himself in secret and then strike back at whoever he wants to hurt most. But there’s another thing that could go wrong for him.’
 
   ‘Is there? What?’
 
   ‘If we get hit but manage to sort it out for ourselves.’
 
   The look on her face told him how likely she thought that was. But then, Richard knew more than she did at the moment. More than he was willing to tell her.
 
   Their conversation on this topic had ended, therefore, when Ann came bustling in. ‘I’ve filed all over the place,’ she said cheerfully. ‘It’s a pity you put a priority traffic order on the communications, Richard, or I’d have had every news programme in the world ringing me here today.’
 
   ‘Sorry, Ann,’ said Richard. ‘I’m sure Warren will be overseeing the arrival of a communications base together with the field generators this morning. As soon as it’s set up, the pressure will be off the ship’s equipment. Now, what are your plans? Emily and I will be meeting Indira soon and going back for a detailed look at the big camp just east of the city. Do you still want to come?’
 
   ‘No, I don’t think I do, thanks. I saw enough camps in Rwanda and Tanzania,’ said Ann, preoccupied. ‘I think I’ll just get ready to go on up-country, if it’s all the same to you.’
 
   Emily frowned. ‘It’ll be even more dangerous this time than it was last time, Ann. You’ll have to sneak past Colonel Mbanda’s men, for a start. And next time he gets his hands on you we’ll never hear anything about it at all.’
 
   ‘And God alone knows what you’ll bump into out there,’ said Richard. ‘Emily and I were just trying to estimate which part of this godforsaken place is going to explode first when you came in.’
 
   ‘I’ll need a good escort, then; I can pay.’
 
   ‘Remember what happened to your last couple of escorts,’ said Emily bluntly.
 
    Ann paled. She had seen one of her escorts consumed in a pyre of aviation gas and the other had simply disappeared. He was probably still out there somewhere, on the banks of the River Mau; or his skeleton was, if the crocs hadn’t got it. They had been parted by a fire in the reeds which spread into the drought-dried jungle. She had no illusions that he might still be alive. But the certainty of his death still hurt her.
 
    Before anyone could say anything else, Wally Gough hammered on the door and ushered in a stranger. The new arrival was a tall, thin man. He was strikingly blond, his white-sand hair emphasised by the military shortness of its cut and by the deepness of his tan. His eyebrows were equally light and his lashes were so pale that they did not seem to exist at all. His eyes were even paler than Richard’s, though they lacked the energy and internal light of the master mariner’s. Sharp cheekbones jutted over hollow cheeks. The chin receded to a scrawny neck. And yet there was no sense of weakness in the face.
 
   ‘You wanted to see me?’ The flat vowels at first made the heavily accented voice ring with South African Boer associations. He paid no attention to the women and addressed his almost accusatory question straight at Richard.
 
   ‘Did I? Who are you?’
 
   ‘Jan Van Stratten. I wrote the section on the river in your big UN report.’
 
   ‘Yes, I do. I want you to work for me.’
 
   ‘I’ll work for anyone who can afford me. What do you want me to do?’
 
   ‘You know the river.’
 
   ‘Knew it when it used to foam and flood, and I know it now it’s dry. I’ve got a team of local fellows with me even now, though none of us gets much work any more. We know the River Mau better than anyone in the country.’
 
   ‘You know what I’m here to do?’
 
   The white head jerked sideways, towards the gleam of Manhattan beaming through the porthole. ‘Ja, man. Everybody knows. Get that mother out there up to the Karanga Dam.’
 
   ‘Can you help me do it?’
 
   ‘You’re not going to do it. It can’t be done, man.’
 
   ‘Let me worry about that. Will you take my money and do what I ask you?’
 
   ‘Ja, unless I think it’s impossible, illegal or inadvisable.’
 
   ‘Fair enough. You do what I ask you and tell me what I need to know and I’ll do my damnedest to use your expertise and information to get Manhattan up to the dam. Or as much of it as I can.’
 
   Van Stratten shrugged. Thin shoulders moved an almost tubercular chest beneath a flapping khaki bush shirt. ‘Your money. Your ’berg.’
 
   ‘Not quite; so I have to be careful with both.’
 
   Van Stratten sat without being asked to do so. His thigh brushed against Emily’s, but although she recoiled, he still made no sign to show that he had even noticed she was there. ‘What do you want me to do? Always assuming you can afford me.’
 
   ‘Trail-blaze. Ride point.’
 
   ‘Up the river?’
 
   Richard nodded.
 
   ‘Doing what precisely?’
 
   Richard’s eyes narrowed. He hesitated for an instant. ‘I need an engineer, not a white hunter,’ he said. ‘Or a hired gun.’
 
   ‘I wondered.’
 
   ‘What I propose to do is to try and flood the river back, section by section if it can be done — and you’ll have your opinions and advice on that I know — and what I need is someone to go up ahead to warn us about natural obstructions and how we can circumvent them or overcome them.’
 
   ‘Or blow the buggers up, of course.’
 
   ‘If push comes to shove. I’ve got a lot of ice and not a lot of time.’
 
   ‘More than a billion tonnes. Less than sixty days, Cord said.’
 
   ‘What do you think?’
 
   ‘I think you’re fucking mad, man!’
 
   ‘That’s not what I meant.’
 
   ‘I know.’ It was Van Stratten’s turn to pause. ‘I’ll do it. If you can meet my price.’
 
   ‘I expect I can. See a man called Tombe Kariba. He’s —’
 
   ‘I know who he is, and where — President’s suite in the Mawanga Hilton!’
 
   ‘See him first and then come back here this evening. It would be good if you can go upriver tomorrow.’
 
   Van Stratten nodded and rose, turning as though about to stride out of the room but Emily stopped him. ‘That accent,’ she said. ‘Johannesburg?’
 
   The flat eyes rested lightly on her and crinkled slightly round the edges.
 
   ‘Amsterdam,’ he said. ‘Originally.’ Then he was gone.
 
   He did not go alone, however. Ann Cable stopped him outside the door. ‘If you’re going up the river tomorrow, then I want to come with you,’ she said.
 
   Van Stratten looked her slowly up and down. She was thin, sunburned; her hair was just coming back from being badly singed. She was just out of hospital; only just out of jail. She was a striking woman, nevertheless. She met his eyes squarely. ‘I’ll bring my own gun,’ she said. ‘And my own equipment. I just want to go a little way up with you, and borrow one of your men to come back down with me. Two days up, maybe three; same back.’
 
   Van Stratten shrugged. His eyes settled on the lower point of her blouse collar and lingered on the tanned cleavage there. ‘If it doesn’t interfere with my work for the big man there,’ he said, gesturing with his chin, African style. ‘And if you —’
 
   ‘Can afford it,’ she finished for him. ‘Yes, Meinheer Van Stratten. I can.’
 
   *
 
   Richard discovered that he had the only official limo. His big black Mercedes was the flagship of the UN top brass. Indira preferred a battered old Land Rover which could get over almost anything. She took the road out of the dock area with the same abandon as the rest of the drivers trying to fit into the non-curfew daylight all the business that normally took a further three hours of darkness. Her style of driving explained to Richard just how the Land Rover had become so battered. And there he had been imagining rugged adventures in the wild bush and virgin jungle.
 
   They sped eastwards from the docks through the commercial heart of the city. The roundabouts which swept them past silver-windowed skyscrapers could have been in the financial centre of almost any city, thought Richard, although he knew that precious little trading was being done at the moment; and the port, like the airport, was effectively closed.
 
   It was not until they reached the suburbs that the increasing degradation of the fabric of the city began to become apparent. Not since the balmy days of Julius Karanga’s presidency more than ten years ago had anyone had the money or the inclination to invest in the upkeep of domestic property. And, in the turmoil which had followed his assassination, most of the foreign nationals had pulled out, leaving shops and houses bricked or boarded up. The boards had proved no real deterrent to the squatters, but squatters were bad housekeepers and very indifferent gardeners. And they paid no rates. With the failure of the rating system had come a collapse in local government; roads, pavements, streetlights and council property received little, if any, maintenance. As they passed the semi-derelict wasteland of the suburbs where goats grazed in refuse-strewn gardens, clothes lines stretched from lamp-post to lamppost across main thoroughfares, and the surface of the road itself became more and more seriously pitted, the structure of the route itself became grander and grander until they left the city altogether on the twelve-lane highway which led to Mawanga International Airport. As they sped along the arrow-straight, perfectly designed, beautifully executed, deeply cracked and lethally pitted road, Emily began to stir. She looked up ahead with a frown of deepening concern creasing her already worried face.
 
   ‘They’ve moved my people back!’ she said.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Richard asked. He had only been here at night and had taken little enough note of the disposition of the refugee camp.
 
   ‘The camp used to spread all across that end of the airfield. But they’ve just erected their barricades and pushed everyone further back. God in heaven; how did they get all those poor people to move?’
 
   ‘They might have needed to free the whole of the airport to allow the UN flights in,’ said Indira reasonably. ‘You can see the air’s still pretty busy.’
 
   Emily could see Indira’s point. Even as she spoke, a massive silver Starlifter thundered down out of the sky to join the group of great planes unloading round the edges of the apron. But she noted, her blood running cold, there were watchtowers and a strong new fence beyond. The camp in fact, was disturbingly reminiscent of a concentration camp.
 
   The camp checkpoint was more solid and had a new gate. It also had a new, cold-eyed guard. Richard looked around a little guiltily, wondering about the sergeant he had bribed so easily and so recently but he was nowhere to be seen. There was no question of bribery now. In the event, they were passed through at once but they were not allowed to proceed unescorted. One of the soldiers stood on the running board and directed Indira through the roughly cleared and rudimentary roadway. Richard felt in his bones a deep change from the higgledy-piggledy place he had visited last night. His thoughts were echoed by Emily’s quiet, deeply concerned tone. ‘How could they have done so much in so short a time?’ she asked, then found that she had become the object of the soldier’s stony scrutiny and shut up.
 
   Overnight the camp, which had grown during the last few weeks almost to the size of a small city, had been shaken up and sorted out. Like most refugee camps, it had grown up bit by bit, in this place for several reasons. This was the point where the country road ran out. This was the point where the farm land became the city. The last chance of wood for fires. The last well of any size and promise — though that had dried up long ago. And, most of all, it was where the people’s energy had simply run out.
 
   But, like the clearing of the airport, there was the possibility that the military action might be to the benefit of the refugees themselves. Certainly it seemed to Indira that the sight of anyone in authority trying to get a grip on the situation was a step in the right direction.
 
   The clapboard church was still in place but its position as the centre of the camp had been superseded by four Quonset huts which stood in a square containing a clear area. Into this the soldier directed Indira and she drew up in a cloud of red dust. They all climbed out, and then followed the soldier as he led them up into the nearest hut. Here, at a long table, N’Dende Douala was deep in conversation with another soldier and a civilian. ‘Ah, Indira,’ he cried as they entered. ‘Welcome. Captain Mariner, Miss Karanga. This is very good. You have arrived most opportunely. As you see, we have just convened our first meeting. We will get this problem sorted out for you soon, I am sure. These people will be going home at the earliest opportunity, I am certain.’
 
   Richard felt Emily bridle at the stocky man’s cheery tone and facile assumption but she remained silent and they all sat. Glasses and chilled bottles of water and beer stood on the table. As N’Dende continued to talk, he caught up a beer bottle, twisted the cap off without recourse to a bottle-opener, and poured himself a drink. ‘This gentleman on my right is the military commander of the camp, Major Kalulu, and this is Mr Makeba, an official from the city council with direct responsibility for this area. As I am sure you are all aware, the camp is technically on city property. Mr Makeba is trying to coordinate things with the military and with ourselves.’
 
   ‘What about the churches?’ asked Emily. ‘Should we not consult the people who are working on the ground?’
 
   ‘We believe not. We must be the strategists, the general staff, perhaps. Let them be the NCOs. A fitting analogy, Major?’
 
   ‘Perhaps.’
 
   At least this officer did not sport the sinister SS badge, thought Richard.
 
   As the meeting proper began, Richard found himself once again impressed by the grasp which the local men seemed to have on the situation. There were an estimated twelve thousand families on the site, they said. This meant that there were close to one hundred thousand people here. Most were squatting in clapboard and corrugated-iron huts. All of them were feeding themselves with the maize and beans currently being passed out once a week. They were cooking with the water as it came in and drinking what was left. They were being supplied with about a litre each per day.
 
   ‘Wait a minute,’ said Richard. ‘I’m sending out more than a million litres a day. Where’s the rest of it going?’
 
   ‘It must all go to the water refineries, Captain,’ soothed N’Dende Douala unctuously. ‘You are aware that there are many impurities which have to be extracted. It would not do to poison these poor people, after all.’
 
   Richard subsided, quietened if not satisfied.
 
   The people cooked their maize and beans on the basic three-stone fires indigenous to Africa, which meant each person consumed more than two kilos of dry wood a day. The three-stone fire was not an efficient generator of heat, and maize and beans both needed to be boiled for at least six hours before they could be eaten. The camp as a whole was clearing local woodland, everything from wild acacia scrub to feral orchards long abandoned, at roughly fifty acres a day. The camp perimeter was working eastwards back towards the heartlands at an alarming rate. To the north, however, lay virgin jungle. If some way could be found to transport the strongest of the men from the camp northwards over a distance of some fifty kilometres, they would be able to set up logging camps there and keep some kind of supply going for their families here until the situation up-country was resolved. Then the N’Kuru farmers could be returned to their lands which should by that time be irrigated.
 
   It all seemed so well thought out that it was difficult for Richard and Indira to find fault with it. Emily, however, had her own thoughts and they were dark ones. In the apparently well-planned humanitarian proposals she saw sinister machinations. They wanted to exclude the church people from their plans because the church people were too close to the N’Kuru and might advise them to resist. They wanted to get the young men out of the camp; whether they chopped wood or not was of secondary importance. They wanted the young men out of the camp because they were the powerful ones, the restless ones, N’Kuru Lions in the making. And they wanted the N’Kurus back in their heartlands and out of the way, in spite of the fact that there were whispers of terrible massacres up there.
 
   But Emily held her peace. She wanted to stay here; making waves at this point would serve no useful purpose. She gave herself a mental shake. The oily N’Dende Douala might well be telling the truth about what was happening to the water. And only a paranoid would see evil in the plans to get more wood and to keep the churches from interfering in state business.
 
   But then, she thought to herself in that glib but telling phrase from her years in America, a paranoid is only someone who knows what is really going on.
 
   *
 
   An hour later Richard and Indira left. They had seen the meeting through to its end and had looked around the camp. They had met Sister Grace and Father Joseph. Emily stayed behind.
 
   On the way out through the main gate, they were stopped by the guards who glanced around the interior of the Land Rover and then waved them on. As they drove on down towards the twelve-lane highway back to the city, the newly promoted guard sergeant pulled a clipboard out of a drawer in the desk in his hut. He looked at the note he had made when the Land Rover entered and glanced speculatively into the camp. Then he walked across to where the field telephone lay and called the officer in command.
 
   The phone in the Land Rover rang and Richard answered it. ‘All right,’ he said into the handset, ‘I’ll tell her. Yes, I’m sure she will. ’Bye.’
 
   ‘So?’ asked Indira, alerted by the tone of his voice. Richard waited until the thunder emanating from a big squadron of army trucks coming the other way had subsided. ‘That was Mohammed Aziz,’ he said. ‘The Security Council want you back in New York at once. There’s a seat for both of you on the next Starlifter out.’
 
   N’Dende Douala also had a phone in his personal limousine. This was not a Mercedes supplied by the United Nations. It was a Lincoln Continental and it was his own. When the battered Land Rover bearing Richard and Indira had left the camp, the Lincoln nosed out from behind the church and eased itself back into its accustomed position in the square surrounded by the Quonset huts. Half a dozen well-dressed young men climbed out of the back and began to move through the camp once again. Emily stood at Sister Grace’s shoulder and watched these proceedings with narrow eyes. ‘I don’t like the look of this,’ she said quietly. ‘Perhaps I should make myself scarce.’
 
   Sister Grace gave a dry chuckle. ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Emily. You’re far too old for him.’
 
   As the nun spoke, Emily realised that the smart young men were doing a sweep of all the most attractive teenage girls here. A gaggle became a small crowd which in turn became a cheerful line. The girls snaked past the Lincoln Continental and one by one went into the Quonset hut. As they entered they were already pulling off their clothing and as they exited, a few minutes later, they were still adjusting their dress.
 
   ‘They say he is a lion,’ said Sister Grace. ‘He feeds only on young gazelles.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Emily, her voice dead, ‘and he’s obviously got quite an appetite …’ Suddenly she was struck by just how powerless she was, now that she was back here. She was out of contact with Indira and Richard. She had no way of communicating with anyone in the UN. She was just as alone here as Ann had been in the jail. And, perhaps, just as much at risk.
 
   But there was no point in panicking or worrying. She turned and went to do what she had come back to do — work for her people.
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   Richard still could not overcome a sense of danger when he went to the airport. He was aware of a tightening across his shoulders while he stood on the runway waving at the massive Starlifter with Indira aboard.
 
   She had been expecting the call and was prepared for it, though Richard had been beginning to hope that she would not be called away after all. She had been ready in an hour and was gone with such speed that it was almost like a bereavement. He hardly liked to imagine what they would do now that she was no longer available. They had not yet been advised who her replacement would be and that simply added to the feeling that they were drifting without purpose or direction.
 
   But no. This was a colossal enterprise and it would be criminal if it was allowed to lose momentum even for an instant. Richard gave himself a mental shake. From being the commander of the transport, he had been promoted to major-general in charge of logistics; now he was suddenly field marshal in charge of the whole enterprise for a while. He knew how Moses M’Diid must feel, he thought wryly.
 
   When a hand descended on his shoulder he actually jumped. But it was only Warren. The American spent all his time down here seeing to the unloading of the planes. Richard might feel the enterprise was temporarily rudderless but from Warren’s point of view they were off and rolling. Any moment now, people were going to be calling for a whole shitload of stuff and he was the man who had to make sure that it was ready, manned and in full working order. He had been in situations like this before and he knew where the buck stopped.
 
   During the last few days Warren had supervised the arrival of generators, trucks, accommodation, lighting and heating, cooking facilities, a certain amount of preserved food. He had taken delivery of a range of building and heavy-duty earthmoving equipment, and a range of cold-weather gear apparently mis-assigned but actually on its way to Colin and Kate. All of this had been either deployed or stored in the great dockside facilities which stood empty of commercial wares now that the port was closed. And he had unloaded and sent on up-country a range of foreign aid packages sent down by everyone from Oxfam to Save the Children, and medical supplies and equipment from everyone from the Red Cross to Médecins Sans Frontières, as well as the UN packages destined for Tombe Kariba and N’Dende Douala.
 
   All the equipment, and such personnel as came with it, was duly checked, double-checked and recorded with the busiest man in the Maui Army, the movements officer who had taken over from the civil customs authorities. The one positive aspect of Warren’s work at the moment was the fact that this officer was either too honest or too busy to require extensive bribery for each transaction.
 
   ‘I’d like you to come with me and meet this one,’ he said to Richard now, gesturing up to another C-130 Hercules which was swinging down through the dancing haze trailing a plume of dark exhaust from her massive Allison T-56 turboprops. It seemed impossible that yet another aircraft would ever fit into the bustle of the airport here. ‘She stopped off at Kourou, French Guiana, on the way over,’ Warren informed him. ‘Picked up the first contingent of Spartans.’
 
   Richard and Indira had agreed on the necessity of calling in the Spartans early on. The elite group of the UN Rapid Reaction Force were designed to perform security functions in any terrain and to guard the backs of any and all UN or UNPROFOR personnel, after the hard lessons learned in Bosnia and Somalia. With Warren’s help and advice, they had put together the requirements for the areas of specific expertise they thought they might need — riverine jungle warfare, arctic warfare, and desert warfare — and passed it through to the Secretary-General’s office. It was fortunate for them that the Secretary-General had been uncharacteristically decisive about countersigning their request before his ill-fated departure for South Africa.
 
   If the Hercules had stopped off in Kourou, that meant she was carrying members of Le Troisième Régiment Etranger d’Infanterie. The French Foreign Legion. The specially selected Legionnaires were to be their desert warfare specialists.
 
   ‘I’m going to get them and their equipment out first,’ Warren went on, ‘see if I can bamboozle the army movements officer who’s keeping a close check on us and send them straight across town. You go with them and get them through Checkpoint Charlie no matter what it costs. Once they’re inside our perimeter, I guess we can just sit tight and tough it out.’
 
   ‘Well, I hope to God they’re geared up and ready to go the minute the ramp comes down,’ said Richard grimly. He really did not want to hang around here trying to explain what he was doing with his own private army.
 
   They hurried across to the old Jeep which the American general had liberated from somewhere undisclosed. No sooner had Richard folded himself into the passenger seat than Warren was off at breakneck speed, expecting all other vehicles, including aircraft, to give way to him. He headed unerringly for the only bay left available to accommodate the big transport aircraft.
 
   The Hercules was just grinding to a halt when Warren swung the bouncing vehicle in behind it. Richard looked up as though at the belly of a huge whale passing above his head.
 
   As the back end of the Hercules opened and the ramp began to descend, far across the airfield a lone vehicle bearing the insignia of the Maui Army’s senior movements officer began to head in their direction. The ramp hit Tarmac and Warren accelerated up it, gunning the little vehicle’s engine until Richard thought it would overheat. They positively leaped upwards. As they did so, they swung hard left so that when they lurched on to the level again, they found themselves in the only space available on the big deck. As neatly as a parking attendant sitting in a limo, Warren brought the Jeep to a standstill beside a much bigger, much more businesslike vehicle. Its square sand-camouflaged bonnet pointed out along the ramp. Beside a driver sat the officer in charge. He and Richard were placed side by side by the position of the vehicles. Richard looked up into calm brown eyes set deep in a square, tanned face below a perfectly set beret. ‘Richard Mariner,’ he said, thrusting his hand out and up. ‘I’m in charge here.’ He handed up his documents.
 
   ‘Jean Le Brun.’ The words were said so quickly that the name sounded like ‘Johbruh’. There was silence as the officer studied Richard’s papers. Then he handed them back and nodded, once. ‘I am also in charge.’ In one of those minuscule French gestures which can be so telling, he moved his head to indicate the vehicles behind him, identical to his own. ‘What do we do?’
 
   ‘Is there room for me in your vehicle?’
 
   ‘In back.’ No questions. No discussion. Richard clambered up and in. He found that he had to squeeze between two silent soldiers and crouch below a machine gun on a high stand. ‘Does your driver understand English?’
 
   ‘All my men are multilingual, Captain,’ answered Le Brun.
 
   ‘Let’s go!’ Richard called at once.
 
   Le Brun raised his right arm and all the vehicles fired up together. He gestured again and they all rolled forward. As they hit Tarmac, Richard yelled directions and the column followed them. When they were well on their way, Richard glanced back and saw Warren’s Jeep come off the foot of the ramp and swing out towards the movement officer’s vehicle, clearly bent on interception.
 
   The perimeter barriers were concentrated on the eastern end of the airport to keep out the camp inmates. A guard hut had been erected at the main gate to the airport but no barrier as yet and the column of Legion vehicles swept through unimpeded, leaving a stunned guard standing looking after them. Richard hoped they would get across town and past Checkpoint Charlie before the whole of Maui military security was alerted. The airport guard was regular army but the guards at the docks were SS. It was going to be hard enough to get past them even if no one alerted them to the fact that the Legionnaires did not have official permission to enter the country at all.
 
   Once the column swept out on to the twelve-lane highway, Richard found that instructions were unnecessary. The driver knew where they were bound for and had clearly been briefed on the road layout of the city. At speeds which might have made even Indira blanch, they hurtled through the suburbs. They swept across the roundabouts outside the Bourse and plunged west towards the docks and the SS checkpoint.
 
   As the lead vehicle came to a halt with its nose perhaps a centimetre from the barrier, both Richard and Le Brun swung down. Seated, the Legionnaire officer had seemed the taller of the two. Standing, his beret just topped Richard’s shoulder, but there was a coiled-spring tension about the slight body and an aura of power and command which simply would not be gainsaid. The two men made a formidable pair.
 
   Side by side they confronted the shallow arrogance of the SS guard whose assumption of authority was largely based on birth into the right tribe, some basic training which had involved killing defenceless tribespeople from up-country and, as with all in the elite SS, eating bits of them. His promotion was based not so much upon ability as upon the fact that his mother’s brother was the selection officer’s mchawie or witchdoctor. None of this had quite prepared him for the assault his authority now received. One after the other the two mzungu white men yelled orders and requirements at him with such disorientating power and at such debilitating speed that it was only after he had opened the barrier to let the column through that he thought to phone his commanding officer on the field telephone in the hut. He clutched his dawa good-luck charm as tightly as he could as the connection clicked through. The dawa was a particularly powerful one, the soldier’s mother’s brother, the native mchawie witchdoctor, had assured him; it had been made by the same mchawie mkubwa who had fashioned the Great Crocodile’s. Surely a magic charm made by the Field Marshal’s own great witchdoctor would protect any soldier …
 
   There had been no question of getting the presence of the Spartans cleared by the Field Marshal. It had seemed clear to all of them, particularly Warren, that having promoted himself from General, M’Diid would not countenance any troops other than his own guarding the UN people. It was equally obvious to them that it might well be against the Field Marshal’s own troops that the UN people would need protecting. In any case it was quite possible that M’Diid’s sphere of influence did not extend far beyond Mawanga City limits and no one could begin to guess what it would be like further up the dry river course in the area traditionally controlled by the now disbanded police and their eternal enemies the marauding N’Kuru Lions. They had not been specific as to which corps or even which army they preferred but had assumed their desert experts would be either French or Spanish Legionnaires. For the river work, Warren had been hoping for some US Navy, Sea Air Land forces, SEALs, while Richard rather wished for British SBS people. Regrettably the Canadians had closed down their Special Service Force and so they were expecting some Danish Jaegercorps or Italian Alpini to work in the arctic environment of the iceberg. The arctic troops were particularly important, for the iceberg had already been threatened in the unexpected and near-fatal attack by helicopters two weeks earlier. As well as their fundamental security role, whichever troops arrived to guard Manhattan were likely to have a lot of surveying and exploring work to do as well, because the iceberg in some areas showed indications of radiation contamination.
 
   But right now Richard’s concerns were very much more immediate. He was still closeted with Le Brun explaining to him the details of his overall plan and the manner in which the Spartans in general and the Legionnaires in particular were supposed to fit into it when Warren Cord arrived. ‘They did not like that one bit!’ huffed the American. ‘I have been shown off the airfield and effectively confined to barracks here.’
 
   ‘Who is going to oversee things down there in your absence?’ demanded Richard.
 
   ‘The SS guards and the movements officer — during the brief interim before he’s replaced, I think.’
 
   ‘Not good enough. I’m pulling the plug,’ said Richard at once. ‘We can’t have the airport closed to mission personnel while all that equipment is coming in.’
 
   ‘D’you think you ought to talk to the Field Marshall first?’ asked Warren, his face folding into a worried frown.
 
   ‘Sod him. I’m closing everything down until we get the ground rules clear. This is a farce, Warren. If these people want the ice, they’ve got to co-operate. If they don’t co-operate then I, for one, have got better things to do with my time.’ At that, Richard slammed out of the wardroom and pounded up to the radio room. ‘Get me the Secretary General’s office in New York,’ he spat at the radio officer, still too angry to treat anyone with his accustomed courtesy. Captain Katya Borodin came in off the bridge, disturbed to see this man whose sang-froid she had grudgingly come to admire practically steaming at the ears like a leaky samovar. ‘You’re not calling UN HQ at this time of the morning, are you?’ she asked. ‘It isn’t eight a.m. in New York yet.’
 
   So much had happened this morning that Richard hadn’t really registered that it was still only just coming up to midday where they were. ‘So what?’ he fumed. ‘There must be somebody minding the store!’
 
   ‘Hello?’ came a distant voice at the far end of the radio link. ‘This is the office of the Secretary-General.’
 
   ‘This is Captain Richard Mariner. Please put me in contact with someone in authority.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Mr Mariner. There is no one senior here to take your call. Could you please call back during business —’
 
   ‘Look, dammit, I have a crisis here and I need someone in authority right now!’
 
   ‘I will transfer you to the duty officer, Mr Mariner, but I warn you we are not in the habit of giving out infor —’
 
   ‘Duty officer here. Who is speaking, please?’
 
   ‘This is Captain Richard Mariner. I have relieved Dr Indira Dyal —’
 
   ‘Dr Dyal is not here at present, Mr Mariner. Perhaps if you call back during business hours —’
 
   ‘Give me strength! I need the advice of someone senior before I talk to the head of state here. We could start a war, for heaven’s sake!’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, sir. Where did you say you were calling from again?’
 
   ‘Jesus wept! Mawanga. I’m talking from my ship Psyche in the harbour at Mawanga.’
 
   ‘I’m sure there is no call for strong language, sir. And Mawanga would be located precisely where, sir?’
 
   Richard hung up at that point, but before he could round on Katya and wipe the ‘told you so’ smirk from her face, the shore line shrilled and the radio operator picked it up.
 
   The connection gabbled stridently. Its tone was so imperative that Richard froze, looking down at the top of the radio operator’s head. The radio operator swung round, his eyes looking a little hunted, then, seeing Richard still standing there, his expression changed to one of relief. ‘It’s for you, sir,’ he said at once and handed the handset up to Richard as though it had been transformed into something sinister.
 
   ‘Mariner,’ barked Richard, forewarned of the tone he was likely to require.
 
   ‘What you mean invading my country?’ bellowed a familiar voice at the far end of the line. ‘This is an act of war!’
 
   ‘We need to talk face to face, Field Marshal. Where are you? I’ll come to you.’
 
   ‘You come anywhere near me and I’ll have you shot! I’ll have your head, you —’
 
   ‘Field Marshal. All I want to do is offer an apology and an explanation. I want to put your mind at rest, sir. This is a simple case of a misunderstanding.’
 
   ‘You bring half a regiment of men in fully armed assault vehicles through my sovereign territory without so much as a by your leave and you call that a misunderstanding! I call it an invasion!’
 
   ‘Twenty men in five lightly armed reconnaissance vehicles. It was a simple breakdown in communications. I’m sure you will understand what has happened if you will allow me to come and explain.’
 
   ‘Very well. I am in my office in the President’s palace. You come right away. And you bring your American movements officer and the commander of the invading force with you.’
 
   ‘I cannot order them to come, Field Marshal. Unlike you, I am not an officer in command.’
 
   ‘You are the man in charge. Bring them or don’t bother to come.’
 
   Warren and Jean Le Brun both agreed to accompany Richard. He was quite relieved to have their support. His failure to contact anyone at UN headquarters had nonplussed him and he felt he was pretty far out on a limb here. And there was the distinct possibility that the Field Marshal might be as good as his word and have a firing squad waiting for him. Richard suspected that his own sudden disappearance might be passed off as a tragic accident or a terrible diplomatic blunder, something to be smoothed over and ultimately forgotten, but the loss of two UN officers and a Legionnaire major was a different kettle of fish. Even the most irate of despots must see that.
 
   Their passage in Richard’s official Mercedes was hastened by the addition of a full military escort which fell in around them just after they left the dock area. Bosco the driver’s long eyes flicked over to Richard sitting stony-faced beside him. ‘You going to an important meeting today.’
 
   ‘With the Field Marshal. Yes.’
 
   The wise Kyoga sucked his teeth and touched the dawa he kept behind the sunshade immediately above his head. It was a powerful charm and would surely save him if the mzungu whites met an unpleasant fate. Bosco wondered fleetingly whether the other three in the car knew about dawas. Probably not. They probably never would, now — unless bits of them wound up as part of one.
 
   The military escort did not end at the door. As the Mercedes drew up, the army transports disgorged a smartly dressed honour guard who formed up on either side of the three men and accompanied them. They stopped only outside the door to the Field Marshal’s office.
 
   The two UN soldiers stood to attention before the Field Marshal because even if his final promotion had been achieved in an unusual manner, he was nevertheless a duly constituted five-star general and senior to both of them. Richard did not go to attention but walked across the room towards the huge man seated behind his massive desk.
 
   The Field Marshal looked up and saw two men standing awaiting his salute and another coming towards him like a malignant genie. Not for the first time, Moses M’Diid was struck by those ice-blue eyes. They might have been mined from the heart of the iceberg he had brought.
 
   ‘Please sit down, gentlemen,’ said the head of state at once. ‘If what the captain said on the phone is true then this will be settled in only a few moments. Then we can share a beer, like warriors together.’ The Field Marshal’s temper had apparently mellowed while he waited for the three men to reach his office.
 
   Richard took M’Diid at his word and immediately sat. The others followed a little less gracelessly.
 
   ‘I must make clear, Field Marshal,’ Richard began pompously, ‘that while I deeply regret any misunderstanding about today’s arrival of military vehicles, I feel that we cannot deal together satisfactorily unless you see that what we are doing is for the benefit of your people and country, and allow us a little freedom of movement.’
 
   ‘Major. Major Le Brun, is it not? What men and materiel does your command consist of?’
 
   ‘Five vehicles armed with light machine guns. Four men to each vehicle, sir.’
 
   ‘General Cord. Can you explain the confusion which allowed these men to bypass my movements officer.’
 
   ‘An oversight, Field Marshal.’
 
   ‘Do you envisage importing further units of armed men into my country?’
 
   ‘Allow me to answer that one, General Cord.’ Richard leaned forward as though he would challenge the Field Marshal to arm-wrestle. And in that position he explained his thinking about the Spartans.
 
   Richard had received no diplomatic training and he knew nothing at all of Moses M’Diid. Nor, indeed, of the speed at which absolute power was loosening the Great Crocodile’s grip on reality. Had Richard suspected, for instance, that a part of the enormous, almost overpowering sense of confidence that his opponent exuded arose from the fact that he ate the hearts and livers of his enemies, believed in a destiny predicted for him by native magic and human sacrifice, and had no doubt whatsoever that the dawa tied high on his right bicep made him utterly immortal, then he would not have been anywhere near as explicit as he was. And, indeed, the three of them would probably have packed their bags and headed for home there and then.
 
   But Richard was quite ignorant of the wellsprings of Moses M’Diid’s motivations and therefore he proceeded with what he thought was reasonable diplomacy. And it seemed he won his point, for the Field Marshal agreed that it would be wise to give Manhattan its own security team which he would permit to pass through the sovereign state of Mau and remain under the command of the duly appointed officers of the United Nations and outside the control of himself and his men. All he required was due notification of the important facts of number, composition, movement, arrival, departure. It would only be for sixty days, after all; and it would only be along the dry bed of the River Mau until the water flowed again and he would no longer be Moses — or indeed a Cain — but a Joshua come to lead his people into the land of milk and honey.
 
   Moses M’Diid was nobody’s fool. He saw that Richard Mariner was not going to give an inch. As a visiting lecturer in strategy at West Point, his speciality had been African campaigns and their history. He had learned as much as he had taught, however. He had learned rather more American skills, such as what it took to argue a vital armament bill through a hostile funding committee. It was not a skill he had ever expected to exercise, but here he was suddenly faced with a man whom he could not control and whom he could not for the moment remove. A man whom his mchawie witchdoctor, wise in the ways of the diplomatic world as well as of the spirit world, had warned must be treated with especial care.
 
   Moses M’Diid knew that as things stood and for the foreseeable future, he would have to negotiate with this man or face the possibility that the UN would pull out altogether. And if they did that, he would soon run out of money to pay his troops. He would need to run up enormous debts in an attempt to use the iceberg in some positive way or be branded a buffoon. At the very least the iceberg must be used to keep his troops and his tribe fit enough to take care of the N’Kurus when the camps would no longer hold their desperation. And also the rump of the armed police if Nebuchadnezzar Chala ever came back from whatever hole he had crawled into and pulled his men together, or if, gods forfend, the N’Kuru Lions pulled the Congo Librens across the Blood River in any sort of force.
 
   Over a barrel, therefore, Field Marshal Moses M’Diid agreed to accept the fait accompli with which Richard Mariner presented him. But deep within him he would never forget what the ice-eyed mzungu had done to him and he would find a terrible way to repay it before the game was played to the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   12
 
    
 
   ‘That’s a dangerous enemy you have made there,’ observed Le Brun. This was the longest sentence he had uttered and he sounded vaguely impressed.
 
   ‘It’s a clean sweep,’ agreed Warren. ‘First you tick off Colonel Mbanda and now M’Diid himself. You’re a bit like a man who has put himself on Heinrich Himmler’s blacklist and then you get up Adolf Hitler’s nose as well.’
 
   ‘Oh, come on,’ said Richard cheerfully. ‘You’re only saying that to try and flatter me.’
 
   ‘No, no,’ persisted Warren. ‘Chief of secret police and head of state. The old double whammy. Have you ever thought of joining the diplomatic service?’
 
   ‘Please! I’ve only just learned how to do things the UN way.’
 
   ‘Very funny.’ Only Le Brun seemed undisturbed by what they had just come through.
 
   ‘But Mbanda is the chief of Special Security,’ he said. ‘Is this not so?’
 
   ‘That’s right,’ agreed Warren.
 
   ‘What do you know about the SS?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘Enough. We were not briefed only with maps of Mawanga.’
 
   ‘Well, Mbanda is after Richard’s blood.’
 
   ‘That is very likely.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked Richard, alerted by the strange tone in the Legionnaire’s voice.
 
    But Le Brun made no answer. His eyes, very pointedly, had locked with the long eyes reflected in the driver’s mirror.
 
   ‘I tell you what,’ said Richard, ‘let’s discuss it over lunch.’
 
   ‘OK,’ agreed Warren.
 
    Le Brun gave a single nod.
 
   ‘It’ll have to be a quick one. I’m due on the ice at one thirty.’
 
    For the rest of the journey, the conversation turned around the work that they had done with Warren and Tombe Kariba during the last two days. They had rustled up twenty manned bulldozers. Some of them had even come from the Corps of Engineers in the Maui Army. Their lease was short-term, however. There was much building for the corps to do around the eastern suburbs of the city and further up-country, though no one was willing to say what was being built way out there; their work, apparently had suddenly become top-secret.
 
   At lunchtime the officers’ dining room on Psyche was a bustling place. The ship’s officers were supplemented by the senior people working on the ice. Richard gathered together Katya, Colin and Kate, Tom, and then hesitated over whether to include Ann Cable and Jan Van Stratten who had their heads together in a corner. He did so and in the event was glad of it. They each had much to add. Ann, particularly, had done detailed research before setting out more than a month earlier; with the exception of Emily Karanga, Ann knew more about the general history of the country than anyone on the team.
 
   Over lunch the nine people round the wardroom table, out of earshot of the rest of the contingent, were full and frank in their descriptions and summations with regard to the country of Mau.
 
   ‘It’s a mess,’ opined Van Stratten.
 
   ‘Always has been,’ chimed in Ann, and began to do what she did best: communicate.
 
   She described a country whose topography was dominated by the black tectonic cliff which had been torn up out of the plains in the same remote period of geological history that had given rise to the Great Rift Valley. The basalt cliff separated the country into two sections: the jungle-covered escarpment which sloped away into the jungles of the Congo on one hand, and the mountains of Cameroon on the other. At the foot of the cliff, a great plain like the South African veldt stretched away south until it, too, became smothered by the rainforests around the Congo River. There would have been rainforests here too had the River Mau joined its fellows the Sangha and the Oubangui to flow into the Congo itself, but the Mau, born in the upland rainforests and thundering over that tectonic cliff in a great waterfall turned at its foot and followed the tectonic cliff directly to the sea. Here the outwash of the great river had given birth to the harbour which thrust out into the Atlantic Ocean, and the fierce southward flow of the Guinea Current, like a pair of elephant’s tusks nearly one hundred kilometres long.
 
   ‘It’s that current,’ interjected Warren, ‘which holds the meltwater from the iceberg in the harbour. We haven’t closed the door behind Manhattan, we couldn’t, but the current keeps a surprising amount of the fresh water bottled up in the harbour for us.’
 
   ‘And the reason,’ added Colin Ross, ‘we could get something the size of Manhattan into the harbour was because the crack which made the cliff means that the harbour effectively has no bottom.’
 
   The two different environments in the country, Ann continued, had given rise to two different tribes, the Kyoga and the N’Kuru. The Kyoga were a small, dark-skinned jungle people while the N’Kuru were tall herdsmen of the plains. For generations they had indulged in desultory war, N’Kuru spears against Kyoga bows and blow-pipes.
 
   Early in the second millennium of European Christian history, Arab traders had discovered the great harbour and had begun to trade with the N’Kuru. The chief at that time, Mwanga, built himself a great village near the coast in order to further this trade and so gave his name to the city which grew for it. The Arabs had taken ivory, copper, slaves, but never much, for their craft were shallow coastal dhows. It was not until the English captain John Smith arrived in his great oceangoing galleon when Elizabeth was Queen in England that the full potential of foreign trade was borne in upon the N’Kuru people. They organised themselves to collect the items required by the white-skinned seafarers in the massive quantities needed to fill their galleons. It was the Kyoga who felt the weight of this most acutely, for the greatest demand was for slaves.
 
   Over the succeeding centuries, the influence of the white-skinned races continued to modify the natural order of things in Mau. And never for the better. Every so-called advance brought by the big ships which docked beside Mawanga village was twisted into the opposite of what the earnest, fundamentally ignorant foreigners intended. First, religion arrived. The N’Kuru people had their own beliefs and were far too proud to modify them much. A warrior people, they saw weakness in worshipping a man who had preferred to die rather than to kill. They very much liked the idea of crucifixion, however, and applied it to several missionaries.
 
   The Kyoga were different. They were explorers and hunters, a people who enjoyed the challenge of change. But they, too, had a very strong religious base. Their witches and wizards held secrets such as how to make the silalei poison with which they tipped their arrows and darts. Although the jungle where they lived was a place of burgeoning vegetable life, there was little animal protein there. They ate all the plants it was possible to consume. They ate bugs and grubs and caterpillars which, weight for weight, contained more protein than beef. They hunted birds and monkeys, even the powerful gorillas of the mountain and the forest, and they also, in the simple logic of survival, ate people. Their cannibalism, so fundamental to their survival as a people, was also a part of their religion. All great leaders ate the hearts and livers of their opponents; thus did strong men add to their strength.
 
   The Kyoga ate the first missionaries. It was natural enough; here were men and women who said they had been touched by great power and contained within them God’s own spirit. The Kyoga knew that power lay in the heart and spirit lay in the liver and they knew how to get at both of them. As time passed, however, they began to see that there were benefits to be gained from listening to what these people said. The Kyoga would never fall fully under the spell of the Christian religion, they would never really give up their dawa fetishes and their secret, ancient rites, but they did need to change. There were very few mchawie witchdoctors who did not understand political realities, the most urgent of which was that the N’Kuru continued to take thousands of Kyoga a year to sell into slavery.
 
   Change came slowly to Mau. The missionaries in the lowland plains were followed by European farmers who began to settle the N’Kuru lands in a slow process — so slow that the N’Kuru hardly noticed what they were losing. Only the odd intrepid explorer went further. One such was Henry Morton Stanley, annexing whole tracts of land in the name of Leopold, King of the Belgians. Hardly had this been done than rubber was discovered in the jungle. The N’Kuru, effectively dispossessed of their lands, were put in charge of rubber plantations manned by Kyoga workers. As the demand for latex grew, so the story being enacted further south was echoed here. Far away in Europe, quotas were set and insisted upon. The N’Kuru were armed with whips and pangas to enforce them. Fingers, hands, feet were hacked off to drive the Kyoga workers. The First World War came and went, hardly noticed down here.
 
   After the war, the tables turned. The work of men like Joseph Conrad and Roger Casement drew European attention to the terrible practices and the falling demand for rubber combined to cause a revulsion of feeling. The brutality which had driven the rubber trade was readily blamed on the arrogant N’Kuru and the Kyoga were adopted by a range of well-motivated individuals and institutions. The process of education begun by mchawies and continued by the missionaries was soon completed. By the forties the educated Kyoga had the upper hand in the newly politicised country, and the moody, difficult N’Kuru were banished to their dusty heartland farms — or what was left of them after the failed experiments with coffee and groundnuts.
 
   The desperate N’Kurus rose in revolt. Their young men harked back to the warrior history of the tribe and the N’Kuru Lions were born. At first they were content to kill the last European farmers, clawing them to death with the great clubs which were their trade mark, but soon the Lions crossed the Blood River into neighbouring Congo Libre where they were armed and advised by men who owed their allegiance to Moscow. World wars had not really touched this area. The Cold War did. The Kyoga government was not tempted by the Marxist experiment which swept over neighbouring Congo Libre, but a lazy association with Belgium did not do them much good either.
 
   Dr Julius J. Karanga turned things round in the late sixties. Part N’Kuru and part Kyoga, he managed to appeal to all the people within Mau’s borders. Fiercely independent and utterly honest, he had managed to collect around him men of worth and standing. He reorganised the education system and the judicial system. He borrowed carefully to invest in the infrastructure so that he could open up access to the copper, gold, diamonds and oil of the hinterland. He reopened the harbour and invested the increasing profits of his country’s trade in projects which would further the welfare of his people. The greatest of these had been the great high dam on the Mau. This dam and the irrigation system designed to be filled from it was his legacy to the country. He was killed at the ceremony laying the first stone. His government held together long enough to finish the project before sliding into anarchy. The dam was never filled, however, and the irrigation system never brought any relief to the parched heartlands.
 
   The Kyoga government found itself in another bush war against the N’Kuru Lions as neighbouring Congo Libre gleefully fomented trouble. Little by little things went from bad to worse. There had been seven years of drought in the heartlands now. The mighty River Mau, unsupported by the promised flow from the Karanga Dam, had simply been drained uselessly by the irrigation system; it had killed the river’s flow without doing any appreciable good to the heartland farms it was designed to serve. With drought was coming starvation. The people moved towards the city. Rumours suggested their movement was being hastened by massacres inland.
 
   Here Ann Cable came to a halt. Later today, when the heat went out of the afternoon, she would be going east up the dry river with Van Stratten’s team, to retrieve the film which held proof of at least one such massacre. And she was the only person left alive who had seen the killing.
 
   Just as the economic story told of increasing trouble, so the political story followed suit. Effectively, the country had been run by a series of Kyoga dictators since Karanga’s death. Each, it seemed, had been more despotic than the last. Only the scale of the disaster looming and the likely cost of trying to put it right had motivated the United Nations into becoming involved when acting President Aaron M’Diid had asked for help — that and the fact that his pleas came at the same time as Colin Ross and Richard Mariner had suggested they had the ability to tow Manhattan. Mawanga harbour was the only place on the west coast of Africa capable of taking the iceberg and that was where it was needed. The Manhattan project had gone ahead.
 
   So, here they were, Van Stratten took over, with a billion tonnes of ice and a dry river bed. The river ran into the sea in three steps which, when flow was normal, were good-sized shallow lakes. The first of these was being filled at the moment with pumps and the transfer of ice was due to start later.
 
   ‘Immediately after the end of this meeting,’ said Richard, glancing at his watch.
 
   At the upstream end of the first lake there was a rock barrier like a dam which stood perhaps thirty metres above the dry bed and fell the better part of fifteen metres to the dry bed on the other side. That dry bed sloped down to make a deep pool — or it was deep when it was full — before rising to the third rock barrier which very nearly repeated the design of the one just described. Each of these lakes was twenty-five kilometres in length. The third riverine lake was bigger still. From its upper end, nearly fifty kilometres above the last dry barrier, spread the lowest sluice leading out to the irrigation system. It was at this point, part way across the lake bed, that the river ran dry. There was a shallow skim of lake which lapped up to a red mud shore and there the river stopped.
 
   ‘Have you been there? Have you seen it?’ asked Ann, who had the most dreadful memories of the place.
 
   ‘From the air,’ answered Van Stratten. ‘That would have been close enough, except that the boss man is paying me to take a closer look. It’s a hellhole. Why?’
 
   ‘Background,’ lied Ann. It was in the throat of the very sluice he had mentioned that her precious film lay.
 
   Van Stratten shrugged and went on to describe the way in which the river gathered itself in against the black basalt wall of the cliff and flowed for a further two hundred and fifty kilometres, past dry jungle trapped on lowland banks anything up to a kilometre of dry mud away from the sluggish flow. He described the workings, the funicular railway and lift systems which were the only regular landmarks along this section. And he described in detail the railway line which followed a ledge sometimes little wider than itself all along the cliff wall from Mawanga Central Station through nearly five hundred kilometres to Mortonville, Mau’s second city. Since the coup, the railway had been closed.
 
   ‘I’ll see who stopped the trains,’ said Richard. ‘If it was the Field Marshal, then perhaps we’ll be able to get him to open it for us.’
 
   ‘I’ve looked into it,’ said Warren at once. ‘It was one of the first logistics areas I studied. It looked so promising as a method of moving the ice.’
 
   ‘You gave the idea up?’
 
   ‘Not enough rolling stock of the right gauge. Also it’s single track. There isn’t a passing place, so we’d have to send trains up one at a time and then wait for them to come back down again. It couldn’t work even if everything was running.’
 
   ‘Even so,’ said Richard, ‘it might be useful as an observation platform. I’ll see whether anyone will let us have a run up to Mortonville.’
 
   ‘Doubtful,’ interposed Le Brun.
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I will say in a moment. Let Meinheer Van Stratten complete his briefing.’
 
   Van Stratten had little more to add. Twenty kilometres downstream from Mortonville, the railway stepped across the river valley on a bridge and then it ran round through the last of the faintly functioning arable land in the country and into the city itself. The river ran back along a deepening valley until it came to the Leopold Falls where the Mau leaped off the escarpment.
 
   But, it seemed, the river had not always come down at that precise spot. There were, along the upper reaches of the escarpment, several dry falls. And these debouched into a high-sided gorge where the escarpment on the north side of the valley was matched by another, almost equally high, to the south. And at the lowest of these dry falls the Karanga Dam was built. Behind it was an uninhabited area waiting to be flooded. It was an area which began as a bottleneck two hundred metres high and nearly a kilometre across. Then it ran back, gradually widening into a great range of mountains which ran down from the Cameroon highlands, which earlier explorers, romantically, had called the Mountains of the Moon. When it was flooded, the lake behind the Karanga Dam would hold as much water as Lake Nasser behind the High Dam at Aswan. It would be cradled at one end by the escarpment valley and at the other by the foothills of the Mountains of the Moon. And, in between, there would be 1.6 billion metric tonnes of water.
 
   ‘But wait,’ interrupted Ann, ‘I don’t understand one thing.’
 
   ‘What?’ asked Van Stratten.
 
   ‘If the dam is built behind the Leopold Falls then how was it ever going to be filled in the first place?’
 
   ‘A good question. Above the falls, on the escarpment, there are some ancient dry watercourses which lead to the dry falls. There is in place a system to open one of these. When the river is in full flood once again, part of the flow will be diverted along the old course which will feed into the lake behind the dam while the rest of it will go over the Leopold Falls as it always has.’
 
   ‘I see,’ said Ann.
 
   Richard looked at his watch again. ‘Right. If anybody wants coffee, help yourselves. Then perhaps Major Le Brun could begin his briefing.’
 
   When everybody was back round the table, Le Brun leaned forward and began. ‘The Legion has undergone many changes in recent times. Some traditions remain — no Frenchman may serve in it, for instance; I am myself of Belgian extraction and in my command are Canadians, Germans and Englishmen. We may not be centred in Sidi-bel-Abbès any more — my command is stationed in South America, not North Africa — but we keep the old close contacts running still. So it may be that I can fill you in with more detail than General Cord has access to.
 
   ‘It was extremely unlikely that acting President Aaron M’Diid would remain in power for long. Until recently it seemed the President was going to be replaced either by his brother Moses or by his General of Police Nimrod Chala. Chala seemed to us to be the most likely contender, for he was in close contact with Congo Libre, and it seemed he was close to solving the N’Kuru Lion problem by getting them thrown out of their bases there. He was also close to making a nonaggression pact with the Congo Libren government which would have allowed him to take control here without fear of invasion. General Chala seems to have become involved in the attack on your iceberg and he was killed out there at the airport. No one knows why. This paved the way for Moses M’Diid to make his move.
 
   ‘The situation now is this. The army has control of the city and the refugee camp, which means that it can keep the lid on the N’Kuru Lions for a while. That is the real reason why M’Diid is using his crack SS troops for apparently simple guard duty. And why, with all of this work needing to be done on the iceberg if he is to avoid looking a fool in the world’s eyes, he ordered his engineers to waste time building guard fences and watchtowers round the perimeter.
 
   ‘It is important that he keeps the lid on the Lions for two reasons. Firstly, he needs to get control of the N’Kuru heartlands before the police regroup. The police are armed with a range of anti-personnel vehicles including Scorpion light tanks with 76mm guns and Fox heavy armoured cars with 30mm cannons and 7.72mm machine guns. They also have some M-60 tanks and half a dozen Black Hawk helicopters. According to our information, at least one Black Hawk was destroyed by the helicopters which attacked Manhattan, as was General Chala’s personal armoured command reconnaissance vehicle.’
 
   ‘You seem to know a hell of a lot,’ growled Richard. ‘Do you also know what those helicopters were and where they came from?’
 
   ‘Yes, I do. They were a squadron of Hind-D helicopters which was being hawked around central Africa by a retired Russian general. Of his identity I am not certain.’
 
   Ann Cable actually closed her eyes and prayed. One of the photographs on her film showed General Nimrod Chala standing beside that selfsame Russian general, whose name she knew very well indeed: General Valerii Gogol. There was sweat on her upper lip as she assessed how swiftly she was running out of time on this.
 
   She breathed more easily as Le Brun moved away from that particular highly sensitive area. ‘The origin of the Hinds is the other reason Field Marshal M’Diid wants to gain control of the heartlands as fast as he can,’ he said. ‘They came out of Congo Libre, and no one knows what else is in there. M’Diid could be looking at a hostile invasion across the Blood River the moment his grip seems to falter.’
 
   ‘He seems to have things screwed down very tightly,’ observed Colin Ross.
 
   ‘We know nothing about what is happening up-country. In particular, with the railway closed we know nothing whatsoever about what is happening in Mortonville. Mortonville was always more than a second city. Mawanga is the Kyoga headquarters, but Mortonville is N’Kuru. Therefore it is of particular importance to the police. Their anti-terrorist section was headquartered there under the command of Nebuchadnezzar Chala, the dead general’s younger brother. A bloodbath could be taking place out there and I think the Field Marshal is hoping that it is. It would suit him very well if the Lions and the police wipe each other out — as long as the Congo Librens stay well clear, of course.
 
   ‘But, to apply all of this to your situation, Captain Mariner, quite apart from the peculiar problems of using an iceberg to flood a river, re-animate an irrigation system and fill a lake behind a dam, I feel you must be aware of the dangers you face. You will be moving out of a rigidly controlled sphere into one which we might label bandit country and through that into an area where civil war is quite likely being actively and ruthlessly pursued. And, behind all this, there is the threat of an invasion and all-out war in any case.’
 
   ‘If Congo Libre invades, what do you think M’Diid will do?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘He will fight. All our information on the man points to the fact that he sees himself as a great warlord like Amin. He is Shaka reborn, he is Lobengula; he would re-name himself Mwanga had the great chief not been of N’Kuru blood.’
 
   ‘And that’s important, is it?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘Fundamentally so. He has made full use of Kyoga tribal traditions. That is how he has formed his Special Security Unit. They are initiated to a man, not just the standard ceremonies of passage to warriorhood, the lmugit that any warrior passes through, but older, darker rituals. They are all cannibals. You will notice that some of them never smile. The zealots —’
 
   ‘Zealots are never a bundle of laughs,’ observed Ann.
 
   ‘These ones not only lack humour, mademoiselle, they also have specially sharpened teeth.’
 
   ‘But,’ said Richard, pulling them back to the central question, ‘if the Congo Librens invade, you think he will take his SS corps and fight?’
 
   ‘Not just the SS, no. He also has a fairly respectable tank regiment. He has several M-60 main battle tanks. No one local has anything heavy enough or modern enough to take them, especially in the N’Kuru heartlands which are perfect tank country.’
 
   ‘What sort of tanks would be able to outgun or outmanoeuvre his?’ Again, it was Ann, the inquisitive one, with her own agenda which no one else at the table could begin to guess at.
 
   Le Brun shrugged. ‘Any of the modern tanks that no one in this area can yet afford.’
 
   ‘T-80s?’ It was almost a whisper and Ann fought to keep her expression one of the most innocent enquiry.
 
   Le Brun gave a bark of laughter which at once managed to express surprise that she should know enough to ask such a question and yet not know that the Russians would never let any of their most powerful main battle tanks out across their borders this century — unless the Russians themselves were using them. Certainly, nobody down in this poverty-ridden part of the world, said his sneer, would be able to afford T-80 main battle tanks until well into the next millennium.
 
   And Ann continued to hold her peace. She would tell them, she promised herself, but she would choose how and when. It would only be a couple more days, for crying out loud, a week at the most. Then she would tell them all when she broke it to the rest of the world and got on the Pulitzer shortlist. It was an absolute miracle that this was still her exclusive scoop, and she was not going to throw it away now.
 
   She had already put the course of a country’s history on to a new tack by her silence and now, unknowingly, she altered the destiny of almost every single person at the table, including herself. The country, like the natural world, was in a state of physical chaos. Her silence was the flap of a butterfly’s wing which would ultimately give birth to a hurricane.
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   ‘One big bang to get us going. It’s the best way.’ Tom Snell’s face was folded into an earnest frown as he pleaded his case to Richard.
 
   Richard hesitated.
 
   A wind came in from the west suddenly and kissed his weather-wise cheek. It was a cool, wet wind which whispered over the chuckling trickle of the water underfoot. Richard thought, inconsequentially, about how much the iceberg was modifying the climate not only here but through the city as a whole.
 
   ‘We’ve been here nearly a week now,’ said Colin, driving Tom’s point home. ‘We’ve got a lot done in every area except this one. We’ve even done a full sweep with Geiger counters at this level. Not a whisper. Nothing. It’s clean. Well, not clean precisely …’ He stared critically at the increasingly grubby-looking ice plateau. ‘But we really have to start moving the ice now, Richard,’ he continued. ‘We know what we’re going to do. We’re ready with the bulldozers. We’ve planned the step approach as far as we can and calculated the angle that the ice-movers can handle. We’re fully prepared to check for radioactivity as we go into the green ice and later into the blue ice. It’s all ready to go. But in the meantime we have to take the first step. And as Tom says, it looks as though we have to do it with a big bang. No way round it.’
 
   The first step was the front of the iceberg itself. That wedge-shaped forecastle head which had withstood everything the Atlantic Ocean could throw at it all the way down here was now a barrier to further progress. Using winches, pulleys, climbing gear and helicopters where necessary, Tom had laid charges down carefully calculated planes and angles in the front. And now he proposed to blow it off.
 
   Richard looked around the top of Manhattan or as much of it as he could see. Behind him, almost on his horizon, stood a series of sheds erected to house the bulldozers. These were actually one-third of the way along the ice island on a slight prominence around which was ample room to move up the rotten ice from further out. Behind them was the landing pad for the helicopters which had ferried the bulldozers up. This side of the area was split up into roads by tall flares — unlit now, for the afternoon sun had cleared the fog away, but very necessary in the morning when it was difficult to see up here. Visibility was never as poor up on top of the berg as it was in the streets of the city below but no one wanted to risk the destruction that might result from one of the massive vehicles simply dropping over the edge. There wasn’t in fact very much left to destroy in the dock area three hundred metres below. Once the waterfalls had begun to thunder down the flanks of the rotting berg, Richard had moved everything back and clear, all too well aware that where water ran today, massive chunks of ice would be raining down tomorrow.
 
   ‘Look,’ tried Tom again. ‘The front comes off along a line here. It settles, rather than falls, and it slides down to ground level, straddling the rock barrier and giving us a graduated slope straight into the lake itself.’ He could talk about a lake now, for the work of the pumps had at least darkened the red mud to the colour of rust in a great splash at the icy cliff foot. ‘That way we’re left with a slope up here which will guide the rotten ice down in a controlled manner, like a chute, to where the detached section has settled against the cliff, which in turn will guide the rotten ice on into the lake. It doesn’t have to be all that scientific or precise. We’re not pouring Glenfiddich back into the bottle here.’
 
   ‘Nobody pours Glenfiddich back into the bottle!’ said Colin, his origins on the Black Isle in the Moray Firth suddenly more pronounced in his deep voice.
 
   ‘Of course not,’ said Tom. ‘But you see what I’m driving at, Richard? Once we get that slope in place we can just keep sliding stuff down it until we get the steps cut and start working back along the length of the berg.’
 
   ‘All right,’ said Richard. ‘One bang. It will be a useful test of our worries about blasting. Let’s get it done.’
 
   ‘Great!’ exploded Tom. The sapper had found it irksome to be picking away at the problem without seeming to get anything major done. He was getting his wish granted now. He bustled off, whistling. Everything was set, but he had had the grace to wait for official sanction before connecting the detonator.
 
   Richard and Colin followed more slowly. Kate was in one of the huts with a seismograph, hoping that the echoes from Tom’s explosion would reveal something more about the internal structure of the ice island they were sitting on. ‘This give you a sense of déjà vu?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘Aye,’ rumbled Colin.
 
   The project had begun just under three months ago when explosives experts from the UN had blown the front off Manhattan to give it the bow section they were now proposing to destroy. Richard cast his mind back to that dull, grey, stormy day in the Davis Strait. It could hardly have been a greater contrast to this blazingly hot tropical afternoon. How utterly out of place this sea-borne colossus seemed here, wedged against the land, out of scale, like an Alp afloat. These cliffs they were proposing to destroy were a thousand feet high alone, he thought, reverting to old-fashioned feet and inches. And if this was an Alp going up into the sky, there was an Everest plunging down to the seabed beneath their feet. The iceberg got its name Manhattan because it was the same size as the island. Suddenly the sheer weight of the thing seemed to bear down on him. One billion tonnes. And he had to lift it up and carry it. Over seventy kilometres in length, so wide they would have had trouble getting it through the Strait of Gibraltar, he had to carry it out of the grasp of a military coup, through a civil war past tribal massacres, round an invasion to an empty dam behind a bloodbath.
 
   Were they all insane?
 
   ‘You want to push the button, Richard?’ Tom thrust a black box towards Richard. It was connected to a long electric cable which snaked away across the snow. Richard knew Tom preferred to use fuse when blasting; but was worried about the precise rate of burn in the wet conditions. Even so, Tom’s excitement was so frenetic that it seemed to answer Richard’s mental question all too clearly: the sanity of at least one of them had to be called into serious question.
 
   ‘What the hell. Which button is it?’
 
   ‘The red one there. I’ll do it if you …’ Tom was crestfallen by Richard’s unexpected acceptance. His moustache lost its bristle and actually seemed to droop. Something stirred in Richard that he had not felt since playing with the twins. He gave the black box back to Tom and went meekly to stand beside Colin who was talking to Kate on a personal transmitter.
 
   Tom looked keenly around. He raised his arm and the hooter screamed a blast warning. The wailing sound was echoed in the city, warning everyone of the impending noise. Then, more sinisterly, it was echoed again by the black cliff.
 
   All movement on the ice paused. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked. It was easy to see where the explosions were destined to take place because Tom had had a fence put up along the edge of what would soon be the new cliff. He counted to five, a lucky number of his, and pushed the red button. A wall of spray leaped up along a line just beyond the fence. It rose up into the sky like a solid curtain, then it began to fall away as it was swept inland by the strange west wind Richard had noticed earlier.
 
   Then the mighty rumble of the detonation came, accompanied by the juddering thunder of a quarter of a million tonnes of ice in motion. They all staggered as the iceberg reacted with more vigour than any of them had expected. The sound seemed to build and build, filling the universe as though echoing off the blue dome of the sky. It was actually echoing off the great black cliff which frowned so close behind the city, and re-echoing from the cliffs of the ice itself. As the sound of the explosion began to die, the ice itself hit the rock barrier below with ten times the force and a hundred times the sound. The ice heaved again, and this time Richard had a disturbing feeling that it was doing so because the ground all around it was quaking too. ‘Bad mistake,’ he yelled. Tom just looked at him, eyes wide.
 
   By a miracle the thunder of the ice hitting the ground did not transmit itself to the echoing cliff with the same clarity as the explosion had done. After several more moments of agonising sound, ice, berg, earth and air returned to their accustomed state. But while that blessed equilibrium was being attained, the sonic vibrations made their brains pulse within their heads and their eyes shake in their sockets until tears spilled on to their cheeks. But then the iceberg lurched again and Richard lost his footing and stopped worrying about such things as he rolled in the freezing arctic slush beneath the blazing tropic sun and waited for it all to end.
 
   After a while he picked himself up. All over the ice, people were also picking themselves up and brushing themselves down, but the lanes of flares stood undisturbed and all the huts were still erect. Within a moment or two, everything was back to normal. Up here it was, anyway. From far away in the city he heard the first distant wail of a fire alarm. Eyes narrow, he scanned the grey haze of the city for telltale columns of smoke. But there were none. ‘That felt like quite an earthquake,’ he said.
 
   Tom looked up from where he was still sitting on the slush. ‘My God,’ he said. ‘I had no idea …’
 
   ‘Can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs,’ said Colin, slapping snow from one massive thigh. ‘Let’s go and see whether our calculations were right.’
 
   ‘I hope the hell they were,’ said Richard. ‘I’ve a feeling that was an expensive few seconds.’
 
   Together, in silence, they walked towards the fence which now in theory stood at the leading edge of the ice plateau. And here they discovered how accurate Tom’s calculations had been. At their feet lay a glistening slope whose surface led down to the rust-red mud of the river bed in such a controlled, tempting swoop that Richard would have given much to have skied down it. ‘Now that,’ he said grudgingly, ‘is better.’
 
   ‘Right,’ said Colin with his customary gruffness. ‘Let’s get to work!’
 
   While Colin and Tom organised their men, Richard returned to his office aboard Psyche. He and Wally began to prioritise his long list of tasks for the afternoon but all too soon he found that first Wally and then he had to field the complaints which inevitably arose out of causing a minor earthquake in a large city. In fact, it seemed that there had been little enough actual damage. The vibrations had shaken some structures, cracked one or two others, shattered quite a few windows and frightened a lot of people. But no one had actually died. Nothing other than glass seemed to have broken. No serious damage had been done. As soon as he was able, Richard delegated the jobs of listing the callers to Wally and of clearing up the diplomatic damage to Tombe Kariba. And Tombe’s ready charm managed to soothe a lot of ruffled feathers while Richard prepared to do other, more urgent tasks.
 
   He looked up at the new shape of the iceberg and saw wave after wave of slush cascade down into the river bed, and he paused to think, not of the scene, nor of the feat of engineering which it represented, but of Marie-Ange Forget. The French scientist would be here soon with her ultrasonic equipment. In his heart of hearts he had doubted that ultrasound would be powerful enough to do them very much good but he had had a vivid example of how very powerful sound could be — and how important it was that they never release such massive volumes of it again.
 
   *
 
   With feverish excitement Ann Cable readied herself to go back upriver. She had bribed the foul Van Stratten and a couple of his men to ensure that she would be escorted to her camera bag and back again. Her heart thundered in her breast almost as painfully as it had done earlier during the earth tremor caused by the blasting on the ice.
 
   The only things that detracted from the promise of the expedition were a slight headache and the thought of Van Stratten’s pale eyes which would be wandering where he would have liked his fingers to stray. As much to frustrate him as from any thought of protecting herself, she dressed heavily. Her jeans were tucked into high cotton socks and Timberland boots. A T-shirt and then a long-sleeved bush shirt were both tucked severely behind a thick belt. A sleeveless bush jacket over the shirt, a wide-brimmed hat and a big pair of wraparound sunglasses completed the outfit. In place of perfume, she was liberally doused with insect repellent. She packed a bulky shoulder bag and carried a holster containing a neat little Heckler and Koch 9mm pistol. The impact was not so much ‘Hands off’ as ‘Sod off’.
 
   She would have to be very careful how she handled things tonight and tomorrow night at camp. She didn’t want her protective layers to turn into seven veils in the white hunter’s libidinous imagination. The pistol was designed to deter night prowlers, and if that cap fitted Van Stratten then he was likely to find himself wearing an ounce or two of lead more than he bargained for.
 
   The expedition’s transport, two battered Land Rovers and one larger, heavily laden truck, was parked at the foot of Psyche’s boarding ladder. For a moment Ann thought they must be waiting for her. Then another sand-coloured vehicle pulled up and she realised that Richard and the leader of the Foreign Legion contingent were going to join them. She was tempted to try and cadge a lift with Richard who was an old friend, but the French vehicle looked full and, damn it, she had paid to sit beside Van Stratten and would get her money’s worth. She waved at Richard, slung her shoulder bag into the rear of the lead vehicle and walked down to the front. Just the effort of getting that far in all she was wearing made her feel light-headed. In she climbed, however, and the moment her backside hit the seat they were off.
 
   Van Stratten himself was driving, and against her will she was impressed by the calm authority with which he controlled the Land Rover. She had expected him to be wearing shorts and short sleeves. She had expected him to be all but bare-chested, she had assumed he would over-rev the engine, crash the gears, hurl the vehicle around like a jet fighter and drive like a maniac. She was wrong in every regard. He was quite well wrapped up — his clothing not dissimilar to hers. He wore his collar button open but sported a cravat. He drove well. Here was no wide-boy third-rate Hemingway out for a lark; this was a serious professional doing his job.
 
   ‘You feeling it too,’ he said, sympathetically.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘The cold. It’s that damn berg. It ought to be over forty in the shade. I’d be surprised if it’s mid-thirty. The fogs are lingering longer down here too. I think the city’s simply cooling down.’
 
   ‘Wasn’t it cooler when the river was full?’
 
   ‘Not much. Down by the water it was, but not up in the city. And it still reaches furnace heat up-country.’
 
   ‘I know.’
 
   ‘You’ve been there?’ he asked, intrigued.
 
   ‘Only the game reserve,’ she said dismissively. ‘And the nearest bit of the irrigation system, looking for local colour. I was going to do a TV piece about the drought and the refugee situation before the Field Marshal closed the airport and screwed up my plans.’
 
   ‘Oh.’
 
   Silence fell. Ann wondered whether her casual explanation had been enough. She glanced at him from under lowered lashes but he seemed to be concentrating on his driving. She leaned her head back to ease the ache of her neck and shoulders. Unconsciously she massaged her temples, unaware that his blue eyes glanced across at her the moment her own eyes closed and a frown of concern touched his face as he looked down at her.
 
   They drove out through Checkpoint Charlie after their documents had been intensively scrutinised and then along the river road towards the presidential palace. Ann found herself dreamily entranced by the thoroughfare. Once it must have had a seaside air with its houses overlooking the two-kilometre expanse of the lake. At three points the road led down to ferry quays where white-painted ferries crouched rotting on the mud. Around one of these men were busily at work and she found herself looking back to see whether Richard had noticed this demonstration of some nameless person’s faith in him.
 
   ‘They think they’re going to be back in business soon,’ she said to Van Stratten, and he grunted. As he did so, the road swung round to the left and Ann could see back up along half the dry lake’s length. And suddenly the faith of the ferry people seemed well placed indeed. Shockingly close, the front of the iceberg towered, steaming and gleaming in the sun. From this angle, the chute of white ice reached down and out towards her. And down that slope, pushed by the indefatigable industry of the ant-like bulldozers at the clifftop, wave after wave of glistening ice was sliding down to explode into spume at the foot of the chute. As it spread outwards, her dazzled eyes seemed to pick out a liquid glimmer of water rippling eastwards into the city itself.
 
   Van Stratten called out, ‘President’s palace coming up soon.’ Ann turned her head to look and gasped. Her neck and shoulders hurt with unexpected intensity. Her head swam and returned to the dull thudding ache she was growing accustomed to.
 
   ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Yes. I seem to have picked up a slight cold.’
 
   ‘See? It’s that damn berg. Changing the climate all over.’
 
   The road moved away from the lakeside and swept past the south lawn of the presidential palace. Immediately to the east of the palace was another, smaller, more secretive building which crouched further down the river. This was the President’s Hunting Lodge. Soon after the Lodge, the road came to a big roundabout with a north-facing arm which took them back to the river. But this time the effect was different. There were no tall buildings, no impressive promenade. The outskirts of the city further north, over the river, gathered themselves with cool exclusivity up the lower slopes towards the great basalt ridge. Away on her right hand, down on the sweltering plains, were the airport and the refugee camp. Here, all around the Land Rover, sprawled a shanty town where the poor of the city clustered around the river. The buildings were all dilapidated, clapboard and corrugated iron. The roadway was badly pitted, far worse than the road to the airport, for it had never been Tarmacked properly. There were no real pavements and the red earth showed through. And yet people bustled here, more people than Ann had seen in the heart of the city. Dazzling, disorientating masses of them, Kyoga and N’Kuru mixed. Looking at them Ann realised that any N’Kuru who had even the furthest removed relative down here had come to call, and had stayed. The poor souls with Emily Karanga in the camp had either collapsed on their way here and become trapped or they had no one to come to. There was a tense, almost dangerous desperation in the atmosphere here, which the heavily armed army patrols did nothing to ameliorate.
 
   For an instant Ann wondered whether she should come here for some interviews and background. Few of the refugees in the camps had the strength to tell good stories. Ever the journalist, Ann tried to turn every circumstance she came across to the greater good of her story. Commissioned by an uneasy alliance of American TV networks — whose film team like Richard’s UN experts had yet to show up — and British publishing houses, Ann had set out six weeks ago to do an exposé on the drought and the impact of the iceberg. Researching up-country she had instead discovered massacre and apparent invasion. With her proof, which she would recover in a day or so, she proposed to return to London where she had a pied à terre and organise a world-wide exposé designed to generate a world-class scoop, create a book worth selling to Hollywood and get herself on the short-list for the Pulitzer Prize.
 
   The dry river came and went, one moment seeming to undermine the very road they were driving along, the next hidden behind warehouses and factories, some of which were still functioning. The Lion Beer brewery, a clothes factory, a shabby, almost derelict building with a sign saying C-CLEAR VIDEOS — TECHNOLOGY AT A PRICE YOU CAN AFFORD.
 
   A bridge reached out briefly on her left and then was gone. At its arched crown an army checkpoint stood. Automatically, Ann glanced the other way, neck protesting, and looked south into the heart of the ghetto. And here, too, there were checkpoints at almost every major intersection. No sooner had that image imprinted itself on Ann’s consciousness than Van Stratten jammed on the brakes and brought them to a halt at the checkpoint guarding the city’s outer limits.
 
   After they had had their papers checked here, they were effectively out in the bush.
 
   *
 
   It was amazing, thought Richard, how quickly the infrastructure went down. Things were bad enough in the outskirts of the city but when the city ended, the wilderness began at once. The road might have been graced with Tarmac at one time, but it was a dust track now.
 
   Le Brun gave him a nudge. It was time to pull his neckerchief up over his mouth and nose. The Legionnaire gestured and Richard reached into the open glove compartment where he found a pair of goggles. He pulled these on and only then could he face front, into the wall of red dust washing back towards them from the wheels of the big truck ahead. The houses were replaced by dead and dying trees. Further on, Richard knew, the real wilds began with what had been more or less virgin jungle until five years ago when the drought had taken really firm hold and everything had started to die off.
 
   ‘Bon!’ spat Le Brun — literally, voicing his approval of the fact that they were stopping. Riding the tail of this little convoy was likely to be a filthy business.
 
   The vehicles stopped in line abreast and everyone climbed out. Van Stratten went to the river bank and looked down. Ann walked stiffly over to join him. Wondering why the pair of them were wrapped up in such heavy clothing, Richard made his way towards them and Le Brun followed him.
 
   As soon as they joined him, Van Stratten started to talk, as though this was part of a conversation they had been having earlier. ‘The road pulls away from the riverside here. There’s an old elephant track or two down before the rapids, but they make rough driving and they each end in a cliff. Just up ahead is the last wash where the bank slopes down and then opens into an animal wallow. It’s the only way down. I’ll lead. Le Brun, you follow. My boys have been down here before. They know what they’re doing. Once we’re down, follow in my tracks fairly closely and I’ll lead you up to the barrier. When the river’s full, it’s a set of rapids, but it’s not too wide and we’ll be able to examine it in some detail before you have to get back.’
 
   ‘Good,’ said Richard.
 
   ‘In my tracks, mind,’ said Van Stratten. ‘We’ll be going along a dry lake bed and it’s not as safe as it looks. Nor as empty.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked Ann. Richard glanced across at her and was struck at once by how ill she looked. She was pale and drawn. Uneasily, feeling vaguely responsible, he remembered that it was only a couple of days ago she had been in hospital — and she had been in jail for much of the time since then. He drew in his breath to ask if she was all right but Van Stratten spoke first answering her question.
 
   ‘The bank may well be full of nests of crocodiles sleeping the drought out. There may be hippos. There may be tuskers mad with thirst, lions, leopards, okapi, buffalo, anything. They could all do damage and none of them are likely to be in a good mood. This is the bush, Ms Cable; the wild, the jungle.’
 
   ‘OK,’ she snapped.
 
   ‘Are you all right?’ asked Richard, falling in beside her. ‘Fine.’ She did not change her tone with him.
 
   ‘Are you sure, you look pretty —’
 
   ‘Honestly, Richard, I’m fine. Don’t fuss.’
 
   She pulled off sunglasses and turned to him with burning, fever bright eyes and a frown of such intensity that he was not at all reassured. He noticed, too, that the sudden movement made her wince slightly.
 
   ‘Look, Ann, I think you’d be better back in hospital.’
 
   His firmness met with blank mutiny. ‘I am fine. You can’t order me about. I’ll do what I like and I want to do my job. That is what I propose to do and an inconvenient head cold is not going to stop me.’
 
   ‘That was quite a lecture,’ said Le Brun as they walked back to the French desert vehicle.
 
   ‘She’s an old friend and she’s not well. She’s up to something and pushing herself too hard.’
 
   ‘We have a lot to think about beyond the wishes and weaknesses of an unwell woman.’
 
   ‘We do.’
 
   Richard wanted to check over the approaches to and construction of the barrier. Soon, they hoped, there would be a lake of water lapping below the bank they were driving along. There would be a beach leading down to the wallow into which Van Stratten led them and Le Brun followed so expertly. And there would be riverboats and barges, and, if they could find one, a floating dock nestling up against the upper reaches of the wall of red and black banded rock which reared up ahead of them like a stone wave breaking. The vessels would pump water up from this lake into the next over the top of the barrier in a process carefully co-ordinated to ensure that water went up into the next section of the watercourse at the same rate as it was fed in downstream.
 
   The river bed along which they were driving was covered in a strange assortment of debris, everything from Coke cans and Fanta bottles to the wire skeletons of ancient mattresses, driftwood and bones of various sizes. But there was nothing large or heavy. Even the bones had been battered and broken up. The ribs of boats and parts of pirogues lay about but they too had been shattered.
 
   Near the wall of the barrier, the river bed dived down into a steep-sided hollow, and at the bottom of this, hard up against the black-banded red cliff, lay a series of smooth black boulders, each about the same size as the Land Rovers. Richard climbed out and stood looking upwards, imagining the force of water coming over there when the river was in full flood, thundering down here with enough force to make these great black boulders dance, smashing anything caught in the undertow. No wonder there was only shattered debris downriver from here.
 
   Van Stratten was striding towards the north bank, with Ann slightly behind him. Richard followed more slowly, his eyes on the boulders and the cliff. They would present no danger at all he calculated. The rocks would be far below even the deepest keel of a riverboat and the cliff would simply present its upper reaches as a bank. It would not make a flat bank however, for the red and black bandings of rocks were wearing at different rates. The black basalt was very much the harder. Looking up from this angle, Richard was presented with an outline against the hard blue sky like a castle battlement with black crenellations reaching up and out. The effect was slightly disturbing, as though this was some timeless ruin peopled still by the ghosts of those who had fashioned it. This unsettling impression was emphasised by the absolute silence of the setting. There seemed to be no life here at all. The animals on the list of dangerous creatures which Van Stratten had rattled off earlier all seemed to be dead or gone.
 
   Richard climbed up the surprisingly gentle slope of the northern shore until he stood beside Van Stratten and Ann, able to look across the barrier level with its crest and down into the empty cauldron where the Land Rovers and trucks sat. ‘I wanted to show you this,’ said Van Stratten, ‘because I think you’ll find it useful when you have the lake full.’
 
   ‘This’ was the bank itself. Richard found himself looking along a long, smooth sheet of black rock, so unbroken, so water-polished that it seemed to be a black roadway reaching away westwards. It was twenty metres wide, the glassy black reach of it revealed by the fact that the thick grass covering was beginning to recede in the drought, like shrinking gums on an old tooth.
 
   ‘You see what has happened?’ said Van Stratten. ‘The cliff begins to pull in towards the bank here.’ He gestured away towards the massive tectonic fault which rose into the sky a mere five kilometres to the north of them. ‘It does not reach the riverside until after the third lake well up-country, but here and further up as well it pushes out this foot of black rock. When the river is flowing again, this will be covered by a shallow skim of very fast-moving water and anything on here will get swept away, but when the area is flooded as a lake, this will make a perfect work area. Safe, too, for here at least you can be certain that there is nothing unexpected or dangerous lurking underfoot.’
 
   ‘Oh, come on!’ snapped Ann impatiently. ‘Aren’t you making too much of the danger? This place is utterly dead.’
 
   And, as though summoned by the word, the bees came. Suddenly, as though the swarm of them had simply appeared out of thin air, there were millions of buzzing, crawling creatures all over them. The bees did not sting. Instead, driven by their drought-born thirst, the tiny creatures swarmed on to any area that promised moisture. In a disorientating, terrifying instant, the three faces were full of crawling shapes, each perhaps a centimetre long. Into their eyes they crawled first, buzzing in wild excitement as their long, cold, proboscises sucked at tears while their scrambling claw-tipped feet made more by scraping on hypersensitive eyeballs. There were far too many to be satisfied by three sets of tears, however, so they settled, exploring frenetically, on lips and noses, crawling inwards and upwards, seeking saliva and outwash from adenoids and tearducts. Into clothing they raged, piling themselves layer upon layer, looking for perspiration down the long valleys of spines, under arms, in sweaty folds and joints everywhere. The wild buzzing that they made would have been even more overpowering had they not also crawled into ears and deafened them.
 
   All Richard could think of was the blessed fact that there were goggles round his neck. He held on to that thought fiercely, under the stomach-wrenching sense of personal invasion and terrible danger. He crushed his eyes shut, frowning massively. He pulled the goggles up on to his forehead. Then, using the rubber face piece much as a windscreen wiper is used on a car, he scraped brutally downwards, removing bees and a good deal of skin from his eyelids and nose. He settled the goggles in place and opened his eyes.
 
   Only when he could see again did he think to try and breathe. He breathed in through clenched teeth for his nostrils were blocked and his lips were bearded with bees. As he breathed, he reawoke the senses of smell and taste which had been so utterly subsumed by the blitzkrieg on his sight and hearing. The tiny creatures were giving off a dusty, slightly fetid smell, as of a newly opened pharaoh’s tomb. It wrenched at his chest and stomach, tempting him terrifyingly into a nauseous coughing fit. Once again, by an enormous effort of will, he controlled himself.
 
   Then he turned to look for Ann. There was no sign of her, for there was little to see other than the bees. Like a polar explorer walking through the fiercest of blizzards, Richard hunched forwards and stepped out carefully towards the edge of the bank, his one thought that if he could not find Ann then he must return to the Land Rovers and get help. He had taken two steps before he fell over. And thus he discovered Ann, lying on the ground, curled like a foetus. As he was pulling himself to his feet, Van Stratten blundered blindly into him. They both fell down again and the force of their fall shook the bees loose for an instant. Van Stratten saw Ann’s predicament and grabbed at her in the same way that Richard was doing. The bees returned at once, but by that time the men had an arm each and were stumbling towards the river bank.
 
   They pitched over the edge of the little cliff and slid down into the empty river side by side, lucky not to hurt themselves. No sooner were they on their knees, relentlessly pulling themselves erect, than other hands joined them, and Richard found himself looking into the Tuareg masks of Le Brun and two of his men. Three more steps and, miraculously, the bees were gone. The sense of invasion remained, for remnants of the swarm still crawled and sucked under clothing, but all of the rustling, buzzing, squirming, clawing little bodies were gone from their faces and eyes.
 
   Richard blinked, looking around like a wounded bull. He saw that Van Stratten’s men had invested several litres of their precious water supply in creating a nearby pool towards which the bees were now flying in a compact, terrifyingly concentrated cloud. No sooner had they settled, than a good deal of precious petrol was invested in ridding this section of the river of them altogether.
 
   Richard and Le Brun crouched over Ann’s prostrate form while Van Stratten rid himself of the last of the bees on his long head and came to join them. All three were experienced and practised in first aid. Van Stratten knew his way round jungle medicine and could deal with most things likely to happen in the bush. Le Brun was battlefield trained. Richard still held his medical certificate earned as a ship’s medical officer.
 
   Ann was almost comatose, white as a sheet and shaking convulsively. There was no shade down here so Van Stratten called an order to his men and in the few moments it took to run some basic first aid tests on her, a tent was erected with a camp bed in it. ‘Pulse is very faint and very fast,’ said Van Stratten as they lifted Ann.
 
   ‘Temperature high to the touch. Feels like a bad fever to me,’ agreed Richard.
 
   ‘I have a basic first aid kit in all of my vehicles,’ offered Le Brun.
 
   ‘Yes, me too,’ said Van Stratten. ‘Well, it’s not basic. It’s as full as I could manage, given the trouble with medicines locally.’
 
   ‘What trouble?’ asked Richard as they swung Ann through the flap of the tent and crouched in behind her.
 
   ‘Hospitals have more or less run out. Pharmacists have all gone home to Brussels or wherever. Anything that’s left is in the hands of the police or the army. Hard times all round.’
 
   ‘But Ann was in Mawanga General Hospital for almost a week. They treated her there.’
 
   ‘They’ll have done what they could and given her what they had,’ said Van Stratten, unbuttoning Ann’s bush shirt. ‘All I’m saying is that it might not have been state of the art and it was probably past its sell-by date. Jesus!’ The last word was the Dutchman’s reaction to Ann’s undergarments. ‘No wonder she’s hot.’
 
   ‘Got a feverscan?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘Thermometer,’ answered Van Stratten. ‘Hoi!’ he bellowed and one of his men looked through the tent flap. ‘Medicine chest,’ ordered the Dutchman. It was there in an instant.
 
   They loosened Ann’s belt and unzipped her jeans, then rolled her T-shirt up and slipped the thermometer under her arm. While Richard held the little glass tube in place, Le Brun tried to control Ann’s shaking and Van Stratten ran his fingers over her knowledgeably. All this while, Ann remained out cold and immobile except for the shivering fits. Certainly she was too far gone to appreciate the irony of the fact that Van Stratten’s fingers were now straying very much where his eyes had been looking earlier — but his interest now was entirely professional.
 
   ‘Feels like tick fever to me,’ he said.
 
   ‘Could be,’ said Richard. ‘Emily Karanga found her up-country less than a fortnight ago. She was in such a state that Emily at first took her for an N’Kuru woman. She was stark naked and apparently had had a dreadful time swimming through the lake at the end of the river up there, escaping from some sort of bush fire. She had two companions with her, both presumed dead.’
 
   Van Stratten’s eyes were on Richard now, wide with astonishment, under a brow beginning to fold into a frown of horror. ‘She was up there?’ He pointed with his chin over his shoulder, upriver.
 
   ‘So I understand.’
 
   ‘Swimming in it?’
 
   ‘So I was told.’
 
   ‘Christ!’ Probing fingers begat a whimper as they reached beneath the waistline of the panelled white pants. Van Stratten paused again. ‘What’s her temperature?’ he asked.
 
   Richard consulted the thermometer. ‘Nearly one hundred and five degrees Fahrenheit,’ he said. ‘Good grief, this is old fashioned.’
 
   ‘That’s lethally high. I’ve really only got paracetamol here to deal with it.’
 
   ‘Well,’ said Le Brun, ‘we’d better do something quickly. I can tell you from a certain amount of experience, she’s in bad trouble.’
 
   ‘Turn her over,’ said Van Stratten. ‘I’ll give her a big shot of broad spectrum antibiotic. Only one place to do that.’
 
   As they rolled her over, Richard caught sight of angry swellings on her back and shoulders. ‘She’s been bitten,’ he said. ‘Was it the bees?’
 
   ‘No. Worms, ticks, God knows what.’ The Dutchman said grimly, ‘She has to have bilharzia. That’s all I can think of to explain these swellings and the tenderness. That means she’s full of parasitic worms which are just beginning to attack her internal organs. They will have burrowed into her while she was in the water and they will have laid eggs all over her bloodstream. What she needs for that is Praziquantel, but we’ve none here; I doubt there’s any left in Mau. She’s got typhus as well. That’s from the tick bites and it may explain the trouble she’s been having with headaches and stiff necks. Or it could be malaria of course. Has she been taking her Paludrine? She looks a bit yellow. But of course headaches and stiff necks are a classic sign of meningococcal meningitis and this place is right slap bang in the middle of the world’s blackspot for meningitis. So, hold her still please, Major Le Brun.’
 
   Van Stratten pulled down Ann’s underwear to reveal a pale expanse of buttock into the centre of which he plunged the long needle of a syringe. He depressed the plunger and the unconscious woman stirred and whimpered as the large dose of penicillin was forced into the large muscle.
 
   ‘There,’ said the Dutchman, pulling the needle out and agitating the surface of Ann’s skin slightly to hasten the liquid’s dispersal. ‘Now, can either of you two call up a helicopter? We need to get her into a hospital while she’s still got the ghost of a chance. Preferably a hospital which specialises in tropical medicine and is in some other country.’
 
   He paused, and looked away from the deathly still woman. Richard’s eyes followed his gaze until they were looking through the wall of the tent, away up along the dry river course. ‘She’s been up there, in the water, naked and alone,’ Van Stratten mused. ‘It’s a wonder she’s still alive.’ He looked down at her sadly. ‘And it’ll be a miracle if she stays that way,’ he added.
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   It was as though Ann’s departure was some kind of signal for an influx of new faces. During the first few days after Richard had completed the form-filling, the negotiating and the simple bribery necessary to get the dying woman on a plane and out to Nigeria where the hospitals were supplied with the drugs and expertise she needed, the inbound planes brought teams of people from all levels of the United Nations and many different countries. Among them was the second set of Spartans, a narrow-eyed, square-jawed team of SEALs from the United States Navy.
 
   The time was drawing near when Richard’s work in Mawanga could be left to others while he himself headed back up the river course. Indira Dyal’s successor in Mau had not yet arrived but a replacement for her had been appointed. Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff would be moving his entourage out to Mawanga just as soon as he could get himself and his wife back from their annual holiday in Bermuda and be briefed for the job. Indira, meanwhile, was on the shortlist to be the first female Secretary-General of the UN and she was engaged in doing a little canvassing.
 
   The day of Richard’s departure upriver was brought appreciably closer by the arrival of Marie-Ange Forget. Richard was at the airport to meet her, so he was the first of all of them to gaze deep into the lost, moss-shadowed depths of her eyes. He was a strongly intuitive man and something within those eyes cried out to him. He found the experience disturbing yet fascinating, and he suspected he would not be the only one to do so. For her part, the French scientist remained quiet but appreciative, distantly courteous, as though unaware of the effect her eyes could have. As with all the other senior people, she was given accommodation on Psyche and the rest of her team joined the growing UN compound of huts on the dock alongside the massive tanker.
 
   Marie-Ange’s assistants were both serious young blondes of the Sisterhood of Science, nun-like in their devotion to their mistress and their mysteries. Their presence in the compound could not fail to have an impact, however, by virtue of their gender. There was a large and increasing number of workmen, crewmen and soldiers who had no release for their social energies. The women brought another, disturbingly sexual, element to the enclosed, stress-heightened situation. But they also brought liberation for massive chunks of ice.
 
   Kate Ross had used the seismic vibrations speeding through the ice after Tom Snell’s explosion to draw an internal map of the forward section. The map showed a series of faults planing at various angles through the body of the ice. No sooner had Marie-Ange arrived than she set to work checking the diagrams as carefully as she could, and Kate effectively became another member of the French woman’s team.
 
   Richard and Tom went up on the ice with them, and Tom was soon captivated, not least by the fact that Marie-Ange wanted him to blow up more things. Her ultrasonic lances would work most effectively if they could be focused on the points where the cracks within the ice crossed each other. Kate’s picture was impressively clear, but much more detail would be needed, and that meant taking further seismic readings. First, however, aware that she was on trial here, Marie-Ange set up a demonstration of the power of her equipment.
 
   In the early afternoon of the ninth day after Manhattan’s arrival, just as the fog was clearing from the top of the iceberg, two of their increasingly large squadron of helicopters hovered slightly above the leading edge of the ice. In each chopper knelt one of Marie-Ange’s assistants, concentrating upon the ultrasonic lance which sat secure next to an open door beside her. Marie-Ange, Richard, Tom, Colin and Kate were on the ice plateau itself. The only sounds were the sigh of the restless west wind, the distant thunder of water — much diminished now that so much of the rotten ice cover had been scraped down into the widening pool of the first lake — and the grumble of the generators which powered Marie-Ange’s computers.
 
   On the screen in front of the French scientist was a three-dimensional diagram of the front of the ice, with overlapping lines demonstrating the points at which the ultrasonic lances would converge within the body of the berg. ‘Any moment now,’ said Marie-Ange, her voice a combination of Gallic nasality and husky throatiness which Tom Snell, for one, found irresistible. Her fingers hovered above a keyboard and her right hand every now and then darted over towards the mouse and the keypad as she fought to ensure the convergence of the ultrasonic lines on the junction of the planes she wished to prise apart.
 
   Tom was standing immediately behind her, with Colin and Kate at one shoulder and Richard at the other. For the first time in several months Tom found himself thinking of seduction rather than destruction. Marie-Ange’s hair was dark brown with just a hint of russet. It was parted in the middle and curled round her ears. Just the thought of her ears made the engineer’s mouth water.
 
   ‘Voilà!’ she said suddenly. Her hand punched down on to the back of the mouse and the lines on the computer screen became brightly effulgent. Tom listened with all his available concentration but he could hear nothing beyond the sounds which had surrounded them since their arrival. But no, that wasn’t quite correct; there was the slightest of vibrations. Not so much sound as sensation. A tingling in his feet. There was the gentlest of humming — and it was a sound now. No sooner had Tom registered this fact than the humming was subsumed into an increasing rumble. But even that sound was light enough to allow the cheering outside the hut to reach them.
 
   Tom could not contain himself any longer. He ran out to see for himself what had happened. Those who stayed behind saw the diagram of the iceberg front alter in shape and composition as the planes Marie-Ange had targeted began to slide apart and a great step of ice slid down the cliff towards the growing lake. The diagram made the event seem small-scale and well controlled. Tom saw something altogether different. He saw the better part of a kilometre of ice detach itself to a depth of seven hundred metres and slide down out of view. He ran forward towards the new cliff edge and saw that Marie-Ange had managed to maintain the step design that they had agreed would be so important. And the slope of the planes she had so expertly chosen allowed the massive ice block to settle with the minimum of fuss down into the puddle at the cliff foot. And, as with Tom’s explosion, the impact of the ice on the ground down there caused no appreciable echo. All that did echo, in fact, was the noise of cheering.
 
   ‘How often can you do that? Once an hour? Twice?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘It will vary,’ answered Marie-Ange. ‘It will depend on the detail of the information and the location of the ultrasonic lances. How long the helicopters can stay up for. How long it takes to move each piece of ice as it comes off.’ She shrugged, already probing the front of the iceberg, looking for another fortuitous conjunction of internal fault lines. ‘Also, I suspect that things will slow down as the ice becomes harder and more compact. What do you call it?’
 
   ‘Blue ice,’ said Colin.
 
   ‘Just so. Also I do not know how effectively this will work under water.’
 
   ‘We will be concentrating on the ice above the waterline to begin with,’ said Richard, thoughtfully. It had not occurred to him that the ice might be broken up in the water. Would that make any difference? He would have to talk it over with Warren Cord. He would have to discuss this first success with Warren in any case, for if Marie-Ange was going to break off cubic kilometres of ice on a regular basis, it was time to do some very careful planning with regard to transport in particular. And soon he would have to head up the River Mau himself.
 
   As Richard considered this, he became aware of a strange prickling sensation across his shoulders. He half shrugged, half shivered. At home they would have said someone was walking over his grave; in Mau they said ‘I can smell blood’. It was a disturbing sensation either way.
 
   The SEALs were here, Warren was expecting some big Sikorsky Skycranes any time now and the big Mi-10 Harkes were due at about the same time as the Skycranes. Really, all they needed now was Sir Douglas and the promised squad of Alpine troops to take control down here. But there was no way round it, the more Richard thought about following Van Stratten up the Mau, the more clearly he smelt blood.
 
   *
 
   Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff, his wife and entourage arrived the next morning. Sir Douglas was a willowy man in his early sixties whose moustache and eyebrows both bristled more than Tom’s and whose chin receded even more markedly than Van Stratten’s. His wife was in her early twenties. Sir Douglas brought the staff of a modest Edwardian mansion with him and had somehow managed to arrange accommodation for all of them in the entertainment suite of the presidential palace — and at the going rate, one month down, in cash, in advance.
 
   Richard had half expected the couple to arrive still loaded with holiday clobber. But apparently they had taken the opportunity to stop off in London and do a little preparatory shopping. Certainly, Sir Douglas himself seemed to be kitted out with the tropical sections of several very exclusive tailors. In among all this shopping he had, however, managed to get himself briefed. Certainly, he knew who everyone of importance was and arrived with a comprehensive list of contacts.
 
   Although Sir Douglas was never anything other than polite — and his wife openly speculative — both Richard and Warren rather felt that they were being treated as servants. While the couple were whisked away in the limousine belonging to N’Dende Douala, an old friend, Richard and Warren oversaw the disposition of the Louis Vuitton luggage and the servants who came with it. There was so much of one and so many of the other that it became an irritatingly and time-consuming task involving customs, immigration, and the airport movements officer.
 
   ‘I had less trouble getting the SEALs and their equipment in,’ said Warren grimly. ‘This guy had better be worth it.’ His doubtful tone alerted Richard.
 
   ‘Don’t you know?’
 
   ‘Heard of him; never had anything to do with him.’
 
   ‘What’s his reputation like?’
 
   ‘They say he’s a bit of a headless chicken.’
 
   ‘Great. That’s just what we need to watch our backs!’
 
   ‘Too busy watching that woman of his, I should say.’
 
   But Sir Douglas proved to be a fast worker. On the next evening he held his first reception in the ballroom of the presidential palace. The Field Marshal was guest of honour. There was a range of guests which went far beyond anything Richard had considered. All the senior UN people were invited, including Captain Katya Borodin, as well as representatives from the Maui army and a good smattering of local businessmen and dignitaries.
 
   Sir Douglas’s wife flirted openly with the officers of the Field Marshal’s retinue. Sir Douglas did not seem to notice. Instead, the diplomat oiled his way round the room, finding out whom he needed to make contact with. It was immediately obvious to Richard that Sir Douglas’s great strength was as a networker. But in Richard’s experience so far, it was not contacts they needed but a resolute approach and borderline confrontation. The Field Marshal looked far too happy for the mission to be prospering as strongly as it ought. But Richard put his misgivings aside and mingled.
 
   He, Warren and Le Brun made a dashing trio for each was in his dress uniform. Richard wore tropical whites with his captain’s gold. Warren wore his general’s khaki. But Jean Le Brun topped them in style with his blue, red and gold Legionnaire’s full dress. He even carried his kepi. Adorned in that most romantic of attires, he seemed to sweep Marie-Ange off her feet. The SEALs, no older than the Maui Army boys, squared up over Marie-Ange’s assistants but lost and had to settle for the few women from the town present.
 
   Richard might have been concerned about Sir Douglas’s approach, but he felt the difference, and some of the benefits, within the next twenty-four hours. First of all, his workload diminished considerably as everyone who had been badgering him went to badger the diplomat instead. Secondly, there was a lessening of tension which found its expression in permission for the small army of UN personnel to use the facilities of downtown Mawanga — most of which were being run by the military. The city’s bars and brothels looked forward to a lively trade. For the men of the United Nations there would be no curfew. In fact, within a day or two, there would be no curfew at all in Mawanga. Things were getting back to normal as fast as the Field Marshal could arrange it — or so he said.
 
   *
 
   Exactly why they took her and Sister Grace, Emily never knew. The SS colonel, Ngo Mbanda, was in charge to begin with and the decision may have had something to do with his latent anger at her. But at least the two women had not been selected for death. This was not a concentration camp, after all, it was a refugee camp. Even at Auschwitz two such hard workers who had proved themselves able nurses and competent medical orderlies would not have gone to the gas chambers so quickly.
 
   Whatever the reason, at dawn on the tenth day after Manhattan’s arrival, a squad of soldiers came to the clapboard church and took the two women away. The arrival of the squad of soldiers hardly raised an eyebrow. The stamping of their army boots was a regular phenomenon which the patients hardly noticed any more. More often than not, it meant one more man dragged away on suspicion of being a Lion, though that was happening more rarely now that most of the fit young men were away at the camp in the forest cutting the wood which kept the three-stone stoves of the main camp here alight. No, recently the stamping of the soldiers’ feet had usually meant one more weeping girl being carried off to work in Mawanga’s new brothels as the city readied itself for the lifting of the curfew.
 
   This time the stamping feet crashed down the trembling wooden floor to where Emily and Grace knelt side by side above the skeletal form of Father Joseph who had recently joined the sick. Emily looked up first, for Grace was still praying. She did not recognise the soldier’s face but she knew the SS badge on his collar well enough. And she knew the tone of voice that always accompanied the sinister silver letters.
 
   ‘You will accompany us.’
 
   For a disorientating moment Emily thought they had decided to add hers to the long list of bodies for sale down in the city.
 
   ‘You and the nun,’ the soldier spat, and a sense of equilibrium returned. Not even the exhausted Emily could suppose the SS were proposing to move a mendicant nun into that other ancient sisterhood.
 
   In any case, Emily had seen both of them in states of undress and knew that there was no chance at all of getting a decent return on a couple of carcasses like theirs.
 
   ‘What do you want us for?’ she asked, automatically suspicious.
 
   ‘You do not ask questions!’ shouted the soldier. ‘You come with us and bring the nun.’
 
   Emily pushed herself up, then she took her friend under the arm and pulled her up too. The soldiers wheeled round and stamped out. The women limped after them.
 
   Outside the breakfast fires were burning already, acrid smoke beginning to billow from thousand upon thousand of them. Pots of thick, scummy water fought to come to the boil before the wood ran out and handfuls of beans or maize were dropped in to cook during the day until they were almost edible for supper. Away east, up-country, the orange sun was heaving itself lethargically through the powder-grey mist into the russet-edged clouds of wood smoke. Its first dull beams fell like copper foil upon the flanks of an old canvas-backed army lorry. At the front, talking to the lorry’s driver, stood Colonel Ngo Mbanda. In the back was a pit of darkness in which pale eyes gleamed. ‘In there!’ ordered the nearest soldier.
 
   Emily was very concerned now. ‘What do you want with us?’ she asked, pausing, with Sister Grace like a mute swan at her side. The question was shouted at the soldier, but it was in fact addressed to the distant colonel. Mbanda turned leisurely to look at this importunate woman who seemed to be questioning his orders.
 
   The soldier moved incredibly quickly. He snatched a pistol out of his holster and brought the butt of it down on Emily’s head. She was still looking down the length of the truck at Mbanda, her eyes held by his like a bird’s by a snake. She had no chance to move and did not even raise her arms to protect herself. Taken completely by surprise, she went down at his feet like a slaughtered lamb.
 
   Completely unmoved, Colonel Mbanda turned away and walked across the camp towards his Jeep.
 
   ‘Get her in the truck,’ the soldier snarled at Grace and the frail nun stooped, gathered her friend, and lifted her. The tailgate slammed down and willing hands lifted the two women in. It slammed up again. The truck lurched into motion and Sister Grace turned her luminous eyes back to look at the poor cross of her church cum hospital as though she knew she would never see it again.
 
   Emily awoke with her scalp on fire and began struggling at once until she was restrained by firm hands and soft words. The hands belonged to the four soldiers in the back of the lorry but the words were Grace’s. ‘It’s all right, Emily. It is only antiseptic.’
 
   Emily smelt Mercurochrome and wondered where the precious stuff had come from. They would have killed for some antiseptic in the camp. ‘Where did you get that?’ she asked.
 
   ‘There’s a first aid kit in the truck.’
 
   Emily sat up and looked around. There were four not unfriendly faces looking at her. The collars below them were innocent of SS badges. Just plain conscripts, then. ‘Where are we going?’ Emily asked. ‘Anyone know?’
 
   ‘Apparently we’re going to the other camps,’ Grace explained.
 
   ‘Was I out for long?’
 
   ‘An hour or so. This is your first change of dressing but the bleeding is better now. How does it feel?’
 
   ‘Sore.’
 
   ‘I’m not surprised. There’s quite a deep cut.’
 
   ‘Don’t waste anything more on me.’
 
   ‘Very well.’
 
   Emily saw at once that the medical box was a sizeable chest. For the next hour, the two women looked through it, making a detailed examination of the contents.
 
   Silence fell and an atmosphere of gloom settled in the back of the lorry which deepened inexorably as time passed. The increasingly dark atmosphere seemed to come from outside the truck, as though they were approaching some deeply dreadful place. At last Emily climbed on to her knees at the back end of one of the benches and craned out of the truck so that she could see where they were. They were following a rough track across low hills of gold-scorched grassland as tawny as a lion’s flank. There was nothing to be seen but these rolling hillocks. There was nothing to break the monotony of the dry grass except an occasional scrub of stunted acacia thorn. There were no animals moving on the dry savannah, no breeze except the wind of their passage moved across this dead prospect, no clouds challenged the tyranny of the sun. Never had Emily felt so insignificant. Never had life seemed so burdensome and pointless as it did to her then. Truly, she thought, this was a dreadful place.
 
   Emily was about to pull herself in when the truck crested a rise and swung on to a new incline, throwing into prospect a shallow valley which spread out into a lower step of plain. Here a camp was laid out. It was a square of glistening wire. Within it lay square roadways and square barracks of huts. Round the wire were tall guard towers. There was some hint of movement in one or two of them. Other than that, the place seemed deserted. Fascinated by its geometric unnaturalness, Emily looked on as the truck ground down the slight slope along the lateral road. Glass gleamed. Gold hill and blue sky were reflected. Shadows stood square and huts foresquare. At the edge of each, movement flickered, faintest stirrings in the corners of her eyes, but only stillness full on.
 
   ‘What is this place?’ Emily asked the soldiers.
 
   ‘A camp,’ said one of them.
 
   ‘But a camp for whom?’
 
   They shrugged.
 
   No guards waved the battered, dusty truck through into the central compound. No one came out of the silent buildings to check credentials. The SS soldier who had struck Emily climbed down out of the cab, apparently unsurprised by the silence, and stamped off to a long hut. Footsteps on wooden steps, then on a creaking veranda. The opening and closing of a door. Tortured hinges screaming.
 
   A distant rumble of conversation. Two pairs of footsteps approaching. Unaccountably, the endlessly inquisitive Emily did not look out to see who was moving, talking quietly, through this sinister picture-postcard stillness. Instead she jerked back into the safe shadows of the truck. A footstep scraped on the mounting step. A form swung up, in flat chiaroscuro against the blazing afternoon. A figure entered the truck, attaining form and roundness only when he came into the shadows too. Grace recognised him first and smiled. ‘Why, it’s Father Patrice,’ she said.
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   Father Patrice Kawesi gave the two women a detailed but partial explanation of his movements during the last week since his release from detention. He made no mention of his adventures in the slaughterhouse but rather gave the impression that Colonel Mbanda had seen that detaining him in the first place had been a mistake. The good father was apparently shocked to hear that Ann had not been released at the same time as he had. He would certainly have done something about that had he realised, he said.
 
   After his release, he had become involved in tracing his flock, some of whom had vanished from Mawanga, he explained earnestly. His search had led him to several camps, including this one. The occupants of this camp were required to do a little physical labour during the day, which was why it was deserted at the moment. Father Patrice said he had been allowed to assure himself of the welfare of those of his parishioners held here. He had been able to hold services with them.
 
   Now, Father Patrice explained, they were destined for the jungle camp where the young men from Mawanga camp cut wood for the three-stone fires. This camp had something of a reputation, he confided. It might well be because of this that the guards had decided that two nurses and a priest might be required there. He himself was looking forward to renewing his ministry with yet more of his old parishioners. He began to list the names of some of the young men whom he hoped to see there. Emily looked at the man with sceptical eyes and listened to his fevered monologue with suspicion. She had definitely decided not to trust him, to keep a close watch on him and to warn Grace against him when the truck came into the jungle itself and Father Patrice said, ‘We must be nearly there now.’ His monologue had occupied much of the afternoon and the lowering sun’s power was cut off by the leaf-canopy overhead, parched and thinning though it was, so that darkness seemed to fall upon his words. Like the grassland, the jungle was utterly silent. There seemed to be no life here other than deep-buried plant life. Leaves which had given up the struggle lay in deep drifts around the feet of trees which stood like columns in a cathedral — except that a whole cathedral of human scale could have fitted under the branch spread of a single giant tree. Between these vast trunks the roadway wound until it suddenly debouched into a clearing.
 
   This camp was not quiet or empty, and there was in the air a sense of barely contained tension which was almost tangible. Father Patrice had fallen silent at last and his eyes were darting nervous looks out of the open back into the restless shadows, the whites of them gleaming like a pair of rotting oysters. As the truck stopped outside a leaf-roofed shack, the dry stench of the forest came in under the truck’s dusty canopy — the smell of wet-rot suspended by drought, of slimy putrefaction mummified. Emily found her imagination peopled by wild visions of fungal spores bursting to life like massive mushrooms in the wet channels of her nose and throat. She knew with atavistic wisdom that the silent shadows beyond the camp perimeter would hold only the driest life forms — the spider, the scorpion, the snake. When the tailgate slammed down, she jumped.
 
   Razor wire had been hammered into the trees themselves to form an apparently impenetrable outer perimeter. The camp clearing had been formed by the collapse a millennium or so ago of a couple of giant trees which had pulled a mess of lesser brethren down with them. The secondary jungle had been cleared by the men who stood there now, looking fiercely up over the open tailgate, framed against the camp they had constructed. Some of the wood they had cleared had gone to the big camps nearer Mawanga. Much of it had obviously gone to build guard huts, basic quarters and watchtowers here.
 
   The truck had halted in an outer compound which clearly served to house the guards as well as to contain the prisoners. There was also an inner compound containing more makeshift prison huts roofed with dead grey leaves above which grey columns of smoke rose from cooking fires. Both compounds were high-fenced and heavily guarded. The inmates were obviously young, strong, sullen, probably well indoctrinated. And they were fearsomely armed with the implements necessary to do the work for which they were here. Each man carried a metre-long panga designed to clear brush and undergrowth. Most of them had hatchets varying in size from domestic choppers to tree-felling axes. One man in six or so had a much larger saw. One glance around the outer compound revealed a whole range of much larger two-and four-man saws and even one or two power saws. Clearly, if these men went on the rampage, they would present a fearsome force. But ranged against them were the crack troops of the SS, also well armed with side arms, a range of automatic weapons, light machine guns and, in the towers, heavy machine guns.
 
   When she leaped down into the compound Emily had an inescapable feeling that she was passing from the frying pan into the fire. Sister Grace fluttered to the earth beside her, and the appearance of the nun seemed to break the stillness. A distant order was yelled and the line of lethally armed N’Kuru men shuffled forward under the guns. SS guards collected from them every work tool, panga and saw until, empty-handed, they passed through into the central compound.
 
   Emily and Grace followed after them, while the four soldiers who had travelled with them brought up the rear with the medical chest. No one spoke to them. The SS guards guided them with gestures and the N’Kuru inmates observed them with sullen suspicion. Emily looked in vain for a face she recognised. At the gate into the inner compound, the women were searched; the guards made no allowance for their sex. It was this, perhaps, which established in Emily’s mind just how frightened the Kyoga soldiers really were. The medical chest was searched also, in spite of the fact that it was carried by soldiers. Then the soldiers themselves were searched. It was only when they were through the gate and inside the inner compound that they realised Father Patrice was not with them. His absence did not seem to be particularly important as Grace and Emily surveyed the place in which they found themselves and tried to work out exactly what they had been brought here to do.
 
   The inner compound was a simple arrangement of four long bamboo shacks set in a square. At each corner were smaller buildings: two rough field kitchens, a medical facility and, surprisingly, a church with a tall cross standing outside it. Behind each long hut was an open latrine. There was no real attempt at sanitation, no obvious source of running water and no facility for water storage big enough to run even basic washing facilities. As the horrified women watched, exhausted men came through into the compound, used the latrines and then joined the lines for food. With rough wooden plates in hand, they accepted a thin stew which seemed to be of mealie maize and beans and some clear, spongy fufu or yellow posho. They ate with unwashed fingers for there were no knives or forks. Every aspect of the whole insanitary system shrieked dysentery.
 
   The four soldiers took the medicine chest to the medical shack and the two women followed them. The hut was not large and on its bare earth floor lay so many prostrate bodies that it was difficult to walk. The four soldiers were standing holding the chest aloft, for there was nowhere to put it down. ‘Take it outside again,’ ordered Emily.
 
   ‘We’ll check these patients,’ she said to Grace, ‘rough out some kind of diagnosis and start some basic triage. Then we can look at the church over there. It seems just as full.’
 
   ‘I don’t know why they brought me here,’ whispered Grace. ‘Am I a nursing sister or a spiritual one?’
 
   ‘Why don’t we get stuck into looking after their bodies for now?’ said Emily, keeping her own voice firm in order to cover how shaken she was. ‘We can help Father Patrice look after their souls in due course.’
 
   Within the hour, before the sun had set far beyond the impenetrable palisade of giant tree trunks, they had checked both the hospital and the church. They had diagnosed three main areas of illness, apart from malnourishment and dehydration: fevers; bites and stings; and wounds.
 
   It was the bites and stings which gave them most problems. As well as bites from snakes, scorpions and spiders, malaria was endemic and clearly being spread by mosquito bites. There was no sign of the classic ‘sleeping sickness’ but this was tsetse country and several men had been badly bitten by the flies’ long, sharp proboscises. Often it was simply impossible to distinguish between the tsetse bite and the scorpion’s sting; between the fang marks of snakes and of spiders. None of the feverish, obviously dying men was in any way capable of describing how they came by their bites. Outside, among the men still working, Emily had seen more than one case of Guinea worm, the long worms emerging from thigh and calf, wrapped round splinters of wood. If she got a chance to check further, she suspected she would find Chigoe fleas buried in the soft flesh behind toes, and, as with Grace and herself, a range of fungal diseases between toes and fingers, in armpits and groins, and in inflamed circles on almost all their flesh.
 
   The wounds were horrific. Men had been chopped, cut and maimed by the full range of the implements they were using, and by the sharper points of what they were cutting down. There were missing hands and arms — anyone with only a finger or two lost was still out there working, and those whose legs had gone were buried in the jungle outside the outer compound. There were wounds of varying depths in every imaginable place. Those made by branch or splinter were usually still full of bits of wood, putrid, infected, in some cases gangrenous.
 
   The fevers were legion. Malaria, dysentery, perhaps one or two cases of cholera, typhus and yellow fever. Those not already infected when they were rounded up were put in immediate danger by the conditions in which they were being kept here.
 
   They should have guessed how bad things were, Emily thought grimly, by the fact that the authorities had sent in a precious medicine chest. Ruthlessly, she set up three levels of triage: those who looked as though they could wait, those who were beyond help, and those who needed treatment now. No sooner had she set the four glum soldiers to sorting the patients out according to her decisions than Father Patrice appeared. They would be closing the central compound soon, he said. The women were to accompany him to the outer compound. They refused. Angrily, he went off, only to return with the commandant himself. He explained to them that if they did not come out into the safety of the outer compound then he would lock them in here for the night and whatever happened to them would be upon their own heads.
 
   They spent an exhausting night working through the men Emily believed, all too often erroneously, that they could help. They had expected to be working in near dark and by candle or lamplight as they had in the main camp, but they reckoned without the nervousness of their guards. No sooner had the compound been secured than a generator coughed into life and sodium security lighting blazed. By dawn they had used up much of the contents of the medicine chest but felt they were making progress. They had also prepared a list of requests for Father Patrice to put to the commandant, for, unless he was willing to risk an epidemic, he was going to have to do something to make conditions more sanitary.
 
   Like zombies the two women worked through the dawn and realised that a new day had arrived only because the light went from sodium yellow to grey. In due course there was a great shuffling and stirring as the mass of workers left the central compound, picked up their fearsome array of weapons and went off to make war on the jungle.
 
   Father Patrice came in, bearing a basic breakfast. The women ate and drank, knowing they had to keep up their strength. As they did so, they gave him the list of requests to put to the commandant. Emily looked deep into his shifting, shiftless eyes and explained the urgency of their requests. If the commandant did not act quickly, he would be in charge of a fever hospital instead of a work camp; in fact, he would soon find himself commandant of a quarantine area, like a leper colony in the dead forest.
 
   After breakfast they worked on, refusing to rest because at every turn there was another man who would die within the hour for want of tending. Patrice returned with the commandant’s acquiescence to their list of suggestions. He brought lunch from the soldiers’ kitchen and water from the outer compound.
 
   Patrice came and went, clearly giving himself an easy ride, while the women worked on. The heat of the day beneath the canopy of dying trees built like thunder in the distance, like an earthquake far away. The Ercefuryl ran out first; then the Flagyl, all the broad-spectrum antibiotics, until finally there was no more Lomotil and they were back to simple first aid, infusions of carefully boiled water and paracetamol doled out with niggardly reluctance. Everything went during that long afternoon so that by the time the weary men began to line up for disarmament at their return, the medicine chest was bare and the women were sitting, catatonic with exhaustion.
 
   Everyone was so exhausted, in fact, that no one really noticed what was going on around the camp until it was far too late to do anything about it. No one noticed the extra couple of trucks which followed the workers’ transport in. All the guard towers on the outer perimeter looked inwards into the compound, their machine guns were positioned to prevent break-out, not attack.
 
   Emily watched the men bunch up between the trucks and the entrance to the central compound. Inconsequentially, she noticed that Father Patrice and the commandant had come out on to the low veranda of the commandant’s quarters and were watching the process of body search, deep in conversation. She heard Sister Grace moving at her side. ‘I wonder what those two are up to,’ she said.
 
   ‘What was that?’ asked Grace.
 
   Supposing her friend had simply not heard her, Emily glanced over, drawing breath to repeat herself. Grace was pointing. Emily followed her gesture and saw that the bushes just outside the outer compound were in agitated motion. Something lifted and soared in a parabolic curve into the mass of workers. Another projectile followed. Suddenly there were tens of them, soaring through the air.
 
   The centre of the outer compound geysered into flame. What had been a crowd of people became a burning butcher’s shop. From amid the bushes a man stood up holding something not unlike a length of drainpipe on his shoulder. A spurt of fire, a missile flashing towards a watchtower, a massive cloud of red fire where the machine gun had been placed, and then a flat bang of detonation as though Death himself had clapped. Shock waves slammed against the women, batting them down like something solid. Above and behind them, the dead-leaf roofing lifted like startled birds. The cross outside the little chapel keeled to one side as though it, too, had been shot dead. The tailgates of the extra trucks slammed down. Machine guns opened fire.
 
   Emily saw little of the early stages of the carnage. She had never been in a combat situation. She was totally disorientated by the sheer volume of sound going on all around her. Utterly unprepared for what was happening, she was equally unprepared for her panic reaction to it. She became almost helpless with incapacitating shock. She clung to Grace. They were both screaming, though neither could hear the other, or even herself. Laid prostrate by that first blast, they had to fight to get to their knees. Only the sinister swish of a rocket passing low over their heads to blow the roof off the church behind them stirred them further than that.
 
   They staggered to their feet and went back to their patients. There was nowhere else they could go. And that was where they were when the rocket came in through the wall, ploughed into the ground at the back of the makeshift room and exploded.
 
   Emily experienced things in a series of disconnected tableaux after that. She saw Grace, flying. She saw herself diving head first into a great sea of red. The jarring shock of her landing seemed to happen inside her, not outside. She saw Grace landing on the burning heap which had been the chapel, her white robes magically transformed to red rags. The hammering in Emily’s agonised head went beyond anything she ever thought she could bear. A strange plague of tsetse flies passed immediately above her head. The terrible hammering grew and died.
 
   Silence. Utter. Absolute. She could not believe that she was still able to experience any of this, even that terrible silence, for in her heart of hearts she knew that she was already dead. A surge of sound, as though the surf of the sea had discovered how to cheer. Uniformed legs striding past. A convulsive movement tore her round a little. She saw a tall black man in a blue uniform stride into the centre of the clearing, a column of others followed after him. He swung round and she saw his face. There was, in the middle of his forehead, immediately between his eyebrows, a perfectly circular scar. The bellowing surf attained words. One word. TERROR. TERROR. TERROR.’
 
   The man with the strange scar spoke, gestured, exulted; she understood none of it. She observed; having no ability to move or to speak, she recorded. The man turned, stooped, passed out of her sight. Another cheer built up, a sound more brutal than the first. The cross rose back into view. It was being pushed back upright outside the burning wreckage of the chapel. But this time the great wooden form was not bare. This time, nailed upon it, head lolling, eyes wide, was the figure of Sister Grace.
 
   Emily Katanga was galvanised into action. She pushed herself to her feet, rushing forward to her friend. And, as though he had always known that she would come, the man with the scar stood waiting. Where the scar had been was now a cross of blood. There was blood upon his hands. In one fist he held a panga. As Emily rushed towards the foot of the laden cross, he lashed out at her with it. It turned in his hand so that the flat of the blade hit her first, full across the side of the head. It knocked her back and down. He hit out again and the back of the blade split her scalp as she lay helpless. The turning blade lashed out once more and she rolled back. And at last, the last time, it hit hard and hit home. The blade chopped in through the side of her head. The last thing she experienced was the weight of his boot upon her face as he ground her into the red mud, trying to jerk the long blade free.
 
   *
 
   Richard was up on the ice, watching Marie-Ange using her ultrasonic lances. She had settled into something of a routine now. Although she still had to use the helicopters, she planned to place the lances as soon as possible on the ice which she was rapidly carving into the first step as required, footed by a widening plateau halfway down the cliff front.
 
   The blocks Marie-Ange was chopping free were no longer as big as that first monster. That first block had been a demonstration of the power of her equipment; it was never really going to be practical to chop off cubic kilometre blocks using just one massively powerful unit. As the design improved, smaller, less powerful lances would be used to cut off smaller, more easily controllable blocks. Marie-Ange’s assistants would operate the less powerful equipment and also train more helpers in the procedures required.
 
   For the time being, however, Marie-Ange was in charge of the big machine and she was working it alone. In close liaison with Tom, Colin, Kate and Warren, she was perfecting a block size which was quick to cut, and easy to transport either by being pushed by bulldozer or lifted by helicopter. Only bulldozers were being used at this stage, getting in behind the great uneven blocks and shoving them bodily over the edge to slither down into the heaving lake below. The lake was becoming so deep that some of the ice blocks were beginning to float. Its outer edge was creeping up the dry bed so rapidly now that other ship-owners had joined that lone ferry master in refurbishing their craft for the fast approaching day when they would be relaunched.
 
   But if today belonged to the bulldozers, tomorrow would belong to the Sikorskys and the Harkes. Deep in thought, Richard walked forward to the leading edge, looking north until his vision was blurred by a combination of distance and mist. Then he turned to gaze thoughtfully east, upriver. More and more often, now, he looked up into that dark heart. The prospect stirred in him a mixture of emotions. He felt deep apprehension at the thought of facing the forces which had all but destroyed Ann Cable, even though Van Stratten’s terse nightly reports promised nothing too terrible. He felt a weary weight of responsibility with more than ten days gone and not one gram of ice up behind the Karanga Dam. He felt a sense of hopelessness, ruthlessly quelled, at the mind-numbing prospect of moving mountains of ice over the distances involved and in the time required.
 
   As the ledge was pushed inexorably back, loading areas were sought and plans put in hand to clear the ice. Special nets were prepared and metre upon metre of cable. Soon enough the first load of 25,000 kilograms would be piled on a net instead of being pushed over the edge. The net would be secured so that the load could be swung aloft and whirled up the river course 250 kilometres to the dam, a trip of less than an hour. With each team of four helicopters Richard hoped to move 50 tonnes per day up into the dam. He had been promised at least ten teams — and reckoned he could probably service twenty teams, even more if he could get an air traffic system in place to control large numbers of helicopters. Richard had for some time also been thinking of getting ice up to the headwaters of the river atop the cliff. That would allow helicopters to fly well clear of the main flight paths while still delivering that all-important extra impetus to the river’s flow. If they built up enough flow from the headwaters, they would be able to divert some of it into the reborn Lake Karanga behind the dam. And, of course, helicopters with longer ranges could start dropping their loads further back towards the Mountains of the Moon, at the far end of the lake. At the same time, the ice would continue to be pushed back up the watercourse in either solid or liquid form, to be pumped or manhandled over the barriers and into the irrigation channels.
 
   And water was still being supplied to the camps via the tanks in Psyche and the local distillation plant. It would also be worth looking at ways of supplementing that lifegiving trickle.
 
   In fact, thought Richard, there were several destinations to which helicopters could usefully fly, thus relieving pressure on the air corridor up and down the river valley itself, several destinations for the water.
 
   And there was still the train. Richard accepted what Warren had said about the difficulties of using the train but if he could load it then he would send it. Every little would help, especially if the people in Mortonville were as hard up for water as people down here. One fact he had gleaned from Ann’s adventuring in the bush was that things did seem better up there. Other than her report, there had been only silence since the coup had closed communications, even the telephone lines, and the train had stopped running. Nobody really knew how things were up there. Even those who talked of total war between the Lions and the armed police were really only guessing. Richard very much hoped that they were wrong and that Van Stratten would confirm peace and plenty when he got up there.
 
   Richard’s mind kept coming back to the river course and the massive irrigation channels. They were his great hope, no matter what state Mortonville was in and no matter how hard it would be to fill that distant, tantalising dam. Whichever way you looked at it, pushing and pouring were easy; cutting up and carrying the stuff was expensive and hard.
 
   There must be a better way of making better use of the watercourse itself, especially as, when it was fuller — even without anything much in the way of a flow — it would effectively be a gentle sloping path — up to the dam foot. Of course, it would be too shallow to allow large chunks of ice which could pull to quite a depth. What he really needed was a large vehicle capable of carrying large loads but with little or no draught …
 
    It was then that Richard thought of hovercraft, but an urgent telephone call made him put the idea into the back of his mind for the time being.
 
   *
 
   The call was from Warren Cord. ‘I’m at the airport,’ the American said shortly, ‘and I would like you to get yourself down here. The new group of Spartans has arrived.’
 
   ‘That’s good but shouldn’t you be telling Sir Douglas? Surely if anyone greets them —’
 
   ‘No. This lot you’ve got to see.’
 
   ‘I’m on my way.’
 
    Wally alerted Bosco who was waiting with the Mercedes, engine running, when Richard hurried to the dockside.
 
    As part of the lowering of tension arising from the oleaginous presence of Sir Douglas, not only was the curfew relaxed but Mawanga Radio returned to the air. Bosco knew it was back at once by a kind of psychic stirring in the ether and he had it emanating quietly from the car radio during the ride out to Mawanga airport. It was notable that the announcers were all new and often slipped into army slang, that most of the music had a military air, and that all the news was local, social and innocuous.
 
    There was no need to drive beyond the airport gate because Warren was waiting for Richard there in a Jeep, frowning darkly. The American looked tired and worried. Richard realised with something of a shock that Warren had lost a good deal of weight during the last few weeks. This was not really surprising, but it had given the old soldier’s face a craggy look which added years to his appearance.
 
   ‘Are you all right, Warren?’ asked Richard. ‘You look tired.’
 
   ‘I am tired. I think we ought to get another quartermaster in. But that can wait. In the meantime I have a doozy of a surprise for you.’
 
   ‘You said the next of the Spartans has arrived. Is it the Alpini?’
 
   ‘Yes and no. They’re here, but they ain’t Alpini. And, come to that, they’re not all here either. What is going on?’
 
   ‘That’s my question, Warren. It comes immediately after “What on earth are you talking about?”’
 
   ‘Spetsnaz.’ The way in which Warren said the word placed it somewhere between swearing and expectoration.
 
   Richard waited for a moment, wondering what the American was talking about, then he asked, ‘What is Spetsnaz?’
 
   ‘Russian troops.’
 
   ‘Is that all? We’ve got a whole ship full of Russians. Our last remaining sea captain is Russian.’
 
   ‘Not just any Russians.’
 
   ‘Well, no, they have to be arctic experts if they’re here instead of the Alpini but —’
 
   ‘You’re not following me. Look. You read any James Bond books?’
 
   ‘Well, yes, certainly, but — ’
 
   ‘Smersh means something to you then?’
 
   ‘Well, yes, aren’t they in From Russia With Love? Rosa Klebb, the woman with the poisoned daggers in her shoes —’
 
   ‘Short for Smert Shpionam. Death To Spies. A special section of the old KGB. Like a lot of the weird stuff in the Bond books, it was fact. Actual. It really existed.’
 
   ‘So Smersh was real. What has that to do with Spetsnaz?’
 
   ‘In Russia there is the KGB, or rather the new FSS, which is political intelligence and the GRU which is army intelligence.’
 
   ‘Yes, I know.’
 
   ‘So the FSS has Smersh and the GRU has Spetsnaz. Get the picture? These are not just special forces. We are dealing with the cream of the cream here. Selected from every regiment. No conscripts, no volunteers. You’ve got to be a long-service man, you’ve got to be the best and you’ve got to wait to be asked. Every one trained to sergeant or above, whether they hold a rank or not. They climb, go boating, parachute, fly; you name it. They are trained to a peak of physical fitness even Amie Schwarzenegger only dreams of. They are all crack shots with every kind of weapon from their 5.45mm PRI handguns to SAM 7 missile launchers. They can use hands, knives, spears, crossbows, slings. They can survive in any terrain, speak any European language. And they kill. That’s what they do most and that’s what they do best. They kill.’
 
   It was their utter stillness that impressed Richard first. Twenty of them sat round the walls of the transit shed Warren had put them in and they watched him. Apart from that, not a muscle trembled, not an eyelid flickered. He had not even seen their eyes move when he entered. And as he surveyed them, he began to understand something of Warren’s concern. Independently of the massive Sno-Cats outside and the two trucks full of arctic survival equipment — and God knew what else — each man was comprehensively armed. Every one of them had a large knife, a side arm, a rifle standing between his knees. Each had skis strapped to his back and a pair of poles close to hand. They wore furred hoods and goggles.
 
   ‘Do they speak English?’ asked Richard quietly.
 
   ‘YES!’ all of them answered at once.
 
   ‘You’re going to have more than a little trouble getting this lot through customs.’
 
   Warren gave a minuscule shrug which might have graced the shoulders of Le Brun. It might have meant ‘no sweat’ or it might have meant ‘no chance’.
 
   Something else struck Richard. ‘You said they aren’t all here. Who’s missing?’ But, looking round the room, Richard knew at least part of the answer before Warren told him.
 
   ‘Their commander, Major Romanov.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PART THREE: Born again
 
    
 
   Born again,
 
   Born again,
 
   Oh Lord,
 
   We are born again.
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   The big black Zil limousine swept in from the ring road and turned north past the Dobryninskaya subway station towards the centre of Moscow. Major Alex Romanov of the Spetsnaz sat like a statue, appearing not to listen while Anatol Serov, head of the Tenth Department (Africa Section) of the First Chief Directorate of the KGB, lately renamed Federal Security Services, discussed him with his immediate boss, Lieutenant General Boris Bovary of the GRU, Army Intelligence.
 
   ‘I thought we wiped out all the Romanovs,’ sneered Serov.
 
   ‘Not all. Remember there were only three children with them at Ekaterinburg,’ said General Bovary.
 
   ‘You mean the intrepid major here is some kind of by-blow of Anastasia’s?’ Alex was used to conversations like this. One did not bear a name like Romanov even in today’s Russia without certain problems.
 
    The Zil staff car purred up Ordynka Bolshaya past St Catherine’s Church on the corner of Pogorelskiy Pereulok and they were in Moscow’s Garden Ring. The traffic was heavier now, and the streets bustling with tourists. No one in the limousine paid them any attention.
 
   ‘You know as well as I do,’ said General Bovary distantly, ‘that Anastasia had no children.’
 
   ‘Ha! Are you telling me that GRU files are as specific on that point as the old KGB files?’ The fat, dough-fleshed, balding, bespectacled FSS department chief was enjoying himself.
 
   ‘You know we both have the old NKVD files, for what they’re worth. But I hear you have some original OGPU documents available in Dzerzhinsky Street,’ said the general.
 
   ‘Or, to be precise, they are available on line from the database at central records if you know the correct user codes.’
 
   ‘Who told you that?’ snapped Serov, his sense of secrecy offended.
 
   ‘The Deputy Director.’
 
   ‘Impossible! The Deputy Director would never —’
 
   ‘These are the days of glasnost, Anatol.’ General Bovary seemed to have run out of patience suddenly. His voice was sharp and all his years of military seniority added steel to his curt words. ‘These days we share information and explain our directives and tell our officers why they must do certain things instead of simply ordering them to do certain things.’
 
   Alex jerked into awareness, for he knew that the last remark was meant for him. So that was why they were here. That was why he had not gone south with his men who had abruptly been pulled out of a nasty little bloodbath in Chechnia and sent to Africa without him. Someone was going to explain his next mission to him. And, from the sound of things, that person was going to be the Deputy Director of the Federal Security Service himself.
 
   General Boris Bovary was a high-flyer. He had earned the reputation of being the most successful intelligence officer in the Afghanistan campaign and there were those who thought that it was a mistake not to have him more deeply involved in the Chechnia debacle. Had Bovary been involved fully, they said, able to use his Spetsnaz troops to their maximum, then Chechnia would not have been a debacle at all and it certainly would not still be dragging on in the way it was. Alex Romanov wondered about that. Just what was more important than the Russian Ulster, the Soviet Bosnia? A man like General Bovary wouldn’t be sitting on his hands. There was a good reason for his absence from the strategy meetings of the Chechnia command.
 
   A silence fell in the car which allowed Boris Bovary the leisure to consider the man he had chosen for this most difficult of assignments. Major Alexander Romanov was a solid man of middle height. His short grey hair belied his youth. Bovary had seen him in action and knew that the body combined a lithe speed, almost balletic precision of movement and control, and enormous, occasionally terrifying, power. The square hands were unnervingly strong. This extraordinary man could perform acts of explosive destruction with fingers, feet, knees, elbows and head.
 
   But Alex Romanov used his head as more than a blunt instrument. Only his long black-brown eyes, constantly alert, gave a hint of the ready intelligence and near genius in command that lay behind the broken nose and scarred cheekbones. General Bovary had read his service record and knew how absolutely Alex Romanov could be relied upon to follow orders, no matter how terrible the assignment. And yet, rarely enough in the Russian military, this was no blind fanatic for whom orders were a kind of Bible to be followed unquestioningly. This was a general’s dream, a man who sensed the meaning behind orders, who could interpret them creatively yet accurately in the field. But not even the extraordinary major could make the decisions he would be called upon to make in his next assignment unless he knew something about the truth of what was going on. This, not glasnost, was the reason why Boris had talked the Deputy Director of the FSS into giving Romanov the fullest possible background briefing.
 
   The Zil swept up on to the Moskvoretskiy Bridge. The broad northern arm of the Moskva River gleamed below them. The golden minarets and onion domes of the Kremlin rose beyond the far bank on their left and St Basil’s towered breathtakingly in front of them. The dark car’s progress was slowed by the gathering press of traffic and tourism. Once, and not so long ago, the Zil’s make and licence plates would have been enough to clear a path in front of it. But those days were gone now. Moscow was entering the McDonalds era.
 
   The Zil swung right, past GUM, and into Dvadisat Pyatogo Oktybrya. The three men sat in continued silence, each with his own thoughts. The car came out at the junction with Prospect Marksa and so passed out of the crowds into the relative quiet of Dzerzhinsky Square, past the empty pediment where Dzerzhinsky’s statue had stood until a year or two ago, and swept up to the imposing frontage of the massive building which was No. 2 Dzerzhinsky Street, the Lubyanka, old headquarters of the KGB, current headquarters of the Federal Security Service.
 
   They were met at the door by a tall slim woman smelling of soap and toilet water who guided them into the lift and conducted them up to the Deputy Director’s door. Both soldiers eyed her hungrily. Anatol Serov watched them doing so with lofty disdain. He had seen her file and knew that either man could have had her for the asking — if the FSS required any secrets from them, desired to blackmail or control them, or wished to reward any little service they had done. But Bovary at least was happily married.
 
   The Deputy Director’s office was large and airy. Its windows looked down on the site of the absent statue on one hand and across at the Detsky Mir toy store on the other. The Deputy Director himself sat behind a massive desk which was currently innocent of paperwork. There was a computer terminal on it, and a telephone which would remain silent. Only the sudden death of the President or an unexpected declaration of world war were likely to be more important than this meeting.
 
   ‘Sit,’ said the Deputy Director. He gestured at three chairs clearly arranged to receive them.
 
   The tired blue eyes studied each face for a moment and then settled on Bovary. ‘How much have you told them, Boris?’
 
   ‘Nothing.’
 
   ‘I think we should tell them all we know.’
 
   ‘I would tend to agree, Dimitri.’
 
   Anatol Serov stirred slightly, extremely surprised that these two men should be on first-name terms. Alex Romanov’s long black eyes narrowed with interest.
 
   It had begun at Chernobyl, the Deputy Director began, when the core of reactor number four had begun to melt down. In command of the area at that time had been General Valerii Gogol. Recognising what was happening, Gogol had taken a desperate gamble and blasted open the side of the reactor allowing the molten core to run away into the sand-bottomed drainage pool beside the Pripyat River. The core had turned the sand to highly radioactive glass, but the disaster of total meltdown had been averted. The glass had been dug up by local Komsomol volunteers, put in boxes and shipped north next spring, destined to be dumped off Novaya Zemlya. But the Leonid Brezhnev, the ship on which the glass was stowed, had simply vanished. Time had passed. Panic in some very high quarters indeed had come to a head. There had been resignations, replacements. More time had passed. The fear had begun to die down. At last even the files had been closed. The Leonid Brezhnev had joined the Marie Celeste and all the other unsolved mysteries of the deep.
 
    Then, out of the blue — a bare month ago, in fact — pieces of the glass had turned up. And more than glass; bits of wreckage from the Leonid Brezhnev herself. Proof of the terrible gamble, evidence of that incalculably dangerous secret, had been discovered, by thankfully ignorant people, in the worst place conceivable.
 
    Alex Romanov was, as ever, ahead of the story. ‘It’s on that iceberg,’ he breathed. All eyes turned on him and the Deputy Director fell silent. ‘Have you any idea how it got there?’ Alex was looking at Bovary, who shook his head dumbly. ‘Somehow, then, the Leonid Brezhnev ran up against the massive iceberg the United Nations has just delivered to Africa. It must have blown up at the moment of collision and peppered the thing with its cargo. Some of the ice must be contaminated. Have you any idea how much?’ Again, Bovary shook his head. ‘My God, this is terrible!’ Alex’s voice was awed. ‘And there is wreckage of the ship there too?’
 
   ‘Possibly,’ said Bovary.
 
   ‘So there is a distinct possibility that the origin of the contamination can be proven.’
 
   ‘Right back to Chernobyl itself,’ said Bovary. ‘Apparently, if they have a general idea of where to look, they can trace the precise origin of the heavy metals in the glass through a process as accurate as genetic fingerprinting.’
 
   ‘If the iceberg is contaminated and if the UN ever prove that it was contaminated by us as a result of a secret attempt to control things at Chernobyl, then they’ll chuck us out of the United Nations, and out of Africa too. Maybe out of the whole of the developing world. They’ll isolate us. Send the whole country to Siberia.’
 
   The Deputy Director leaned forward. ‘Serov, what do you think? You are head of the Africa Section.’
 
   ‘The whole situation is out of control down there.’ The harassed spymaster ran a pudgy hand over his pink scalp. ‘With the military coup and the question of whether Field Marshal M’Diid can hold things together up-country, the UN want out in any case. The only thing really holding up withdrawal is the confusion resulting from the Secretary-General’s death. On the other hand, the likely replacement as Secretary-General is Dr Indira Dyal, and she was a member of the Mau team who organised the whole project in the first place so UN involvement is likely to persist while she has anything to do with the matter. And any damage to the iceberg which is proved to be our fault will be taken … personally, let us say.’
 
   The two senior men exchanged glances. The assessment tallied exactly with their own.
 
   ‘So,’ said Alex, still well ahead of the game, ‘can we assume that the well-publicised but unexplained attack on this iceberg, which aroused so much international indignation that we got to hear about it even in Chechnia, was a cover-up operation of some sort?’
 
   Bovary bit the bullet. ‘General Gogol took early retirement. He was badly irradiated at Chernobyl and riddled with cancer. Up until a few weeks ago he was selling arms to one of the states neighbouring Mau …’
 
   ‘Congo Libre,’ breathed Serov.
 
   ‘Just so. General Gogol was selling arms in Congo Libre when we asked him to become involved. To destroy the iceberg, in short. As far as we know he took half of his wares for sale with him — a squadron of Hind-D gunships — and attacked. We have heard nothing further but it seems clear that his action caused the iceberg to roll over — not to sink. And when it rolled, it took him, his men and his helicopters down to the bottom of the Bight of Benin.’
 
   ‘So the iceberg still made it safely in port,’ said Alex.
 
   ‘Precisely,’ mourned Bovary.
 
   ‘And yet it might be that he did not actually fail,’ mused Alex.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked the Deputy Director.
 
   ‘News from Mau is sketchy from what I have heard, and yet there are facts coming out.’
 
   ‘Yes, of course. Especially to us. The crew on the one remaining UN ship is Russian.’ The Deputy Director sounded proud of the fact. Justifiably, thought Alex.
 
   ‘Very well. You will be in a position to correct me then, but from what I understand, the iceberg is being cut up and delivered as originally agreed by the UN.’
 
   ‘Just so. And in extremely difficult circumstances. He is an impressive man, this Richard Mariner.’
 
   ‘Indeed, Mr Deputy Director, but my point is this: there is no word of any contamination on the ice or in the water. It may be, therefore, that the late General Gogol managed to destroy the contaminated section of the ice during his attack. In that case, he would have succeeded in the basic requirement of his mission after all, surely?’
 
   There was a moment’s silence, then Bovary spoke quietly. ‘You are quite right, of course. But we cannot simply assume that this is the case. There is too much at stake, as you have observed. No. We must know for certain, one way or another. And we must be in a position to act appropriately upon that knowledge, no matter what the cost. Consequently, we have pulled a few strings to get you and your men assigned to the arctic section of the UN reaction force codenamed the Spartans. It will be your responsibility to take control on the ice. You will use your position there to search it in detail, outside and inside.’
 
   ‘That is likely to be my prime directive in any case, General.’
 
   ‘Indeed, Major. But you will need to look beneath the surface, so to speak. Sections of it are, I understand, hollow and various human remains have been found inside the ice itself. When you have searched the iceberg you will be in a position to know how to proceed. Advise us and we will continue to give support. But the situation is incalculable and the requirements impossible to guess at. You might need to do nothing …’
 
   ‘Or I might need to destroy something the size of Manhattan Island and several hundred people into the bargain. Yes, General, I do see.’
 
   ‘And we want you to go down there and take over where General Gogol left off,’ said the Deputy Director.
 
   ‘Of course, sir,’ said Alex Romanov. ‘As I just said to General —’
 
   ‘No, Major. I was not talking to you,’ said the Deputy Director. ‘I was talking to Comrade Serov. Anatol, we want you to take over where Gogol left off in Congo Libre. When he vanished he only took half of his wares with him. Everything else is still in place as far as we know, and the major here might find that he needs some of it.’
 
   Serov’s mouth simply opened and closed as he tried to come to terms with the Deputy Director’s words. It was the quicker-thinking Alex who framed the question.
 
   ‘What could General Gogol have left down there which would be powerful enough to help me, sir?’
 
   It was Bovary who answered. ‘A squadron of T-80 main battle tanks, Major. Only partly crewed but well supplied with fuel, spares and back-up. And fully armed with more than enough state of the art hardware to start, and finish, a war. That’s what General Gogol left down there.’
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   It was the tsetse flies that led Van Stratten and his men to the war zone, and it was an old bald tyre that led to Richard being with them at the time.
 
   Since they had reached the fetid outwash where the once mighty River Mau finally gave up the struggle, the little expedition had been plagued by the massive, bloodthirsty flies. Van Stratten stood on the flat lake bed with the oily scum of the dead river soiling the toes of his desert boots and flies whirling wildly around his head, making dogged plans to push on upriver and compile detailed records of everything Richard could expect when he brought his ice water up this far.
 
   Waving his hands almost thoughtlessly in front of his face and batting the weighty little bodies away to right and left, Van Stratten surveyed the scene, torn just a little by a dim desire to turn aside and find what Ann Cable had been so willing to risk her life to recover. It was away over to the right, whatever it was, down there by that distant southern bank. Well, thought the Dutch engineer a little grimly, perhaps he would go and find it later. She might be very grateful to get it. If she was still alive. Very grateful indeed.
 
   The shallow lake which ended halfway across its normal bed was snarled up with all the debris which had washed down from up-country — everything from massive trees to wrecked cars. While his men worked, Van Stratten, like a beachcomber, walked along the dirty shore, lost in speculation. He knew well enough the received wisdom about the reason the river dried up at this point. It had been his own work that had pointed out that the water was seeping out into the irrigation system and then evaporating before it could do any good to the heartland farms. But now that he was back here he felt in his bones that there had to be more to it than that. The explanation, logical though it was, simply did not cover everything. He crouched down on his hunkers and squinted all around, trying to get a level line of sight, as though he could use his narrowed eyes like a theodolite. The lake bed wavered in the heat of the day as though it was already full of churning water. The way it sloped towards the distant line of the dry rapid on its seaward end was probably an optical illusion.
 
   The thought struck Van Stratten then. Why should the slope be an optical illusion? It should overall have been a downhill slope to the west but it was not. The lake bottom sloped upwards as it went towards the coast. The engineer suddenly remembered the great round boulders in the lake bed below and the manner in which they all nestled at the foot of that distant rock barrier — on the upriver side.
 
   Like many revelations, this one took more than a moment to work out. While Van Stratten’s mind wrestled with the implications of a river which seemed to flow uphill, he pulled himself to his feet. He had no theodolite, but the river itself had supplied alternative ways to test a simple slope. He pulled an old tyre up off its side and rolled it in front of him. After about one hundred metres, he turned and steadied the hoop of balding rubber until it stood on its own. Then he simply let it go. Slowly at first, but with gathering momentum, it rolled forward until it was travelling at quite a lick down towards the water. The men looked at Van Stratten as though he had gone mad but he didn’t notice. He was sprinting through the fetid atmosphere towards the radio truck, his head bursting with revelation. Richard Mariner had to know about this. It could make all the difference to his calculations. No, thought the Dutchman with acute intuitiveness, Richard Mariner would want to see this!
 
   Richard came down in the Sea King at once with Tom Snell and a great bundle of equipment. Then, while Van Stratten’s men took a welcome rest, the ship’s captain and the two engineers pored over their instruments, adjusted their angle measurements, found their horizons, levelled their bubbles and checked their plumb readings. All the modern equipment simply confirmed what Van Stratten’s narrow eyes had suspected and the bald old tyre had suggested. The slope of the lake bed which should have run downhill to the coast ran instead slightly but appreciably uphill. Tom went into the Sea King and vanished down to the next dry lake to check there while Richard and Van Stratten fell into an increasingly animated conversation.
 
   ‘So,’ said Richard, batting aside a fat tsetse fly with the same automatic action which Van Stratten used, ‘the situation has altered. We have been looking at the rapids and the lake beds as a simple staircase stepping down to the coast from the bottom of the graduated slope of the river course. But it is more complicated than that. The staircase is there but it has been tilted back.’
 
   ‘Probably by the same forces that created that,’ said Van Stratten, nodding at the basalt wall on the northern shore.
 
   ‘Seems likely. And the effect of this tilt is to make the lake beds slope downwards on the inland side so that the river effectively flows uphill to the coast.’
 
   ‘It’s only a notional thing,’ Van Stratten emphasised. ‘When the river is full, the level still flows downwards to the ocean. It’s just the depths of the lakes which vary so that the coastal ones will be shallower and these ones much deeper.’
 
   ‘And I suppose that’s why nobody noticed the phenomenon until the river was empty. But it certainly explains why the flow stops here. This is the point where the first irrigation sluice opens and it is also the point at which the uphill slope of the lake bed begins.’
 
   ‘But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?’
 
   ‘Yes, there is. It means that while I’m filling empty lake beds back from the coast, I will effectively be pouring water downhill. Until we get the meltwater back to this point, at any rate.’ Richard’s gaze went south, much as Van Stratten’s had, towards the distant southern shore and that first sluice. ‘We’d better make sure that the irrigation sluices are closed,’ he said. ‘Or we’ll be pouring water out into the heartlands before we want to.’
 
   ‘We’ll see to that as we go upriver,’ said Van Stratten.
 
   Side by side, the two men turned and looked across the broad, shallow reach of the lake. Away on their right the trucks stood, ready to run up on to the shore and shadow the main expedition as they pushed east. Dead ahead, the inflatables sat on the water, absolutely black, like tar bubbles. Back up the slope on the down-river side, the Sea King helicopter squatted by Tom Snell who was completing his measurements before returning to Mawanga. Richard felt a familiar prickling sensation across his shoulders. There was an air of expectancy on the lake, as if the whole place was waiting for something. And abruptly, surprising even himself, Richard came to a decision he had not realised he was even considering.
 
   He had been too long ashore, tangled up in the briars of UN diplomacy and African politics. In little more than a week his weariness had reached new depths and the clear line of action which he needed to see and to follow had become hopelessly fogged. How he was longing for the uncomplicated world of the sea. And, he realised, the closest option he had to that ideal lay before him in those frail little tar-bubble boats; and he chose it with no further thought. ‘Got room for one more?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Ja, man,’ said Van Stratten. And, apart from some lengthy communication on the radio, that was that.
 
   The boats were not as small as they at first seemed. They were mid-size Zodiacs, each easily capable of holding six people, and they were powered by big new Johnson 95 outboards. There were only four men in each but the remaining space was filled with carefully stowed equipment. Anything too big to fit in them would be carried by the supply trucks which would shadow them along the shore. The inflatables were up against the shore with their outboards cocked up so that it was easy to step aboard. The truck drivers pushed them off and they poled their vessels until the thick, foul-smelling water attained enough depth to allow them to put down the motors and fire them up. As far as possible, everybody stayed well clear of the water, preferring to group right in the centre of the craft, all too aware of the effect that this very water had had on Ann Cable.
 
   When the little flotilla turned and pushed up the river, the atmosphere seemed to darken further. The stream fell under the frowning shadow of the great black cliff towards whose foot the flow of the water inescapably took them. On this side of the river there was no bank to speak of, merely an increasingly thin band of red mud backed by the almost glassy wall of basalt. From this angle it was all but impossible to see the ledge halfway up which carried the Mawanga-Mortonville railroad; all that could be seen was the shaggy overhang of high jungle which gave the disturbing impression that the whole thing was a big sea waiting to break down upon them. The impression was strong enough to persuade them to move over to the southern shore, but here, rising out of the grey ghosts of the jungle grasses, came the dreaded tsetse flies to plague them. Their course was to stay out in the middle of the sluggish flow and try to keep away from the scourges and the fear.
 
   As the lake narrowed and the shores began to close in towards them, they became increasingly aware of just how voracious the insect life had become in the drought. The threat of malaria and sleeping sickness seemed distant and almost unimportant compared to the near-madness which the relentless attacks of the insects engendered. Richard recalled all too clearly tales of hunters caught by swarms of tsetse flies, who shot themselves rather than suffer anymore. Some of the black-bodied, thick-winged monsters in this part of the jungle were almost the size of his thumb. Their proboscises pierced and stung like red-hot needles several centimetres in length, designed to penetrate the hides of elephants and hippos. There was nothing the men could do but spray themselves with the strongest insect repellent in their kit and then suffer in silence.
 
   Any tendency towards the southern bank seemed to call clouds of ravening tsetse on to them, but nevertheless Van Stratten set the prow of the lead boat determinedly towards it. Only the absolute trust which his men held in him could have made them follow, for it seemed that he was heading towards the very heart of the plague. But no. After a few more moments of intense discomfort, the clouds of flies began to thin and soon they were moving through a great black and grey area which had obviously been ravaged by fire. There were no tsetse at all here, and Richard blessed the Dutchman’s bush lore. Then he realised with a sudden shock that this must be the place that Ann Cable had meant when she described an area of jungle which had been set on fire right at the end of her adventure. He felt a stirring of excitement. The camera bag she had talked about must be near here somewhere.
 
   As they moved further into the tsetse-free area, Van Stratten raised his hand and the man driving Richard’s Zodiac, second in the line, revved up a little and the two fat boats were soon side by side.
 
   ‘The first drainage sluice is over there,’ Van Stratten called. He gestured towards a rise in the bank which, even to Richard’s untrained eye, looked manmade.
 
   The thick, oily water was becoming increasingly choked with debris. Amongst this stirred lifeforms of various sizes, silently fighting for mastery of the area and consumption of the dwindling food sources still available. The water was so thick and glutinous that it was difficult to see the bottom but its depth seemed to be insufficient to conceal anything of any size. Nevertheless, Van Stratten’s eyes were still busy. He knew that the massive Nile crocodiles that lived along the margins of this river could easily conceal their six-metre lengths in water less than waist-deep. He had his big Express hunting gun close at his side, and the men beside Richard were also armed with a range of weaponry and keeping careful lookout.
 
   None of them knew about the deeper channel which lay concealed between them and the shore, however. It never occurred even to the wise Van Stratten, who knew the river better than any of them, that there was anything here deep enough to be home to a small herd of desperate hippopotamuses. And so he did not see amongst the bobbing array of flotsam in front of him, the little telltales of ears, nosebumps and narrowed eyes watching the incursion of rubber boats.
 
   The caution with which they approached the sluice had nothing to do with hippopotamuses, therefore. Crocodiles were what was uppermost in Van Stratten’s mind. Directly in front of them now was the artificial bank which gathered itself up into the disturbing likeness of a crocodile’s eye ridge. Beneath a grey-green overhang of brow gaped a black, roughly circular eye socket perhaps three metres high. Water flowed into the bottom-most section of the eyesocket, vanishing into the channel of a drainage ditch which issued on the other side of the ridge and wandered away across the dusty, drought-stricken heartlands towards Mawanga City itself. It made a perfect cave for ravenous crocodiles. ‘I can’t tell whether there are any in there,’ Van Stratten said. ‘Henry, what do you think?’ Henry Tongo was the chief tracker, a man of considerable reputation. He was sitting behind Richard, his hand on the throttle of the second Zodiac’s engine.
 
   ‘No way to tell,’ said Henry, ‘but I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find it full of crocodiles.’
 
   Just as he stopped speaking the bull hippo attacked the third Zodiac and crocodiles became of secondary importance. The bull was the better part of five metres long and stood just under two metres high. He had kept his body submerged in the sluggish stream by the simple expedient of folding his stubby legs, but he had found the position infuriatingly uncomfortable and this only added to his rage at the invasion of his precious territory. He had been required to defend this territory against a range of interlopers during the last terrible months and his massive, four-ton body was covered with scars. Even so, he had lost several of his herd to starving poachers who ate their gamey flesh and made soup from their slimy skin. The poachers had taught him about mankind and their soft little boats.
 
   The dry spell had forced him to spend too much time out of the water, too, so that his skin had dried out. It was split along most of its natural folds. Deep pink wounds gaped at shoulder and groin. The wounds were now home to a range of worms, leeches, and small fish which gnawed ravenously and reduced his already tattered temper to psychopathic rage.
 
   The bull’s mouth gaped nearly three metres wide as he charged. In its upper and lower jaws stood pairs of canine teeth like tusks the better part of a metre long. Apparently thick and blunt, they were in fact razor-sharp along the outer edges. The hippo plunged them into the side of the Zodiac and whipped his massive head from side to side. The solid pink wall of the bone-backed palate protected the rest of his face like a shield so that the explosion of the rubberised canvas made no impression. The men and equipment in the boat were scattered into the water in an instant and all along the bank crocodiles appeared in anticipation.
 
   The hippo reared out of the shoulder-deep water with the remains of the Zodiac hanging like a strange beard from its lower jaw. In the floor of the rubber boat were wooden slats and these had become entangled in the great green-slimed teeth so that even the wildest of shaking could not free them immediately. The men in the water were using the temporary respite to make an escape, floundering towards the other two boats.
 
   Both Van Stratten and Henry turned the stubby craft towards them and half a dozen willing pairs of arms were pulling them out of the water before the hippo freed itself. It was not until the men from the third Zodiac were all aboard the other two and the remaining craft were heading for the sluice that Van Stratten reached for his Express rifle.
 
   They beached on the green-slimed mud cheeks of the shore below the crocodile’s eye and piled out in a rush. ‘Will it come after us?’ Richard yelled across to Van Stratten.
 
   ‘Yes.’ The Dutchman was working the mechanism of the massive hunting gun and keeping himself between them and the mad beast in the water.
 
   ‘Then this isn’t a good idea,’ said Richard. ‘There’s a grille in this sluice to keep animals out of the irrigation system. If you can’t stop the hippo, we’ll be trapped.’
 
   ‘You’re right,’ nodded Van Stratten. ‘But how do you know so much?’
 
   ‘This is Ann Cable’s sluice. She was found a hundred metres inland on the other side.’
 
   Van Stratten spat an impenetrable Dutch oath. In all the confusion he had forgotten that. ‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘There’s a way over the top of the grille. I’ll try and keep this thing at bay. If he follows us he may leave the equipment alone.’
 
   Henry led the way into the sluice with Richard close behind. Providentially, the narrow pathways which led along the square side of the deep concrete waterway remained innocent of crocodiles so that they were able to reach the bars of the grille with relative ease.
 
   By the time Henry was hard up against the cold bars and the others were packed behind him, the hippo had shaken the remains of the Zodiac off its face and was preparing to charge again. ‘Quickly!’ came Van Stratten’s voice from outside the tunnel.
 
   ‘What is this?’ Henry asked, gesturing downwards, apparently oblivious of Van Stratten’s warning.
 
   ‘This’ was a black bag and Richard reached down for it at once. In the hospital Ann Cable had spoken of a pile of clothing and a camera bag which had been particularly precious to her. She had been delirious and she had been talking to Emily Karanga, so Richard only got the story at secondhand, but he knew that Ann would have paid almost any price to recover her bag at one time. He assumed that she would want it still. As he closed his fist round its handle the first shot rang out.
 
   Van Stratten pushed another.450 Nitro Express round into the breach and looked at the hippo through narrowed eyes. The first round had impacted with the charging creature’s shoulder and flipped the beast on to its side. The Dutchman half expected the great body to keep rolling and go belly up. No such luck. Behind him, in the mouth of the sluice, he could hear the echoing sounds of confusion and he realised that they must be trapped against the bars. ‘On the wall on the right,’ he called at the top of his lungs. ‘A lever. It opens a section like a gate.’
 
   He closed the breech and worked the action, his eyes never leaving the writhing colossus in the shallows. The bullet, designed to stop an elephant, had only served to make it angry. Bitterly, he raised his rifle once again. The situation was like they said in the story books — kill or be killed. ‘And there should be a camera bag in there somewhere,’ he added, still at Stentor pitch.
 
   ‘Got it,’ answered two voices at once, just as the hippo charged again.
 
   Pushing a great bow wave before it, the bull roared up out of the water. It lowered its head for the first few steps, as Van Stratten was taking sight, and then, just as he began to squeeze the trigger, it opened its mouth in a great long-tusked bellow. The rifle fired, sending the massive bullet spinning far faster than sound through the great, heavily ridged pink shield of bone which comprised the hippo’s palate and upper jaw. It exploded through the hippo’s face halfway between its nostrils and its eyes. The impact of the heavy bullet slammed the head back with such force that the front feet lifted off the ground. Had its neck been any less sturdy it must surely have broken. Blood and bone fragments geysered out of the top of its nose, spattering all the way down its long back, and washed incontinently down into its throat. The hippo’s charge faltered, although its rear legs continued to push it forward, and its footing slipped. The four-toed feet fought for purchase on the weed-slippery mud of the bank and agony lanced in from the wounded shoulder. But it did not stop its charge.
 
   The press of the nervous men on the narrow path of the sluice pushed Henry agonisingly against the bars. There was no way he could reach up to grab the handle and so it was Richard, fortuitously positioned and held in place by the tracker’s wiry body, who reached up with his right hand and found the lever in the wall. His left hand stuck out from the packed press of men loaded with the black weight of Ann’s camera bag. The moment he released the catch, the bars which had been held across the narrow pathway slammed back against the wall and the press of men fell through the sudden gap.
 
   Richard’s left arm slammed against the bars which still stood across the waterway and the whole of his long body pivoted on his left shoulder with agonising power. The force of the men’s combined movement tore the camera bag out of his grasp and precipitated it down into the shallow sludge on the waterway floor.
 
   Then Richard was through with the rest of them and staggering down the pathway into the gathering light of the entrance which led out on to the dry irrigation channel and the desert-dry heartlands. But after a step or two, he collected himself. He jumped down into the shallow slime on the concrete floor and began to go back again. He might be able to do something to help Van Stratten; at the very least he might be able to pull Ann’s bag back through the bars. He had only taken a step or two before he paused again and looked up.
 
   Shining down from immediately above him was a partially occluded beam of light. Up there on top of the ridge was a great horizontal wheel which operated the mechanism to raise the iron sluice gate on the other side of the bars. All the sluice gates on the river could be activated from the control room far upstream in the Karanga Dam, but each one could be manually operated as well. The gate was made of solid steel and abruptly it seemed like a good idea to have such a thing closed between them and the mad creatures out in the river.
 
   He paused, his mind racing, and turned once again. ‘Henry!’ he called, using his quarterdeck voice. In the tunnel it attained the volume of a rock concert. The furthest of the staggering figures framed in the glow of the entrance stopped, turned.
 
   ‘Go up on top. Get ready to turn the wheel on my order. We may need to raise the sluice gate in a hurry.’
 
   Van Stratten chambered the next bullet and worked the bolt as he brought the stock of his rifle to his shoulder. With both eyes open, he looked down the sight, focusing all of his concentration on the gape of that charging mouth, trying to calculate exactly where above the wild swing of the creature’s uvula its walnut-sized brain might be located. This was an important calculation because from his current angle there was nothing of the hippo on show other than the inside of its tusk-framed maw. He found his spot and then pulled the sight down a fraction, reckoning that if he missed the brain itself he would have a good chance at its spine. He squeezed the trigger. The stock kicked back into his shoulder and the recoil lifted the barrel as it always did so that he did not see the exact strike point. The bellow of the gun drowned out all other sounds in his ears.
 
   The shoulder of the charging monster brushed past him, swatting him aside with casual ease, and he sprawled backwards, clutching his Express across his chest. ‘Incoming!’ he yelled.
 
   Richard saw it coming even as his right fist closed round the strap of Ann Cable’s camera bag. The great bulk of the animal closed out the sunlight at the far end of the sluice and it seemed as though the tank-like creature was going to come straight through at him. ‘Henry!’ he bellowed.
 
   No sooner had he spoken than he jerked his hand back, pulling the bag hard up against the bars. Immediately beneath it, a lateral section of slime attained a life of its own and suddenly jumped upward ten centimetres, lifting the bag as it rose. With his eyes on the incoming shape, Richard wrestled with the slick black nylon of Ann’s bag, twisting it in an increasingly faint hope of getting it through the bars. The size of the charging hippo became increasingly apparent. The cavernous gape of its roaring mouth, the length of its massive green tusks. The metal gate jumped up another ten centimetres, lifting the bag further. Twenty-five centimetres it jumped. And then it stopped.
 
   With one last heave, Richard managed to tear the bag back through the bars. As he did so, he fell sprawling back against the grey side of the sluice itself. Stunned, he sat there and watched as the gate jumped up another solid metre, then jammed once again, just as the hippo hit like a truck with no brakes. The sound was simply overpowering — the roaring cry the monster was making, the sloshing thunder of its feet, the explosive detonation of the impact. All of it echoed for a moment while Richard sat with Ann’s bag in his lap and looked, simply stunned. Even the adrenaline released into his system by the momentary realisation that the hippo would probably pick itself up and tear its way through the already buckled bars failed to stir him. He simply sat, staring at the crashed monstrosity as though it was some sort of road accident until Van Stratten appeared, peering over the top of the partly raised gate.
 
   ‘Got ’im!’ said the Dutchman.
 
   Richard was uncertain until the day he died whether there was exultation in the hunter’s voice or simple sick relief.
 
   ‘You sure?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Ja, man. One hundred per cent. This is one defunct hippo. Perfect brain shot. You can only see it from this side. There’s no top left on his head.’
 
   ‘Took its own sweet time to realise it was dead,’ observed Richard as he picked himself up. It had hit the bars and the closing gate at full charge with its mouth wide. Its top tusks protruded through the bars at the top, which had bent under the weight of its upper jaw. Its bottom tusks thrust through the steel of the sluice gate as neatly as a couple of armour-piercing shells and they, too, were wedged against the steel bars. Its large body, compacted by the force of its charge, lay curled immediately behind the squashed gape of its head.
 
   Van Stratten jumped over the gate and scrambled down beside Richard. ‘I see you got Ann’s bag,’ he said. ‘What are you going to do with it?’
 
   ‘Well, I don’t know.’
 
   ‘I tell you what,’ said the indefatigable Dutchman. ‘I’ll be calling the back-up trucks over now to help us out. We’ll have to send back the men who went into the water anyway. Why don’t I just bundle it up with a note and send it back to town. Warren Cord will send it out to her on the next available flight.’
 
   Richard shrugged and handed it over. It did not occur to him until much later that Van Stratten and the journalist may have had some kind of a deal which he had just furthered in Van Stratten’s favour.
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   They camped on a strange, fire-ravaged plain on the shore that first night. The trees had been totally consumed by some huge conflagration which had spread out across the papyrus reeds as well. The place was without life of any kind but possessed of a disturbing, unsettling atmosphere.
 
   Four of their number had left with one of the trucks, and with them went Ann’s camera case, bundled up and ready to post to her hospital bed. To some of those that remained, the risk of water-borne disease that immersion in the river carried seemed almost worth taking if it meant getting out of this sinister place. They talked little, depressed by the ether around them. There were no campfire stories. The only lengthy discussion was between the two white men and was about the dangers which the night might bring. Van Stratten wanted to be sure that his unexpected guest had a working knowledge of all of the available weaponry.
 
   Richard was in fact a fine shot with both handgun and long gun, and could use the available Remingtons and Weatherbys with confidence. As the last of the light died, their depressing little camp resounded to the crack of rifle fire as the seafarer unerringly destroyed the makeshift targets with the Weatherby Varmintmaster Van Stratten had chosen for him. The exercise made the men jumpy and brought unaccustomed pain to Richard’s right shoulder but he found it relaxing to imagine in front of the flotsam and jetsam he was blowing to pieces the persons of the Field Marshall, Sir Douglas, and Colonel Ngo Mbanda.
 
   Apart from that, the oppressive stillness of the gathering dark was broken only by a series of incoming and outgoing radio messages. They ate a spartan supper consisting of incompletely cooked, partially reconstituted packet stew enlivened with a couple of cans of baked beans, before settling down, rifles handy, in their simple bivouac.
 
   They slept badly and set off before dawn, unmolested but unrested. The sunrise brought not only the physical weight of the tropical sunlight but also more attacks from the giant tsetse flies. And then, about midday on that second day afloat — Richard’s second day but Van Stratten’s fifth coming upriver-the flies simply vanished. The change was so sudden, so unexpected, that it triggered off an alarm in Van Stratten’s mind.
 
   They were well past the section of burned jungle now and the vegetation on the distant bank looked impenetrable. Furthermore, the river had shrunk right back until it hugged the bank beneath the frowning black wall of the tectonic cliff so that the distant shore was separated from them by a broad mudflat and a considerable earthen cliff. Even so, something deep within him, too powerful to be denied, pulled Van Stratten across to that desolate bank and beyond. And Richard went with him.
 
   They did not take the whole of the team; to drag all of Van Stratten’s men on anything so ridiculous as a hunt for missing tsetse flies would have been absolute insanity. Instead they beached the inflatables and left most of the men taking a welcome siesta. Armed to the teeth, accompanied by Van Stratten’s radio man, gun-bearer and Henry, his most trusted guide, they jogged across the red mud and scrambled up the crumbling two-metre cliff. The jungle here was not as thick as it had seemed and the five men soon found themselves walking through the almost silent forest.
 
   Apart from a range of insects, there was no sign of any wildlife. Van Stratten was struck by the phenomenon and discussed it quietly with Richard and Henry. There had been no cough of leopards hunting in the night. There were no monkeys chattering high above now and the trees seemed bereft of bird life too. The river had been innocent even of crocodiles, and not a hippo in sight either. But there was life of some kind, somewhere up ahead. The guide heard it too, for he kept glancing across at Van Stratten with looks of increasing concern. Van Stratten nodded his acknowledgement of Henry’s concern, signalled for quiet and slowed right down until they were moving in silence.
 
   In the immediate quietness the distant noise gained in volume, and was joined by a smell which invaded the still, musty air with stomach-churning poignancy. So it was that, with the exception of Richard whose experience in this area was limited, the men all knew what they were going to find before they reached the clearing and discovered the remains of the logging camp.
 
   Even the razor wire of the perimeter had attained a kind of pathetic air, for it hung so listlessly from the scarred and blackened trees. The stumps of towers stood black-topped, like the skeletons of burned giants. At their feet and in scattered piles whose nature the busy insect covering made blessedly indistinct, the inmates of the camp lay all too obviously dead. Except for the bustle of the insect world there was no hope for any life in this place at all.
 
   The five men from the river stood at the outer edge looking into the reeking shambles, struck immobile, their minds scarcely more active than their frozen limbs.
 
   Van Stratten was the first to speak. ‘There’s no chance of anyone being alive in there.’
 
   ‘How can you be sure?’ asked Richard.
 
   ‘Firstly, this happened some time ago, perhaps yesterday evening. Anyone unhurt or wounded would have moved by now and would be out here in the jungle. Secondly it looks as though all the local large predators have been here overnight.
 
   Nothing else could have made quite such a mess as this. Anyone moaning or trying to move would simply have been torn apart. Thirdly, I don’t think we are the first people to have discovered this place.’
 
   ‘Someone has been here? How do you know?’ Richard asked.
 
   The other four men exchanged glances and Richard fleetingly felt like a raw cadet in a new posting. Van Stratten explained. ‘Even in the piles — such as they are after the attentions of the local population of scavengers — everyone is lying face up. Can’t you see?’
 
   Richard saw at once what Van Stratten meant. The bodies had been arranged. There was no doubt about that, he realised. Even so, his first step was directly forwards, across the line of the tattered razor wire. ‘No,’ said Van Stratten gently. ‘First we must reconnoitre the perimeter.’
 
   For an intensely disgusting hour the men worked round the perimeter. There was nothing they could do other than to try and estimate from a relative distance how many people had died here and to try and guess what might have gone on. But they were not equipped with either medication or numbers to do more than look from well back and count as best they could. They dared not go into the main area of the carnage and they certainly dared not touch, for there was blood aplenty and as Van Stratten again insisted gently, they had no gloves to protect them from the diseases with which many of the bodies would be infected.
 
   They were not looking for anything in particular and had no idea what or who had been here originally so there was no way in which they could record anything other than impressions. And one impression struck them very forcibly indeed, now that Van Stratten had articulated it: someone had been here before them. It was more than just the arrangement of the majority of the bodies, but what it was that made the impression so strong none of them could have said.
 
   They did not linger and they did not even stop to report from the site itself because just as they completed one circuit, they were disturbed by the roar of engines approaching at full throttle. Van Stratten had no desire to be discovered in such a place and he quickly led his men back into the cover of the jungle. Richard, however, was of a different opinion. Not even his experiences in Mawanga had yet made him nervous of the local authorities. While it did occur to him that this might be the killers returning to the scene of their crime, the markings on the trucks which came barrelling down the jungle track put his mind at rest for they were Maui Army markings.
 
    Richard was standing in front of the ruined gates, therefore, apparently alone in that dreadful place, when the first truck came to a halt and an officer climbed down from it. Richard moved forward, drawing in his breath to speak, when the officer turned and he saw the familiar SS flashes on the uniform collar and recognised the sneering face of Colonel Ngo Mbanda.
 
   *
 
   Jan Van Stratten led his men away through the jungle at a fast lick, secure in the knowledge that the sound of the motors would cover the noise they were making. Well versed in the subtle nuances of danger which existed at every level in Mau, it never occurred to him that anyone would voluntarily remain behind. It was only when Henry Tongo coughed a warning that he stopped and looked back. By then Richard was standing at the gate, Weatherby casually at his side, and it was too late to go back for him. It was too late even to call a warning for every sound was drowned beneath the revving of those motors.
 
    As Van Stratten stood irresolute, mind racing, he saw Richard look over his shoulder; saw every lineament of that long body undergo an instantaneous change as he realised that he was utterly alone here. But, even as the enormity of the danger was suddenly borne upon him, the Englishman looked back towards the trucks without scanning the jungle so that no one would ever suspect that he was not as alone as he seemed to be. That one brave act would have been enough to pull Van Stratten back even had he not had reasons of his own for trying to help this man.
 
    By the time Colonel Mbanda had climbed to the ground, Van Stratten and his companions were hidden in the bush as close as they could come without being seen. They were close enough to hear the ensuing conversation quite clearly.
 
   Ngo Mbanda was not a slow thinker, but he was simply stunned to find this man of all men standing in this place of all places. The camp’s existence was not unknown in the wider world outside the SS and the high command. It had, after all, been supplying wood to the refugee camps and a wide range of people knew that it was here. The fact of the massacre was an absolute secret however. As was the fact of another massacre which had been perpetrated more than ten days earlier up in the heartlands. That earlier massacre bore all the hallmarks of political evildoing by the N’Kuru Lion terrorists supported by Congo Librens hoping to foment political unrest and cover an invasion. This massacre might be the same, or it might be something else. It was Mbanda’s job to find out the truth. And he had his own agenda, as always. The grim-faced soldier was all too aware that immediately before the destruction of this camp he had sent a popular, almost sainted, nun and the most influential woman in the history of the country to the place. Father Patrice, the colonel’s personal spy in all sorts of places, had confirmed that the women were here at the time; the terrified cleric had reported that he had seen the beginning of the attack before he took to his heels and fled to the safety of the next camp with the commandant in his Jeep. Both men were currently at SS headquarters in Mawanga being debriefed in detail.
 
   In the meantime, both massacres were the closest Mau possessed to state secrets, and to find the second most senior representative of the UN standing in the middle of one of them was more than Mbanda could readily deal with. His first thought was to kill Mariner there and then, but numberless generations of cunning Kyoga blood made the officer hesitate. There would be time enough to eat his heart. In the meantime, there was intelligence to be gained, a main chance to be seized. And there was the distinct probability that such a man was not actually alone at all.
 
   ‘Captain Mariner,’ he said, keeping his voice reasonable, almost social, ‘what are you doing here?’
 
   ‘The flies. I was working down by the river. The flies have been terrible. Then suddenly they were gone and I followed …’
 
   ‘You came through the jungle on your own looking for flies? Mbanda’s voice betrayed his scepticism. The Englishman seemed to possess many unexpected skills but jungle craft was surely not one of them. He was certainly not alone. Could this be some kind of trap?
 
   ‘No. There was a party of us. The others went back some time ago. I was just looking for …’
 
   Mbanda paid no attention to the incomplete sentence. His mind was still racing. He most assuredly did not want word leaking out through Mariner’s companions if he could possibly help it. ‘We have only just heard about this atrocity,’ he said. ‘The perpetrators may still be in the area. I will send a patrol down to guard your men at once. Sergeant! Take a patrol down to the river. Bring back anyone you find there.’
 
   ‘No. Wait, Colonel, there is no need,’ countered Richard whose mind was beginning to work every bit as swiftly as the soldier’s. ‘This was done some time ago, surely. Whoever is responsible will be well away from here now. All I was waiting to do was to report the fact of the massacre to some competent authority — such as yourself, Colonel. All I want to do now is to carry on with my work and forget this terrible incident.’
 
   ‘Well …’ Mbanda hesitated. There was something about this man’s air of command even in this situation which made him hesitate. The hesitation of both officer and NCO lasted only an instant but the moment for action passed with it.
 
   ‘I’ll go back to the river myself,’ said Richard gently. ‘Now that you and your men are here there is no reason for me to stay. I’ll leave it to you to report the facts to your superiors. I’ve got quite enough on my plate as it is.’ He stepped back very slowly, his eyes on Mbanda’s face, registering every fleeting shadow of emotion there, knowing all too well that at any moment the soldier might simply tire of the game they were playing and order force to be used. ‘If you want any kind of statement from me I’ll be most happy to give it as soon as I get back or you can get me on the radio. But I saw nothing and have discovered nothing. I didn’t actually go into the compound at all. Just looked from out here,’ Richard babbled, driven by the need to think ahead of Mbanda and rob him of any excuse to stay. At the same time, he knew that his calculations would all be in vain if the colonel ordered his men to move.
 
   Richard took another step backwards, letting it flow out of the first as though the movement was inevitable, part of a continuous process. As he moved, his gaze fell from Mbanda’s eyes to his lips and he saw the mouth stir, preparing to give an order. Death felt very close indeed suddenly. And this shambles in the dark heart of a dead jungle seemed most fitting for the grim reaper’s residence. What saved Richard in the end was the fact that Mbanda suddenly realised that he could not in fact have searched the place to any degree, for he was a friend of Emily Karanga and he would hardly be behaving like this if he had found her body wherever it lay out there among all the others. And even as he thought this a voice called from the margin of the jungle, ‘Richard, are you coming? I’ve brought all the others back to look for you. We wondered why you didn’t follow us.’
 
   ‘It’s all right,’ called Richard, still moving. ‘I’m just coming.’
 
   ‘I’ve got Sir Douglas asking for you on the portable,’ called Van Stratten’s voice again. ‘He wants a quick word as soon as possible.’
 
   ‘Coming,’ called Richard, still moving, and almost at the edge of the jungle now. ‘If that’s all right then, Colonel …’ He turned away from the officer and stepped into the welcoming cover of the bush.
 
   ‘Move!’ hissed Van Stratten from close at hand. ‘Quickly but calmly. We need to cover ground especially as the bit about the portable was a bluff — but we don’t want to run.’
 
   Richard was too tense to speak. He followed the grey shapes of his friends and they were well into the gloomy cover of the forest before they heard Mbanda calling orders to his men. ‘He’s sending out a squad after us,’ whispered Van Stratten. ‘I thought he would. I don’t know why he hesitated. You must have hypnotised him or something.’
 
   ‘I don’t think he knew what to do with me,’ said Richard. ‘He couldn’t work out whether it would be better to kill me or not. And your call just added to the confusion in his mind.’
 
   ‘I don’t think he’s confused any more,’ said Van Stratten. ‘We’re lucky there are so many tracks around the camp that they’ll have a hard job finding ours.’
 
   ‘But he must think the whole place is full of UN personnel exploring the river and providing back-up,’ said Richard. ‘Surely not even the SS is going to risk massacring us on top of everything else.’
 
   ‘Probably not. But you never can tell. They could always just pretend it was whoever killed the men in that camp.’
 
   ‘Wouldn’t make any difference, would it? The UN would still pull out. Even Sir Douglas would have to cut out the parties and receptions if we were all butchered.’
 
   ‘He would,’ agreed Van Stratten, ‘if anyone ever found out about it. On the other hand, we could simply vanish and nobody much would notice for a few weeks.’
 
   ‘You could,’ said Richard. ‘I couldn’t. How much bullshit have I had to sort out during the last twenty-four hours? That radio has all but melted. Someone would notice if I vanished, even if it was only the switchboard operator!’
 
   ‘That’s true,’ said Van Stratten. ‘And I thank God for it. All the same, I’d steer clear of Mbanda’s major spheres of influence for the foreseeable future. You’ve stood on his shadow just once too often.’
 
    A fusillade of shots rang out with alarming suddenness, and they might have been tempted to throw themselves to the ground and seek cover had the sound not been so distant.
 
   ‘I take your point,’ said Richard grimly.
 
   ‘I’m afraid that means you’re persona non grata in Mawanga.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Richard. ‘But they drew the lines, and Mawanga stops at the dock gates, or Checkpoint Charlie at least.’
 
   ‘Is that important?’ asked Van Stratten.
 
   ‘Oh yes. Vitally important, if I’m going to get the job done. As required and on time. But for the time being, I’d better call, make a report and make some arrangements as soon as I possibly can.’
 
   *
 
   Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff closed his eyes and thought of his wife naked. He dwelt in his imagination upon every curve of her lithe young figure, calling to mind in vivid detail every swell and fold of her; her scent and the feel of her firm, cool flesh; the very, youthful taste of her. He did this, not through any sense of lasciviousness, but because the thought of her calmed his most stress-filled moments. The facts of her youth and beauty, the knowledge that others coveted her yet he alone possessed her, made him feel important, in control.
 
   ‘Yes,’ he said, fighting for calm and control. ‘A terrible business all round, Captain. But you just leave it with me. I will approach the Field Marshal this evening and get the whole matter cleared up. That’s right. This evening — it is his formal reception for the whole UN staff here at the palace. Sorry you won’t be able to make it.
 
   ‘Yes, I quite understand; your priorities must be different in a whole range of ways. I am sure General Cord will be able to take over your work on the iceberg itself now that he has appointed a new quartermaster to look after things at the airport. Yes, that’s right. It’s much quieter down there now in any case. Still nothing going out and nothing much coming in now. Your big helicopters are due soon, I understand. The full number; however many you asked for, I suppose. Yes; the really big ones, the Skycranes from America and the Harkes from Russia. And the last of the Spartans have arrived too. A group of chaps from the Royal Parachute Regiment and a Russian officer. I actually met him earlier, a square chap, grey-haired, strange-looking. Romanov. Unusual chap. Still, General Cord seems to be happy enough with him. Yes, Romanov and his men on the ice know exactly what to do. They seem to be an excellent team altogether. I’m sorry, I have to go now. Good luck. Keep in touch.’
 
   Sir Douglas put the phone down, then he sat for a few moments, trying to think things through. The nakedness of Lady Dunn-Duff was replaced by some equally stark political truths. The UN contingent was still isolated here in spite of all the Field Marshal’s apparent good will. They were, in reality, under a worrying level of threat. Sir Douglas had done time in Sarajevo and he knew how tricky things could become underneath an apparently calm surface. And Richard Mariner’s discovery had put quite a few waves upon that surface, and in all likelihood increased the threat. Sir Douglas would have to be very careful indeed in his dealings with Moses M’Diid tonight.
 
   Sir Douglas rose from behind his desk and prepared to leave his sumptuous office for the day. With his mind still busy he walked down the corridor to his suite and prepared for tonight’s reception. Let Richard Mariner explore on up the river with that strange Van Stratten chap. They could do very well without him down here. And in the meantime if the two of them found anything further, there were several sections of the heavily armed Spartans who could go up the river after them — the US Navy SEALs and the Belize-trained jungle warfare specialists from the British Parachute Regiment, not to mention the Foreign Legion johnnies, if push came to shove. In the meantime, until anything important happened up that far-distant stream they were all beginning to call ‘shit creek’, Sir Douglas was going to keep all his Spartans down here, close at hand, just in case.
 
   On his way back across to his changing-room door he checked his appearance with smug satisfaction in the massive ormolu-framed Empire mirror above the fireplace, pausing to pull a particularly long hair from his right nostril. The sharp pain in his nose brought tears to his already watery eyes and he blinked owlishly at his reflection.
 
   The two SS men watching his antics on the video being shot by a secret camera through the one-way glass laughed at this unconscious performance and then returned their attention to the image from the bedroom of the Dunn-Duff suite where Lady Dunn-Duff, preparing for this evening’s social event with a catnap now, was spread out upon the silk undersheet of her bed precisely in the condition in which her husband had just been imagining her.
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   Warren Cord pushed his hands deeper into his parka pockets and surveyed the arctic desolation which lay around him beneath the blazing tropic sky. He had been up here for most of the morning and he was finding it difficult to focus on precisely what he needed to be doing. He had hardly slept since Richard went up the river, effectively leaving him in charge, and the strain was beginning to tell.
 
   It was late morning on the twenty-second day since Manhattan’s arrival in Mawanga and there were forty-four days to go before the equatorial heat ended their mission for them, whether they had delivered the ice to plan or not. But things were really hitting top gear now and there seemed to be every chance that they would get the job done according to Richard’s plan.
 
   Several layers of the iceberg now lay exposed in a series of gargantuan steps, which Warren was currently looking down upon from his position on the old topmost level. In the air below his toecaps, helicopters laboured about a range of tasks, coming and going like flies. Except for the Westland from Psyche and one of the Sikorskys, the smaller helicopters were still engaged by Marie-Ange Forget’s assistants, chopping off great chunks of ice with the big ultrasonic lances. Teams using the smaller, commercial lances broke the pieces up until the bulldozers could move them into piles at the pick-up points where the huge Skycranes would gather them up and whirl them away up-country. Watching a great silver Harke pulling a streaming net-full up past his own elevated level, and then on aloft, Warren was tempted into a wistful wish: he wished he could be far upriver and behind the great Karanga Dam, to see those boulders of ice come tumbling out of the air like hailstones half the size of houses.
 
   As Warren tried to imagine what that sight must be like, his mind was distracted by a distant rumble and he looked away seaward. Behind him, stretching westwards, the top of the berg remained untouched for twenty kilometres. Back there, out above the Atlantic itself, another step was being cut. It was far enough away from the city to be safe to use explosives and Tom Snell was in his element at last. Working closely with Kate Ross and that extraordinary Russian Alex Romanov, the British sapper was now well briefed as to the structure of the berg in that region and he was blowing it up, section by section. The ice from that end was being lifted by more massive Skycranes and taken directly to the headwaters of the river high atop the black cliff far inland.
 
   Richard talked at length on the radio every night and Warren found it a lifeline to sanity. He had commanded brigades in the past but he had been at the UN for so long that he had forgotten how isolated a field commander could feel. Having Richard there each evening was a real boon. In fact, Warren was doing a first-rate job. He was able to report that they were beginning to exceed the stated requirement, massive though it had seemed.
 
   At Warren’s feet, the ice stepped down and down again in massive crystal cliffs a hundred metres high. He could see two levels clearly before the third was lost in the last of the morning mist. He knew there was a fourth level too, just above the lake, feeding yet more slush in massive streams down the perishing slope into the restless water there. From this position, he could not have seen down that far even with binoculars. But if the mist had cleared he would have been able to see the water of the lake as it gathered up against the foot of that first rock barrier. Or, at the very least, he would have been able to see the bright glow of its reflection, seventy kilometres away.
 
   Van Stratten’s discovery about the slope of the lake bottoms had galvanised them all. The enormity of the task they were undertaking had been a leaden weight on each of them. The news that the lake bottoms in fact sloped slightly downhill inland and they were required simply to let the water run down into the river rather than to carry it bodily up-hill into the heartland had caused an amazing change in everyone’s perception of their task. And that made all the difference. Tell a man to sit and hold a stick without moving for hour upon hour and he would soon become bored to distraction, but take the same man to a river and call the stick a fishing pole and he would happily sit for days, filled with a sense of purpose, whether anything actually happened or not. It was all in the mind.
 
   But if the perception of their task was all in the mind, so too were less positive things. Nothing bad had happened so far, but there was a growing sense of unease about the danger of working on Manhattan itself. The iceberg had a character all of its own. It was a weird compound of the size of the thing, the stark unnaturalness of its existence here, its lethal past and its murderous potential. The newcomers knew all about it for it had been on every news bulletin for weeks until Moses M’Diid’s coup had cut them off from the rest of the world. Even the Russians fresh in from Chechnia knew how many men and women had died because of it so far. It was common knowledge that there had been corpses, old and new, discovered in the icy bowels of the thing. And they all knew that one of the corpses had been that of a Russian woman, as yet unidentified, and that her presence here remained unexplained.
 
   On top of all this, parts of the iceberg registered serious radioactive contamination. The Russians were better informed about this than most because, as the arctic-trained contingent, they were the custodians of the ice. It was their job to find out whether the irradiated parts were still there and, if they were, to warn Warren about them, who would in turn alert Richard. Then it would be his job to call in experts who were standing by everywhere from CalTech and Aldermaston to the Serbsky Institute and Moscow U and take care of it.
 
   But even the task of guarding the ice was by no means simple. The berg had rolled over completely on the way here. All the areas that had registered as highly contaminated on the Geiger counters earlier were now, at the very least, under water.
 
   There was evidence to suggest that some of the irradiated ice might have been destroyed, for at the moment the berg rolled, during the mysterious attack three weeks earlier, there had been a series of massive explosions up where the Geiger counters had recorded the highest recordings. And ‘up’ was now right down at the bottom of the harbour.
 
   Warren gave himself a shake and pulled his thoughts into more positive channels. Alex Romanov was busily engaged in creating a detailed three-dimensional map of the whole iceberg, probing the solid ice with low-power emissions from one of the smaller ultrasonic lances he had seduced out of Marie-Ange. He was also exploring the caves and tunnels with his men and with volunteers from the British, American and French contingents.
 
   This latter enterprise was a particularly risky one. Sections of the ice were honeycombed with tunnels and caves. The tunnels took unexpected turns and plunged downwards with no warning, leading vertiginously for thousands of metres no one knew where for certain. One thing was certain, however, according to Romanov’s latest report: the iceberg was nowhere near as solid as it looked, especially on the Atlantic side.
 
   But the western end was not the only area full of tunnels. The midsection towards which the main body of workers were relentlessly moving was far less solid than it seemed as well. Warren, together with Alex Romanov, Jean Le Brun, the commanders of the SEALs and the Paras, the Rosses and Tom Snell, had listened in uneasy silence as Katya Borodin had described one particular submarine cave which she and Bob Stark had explored on the way here as they had searched desperately for half a dozen lost men. Warren remembered the meeting when she had imparted this information quite vividly for it had been the only time he had seen Tom Snell show anything remotely resembling fear. He sat perfectly still, his face bone-white. Tom had been one of the men who had been gulped down by the ice tunnel which led to the massive cave in question and had been extremely lucky to survive the experience. It had been his men who had died because of it.
 
   When the cave had been first discovered, it had been under water, home to a massive whirlpool entombed. Water was fed into the caverns via streams issuing from numerous tunnels and poured out at its base through a hole that led directly into the ocean. The whirlpool movement of water had shaped the cavern into a great hollow cone, seemingly within the very heart of the berg.
 
   In that strange place, Katya recounted, they had discovered drowned men spinning in a sort of grotesque dance in the gyrating current; and they had found a longer-dead body too, the corpse of a nameless blonde woman heavily irradiated. They had sent the extra corpse to England with Tom’s dead soldiers but they had heard little more, except that she had had Russian dental work and that some of their dead, too, had become irradiated.
 
   Now that great cavern was in all probability dry, Kate Ross told them. The point of the huge cone would be reaching up to the surface and would show only as a smallish hole. It might even be crusted over now with a deceptively firm-looking film of ice and slush. More than every other known natural feature in Manhattan, Kate and Katya had warned them, they had to beware of this one.
 
   Warren had been deeply discomfited by the idea. For him it encapsulated everything that was dangerous about the undertaking. For several days after that briefing he had walked with extra care on the ice. Somewhere out there, immediately beneath a wafer-thin crust of ice and snow, lay the maw of a sleeping dragon, wide open and big enough to contain the White House.
 
   He had not been the only one affected. Alex Romanov immediately dedicated his working hours to finding the cave. He scrutinised all the information on Kate’s computer graphics, he looked at every seismic read-out, and he had begun to take his own readings with the borrowed ultrasonic equipment. He had also gone underground, into the tunnels themselves.
 
   In the event it was Le Brun’s Legionnaires who found the opening to the cave by searching the top of the berg in ten-metre squares with sharp poles. They had nothing much else to do anyway, and Warren was mildly amused to notice that the extra work for which he volunteered his contingent gave Le Brun an equal excuse with Alex Romanov to be constantly consulting with the beautiful Dr Forget. So it had been simple sexual chemistry which forced Manhattan into giving up her most important secret so far.
 
   Psyche’s Westland was not involved in the ultrasonic work today because it was ferrying the caving team up to the hole in the ice. Alex and his men were going to explore the ice cone.
 
   Warren was standing out here now not because he was surveying the work but because he was expecting formal notification that the exploration of that massive cavern was about to begin.
 
   He turned and looked away to the south, off the ice altogether. The sunlight was burning the fog off the city at last — the process seemed to take longer and longer each day. Warren wondered whether the climate of the city was going to be changed permanently by Manhattan. Whether it was or not, thought the American grimly, things were not much safer out there than they were up here. The cordon sanitaire was still in place and the men were only allowed out to be fleeced in the downtown brothels while real contact with most of the citizens was strictly controlled by the SS. The soldiers had even started turning up as middlemen acting for the local suppliers of the provisions, which the massive UN contingent was consuming so rapidly, with a concomitant hike in price.
 
   The grip of the military seemed to have tightened noticeably in the last couple of days, and Warren thought he had a good idea why this had happened. Even if international reporters were forbidden entry to the place and the papers they produced were banned from the streets, Mau still featured regularly on the radio broadcasts and satellite TV channels that they picked up aboard Psyche in spite of attempts to jam the signals.
 
   News of the massacre in the logging camp had leaked out, though there was fierce debate as to where the information had originated. There were no details beyond the fact that it had happened, but the SS’s reaction had been to try and tighten everything up again for they knew that the information could only have leaked out via the UN. Sir Douglas was working on getting the Field Marshal to open up and let some reporters in. It would be better to show them the facts than to let them feast on innuendo, the Englishman suggested, but M’Diid remained wary. Understandably so; it was little more than three weeks since the coup and the only really solid piece of news to emerge suggested that the army was losing its grip up-country.
 
   The Field Marshal should have thought of that before he did whatever he had done to the people who had run the local TV and radio before the soldiers who did so now. One of the things Moses M’Diid needed was a news service competent enough to get its stories into the international market but still under his control. He really seemed to think that no news was good enough. God alone knew what was really happening up-country, but everyone who gave Mau even a passing thought was full of sinister speculation. No news was simply bad news.
 
   Warren looked eastwards, thinking about how dangerous things were upriver too and wondering about Richard. But he knew very well that Richard was fine. He and Van Stratten were making slow progress, but progress nevertheless. They were checking, measuring, preparing for the moment when Richard gave the command to revivify the river. Richard was probably lazing in a Zodiac right this moment watching the big Sikorskys pounding upriver above his head, relishing the icy rain they must leave in their path.
 
   But whatever else he was doing, Warren knew Richard would be waiting for his call; he wanted to know the moment Alex and the rest went into that cave. But there was no word yet, and Warren knew he was just fussing if he worried about Richard Mariner. No, if he was going to worry about anyone, he thought grimly, he should be worrying about Emily Karanga. No one had heard from her since she went into the closed camp beside the airport and not even Sir Douglas could get any word of how she was. Still, thought Warren, an indulgent smile playing at the corner of his mouth, Emily was a born survivor and one of nature’s leaders. Wherever she was she would be getting by at the very least, and probably organising everyone around her to Hell and gone as well.
 
   Warren turned and began to walk back across the ice towards the cabin where Colin and Kate Ross kept their machines and which was the command centre for the whole project. The cabin was empty at the moment because the Rosses were with Alex and the rest, out at the opening of the cavern on the ice, and Warren himself was supposed to be keeping an eye on the place. He was still walking towards it when the little portable radio he had been grasping in his left hand buzzed. He stopped at once. He pulled it out of his pocket, brought it to his ear and pressed the button. ‘Yes?’
 
   It was notification from the party on the ice. ‘We’re going in now.’
 
   ‘Great. I’ll tell Captain Mariner.’
 
   Warren lowered the radio and punched in Richard’s call code. It went back up to his ear smartly. Richard never let it ring more than once.
 
   This time, however, he did; and Warren was getting very worried again when the little machine answered. ‘Mariner.’ Richard’s voice was indistinct. There was a fearsome buzzing on the line.
 
   At the moment of connection Warren was in motion across the ice once more. ‘Warren Cord, Richard. They’re going down —’
 
   He had taken precisely four steps towards the empty cabin. On his fifth step, partway through the sentence he was speaking, the ground gave way beneath him and Manhattan gulped him down.
 
   *
 
   It had taken the progress of one meal five evenings earlier for a rivalry to spring up between Alex Romanov and Jean Le Brun over the favours of Marie-Ange Forget. There was no doubt that the senior officers assumed that she would be more interested in them, while her assistants might be more interested in the other ranks. But the officers in command of the American Navy SEALs and the British Paras were in their mid-twenties and the officers serving on Psyche were isolated and introspective; the Russian and the Belgian were ten years older than any of the other serious contenders, very much more of the right age; or so they thought. The fact that there was no hint of a reaction in the lost depths of those moss and malachite eyes simply added to the situation.
 
   Four days ago, Alex and Jean had split their men into teams and led them caving beneath the ice, each caught up in an atmosphere of competition wherein every little victory seemed to promise a reward which Marie-Ange was in no way willing to give. In spite of the fact that they were going into the ice almost two hundred metres above sea level, both teams put on thermal wetsuits and took compressed air cylinders with them. Each team-member was further equipped with a caving helmet and a personal distress beacon. Each man also carried a Geiger counter. The assumption was that they would stay carefully roped together. The preparation was in case they became separated, lost or injured, and required help.
 
   Suited in ungainly black rubber the two leaders consulted Kate and Marie-Ange in the hut on the highest point of the berg. Here, the beginnings of Alex’s three dimensional map were married with Kate’s seismograph readings in a moving computer display which allowed them to examine at least one part of the cave complex they were going to explore and map in more detail. The work was vital if Tom was going to start blasting the next section, as was planned.
 
   Kate Ross had watched with detached amusement, as the two men tried to gain the interest of the beautiful scientist. But her introspective isolation was like a carapace of ice. Eventually, unhappily, they had gone about their business and she had gone about hers, until the Field Marshal’s reception that evening had reawakened the competition.
 
   In spite of the fact that the men had both suffered a punishing day’s work, they presented themselves in full-dress uniform at the reception. Alex’s olive green, with its gold buttons and gleaming black leather, had emphasised the depth of his long brown eyes and the flash of his winning smile, but everyone was agreed that Jean’s blue and red was much more dashing.
 
   Everyone, apparently, except Marie-Ange. She had remained civil but distant, clearly here out of courtesy rather than desire. She had talked to both of them with mechanical civility, danced when pressed but without obvious enjoyment, refused the offered refreshments, and retired early pleading a headache. Lesser men might have been cast down but these two simply checked their strategy and, finding it still perfectly serviceable, settled in for a long campaign.
 
   Tom Snell’s first blast next morning had opened up the caves they had explored yesterday. The work they had done gave Tom the information he needed to place a series of charges so that the whole honeycomb was brought down. This time, Kate and Colin Ross had been nowhere near the seat of the action. They had been looking at the seismograph and the shock waves from that new direction had shown them the beginnings of the massive cave beneath the surface of the ice they were due to move on to next.
 
   When Alex and Jean came out of the tunnels that afternoon, it was to discover that Warren had called a briefing to be held after dinner, and it was at that briefing that Katya had described the cavern itself and how she and Bob Stark had discovered it. Alex had seduced the ultrasonic equipment out of Marie-Ange and the next day he had used it all over the berg but he had not quite managed to find the opening to the cave. And so, yesterday, while Alex returned underground, Jean and his men had taken sharp poles and done it the hard way. At every step along the way, each of them had gone to Marie-Ange to discuss structure, form and procedures. And this rivalry had built up to another peak last night after supper when Warren had held another briefing — to plan in the greatest possible detail exactly what they proposed to do today.
 
   Marie-Ange remained icily unattainable but she was pulled out of her accustomed orbit by these two wandering stars. She was with them, that morning when they climbed aboard Psyche’s Westland Sea King and one of the UN Sikorskys, laden with a mixture of cold-weather diving gear and climbing equipment. So were Colin and Kate. So were the boys who commanded the SEALs and the Paras. Only Tom Snell was missing, for he had gone blasting, and Warren who stood watching from high on the crest of the uppermost cliff, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his parka jacket.
 
   Half an hour later, the two helicopters swooped down towards the area of firm ice nearest to the black hole of the cave mouth marked out by Jean’s men yesterday and hovered a couple of metres above the streaming ice, preparing to deposit three teams.
 
   Two teams were suited up and ready to go. One team was supposed to stay up here as their anchor and, if need be, refuge. Alex had wanted Jean’s team to remain as back-up while the Russians explored alone but Jean had demurred, so both were going in together hoping to back each other up if need be, leaving a lookout radio-man borrowed from the Paras up on the surface of the ice to relay messages. Katya Borodin, as the only one who had actually been in the cave before, had left her command for the day and had agreed to join Jean’s team. The Rosses were going down too. Colin was due to go with Alex’s team; Kate with Jean’s. The scientists had been on or around this iceberg since it was discovered high in the Davis Strait all those weary months ago and they knew more about it than anyone else alive.
 
   Marie-Ange was already using her ultrasonics to check the depth of the ice towards the edge of the cave mouth and make certain that there was no chance of anyone falling through. There was no question of the helicopters actually landing here. On her word, Alex jumped down and his men followed him. Seeing what was happening, Jean led his men down out of the Sikorsky and soon both teams were working their way towards the hole with Marie-Ange carefully in the lead while the helicopters clattered away eastwards.
 
   Jean’s explorations yesterday had shown there was safe ice close to the edge of the hole, but overnight the hole had grown. The man-sized opening that the team from the Legion had laid bare had spread during the hours of darkness until it now resembled the vent of a volcano, hence the care they took as they approached it now.
 
   In the relative quiet after the helicopters thudded away, a west wind sprang up and began to resonate across the top of the hole making a deep trembling note. The surface of the ice they were crossing seemed to tremble with enough force to make their soles itch. Any slackness of jaw caused teeth to jar together and more than one tongue was bitten before the edge of the hole was reached. The hole was the better part of five hundred metres in diameter, and still growing. They began to circle it when a gust in the wind made the note of its movement across the hole reach a new pitch and a section of the far edge simply crumbled away and fell thunderously into unplumbed depths. Awed, the whole contingent stopped and watched, eyes streaming, ears ringing. At once Alex took a small team round to the far side and detonated a series of charges calculated to bring down any more of the ice covering which might be disturbed by the trembling notes of the wind. And within the hour they were able to proceed with the full extent of the opening in the ice laid bare and secure before them.
 
   It was oval rather than round, reaching slightly further north-south than it did east-west. It was wide enough to allow sunlight to strike the crystal surfaces of its gaping throat. Water cascaded downwards, and the note of the restless wind was replaced by a deep roaring. It was impossible to see right to the bottom of the cave and the read-outs from Marie-Ange’s machine were worryingly fuzzy at the deeper levels.
 
   ‘There may be water down there,’ she informed them coolly. ‘That would distort my readings. There is perhaps a lake, but I cannot say for certain. If you want more information you will have to proceed and look for yourselves.’
 
   Which was, of course, exactly what they planned to do.
 
   While Jean crouched as close to Marie-Ange as he could get, looking at the display on the screen of her portable equipment, Alex checked his cold-water diving suit, his helmet and his breathing apparatus, cinched the strong rope tight to his harness and prepared to descend. He gave no sign of being nervous — he was in front of a range of people he wished to impress — but there were those among them who were worried on his behalf. Colin Ross knew how dangerous his mission was likely to become. Kate, too, caught her breath as he strode towards the edge. But of all of them it was Katya Borodin who was the most concerned and who sent up an un-Soviet prayer on his behalf.
 
   Alex’s team was equipped with Day-Glo orange standard climbing rope with the black diamonds woven into it. This was mildly elastic in extended lengths, and the Russian fully expected to be bouncing up and down like a bungee jumper before he reached the floor of that abyssal cavern — but he had reckoned without the precipitous steepness of the wall down which he would be abseiling.
 
   ‘Going down,’ he said, exactly as though he was talking to himself but the tiny microphone contained in his helmet transmitted his words to Jean who was in temporary command of the lowering party.
 
   ‘Letting go,’ acknowledged the Legionnaire. Alex nodded distantly, as though deep in thought, and stepped back over the edge.
 
   At first the ice plunged down with perfect verticality and Alex made good time as though this was a mountaineering exercise high in the Urals. He counted aloud each time he kicked off the wall so that Jean could keep track of him, but other than that there was no communication at this stage. Such was the importance of clear communication, however, that the teams had set up a channel which was open between them but closed to all others. Anyone wishing to communicate even with Alex would have to contact the team on the surface and only they could break into the communications to be used deep under the ice.
 
   The slope of the ice wall began to tend away from Alex in a massive overhang, and he slowed, finally finding a ledge where he could win just enough purchase to pause and look around. As he slowed, and when he stopped, he told Jean what he was doing. Then he returned to silence as he took stock.
 
   It was coming up to midday and there was a beam of light from the sun shining seemingly directly downwards. Slightly out of its beam as he was, he observed it as though it was a spotlight at the Bolshoi shining downwards on to a stage. But there was enough diffuse light coming from the beam to show him the minutest details of the ledge he was crouching on, and to bring home to him the yawning extent of the cavern. He was like a mite on the roof beam of a cathedral. It stretched out and down around him, its outer reaches and lower depths cloaked in malachite shadows.
 
   A lake of what looked like royal blue ink occupied the floor and a partly occluded beam of light made it seem that there was a magnesium flare burning down there. The effect was intensified by the fact that the lake was by no means placid, for it was being rained on with the intensity of a tropical downpour by the meltwater thundering off the walls. The resultant cloud of spray seemed to waver above the surface like smoke above an inferno.
 
   It took Alex a minute or two to come to terms with the sheer scale of the place, and to realise that the partially illuminated, spray-cloaked ink puddle had a surface area half the size of Red Square. The cave itself could have accommodated the Kremlin and Basil’s Cathedral. He looked up to the hard-edged lip of the hole, trying to estimate how far he had come and whether there was enough rope to reach the floor. But it would only be worth reaching the floor if that subterranean lake down there had a shore which they could use as a landing place.
 
   With these thoughts coldly in mind, Alex began to quarter the whole cavern looking for a section where the teams could land. With something akin to awe he saw that the upper sections of the roof were slightly translucent and the light seemed to travel through the cloudy ice with the same facility as along fibres of plastic or glass. As his eyes got used to the shadows, it seemed to him that the walls themselves began to glow and, against the faint luminescence, patterns of thickness and thinness were revealed.
 
   Under his feet, the glow was broken by a slash of dead darkness skimmed with gold which was the shelf he was half kneeling upon. In other areas there were pools of light and shade varyingly sharp-edged which he quickly recognised as the portals of smaller caverns and the mouths of tunnels. Among these there were more black wounds of thick ice jutting out towards the elusive beam of sunlight. But no matter where he looked he could see no obvious landing place.
 
   ‘Give me more rope, I want to lie down,’ he said into the tiny mouthpiece. He took the extra length of line which coiled down to him like an obedient snake and began to move. Very carefully, with total control over his chill-jumping body and the nearest approach to heroism he had achieved outside the battlefield, Alex forced his crouching limbs to unfold and he placed himself face down along the ledge.
 
   His new position allowed him to look straight down, and the ledge was narrow enough to give him the impression that he was flat against the wall. Like a man looking for a lost object by putting his eye at floor level, he stared downwards, therefore, knowing that it would be the widest of the ledges that would take his eye. And, as it happened, it was the next ledge down to his right that caught his eye. Like everything else in the place, it was constructed on a massive scale and looked as much as anything else like the forecastle head of Psyche. The analogy was so striking, in fact, that Alex had to hold himself still and take a second look for fear that he might in fact be looking down on a section of the lost Leonid Brezhnev, that long-vanished freighter which had been carrying the radioactive results of the terrible gamble at Chernobyl. But no, the construct was natural, not manmade, and there was no doubt that it was ice. At its back, there seemed to be the black gape of a tunnel mouth.
 
   ‘I’m going out and down,’ he said. ‘Jean, hand over to Boris Rublev.’
 
   There came a grunt of acknowledgement and then Alex was in the hands of his utterly trustworthy second-in-command. He began to speak rapidly in Russian. ‘Boris. I am going down to a big ledge backing on to the tunnel mouth. Our team will come down but I’ll only call the others if there is too much for us to handle. The cave is too big and too deep to explore fully until we have opened it right up. Understand?’
 
   ‘Da.’
 
   ‘Good. I’m going to swing across and have a look around then. Take the strain.’
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the Russian was standing on the outermost point of the pulpit looking directly upwards. The vertical fall of his rope showed that Boris had moved across the ice until he was directly above him. The others would all be waiting for his order to join him on the massive tongue of ice and he was wrestling with the fact that he did not want to give it but felt he had no choice.
 
   The surface at his feet was perfectly flat. A few metres in towards the wall it began to slope inwards and downwards so that this was one of the few ledges that did not have a waterfall cascading off it. Instead it had a gathering stream which was gulped down by the dark throat of the tunnel at the back. The tunnel mouth covered most of the width of the ledge which was the better part of fifty metres wide. Alex had been into that faintly glowing ice maw deep enough to see that there was not one but two tunnels reaching back from it. They seemed identical; they both sloped inwards and downwards very slightly and were easily passable, certainly for the first few metres. They each went their own way almost at once and from the look of things they simply plunged further and further apart the deeper into the ice they went.
 
   He had established beyond a shadow of a doubt that it would be well worth using both his team and Jean’s to explore. And so, against his inclination, he called them all down. On his way to the edge of the hole, Jean told the Paras’ radio man to alert General Cord that they were all going down.
 
   There was no reason why today’s expedition should not be a repeat of earlier days’ explorations, searching tunnels and caves for anything unusual or worth preserving, mapping the place, noting likely blasting points for Tom Snell and checking for radiation. To all intents and purposes, the only real differences were that their starting point was underground in a cave, and that Alex’s team had been joined by the giant Colin Ross and the beautiful Marie-Ange and Jean’s by Katya and Kate. But Alex felt a lingering resentment. He really did not want these extra people down. He felt he had made a mistake to call it the way he had. His mind kept jumping back over Katya’s briefing about the suspicious contents of this cave when it had been full of water and General Bovary and the Deputy Director’s strange tales in the Lubyanka. There was no end to what they might find down here and no guarantee that he would be able to control things if they found anything that implicated Russia or pointed to Chernobyl.
 
   Still, they had discovered nothing on any exploration so far — no sign of radioactivity, no sign of any contamination, no sign of any glass, no sign of any ship. At least there was an even chance of today being equally innocent. Almost everything described by Katya must have washed out of the place with the seawater, surely.
 
   Quite what he was going to do if anyone discovered anything Alex had not yet decided, but he did not doubt that he could arrange matters satisfactorily if the worst came to the worst. The ice was a viciously dangerous environment and the Legionnaires could simply disappear. No one would be surprised. Losing a doctor the size of Colin Ross from the middle of his own command would require a little more explanation, however.
 
   He brought his mind back to more immediate matters as Marie-Ange followed Jean on to the tongue of ice. Both Jean and Alex carried in their heads a rough plan of the tunnels and chambers they were likely to encounter behind those glassy, near-black blue-green walls, based on Marie-Ange’s computer display. Now the three of them pored over the display on her portable laptop once again. Radiating out from the flank of the cave in this sector was a web of tunnels. In plan it looked as though the cave was the hole in a windscreen, surrounded by radiating cracks.
 
   At last everyone was down safely, fully kitted, tied securely, and ready to go. Alex gestured so that his team formed a line behind him and followed as he led the way towards the great fissure which was their gateway to this section of the icy underworld. On the left, Jean led his team towards the other tunnel.
 
   At the icy, clean-edged portal, Alex’s team stopped and checked their lifelines. Behind Alex came Boris Rublev, his second-in-command. Alex might have preferred to have Marie-Ange closer, but his instinct for survival was even deeper than his sex urge, so she came third. Then came Colin Ross and after him the rest of the team. Their path plunged straight and narrow, level and high-ceilinged directly into the heart of the ice. With increasingly cloudy crystal walls brushing their shoulders on each side and a bottle-green path gathering shadows beneath the little stream that gurgled at their feet they walked in Indian file and awestruck silence.
 
   The ice Alex had explored up until now had been opaque, almost spongy in consistency. This was literally like glass. Alex was by no means alone when he felt, disorientatingly, that if he reached out to either side his hand would enter the wall as though through the surface of a placid lake. Almost at once he began to fancy that there were shapes in there, and the shapes soon stopped being random planes within flat levels of depth and attained roundness and form in his imagination. More than once he found his battle-attuned senses jerking his head round as out of the corner of his eye he saw something deep within the ice move. And as the darkness gathered to emerald impenetrability around him, he felt as if he was being drawn into an almost infinitely large forest where the shapes within those crystal walls became the living trunks of moss-covered trees, and sinister enemies moved silently amongst them.
 
   When he turned on his lamp, the disturbing deeps of the crystal vanished at once. Almost everything was reduced to surface beneath a yellow patina of the beam. The shadows, though, still retained something of the great pine forests of his youth and the disturbing hints of movement never quite settled down. The sounds, too, were disorientating. As always around midday, a little sea breeze picked up and it moved through the ice as well as over it and past it. The vibration of the wind across the open cave mouth above and behind them echoed around them now. Echoes came and went, apparently unconnected to any sounds that they were making. Water trickled, chuckled, gurgled and roared. The wind whispered, muttered, hissed and, in some strange almost intimate distance, it thundered as though it blew in wild gales across a wilderness of stones.
 
   The Geiger counters they were all carrying remained silent. Conversation seemed out of the question, even though they each had a microphone in their helmets and all their radios were on the open channel. The slop of their feet through the water was soon lost in the gathering noise and even the lifeline connecting them to each other failed to stop them feeling alone.
 
   The first sign of change was a growing light ahead. After his experience on the way in and with his senses so attuned to the sinister nature of the place, Alex kept his light on for he did not want to be tempted back into those disorientating depths at an inopportune moment. He knew in his bones that any failure of concentration could be fatal. And he was wise to be cautious. The tunnel opened out into a cavern with disconcerting suddenness, as though they had stepped though a doorway at the end of a tiny passageway into a massive ballroom. The transition was so sudden that Alex stopped, frozen with shock, and was lucky the others did not crash into him.
 
   After the reports given by Katya Borodin and Tom Snell, Alex was all too well aware that every turn of the tunnel, every opening could give way to a cliff edge. Had the walls of this chamber plunged down as deeply as they rose up, then the whole team might easily have gone straight over the edge. But fortunately they did not do so and they crowded into the chamber, awed.
 
    The impression that this was a ballroom was heightened by the fact that it was round and the ice on which they were standing, exactly level and apparently highly polished, resembled nothing so much as a gleaming dance floor. The polish of the floor was enhanced by a thin skim of water which was added to by the stream at their feet and by the rain of droplets which trickled almost musically from above. The walls rose towards another break in the ice surface which was once again circular and allowed in a beam of pure white light. All over the exquisite arch of the ceiling hung a range of icicles of various sizes which caught and refracted the light like the most magnificent chandelier.
 
    Alex found himself putting his admiration of their beauty on one side as he tried to calculate how much damage they would do if they fell down on anyone’s head. The others were not so concerned, however. Boris seemed stunned by the simple beauty of the place. ‘It is like the palace of the Tsar!’ he breathed in Russian; and even Marie-Ange whispered something in French — something too soft to be perfectly audible — about a fairytale and a sleeping princess. The first chink in her armour, perhaps.
 
    Alex’s worries seemed to be ill founded when, a moment or two later, a passing zephyr of wind brought an almost musical note to resonate on the air around them as though this was the home of the lost chord. Once again all the surfaces around them trembled. Their bodies felt as though they were being gently massaged without and within. The limpid floor lost something of its polished lustre as the surface was disturbed by soundwaves as though by the distant wind itself. And yet all the icicles remained resolutely in place.
 
    Their rapture and his thoughts were interrupted in the most unexpected way, in French. ‘Mon Dieu!’ someone suddenly sang out in their headphones. ‘C’est magnifique!’
 
   Alex recognised Jean’s voice, though the sound of it was surprisingly distant under the humming resonance of that beautiful note, and a crackling — as though cellophane was being crushed in his earphones.
 
   ‘What?’ he asked.
 
   ‘This tunnel! It opens out … Mon Dieu! …’
 
   Jean and his team had simply come to a section where their tunnel opened out in a wide gallery on the iceberg’s flank, and while the Russian and his team were looking around the glory of the Ice Queen’s ballroom, the Belgian and his team were looking out over the northernmost reaches of Mawanga harbour from an ice-floored balcony several hundred metres up in the air.
 
   ‘From here we can see right round to the northern suburbs of the city. We must be well up towards the front of the top section and right on the northernmost edge, of course. Well, there is nowhere to go from here,’ said Jean. ‘And nothing further to report. We will return to the large cave and climb back up to the surface.’
 
   Alex frowned with concentration sorting out words from static. Then he replied, ‘Very well. We will proceed. There is a tunnel exiting this cave which seems to continue the line of the one we have followed so far.’
 
   ‘Good luck. We are returning now.’
 
   ‘Thank you, Jean. Good luck to you. Dr Forget, are you happy that we proceed now?’
 
   Alex moved closer to Marie-Ange and studied the read-out on her laptop. He could see the tunnel which Jean and his team were just about to retrace and he could see the path of the one his own team were to follow as though viewed directly from above. It made good sense to look at it that way, but he wondered whether he should ask Marie-Ange to tilt the diagram so that he could get a sideview. There was something there that was not clear. It was as though around them — probably below them — lay a strange cloud. And there was also a white line running north to south a little way in front of them which he did not quite understand. He looked up to make the request to find that she was looking straight at him, her proximity more intimate even than when he had danced with her. The forest pools of her eyes swallowed him and his mind went blank. There was silence for a moment, and then he said, ‘We will proceed at once!’ He stood fully erect, as though his limbs had become stiff in the brief pause.
 
   The light which had illuminated the icy ballroom to such magical effect vanished as soon as they entered the next tunnel and the ice walls were soon as black as if they had been made of frozen basalt. The beam of the lamp on Alex’s helmet showed him the surfaces of the ice tunnel as they proceeded and he managed to keep his imagination out of the depths. This fact allowed him to see the structure of the ice in a new way and his new train of thought tempted him into another dream-like state of concentration. But this time at the heart of his thoughts lay the birth of an iceberg. The train of thought came very close to a revelation and allowed him to reinterpret a lot of what he had seen so far.
 
   Alex was a soldier. The nearest he had come to theoretical glacial geography was when working out the best way to climb down a glacier high at the Arctic end of the Khrebet Orulgan. But the glacier had been like the one which had given birth to this monster they were exploring. He remembered the form of it, the manner in which it had seemed to be oozing infinitely slowly out of a semicircular valley head high above. He remembered the great lateral cracks which had run from side to side across the lower valley reaches, making lethal crevasses which revealed its internal construction. This construction which had hardly seemed worth remembering at the time it but it reared in his memory now with startling clarity.
 
   The glacier which had given birth to this iceberg had clearly formed in the same way — as a series of vertical lateral planes compacted by the pressure of its journey down a mountain valley towards the sea. The grinding pressure had pushed water in channels through the heart of it like rivers entombed in a slowly moving mountain. The work of those rivers, cutting through the hard ice across the grain like drills through a sheet of plywood, had been augmented by the sea which had extended the tunnels into caverns by finding weaknesses in the formation and exploiting them with currents.
 
   They were following one such path now, one among thousands. They were following it through the planes of the ice’s original structure, like bookworms eating through the pages of a closed book. The fantastical trees which had seemed to surround him earlier were now revealed to be the reflections of seams between the pages of ice making up this massive, mountainous book. And that fact seemed to be vitally important, though Alex could not think why at the moment.
 
   It became extremely important within the hour for, with shocking abruptness, the tunnel ended. Their only warning was that the water beneath their boots suddenly gathered about their ankles. The tunnel did not narrow or wander off. It did not enter another cavern or slide down into an underground lake, it simply ended as though a massive ice door had been closed across the end of it. They saw the end coming from perhaps five metres because their lamp beams shone on it. But they could not bring themselves to believe their eyes until they actually touched it. Only at the bottom of the tunnel was there a break in this solid green-black wall where the little river along which they had been slogging slithered like a lively slug through an infinitesimal gap between the tunnel floor and the vertical, lateral wall.
 
   ‘One of the planes has slipped,’ said Alex. ‘The whole thing has settled down like the blade of a guillotine and cut off the tunnel.’
 
   ‘Do you think,’ mused Colin Ross, ‘that we should get Marie-Ange to say “Open sesame”?’
 
   The tale of Ali Baba had not featured in Alex’s childhood but he caught the reference to Marie-Ange. ‘We’ll see what her laptop says,’ he agreed. ‘Let’s get everyone unsnapped from the lifeline and move about a bit. Boris, bring two of the men up and give this wall all you’ve got. I want to see how solid it really it is.’
 
   The order of the line reversed itself, therefore, as the Spetsnaz soldiers, led by Boris Rublev, brought such heavy equipment as they possessed up to the ice face while Colin, Marie-Ange and Alex went back along the tunnel a little way and found a slight widening where they could consult the laptop. As soon as she switched it on, a warning light lit up. ‘I am running out of battery power. We will have to be quick,’ she said, slightly surprised.
 
   The picture on the tiny screen cleared to show the pattern of passages and that strange bright green cloud around them. Alex’s concentration focused on the lateral lines which ran across the diagram; he even reached out his gloved finger to trace them.
 
   ‘Can you move that so we get a side view?’ rumbled Colin Ross.
 
   ‘Of course.’ With agonising slowness, the image on the screen began to move. ‘It is so slow because of the low power,’ she explained. ‘And because of local interference.’
 
   The image moved in a series of flickering jumps so that it was difficult to keep their eyes on the line which represented their passage and the T-shaped junction which represented its meeting with the ice wall. As they watched the diagram jump into each new form, reconstituting itself from the bright cloud of interference, the tinkling of the water and the restless rumble of the wind which had pursued them relentlessly was joined by the musical note familiar from the ballroom. It began to build again and this time there were further undertones to it which made the wall at their back shudder anew. At the same time, disorientatingly, there came a voice in their headphones which called to them with insistent power through the Cellophane crackling. ‘Alex, this is Jean. Something is wrong. You must come out. Dr Ross says her computer shows that you could be in trouble there.’ The crackling gathered to thunder-strength.
 
   Alex looked at Marie-Ange, a question in his eyes.
 
   ‘Her computer has more power. It will display the situation more quickly and accurately,’ said the French scientist.
 
   ‘Alex, can you hear me? Dr Ross is very concerned. You must move at once …’
 
   The voice in their headphones was being overcome by the crackling and a deep thrumming note on the air and in the ice all around them. But there was a dawning frown of concern on Marie-Ange’s face when a new and totally unexpected element was added.
 
   ‘Major Romanov, this is Richard Mariner. Come back along the tunnel you are in. Come back along the tunnel as fast as you can.’ The familiar voice was sharp, clear and commanding.
 
   The three of them looked at each other over the glowing screen. And Alex, in the grip of another revelation, suddenly understood that the seat of the now deafening rumble was not the ballroom but the end of the tunnel just behind them, down at the ice fault.
 
   As the realisation struck, the diagram on Marie-Ange’s computer firmed up and settled into place revealing that the lines which the tunnel ran up against were the major fault lines behind the uppermost cliff face which was currently being worked upon. The first of Alex’s men came stumbling back past the three of them, clutching at his head with his hands, outside the helmet; clutching at his ears.
 
   There were more words ringing in Alex’s earphones but he could not make them out. Colin Ross was up, and Alex pushed Marie-Ange towards him, gesturing down the tunnel. The massive Scot nodded once and swept the woman after him. Alex already knew what was happening so he turned away from her and pushed ruthlessly past the men who came blundering towards him out of the throat of the tunnel. Mentally he counted them although performing even that simple task was almost impossible in the piercing agony of the noise which seemed to be tearing his head apart. Actually recognising who they were was out of the question though he had lived with them without a break for nearly two years now.
 
   Because only four came past him when there should have been five, he persisted in pushing himself into that terrible wall of sound. And he did need to push himself; it was as though the air was solid both outside and inside him. He had a disorientating flash of memory about a thief who had been caught red-handed in some African town and force-fed quick-drying cement by his erstwhile victims. This was what it must feel like to be full of quick-drying cement.
 
   But no sooner had the thought come than the sound ceased. Alex was surprised to find himself lying on the tunnel floor. He pushed himself onto all-fours and in the massive, echoing, all-encompassing silence he looked around. Boris Rublev was kneeling at the very end of the tunnel looking at him, wide-eyed, his shoulders stiffly against the ice wall he had been attacking when the sound came. It seemed that he had turned to follow the others but had collapsed back, overcome.
 
   Alex lurched on to his knees and gathered himself to move towards his second-in-command. As he did so, his light began to play across Boris’s face, and Alex realised that the man was dead. The visage was frozen in a silent scream with a purple tongue protruding slightly between almost black lips as though Boris had been strangled. Across his upper lip from his nostrils, and across his cheeks from his ears, dark slugs of thick blood were crawling. He was weeping tears of blood. And, most terribly of all, his eyeballs were blood-red themselves. In life they had had light irises of sky blue which emphasised black pupils. All this was gone. There were only two red balls starting out of that suffused face.
 
   Alex stopped moving. Death had occurred only moments ago and past experience told him Boris was just about to topple forward. The Spetsnaz major was strong and fit but at the moment he was in no condition to handle a falling soldier. And so he waited. But the moment did not come. Instead, with awesome slowness, the very opposite occurred. The wall against which Boris had been leaning slowly fell away and blinding light flashed in across the slick darkness. Alex watched, wide-eyed and helpless, as the massive section of ice slid downwards with increasing speed. Boris remained erect for a few moments more, leaning back at an increasingly raffish angle with the hard light smiting down upon the horror of his face until in the blink of an eye he was snatched away and Alex crouched shaking in the throat of the quaking tunnel watching what looked like the inner curve of a waterfall.
 
   And then that, too, was gone. Out of the heart of the light, exactly level with him and swooping closer as he watched, came a Westland Sea King with its side door open. And in that door, standing and yelling something, shockingly close, was Richard Mariner.
 
   That was the last thing Alex Romanov saw before his eyes rolled up, and the last thought he had was that in her own way Marie-Ange had called ‘Open sesame’ after all, for hers had been the ultrasonic lance which had split the seam and jerked the ice wall away. And Boris Rublev along with it.
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   Once again it was the tsetse flies that warned them, but this time they did not deliver their message by disappearing. Instead, they descended in their screaming millions with terrifying ferocity and so no one really understood the message until it was far too late.
 
   The man whose bush lore gave him some idea of the reason behind the sudden plague of flies was Henry Tongo, Van Stratten’s chief tracker. Unusually, Henry was of mixed blood, part Kyoga and part N’Kuru. He was a wiry man of sharp intelligence and wide experience on the river which had been his life since his lmugit transition to manhood. For many years he had owned a little manyatta up near Mortonville where his wife and family worked the shamba to grow a range of subsistence crops and market produce, but he supported them easily on the salary he earned working on the river. First he had worked at the bauxite mine beside the railway. Later he found work on a riverboat. When the railway had taken the bulk of the trade away from the dwindling river, Henry had returned to his roots and branched out into tracking, putting himself at the service of the engineers who came up the river to put in the irrigation system and to build the great high dam. Van Stratten was the chief of these and Henry had stayed with him, partly out of grudging respect and partly out of financial necessity. The good times had resulted in a large family on the shamba upriver and Henry had no intention of returning there to eke out a subsistence livelihood if he could possibly help it.
 
   This trek up the river had been the strangest Henry had ever made. Progress had been slow, for Van Stratten had been increasingly careful as things got more unsettling. The massacre had only been the start, though a bad start to be sure. It had been followed by restless, mosquito-haunted nights and exhausting, dangerous days moving up shallow pools of thick water visited by and home to a range of increasingly desperate life forms. It seemed that the greatest monsters were the last ones to survive. The leeches were simply massive, fastening on the unwary with terrifying speed and swelling to the size of black plums. A bare hook dragged in the murky water would snag a lean and ravenous perch, but the first of these they had caught and tried to prepare for the pot had proved to be full of bright green worms. The fish were only the beginning of the food chain and a range of predators which normally fed upon them were equally ravenous, and probably as badly infested. The great river pythons, normally shy and invisible, hung in the skeletal trees and eyed them with disturbing speculation. Hippos continued to guard their territory with terrifyingly desperate threats, clearly unsure whether the humans represented a challenge or a square meal. No such doubt dwelt in the prehistoric psyches of the crocodiles and the little expedition had to be particularly careful of them at all times. They lay on the broad mud banks and shuffled swiftly towards the water as the Zodiacs buzzed by. On more than one occasion Van Stratten’s speed with his old Express had saved one or other of the inflatables. And each impetuous monster whose tiny brain had been blown to the four winds had satisfied his nearest competitors in a terrifying feeding frenzy.
 
   They were passing mudflats where the banks had fallen even further back and the dead jungle was thinning and giving glimpses of a wide animal track leading in from the distant dry savannah, when the ravening tsetses struck. They had all been used to wearing broad-brimmed hats and keeping goggles and face masks at the ready. They were all wearing sturdy trousers tucked into solid boots but their bush shirts were short-sleeved, for the day was fearsomely hot. The onslaught of the flies was simply incapacitating. The agony in arms and torsos as the flies began to crawl and bite combined with the dancing clouds of them obscuring the surface immediately before the Zodiacs made it impossible to continue.
 
   ‘Over,’ screamed Van Stratten, gesturing with a thick, shapeless black arm. The tiny flotilla headed for the bank at once, but the red mud was hardly any safer. The massive amphibians that inhabited the river could come up the bank at any time and they could do so at the better part of 20 kph.
 
   Van Stratten was out first with the big Express and he would need it to deal with some of these reptiles. The smallest crocodile there was six metres in length, and some were seven or eight. Henry was right behind Van Stratten with the Remington and Richard a close third with the Weatherby. The others pulled the Zodiacs up well clear of the stinking green water and then they all danced about wildly, beating the flies off their bodies. There was little else they could do. There was no chance to unpack any protective clothing. Pitching a tent to hide in was out of the question. Richard won Henry’s hard-earned respect by reaching into one of the kit bags and pulling out a can of insect repellent with which he began to clear the massive flies from himself and those around him. Even so, it was a bad situation which was rapidly becoming worse when the thickness of the cloud of flies lessened, and it seemed that the attack had ended as abruptly as it had begun.
 
   In the first moments of respite, the others copied Richard’s course and soon the air around the little group smelt unutterably foul but was largely innocent of flies. Then the ground beneath them started to quake.
 
   As one, the heads of all the nearby crocodiles jerked round and a solid score of long, tooth-lined mouths opened in expectant grins. Then, as though directed by some scaly general, they all jerked into motion and scuttled back down towards the water. One moment they were there, observing the dancing men like diners choosing a lobster, the next they were gone and there was nothing to tell that they had ever existed except for the rippling in the water where their log-like bodies only just disturbed the surface.
 
   Realisation hit Henry Tongo like a hammer blow. He glanced wildly up the animal track and there, beyond the last thin jungle, a telltale cloud of dust and flies rose. The smell of them blurred his nostrils, clogged though they were by the stench of the insect repellent. The ground heaved once more and a sudden thunder cleft the air. ‘Back!’ he yelled. ‘Back up the bank. Jan, Richard, for God’s sake move!’
 
   Such was the tone of the tracker’s voice that none of them hesitated. They left the equipment where it was and sprinted across the red mud with all the strength at their command taking only what they happened to be carrying.
 
   The wildebeest came down to the water in a stampede. The first line of them was fifty creatures wide. Each one stood a solid metre and a half to the shoulder, nearly two to the long, broad head. A curving pair of horns, each tapering to a gleaming razor point, added another metre. But it was not their horns that did the damage at first. It was their cleft hooves. The two sharp points on each hoof tore through the sides of the Zodiacs and scattered their contents into the water.
 
   But the water was no longer visible. The whole flank of the river sprouted obscene pink flowers as the jaws of the ravening crocodiles reached out for the heads and bodies of the thirsty wildebeest. Before the arrival of the flies which had come in the vanguard of the herd, the bank had shown the lazy order of a sauna. Now it was a killing field.
 
   The weight of the main herd pushed the first arrivals deeper into the water. The mêlée ensured that it was the weakest and the youngest of the wildebeest that got pushed furthest out into the water where long spike-pupilled eyes looked calculatingly and the massive mouths struck. Stretching wide, they gathered in whole heads from ear to nostril. Screaming, writhing, kicking animals were jerked into the thick green water where they fought against the slashing power of those stalactite teeth and the choking thickness of the water until more often than not they simply drowned. While the rest of the herd sucked up the thick, oily, life-giving liquid, the tithe they paid for the privilege was torn to pieces by the scaly tax collectors at their feet.
 
   *
 
   The calf had been born less than a month earlier and she had never seen a river before, let alone a crocodile. Her horns were still little stubs on her broad forehead and would never grow to the same sharp breadth as those of her father. But her mother was slim of hip, long of leg and fleet of foot so that of all the calves dropped during the long rut of annual migration, she was the swiftest. And, when the scent of the water overcame the clogging smell of the dust along the sensitive planes of her long nostrils, some deep-buried atavistic memory told her what this was and where. The little family group she made with her mother, brothers and sister were among the leaders of the herd and she, the fastest of them, was at the riverside first.
 
   The calf dropped her long face to drink, eyes closed in the ecstasy of gulping down her first real draught of water. After her mother’s hot milk, the water seemed cool to her. She had no real yardstick against which to measure its thick texture or its rancid taste and so it tasted good to her. The only thing that disturbed her ecstasy was a combination of pressure on her rump and flanks, pushing her out into the water, and the noise going on around her behind which she could just hear the familiar, disturbing cries of her mother. The little calf had never heard her mother cry out in anything stronger than mild concern before but she recognised the simple terror in her parent’s voice now and raised her head.
 
   Just as she did so, the water exploded immediately beneath her jaw. She had never seen anything like the pink, dagger-lined gape before her. She had never smelt anything like the rancid air which belched out of it. Her whole frame jerked backwards but the press of bodies behind her left her nowhere to run to. Denied its proposed hold on the long bones of her face, the crocodile struck forward again, twisting its massive shoulders and twisting its great spade head so that the gape of the jaws turned through ninety degrees and caught the delicate bones of her right foreleg. She jerked back wildly but the jaws were locked shut.
 
   The crocodile was a young male in his early twenties. His teeth were in perfect condition, even though the tick-birds that normally cleaned them had long vanished from the area. The slightly rounded snout boasted three teeth the length of a man’s thumb at its upper tip, then two the length of a man’s longest finger, then another four on each side before another the length of a large man’s hand. The same arrangement filled the front of the lower jaw, except that the lower front two teeth reached out like clutching fingers, and were as long as fingers too. Further back another ten teeth per side lined the upper and lower jaws. The calf’s leg was held fast by the grasping, gripping teeth at the front. The croc jerked back into the deeper water. The calf screamed and jumped wildly but she never stood a chance. The crocodile jerked back again and she lost her footing and fell.
 
   It was nearly a year since the crocodile had fed on anything more substantial than carrion scraps. His slow metabolism meant that he could habitually go six months between meals, but never had the pickings been so lean, never had his hunger been so sharp. His jaws were closed tight and would open only when the calf’s struggles ceased and he began to devour her. In a fat year he might have torn her to pieces under the water and secreted sections of her body in caverns near the mouth of his den — he preferred the softer, tastier meat of half-rotten carcasses. But such was his hunger now that he proposed to tear her to pieces at once and devour her on the spot.
 
   The calf’s foreleg was so slim that it fitted between the crocodile’s teeth and so strong that even the crocodile’s jerks and the calf’s wild attempts to escape did not break it. Even when she fell, her other legs all kicking wildly, the strong bone held.
 
   Beside her, an old bull, caught by the throat, had given up the fight already. His throat was open and his blood was pouring into the heaving water, gushing out of his mouth and his nostrils as well as from the gaping wounds in his neck and chest. His attacker opened his jaws and lunged in again as the bull’s forelegs gave way. The whole of his head vanished into the crocodile’s mouth and his body leaped forward, apparently of its own volition, into the water.
 
   The savour of the blood sent the other crocodiles mad and sent the little calf wild with panic. She tore the muscles of her side and neck, trying vainly to keep her head above the maelstrom surface of the water. The last thing she saw was the way in which the body of the old bull came to pieces as four more crocodiles hit it like battering rams. They each weighed nearly two tons. They were each travelling to impact at thirty kilometres an hour.
 
   Under the water, the little calf soon lost the strength to fight back. The adrenaline fizzing in her young blood was no match for the hot, thick liquid filled with a disorientating array of stamping feet, scaly tails and flailing body parts. Her left flank scraped across the slick mud into the deeper reaches of the river. Her nostrils, ears and eyes filled with water. She wasted the last of the air in her mouth in one despairing bellow to her mother but the sound of it was gulped down by the greedy water long before it could escape.
 
   The trail of bubbles that last breath made reached out from the yeasty, rusty outwash of the trampling herd towards the still, green surface which spoke of greater depth. It heaved as though some great snake monster had stirred down there, and then that section of the water was still once more.
 
   *
 
   Richard pushed himself up the rise. His eyes remained riveted on the sight of the old bull coming apart. His movements were dictated not by his desire to get away from the scene alone but his urgent need to get away from the resurgent flies. As though they feared that they would be gulped down with their normal hosts, the flies had once again transferred their attentions to the men.
 
   As he moved, his shirt ballooning away from his chest and allowing the flies yet more access to his already welted flesh, he pulled up his goggles and mask. And somewhere in the whirling maelstrom his world had become a final madness was added. The personal phone in the breast pocket of his shirt was ringing. He could not hear it but he could feel the familiar vibration, for the weight of the instrument meant that this was the only section of his torso not thick with bloodsucking flies.
 
   The crest of the little cliff up which he was struggling came past his waist and past his point of balance so that he toppled backwards on to a slight downward slope which allowed him to roll. Three violent twists of his long body crushed the flies away. He forced himself on to his feet. Another shape loomed in front of him. It was Henry Tongo, armed with a can of repellent. Richard found himself enveloped in the blessed stench of it.
 
   As the last flies fell away from him, Richard reached into his pocket and pulled the phone out.
 
   ‘Mariner!’ he gasped.
 
   ‘Warren Cord, Richard. They’re going down.’
 
   ‘That’s excellent, Warren. Look. We’re in bad trouble here. You need to pull us out a.s.a.p.’
 
   There was a strange sound on the line and then a hissing like static.
 
   ‘Warren? Warren, are you all right? Warren? Are you there?’ Dismissing all the overpowering, disorientating discomfort from his mind, Richard pulled the phone away from his ear and looked down at it. The light was still on. He was still connected to Warren. He put the little machine back to his ear. ‘Warren? Warren!’ No reply.
 
   Suddenly what little blood the tsetses had left to him ran cold. Something was wrong with Warren. And that was very bad in a whole range of ways. It was bad because Warren was the man in charge of the big computer in the Rosses’ hut. Each team, Richard knew, would be taking a little laptop with them, but it was the big computer in the hut that held all the up-to-date details. It was on this computer that the two teams would be tracked and their precise locations recorded. It was Warren’s job to keep an eye on it; it was Warren who would warn them of any trouble. But if something was wrong, with Warren, that could lead to a whole mess of danger.
 
   Richard pulled down the instrument again and stared at it, his mind racing. Then he moved his thumb and broke connection. He did not know the call signs for the teams themselves; in fact all he did know about their communications was that they were closed against outside interference. He did not know the call sign for the Para communications team up on the ice either. His instrument was new, replacing the one he had lost in the airport the day this had all begun, and he had relatively few numbers programmed into it as yet. He tried Katya Borodin’s and broke off on the fourth ring, remembering that she was down there with them. For the same reason he did not bother with the Rosses, Le Brun or with Marie-Ange Forget. Tom Snell’s number answered politely that the phone was switched off. Richard’s instant stirring of frustrated anger was quelled at once by the realisation that the engineer’s phone would only be switched off because he was blasting.
 
   So it was that, perhaps three minutes after the phone had started to ring, still surrounded by the parched wildebeest, ravening crocodiles and dying tsetses, Richard called his own office number aboard Psyche and prayed that young Wally Gough would be at his post as usual.
 
   *
 
   Just as the herd of wildebeest had its hierarchy of dominant males, so the crocodiles had their own rough pecking order. The young male currently trying to drown the little wildebeest calf was low on this. He had hardly settled into the deeper water before he was challenged for his kill. The challenge took the form of a closed mouth ramming in his bulging flank from a massive male twice his age and half again his size. Air exploded from his lungs and, winded, he opened his jaws. The water was deep enough to allow the young croc to round on his attacker but not so deep that the little calf could not struggle to her feet.
 
   With the thick scummy brown surface lapping at her belly she floundered shorewards, driven more by instinct than sight. As she tottered forward she coughed the water from her throat and shook it from her eyes and ears with such vigour that she slipped again in the shallows and fell to her knees once more. Terrified, she sprang forward, bleating out her panic cries of distress. She need not have worried. The tax had all been paid. The attacks were over and, but for the two monsters locked in battle out towards the centre of the river, the crocs were satisfied now. And her mother was standing anxiously on the shore looking out over the writhing river. They touched noses and stood for a moment together, then they turned and trotted away into the safe heart of the milling herd, the young calf limping slightly as a souvenir of her ordeal.
 
   *
 
   When the Sea King whirled in to pick them up less than an hour later, Wally Gough was hanging out of the side, gawping. He had never seen anything like the great herd of wildebeest, but he thrust all his excitement to one side as the helicopter touched down, for he had a range of reports to pass on and he wanted to get things right in case there was immediate action to be taken. But his commander’s face was so swollen, his eyelids and lips so puffy from the tsetse bites that young Wally was sidetracked again. ‘I say, are you all right, sir?’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘I mean to say, sir, you look terrible.’
 
   ‘I’m fine, Wally. Bring me up to date, please.’
 
   ‘I got through to the Paras’ communications at the cavern mouth. They talked to both parties but there was nothing to worry about. One team are returning anyway. I couldn’t get through to Major Snell. There wasn’t anyone in the Rosses’ hut but there might be now because I got through to the commander of the Paras, Captain Wingate, and he said he’d organise things up on the ice at once, and start a search for General Cord.’ He huffed a little, then jumped, looking around, distracted by the bustle as Van Stratten’s men began to load up the helicopter and the sharp pain as the first tsetse settled on his neck. He slapped himself behind the head so hard he almost addled his brain. ‘I think that’s all,’ he said.
 
   Richard thought rapidly. He would not be able to call in from the helicopter, there would be a combination of noise and interference. Who should he call? Was there anyone whose answer would do anything other than settle a worried mind? If he called the cavern mouth he could get an update on the teams under the ice. If he called Captain Wingate he would learn whether there was any sign of Warren. But conversation with any of these men would be unlikely to further the procedures now in hand, and might slow them down. And they would slow him down too, and keep the Westland waiting. Still, better safe than sorry. As the last of the men climbed aboard, he punched in the number Wally had given him for Wingate.
 
   ‘Wingate here,’ snapped the little instrument at once.
 
   ‘Richard Mariner. Have you manned the computer in the Rosses’ hut so you can keep an eye on the teams exploring in the ice?’
 
   ‘No, sir. All my men are involved in the search for General Cord except for the communications team. And I haven’t anyone who knows how to fire up the machine, let alone get hold of the mainframe.’
 
   ‘Right. Get your most computer-literate man in there now. Get hold of Major Snell. His sappers will help you look for the general. Once Captain Borodin comes up you can have the crew of Psyche as well.’
 
   ‘We’ll have him by then. It’s a small search area.’
 
   ‘Right. Over and out.’ Richard switched off the machine and ran to catch the Westland. As soon as he clambered up through the sliding door on the side, the machine lifted off and whirled away to the west. After a few minutes, however, Richard took up the phone again and flicked the switches to ensure that the open channel was up and the ring was set to LOUD.
 
   *
 
   By the greatest of good fortune, Kate Ross was a restless, active woman who did not suffer fools gladly, rarely took no for an answer and had never followed an order in her life. The moment she reached the surface of the ice, therefore, she strapped on a set of skis earmarked for somebody else and set off back to her hut. Several people tried to dissuade her but she would have none of it. Her one question was, ‘If Warren Cord is not manning the big computer, then who is?’
 
   The answer was a shrug of ignorance. Her reply was to act at once. The graphic on that big computer was their central command co-ordinator and security guard. If it was unmanned then it was useless and what they were doing was rendered ten times more dangerous. She was promised a helicopter, but she knew that the helicopter’s first priority was to get Katya back to Psyche so that the Russian captain could detail a party to assist Chas Wingate’s Paras in their search for Warren. And in any case she knew the berg better than anyone and could cross it as well as even the best of Alex’s cold-weather men. There was in any case something stirring deep inside her. Her husband was the Scot, last in a long line of witches, wizards and cunning men, but she had her own psychic ability. Something now was ringing alarm bells buried in her psyche. Manhattan was up to something. The massive berg was stirring sinisterly, up to some dark mischief.
 
   The afternoon was well advanced when she set out and it came as a shock to her to realise just how long they had been exploring under the ice — and all for so little benefit. It was all very well to know where that one tunnel went and to have enjoyed the view northwards from that unsuspected gallery in the side. But they had actually been looking for hard information about structure, age — contamination. And everything was so unsatisfactorily inconclusive. What they would have to do, of course, was to take the top off the whole cavern and then find some way of diving in that buried lake which occupied so much of its floor. If there had been anything loose in the cave when the iceberg rolled over — anything belonging to the corpse of the skeleton woman with Russian dental work and a high degree of radioactive contamination, for instance — then that’s where it would be, down there on the icy bottom of that lake. The deaths by drowning of two of their men, the irradiation of a third, Corporal Dougie Dundas, who had died under their eyes, and the corpse of that Russian woman had set alarm bells ringing from here to Aldermaston little more than a month ago and since then, silence. It was worrying. It was sinister. What on earth did it all mean?
 
   Kate’s thoughts had carried her through the bulk of her journey, and when her eyes cleared she saw that she was cresting a little rise and looking down along a gentle slope to where her mobile hut stood, with its aerial rising like a fragile, angular tree above it. Beyond the frail wooden construct, a line of men were moving with agonising slowness across the dirty white surface of the berg, all of them looking down. Every tenth one had a radio and they were obviously talking to each other and reporting what they could see. Warren was still missing, then. She was tempted to join the search for she was fond of him but she knew where her primary responsibility lay. It lay in that hut, in front of that computer screen, with the radio tuned to the pan-panic channel.
 
   The instant she entered the hut she saw that young Captain Wingate had decided his men would be better used looking for the missing general. Wet footprints and some melting slush on the floor in front of the computer showed that someone had come in here but the blank screen told a story of failure. Pulling off her parka, Kate crossed to the machine and flicked the ON switch. At once the screen lit up and she typed in her identity followed by the programme manager codes which brought everything she wanted to see up on the monitor in the shortest possible time.
 
   It always started in plan view and so, at much the same time as Marie-Ange the better part of a hundred metres below and to the east of her, she saw the tunnels, the transverse seams and the cliff faces as a series of grid-like lines. Kate’s view of this section of the berg tilted more quickly than the French scientist’s, however, and she was also looking at a far more up-to-date graphic. As the image tilted, therefore, she and she alone saw the danger. She recognised the hovering dots of the helicopters and noted their position; understood in a flash of horrified realisation that the tunnel where Alex’s team were currently distinguished by a bright green dot terminated in the very fault line which the massive ultrasonic lances were due to separate next.
 
   She hit the panic button at once and Tom Snell answered immediately. ‘Where’s the fire?’
 
   ‘Tom, it’s Kate. Where are you?’
 
   ‘At the foot of a new set of cliffs looking out over the Atlantic. We’ve done a good day’s —’
 
   ‘We need you up this end. With your men. Move. Hello, French scientists, this is Kate Ross. Emilie? Julie? Est ce que vous pouvez m’écouter? C’est la docteur Ross ici …’
 
   Chas Wingate came on next. ‘Dr Ross, where are you —’
 
   ‘I’m in the hut, Captain. Get your men back from the cliffs, please, I have reason to believe that there may be danger.’
 
   ‘But we haven’t found General —’
 
   ‘Later, Captain Wingate. You need to pull your men back at once. I say again, at once. Now get off the line please, I —’
 
   ‘Kate!’ It was Richard’s voice. It came in the instant Wingate switched off and Kate Ross had never in her life been so glad to hear anyone say her name.
 
   ‘Richard. We have a bad situation building here. Alex’s team look as though they are hard up against the next seam that the ultrasonics are going to separate. Where are you? Can you help?’
 
   ‘Are Emilie or Julie answering?’
 
   ‘Not on this channel.’ Her desolate tones said it all; in his absence the safety procedures had simply started growing lax.
 
   ‘You’ll have to get to the pilots of their helicopters then.’ Richard’s voice was crisp. His tone was decisive, commanding. There would be time for inquiries later. ‘I’ll get my pilot to call in on the flying frequency as well. I’ll be there in five minutes in any case …’ There was an instant’s silence. ‘Is Colin down there with them?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘I’ll be there. I’ll get off this line now. You keep trying on the open channel. We need to get the girls before they focus the ultrasonic beams.’
 
   ‘I know.’
 
   *
 
   Richard erupted out of his seat and shoved his way through into the cockpit. ‘We need to contact the pilots of those helicopters,’ he said, pointing forwards.
 
   ‘It’d be quicker to contact Mawanga International,’ said the pilot. ‘They’ll be in contact with them.’
 
   ‘Good. Tell them to stop the scientists using their ultrasonic equipment.’
 
   ‘Hello, Mawanga,’ began the pilot at once, ‘this is Papa Sierra Yellow One. Urgent. We have an emergency here …’ Richard stepped back into the body of the helicopter. Wally was holding up the telephone and it was shrilling once again. It was Kate. ‘Richard, I can’t reach them. I can feel the vibrations and the warning lights are burning on my graphic.’
 
   ‘Right. We’re coming in now. I’ll see if the pilot can put the Westland in the way. Disrupt the beam somehow.’
 
   ‘Remember, the sonics will pass through metal. You’ll have to get one of the helicopters to move — disrupt the focus.’
 
   ‘OK. We’ll get there.’
 
   Richard chucked the handset back to Wally and strode back into the cockpit. The pilot was in conversation with Mawanga tower. ‘He says he has no authority to call an emergency.’
 
   ‘We’re running out of time. Can you get close enough to the nearer chopper to make him move?’
 
   ‘OK. It’s that big an emergency?’
 
   ‘We could lose eight people.’
 
   ‘Jesus. I’m on my way. Hello, Mawanga tower, this is Papa Sierra Yellow …’
 
   Standing in the doorway while Wally cinched the straps tightly round him, Richard let the grandeur of the scene wash over him, blanking his mind of the critical action in a moment or two’s time with an instant of thoughtless sensuality now.
 
   The ice skipping past below them was incredibly close now as it stepped up and up again towards the helicopter’s flight path. There was a wind sweeping sluggishly in from the west, making great flags and banners of ice and spray wave out at them from the topmost edges of ice before them and the long misty fingers were whirled into whorls and circles by the down wash of the three helicopters. The two Sikorskys carrying Emilie and Julie and their ultrasonic equipment were above and ahead of them. The Westland was coming in like a Second World War fighter sneaking up on a bomber’s blind spot. And the fact that it was the blind spot meant that the pilot of the nearer chopper would be unable to see Richard until the very last minute. He found himself pounding the door frame with his fist and yelling uselessly, ‘Come on, come on!’
 
   Abruptly the whole section of the ice above and before them was in motion. The black Sikorskys skipped back with practised ease and the Westland swooped up in front of them just that split second too late after all. Richard saw the whole cliff face separate and slide. Had it fallen outwards instead of settling down it must surely have engulfed them. Even so there came a blast of air from beneath them and the Sea King leaped up again, tossed inwards even closer to the cliff. As Richard rocked in the open doorway, held safe by the straps alone, the new cliff became visible, seeming to form itself out of the old like a slow dissolve in a movie from one scene to another. The new cliff face was little different to the one which it replaced except in two important regards. In this new one there was an open tunnel end in which a figure crouched on hands and knees. And, away to the left but still in clear view, another figure, frozen to the brand new ice wall as solidly as if it had been there since before the dawn of time.
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   Warren’s survival was miraculous in several ways. If he had been wedged in the crevasse any less time, then he would not have frozen in place sufficiently firmly to have remained where he was when the cliff fell away. Had he been any closer to the tunnel mouth then he would have been killed by the ultrasonic lances.
 
   ‘It’s as though Manhattan had a sense of humour,’ he whispered to Richard, later that evening.
 
   ‘If she has then it’s a cruel one,’ Richard answered grimly. ‘You lie still now and get some rest.’
 
   ‘That’s good advice,’ chided Asha Higgins, at her sternest. ‘You’re lucky to be alive.’ Richard met Asha’s russet eyes with a wry grin made clown-like by the state of his still-swollen face.
 
   ‘Well,’ Asha mellowed, ‘there’s nothing much that I can find other than what you would expect in a man of Warren’s age who has spent a couple of hours wedged in a hole in an iceberg. Nothing broken. Nothing ruptured. Nothing even sprained that I can see. But you’ve had a very narrow squeak, Warren, things will soon start getting worse for you. To begin with, all of your extremities are likely to hurt like hell when the frostbite eases and the nerves start working again.’
 
   ‘Extremities?’ He was past his first flush of youth but he was still a man.
 
   ‘Fingers and toes. Especially toes,’ she said.
 
   ‘I’ve had chilblains before, doc; I was raised in the Rockies,’ said Warren, made overconfident, perhaps, by relief and the strength of the painkillers in his bloodstream. ‘How long before I’m back in the saddle?’ he asked, and Richard’s eyebrows rose too. He was also interested in Warren’s predicted recovery rate.
 
   Asha looked down at the pair of them for a moment and then she looked out of the porthole which was the nearest thing Psyche’s sickbay had to a window. ‘That depends on how much of you goes gangrenous when it thaws, Warren. It depends on how much I have to chop off and cut away,’ she said.
 
   In the event, Warren was in bed for two weeks and then even when he was allowed up he needed to use a walking stick so that it was another week before he was really able to get about properly again. During all that time, Richard was of necessity tied to Psyche and Manhattan. He did not mind. He had had enough of the river for the time being and he was content to oversee the kitting out of another expedition for Van Stratten and send him out again. In the meantime, he strengthened the safety procedures on the iceberg and gave everyone a really tough shakedown. Unsettled as they were by the narrowness of Alex’s team’s escape, they were by no means unhappy to have Richard’s hands so firmly on the reins.
 
   It was as though the short time away from the iceberg had allowed Richard to grow, in a strange way; and there was little doubt that his decisive action on his return simply confirmed him as the man in control of the whole exercise.
 
   Richard himself was not really aware of this. He was too wrapped up in getting things accomplished according to his own increasingly clear set of requirements. He dictated policy and took it for granted when everybody fell in with his orders. Still all too aware of the danger posed to his personal safety by his current relations with the SS, he took over a whole suite of Psyche’s rooms as his headquarters and used it as a safe refuge. Here he instituted daily briefings morning, noon and night — sometimes literally.
 
   Richard’s first meeting of the day was with Wally when he updated himself on anything that had occurred during the night and planned his working hours, of which there were usually between twelve and eighteen. This overlapped with a working breakfast with Katya and the supplies officers responsible for the provisioning, health and welfare of the entire UN contingent on or around Manhattan. Next, there would be a briefing with Tom, Alex, Jean, Chas Wingate and the leaders of the men working on the ice. This was also attended by Marie-Ange and her two assistants, and by the pilots of their helicopters. Work on the ice and on the cliffs was co-ordinated in minute detail now, so that never again could there be any chance of an overlap between exploration and demolition.
 
   Richard’s lunchtime meeting was held on radio link with Warren’s supplies officer at UN headquarters in New York, who arrived in his office early in order to facilitate things, and then with Tombe Kariba and his local supplies contacts in Mawanga, who postponed their siestas for the same reason. It was these meetings that the invalid Warren first attended as his convalescence proceeded. It took the general another week after this to get himself back up to speed; but, then, he had lost three toes and the top joints of two fingers, and his system no longer bounced back in the way it once had.
 
   Richard tried to get out and about in the afternoons and, as crews aboard his ships during the last twenty years had discovered, he always seemed to turn up where he could do most good. These afternoon walkabouts were of fundamental importance, for they were his main source of contact with the men and women at the sharp end. Whether they were local people driving the bulldozers still pouring ice slush down into the brimming lake at the berg’s eastern foot or the multinational helicopter pilots carrying the ice boulders up to the headwaters of the Mau and the growing lake behind the Karanga Dam, they all came to know that he appreciated their efforts, understood their work and was ready to supply their requirements as soon as they mentioned them.
 
   Richard’s only regret was that the afternoons were not long enough to allow him the freedom to explore as far beyond the environs of the iceberg as he would have liked. There were real accomplishments starting to come into evidence now and during the next twenty-one days the only one he actually visited was the new pumping installation drawing water from the seaward lake up over the rock barrier into the next one back. The seaward lake itself restored water to the heart of Mawanga and the beneficial effect in the city was every bit as great as he had supposed it would be. But it also had an effect he never calculated, for he was at heart a modest man. The first ferry back in service crossing and recrossing the mirror surface of the resurrected lake was renamed the Richard Mariner in his honour. And, had there been any necessity to rename the whole city, it might have become Mariner instead of Mawanga as well.
 
   If anyone was able to keep Richard’s feet firmly on the ground, that man was Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff. Each evening when he was not involved in some local social function, the baronet would come to Psyche and hold his one consistent meeting with Richard there.
 
   Richard would usually greet Sir Douglas in his shirtsleeves; the late afternoon was when he grabbed an hour’s sleep if he possibly could. If the baronet minded, he never mentioned it. The two of them used these meetings to plan the effect of Richard’s work on the larger, political and diplomatic canvas. The senior UN representative was by no means a flawless being, but he had a good deal of grit and a ready intelligence belied by his chin and his social mannerisms. These meetings were in many ways the most important, for Richard had to bear in mind at all times the ‘big picture’. Everything he did here had far-reaching impact and while his focus necessarily tended to be fiercely narrow in order to get everything done, nevertheless he had to keep some sense of its impact in Mau, in western Africa, in Africa as a whole and in the diplomatic world generally.
 
   In spite of Sir Douglas’s wisdom, the big picture remained fuzzy in Richard’s mind. The reason for this was that allegiances shifted so rapidly, situations changed so suddenly and secrets were kept so assiduously that it was impossible to focus. On the other hand, Sir Douglas had a mind which could accommodate the constant shifting of perspective much as Richard possessed sea legs attuned to the shifting of a ship’s deck.
 
   A working dinner allowed Richard to bring himself up to date with what had been accomplished during the day and to make the first rough outline of tomorrow’s action plan. Wally would be wilting by the end of dinner. Richard did not begin to flag for some time yet. Alone in his cabin he would go through his notes and prepare for tomorrow in more detail, often contacting those who would be involved in his plans and warning them that they could expect an order or a visit in the morning. Then, when that was done, he would proceed to his most important conference of the day.
 
   On the radio phone, or using the satellite phone from his cabin if he was tired enough to be careless of the expense, he would dial the familiar number of the telephone in the great low-ceilinged sitting room of Ashenden, his home. Robin knew how important routines were to him when he was operating under this much stress and she would always be sitting there awaiting his call. If the twins were tucked up tight, then they would have a lazy, teasingly intimate conversation which would bring a smile to each pair of lips and a lift to the end of each day. If either William or Mary were up and about for any reason then they would be included in a rather more formal but no less loving call. In the end, Richard would hang up with his head full of the blessed family trivia that kept his mind sane and his sleep restful. This latter was particularly important, for he habitually slept for six hours only before the routine began again.
 
   *
 
   As Manhattan began to come to pieces in a controlled manner and to be placed by the busy swarm of helicopters in all the places designated for it to go, so new pathways opened up and new vehicles could be employed. Richard’s experiences up the river had left him in no doubt that what he needed next was a small fleet of big hovercraft. The existence of the lake, and the promise of another immediately behind it in the near future, meant that the pathway for these craft into the interior, and perhaps even up to the foot of the Karanga Dam itself, was nearly open. He and Jan Van Stratten had talked about hovercraft with wistful intensity as they had toiled up the river in the Zodiacs. In their minds there was an almost sybaritic promise in the machines. There was the prospect of riding up the sluggish stream in luxurious comfort in an air-conditioned cocoon far removed from the heat and the stench and especially the accursed tsetse flies.
 
   For Richard, the promise of hovercraft was more than this, however. The hovercraft could free them in a manner which even the helicopters could not manage. If he could get really big ones, he could transport as many of his men and as much of their equipment as he wanted to any point on the river’s course. Van Stratten was the expert on the River Mau itself, but he had no real idea of the full potential of the machines.
 
   Richard, on the other hand, knew the English Channel well. He had been sailing up and down it for a quarter of a century and the wide windows of Ashenden overlooked it. From navigation bridge or veranda, he had seen the great hovercraft which plied between England and France each day and he knew that they had the capability of carrying a great weight of men and equipment — and, indeed, of ice — if he could get some of the really big ones.
 
   So the massive machines became to him a kind of symbol — a symbol of release, almost of escape. For he did feel confined, imprisoned, behind the cordon sanitaire. He had no doubt that he could probably leave the country if he wanted, but only as a fugitive, in disguise, and only if he left the weight of his responsibility here to someone else. But of course there was no one in place, and no time to train a replacement up. There were fewer and fewer days left. By the time Warren came to that first briefing of his convalescence there were only thirty days remaining. Half their time had elapsed. Perhaps a quarter of Manhattan had been moved. They seemed to have made little impression on it. And yet, if the calculations were correct, it would all have run away and vanished within the month.
 
   Richard’s sense of being cabined and cribbed by his situation intensified as he was sucked into the political manoeuvrings surrounding the inquest into the death of Boris Rublev. Boris’s body was the subject of a painstaking search and it was discovered in a battered state beneath a pile of ice boulders. Alex and Colin Ross told Richard what they had seen and there seemed little doubt that his death had been caused by the action of the ultrasonic lance. But the red tape only began there. Richard had the body reverently laid in Psyche’s cold storage and handed the diplomatic procedures over to Sir Douglas with what would on any of his commands have been a simple Accident Report.
 
   Sir Douglas sent the original to New York, and passed copies to the relevant authorities in Mawanga and Moscow. His action was logical and apparently unimpeachable but Richard soon found unexpected complications arising out of it, for it seemed that everyone wanted first sight of the dead Spetsnaz man. The Maui Army authorities assumed that there was a dangerous new weapon on their sovereign territory and demanded the right to perform a detailed autopsy on Boris’s body. They also wanted to impound the ultrasonic lances, but in the face of a blank refusal to give them up, they at least seemed to draw the line at invading Manhattan to get them. The United Nations also wanted the body. He had been working for them when he died; he had been killed by a piece of their equipment. They wanted him flown out to New York and they wanted Marie-Ange out there with him. And the Russians wanted the same. There was even talk of pulling out the whole Spetsnaz contingent.
 
   Nobody was satisfied in the end. Boris was flown out disguised as freight on one of the big Tupolev transport aircraft and was given a military funeral in his home town of Smolensk some months later — in a sealed coffin which weighed suspiciously little. The United Nations was informed that Boris had been repatriated and they should contact the Sorbonne if they wished further details of Marie-Ange’s work. And the Maui authorities held an inquest in the courthouse of Mawanga City though by that time the body itself was gone.
 
   This was Richard’s first real introduction to Sir Douglas’s ‘big picture’ and it established at once how closely observed they were, and how isolated. The whole experience was encapsulated for Richard by the experience of sitting through a soporific afternoon of legal procedure in Mawanga’s Central Court. The only thing that kept Richard awake was the constant seeping of adrenaline into his system as he sat under the eyes of SS guards. By his side on the uncomfortable court bench lay a rare international edition of the London Telegraph. ‘Russian soldier slain by ultrasonic device in Mawanga’ said the headline. Either the Moscow report or the New York version had become world news with astonishing rapidity.
 
   That fact gave Richard pause as well. He had a sneaking suspicion that he had underestimated the strength of worldwide fascination with Mau and what was happening here. He was well aware that the world’s press had been entranced by the experiment in moving Manhattan but he had rather assumed that interest would have died during Field Marshal M’Diid’s news black-out of the last month or so. But the reports on the massacre in the logging camp and now on Boris’s accident showed him how badly he had miscalculated the attention span of the international news services.
 
   And that fact also made him worry, for there was news coming in of Ann Cable’s recovery. A doctor at her hospital in Nigeria had even been in contact with him on her behalf to discuss the chances of her being allowed to return to Mau. Richard recommended that she contact Sir Douglas. Her increasing good health, however, must mean that she was moving closer to releasing the story contained in the camera bag he had retrieved from the irrigation sluice.
 
   The second disturbing experience was his enforced attendance at the official inquiry into the massacre at the logging camp. There was no doubt in Richard’s mind that the first thoughts of the military mind responsible for the running of the country had been to sweep the whole incident under the carpet. But the leak of the news about the massacre followed by the international outcry had changed policy abruptly. As the leak was at least partly his fault, it was wryly fitting that he should be summoned to bear witness to what he had found on that terrible day. A formal inquiry was convened and little more than a fortnight after he came back downriver and a week after Boris’s inquest, Richard again found himself in the cool, airy room which was Court One of the Central Court building of Mawanga, clutching a legally enforceable summons in his slightly sweaty palm.
 
   This time the SS seemed even more in evidence; Colonel Ngo Mbanda was there himself. The only civilian witnesses in the court were Richard and a priest called Patrice Kawesi whom Richard found, for some reason, vaguely familiar. The only other white face in the room belonged to Sir Douglas who had volunteered to accompany Richard when he heard about the summons.
 
   The hearing established what had been discovered before examining what had been done. Richard was called early. He was calculatedly selective in the details he gave as to why he had been there and who he had been with, but the court did not seem particularly interested in these points. All they were interested in were the facts of his discovery; and it did not occur to him until much later that they were so lax on this point because they had something they wished to conceal themselves. He described what he had found, therefore, keeping his report clear and detailing each stage of the exploration of the perimeter of the area as though he had been there all alone.
 
   When he stepped down, he stayed. If there was anything to be learned about what lay behind what he had found, he wanted to hear it.
 
   Next up after Richard came Colonel Ngo Mbanda whose testimony, as impressively cool as the man himself, described the victims as discovered, listed those who could be identified and numbered those nameless dozens who remained without identity. He gave the name and rank of all the dead SS guards. Several of them had been dismembered by explosive weaponry or sheer weight of automatic fire but relatively few of them had been mutilated. The same could not be said of the N’Kuru workers, however. They had suffered the main weight of the fire and there had been many cases of mutilation. It had been these corpses, too, rather than their Kyoga SS guards, which had been most actively disturbed by predators and scavengers. Perhaps, observed Mbanda drily, N’Kurus tasted better than Kyogas. He had no doubt that women tasted more pleasant than men, for there had been no sign of the women at all.
 
   So, Mbanda summed up, someone had come in through the wire, killed everybody they could find and then vanished. Sometime later, others, presumably the scavengers, had come in and picked over the remains. After the scavengers had come Captain Mariner and immediately after him the colonel himself. Beyond that, it was impossible to establish precisely the sequence of events, for the site of the atrocity had been extensively disturbed between the departure of the murderers and the arrival of the authorities.
 
   Richard listened to this evidence distantly, as though in a dream, appalled that some of those who had died there had been women. That made the whole thing seem very much worse, somehow. But the shock of that discovery in no way prepared him for the thunderbolt that was coming next.
 
   Father Patrice Kawesi was a stocky, apparently thoughtful young man. He spoke clearly, with a firm tone, and his answers filled the courtroom as though he was sermonising from his pulpit.
 
   ‘The authorities in charge of the camp had realised that there was a need for spiritual and medical help. I was transferred in with the little medical team. We all went straight to work and I gave such medical support as I could. Conditions were very good within the camp itself but there had been the usual crop of accidents, bites and stings such as you would find in any camp like this, no matter how well run.
 
   ‘There was quite a large church which was doubling as a clinic. Once the medical team was well set up, I retired to the camp commandant’s office to prepare for my first service. While I did this, the men came back from the work areas in the deeper jungle. The next thing I knew after that was that the camp was under attack. It was terrible. Terrible!’
 
   After the young priest had taken a moment or two to collect himself, he continued.
 
   ‘The attack was sudden and ferocious. Mortars, grenades, automatic weapon fire. No one stood a chance. The commandant and I were lucky to remain unobserved. I would have gone back to help the women, at least to beg for mercy, but the commandant restrained me. Much against my will he forced me out into the cover of the jungle and we managed to work our way round to his Jeep and then to escape in the confusion.’
 
   ‘And while you were working your way round to the commandant’s Jeep,’ prompted the judge gently, ‘what did you witness?’
 
   ‘It was what I heard. It was the sounds which were important. The shooting and the explosions stopped and there came a sound as though people were chopping down trees. Then, a cheering and chanting began. They called out “Terror! Terror!” At first I thought it was some kind of war song, but then I realised that it must be a name. And it was at that point I looked. And I saw him.’
 
   ‘Can you describe who it was you saw?’
 
   ‘I have seen photographs of him in the paper though I had never to my knowledge seen the man himself before.’
 
   ‘Which man, Father?’
 
   ‘Nebuchadnezzar Chala.’
 
   ‘You are certain it was him?’
 
   ‘Oh yes. Yes. He had a strange scar in the centre of his forehead which I had not seen in photographs of him but there was no doubt it was Chala. I am certain of it. Quite certain.’
 
   ‘And what was ex-Brigadier of Police Chala doing?’
 
   ‘Standing at the foot of a cross.’
 
   ‘Is that all?’
 
   ‘To begin with, yes. I should say, however, that a member of the medical team was crucified upon the cross.’
 
   ‘Crucified?’
 
   ‘Yes indeed. Crucified. I shall never forget the blasphemy of it. I thank the Lord that at least she seemed to be dead.’
 
   ‘How can you be sure of this?’
 
   ‘I cannot, I regret to say. But she looked dead to me. There was blood all over her robes and she was not moving.’
 
   ‘Her robes, Father?’
 
   ‘Oh yes. She was a mendicant sister. A nun. I knew her well. Her name was Grace. Sister Grace Uhuru.’
 
   An inkling of the full horror struck Richard then but his mind pushed it away, refusing to accept it even as Father Patrice gave the testimony that proved it.
 
   ‘And what else did you see, Father?’
 
   ‘Horrified by the brutal blasphemy, the sister’s assistant tried to remonstrate with them, and I saw Chala himself chop her down with his panga.’
 
   ‘You are certain of this?’
 
   ‘Yes indeed. I saw it … heard it …’
 
   ‘And may I ask if you knew the assistant as well as the sister?’
 
   ‘I did not know her socially, no. But I knew who she was. I knew her name.’
 
   ‘And her name was?’
 
   ‘Emily Karanga.’
 
   *
 
   ‘How could we not know?’ stormed Richard at Sir Douglas an hour later back aboard Psyche. ‘How could she be dead all this time and we not know about it?’
 
   ‘I was sure she was still in the refugee camp,’ said Sir Douglas weakly. ‘There’s no information coming out of there any more. They’ve such a tight lid on it. I simply didn’t know they had moved her. Her and Sister Grace. My goodness. My goodness.’
 
   ‘But I was there!’ cried Richard. ‘I was there and I didn’t see them.’
 
   ‘Well, you wouldn’t. From the sound of things. I mean …’
 
   ‘I mean there was no cross. Jesus! I’d have noticed a crucified nun. Dead or alive I’d have noticed a nun on a cross for Christ’s sake!’
 
   Sir Douglas winced at Richard’s savage blasphemy. He realised that his colleague had nurtured a soft spot for Emily and so he was willing to forgive the shock and anger, but he hated intemperate language.
 
   Richard took a deep, shuddering breath and sat down. His great hands writhed on the table in front of him as though he was wrestling with himself. ‘And this man Chala. The man who chopped Emily down. Tell me what you know about him.’
 
   Sir Douglas sat opposite him and was only too glad to oblige.
 
   And so, a week after the headlines about Boris’s death, nearly three weeks after the first report of the massacre at the logging camp came out, the international headlines were once again full of events in Mau. But this time the reports, based on the testimony to the inquiry and carefully leaked by the increasingly confident Maui Broadcasting Company, told of a brutal band of renegade policemen on the run from over-poweringly superior government forces, slaughtering nuns and UN representatives as they went. The tenor of these reports left no doubt that Field Marshal M’Diid was tightly in control of the country after all; that it would be a very short time indeed before the lawless elements running wild up-country were mopped up. One thing was certain: the massacre at the logging camp was an isolated incident. Those who perpetrated it were known to the authorities and would be hunted down to justice. It was regrettable but it had been contained by the swift action of the authorities and was being handled by due process of law in the full glare of publicity.
 
   Such a thing had never happened before and it would never be allowed to happen again. That was the clear conclusion. And, for almost a week, the international community was happy enough to believe it. But then Ann Cable’s story hit the headlines and the whole lot went up like a bomb.
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   The first man in Mau to know about Ann Cable’s story was Field Marshal Moses M’Diid. One of the prices he was paying for absolute power was utter loneliness. He had never married and was something of an ascetic. One of the prices Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff paid for keeping Mawanga airport open to UN flights was a secret agreement by which he supplied to the Field Marshal televisions, aerials, satellite dishes, video cameras and players, fax machines, computers and modems.
 
   In many countries such things would merely be the toys of the ruling elite but Moses M’Diid knew exactly how to handle them. Just because he wore his dawa on his arm, listened to the advice of his mchawie mkubwa and ate the hearts of his enemies did not mean that he was out of touch with the twentieth century.
 
   Moses M’Diid picked up the first glimmerings of Ann’s story on the Internet, on the night before word of it hit the streets. He was the better part of twelve hours ahead of everyone else in his country and, except for Ann herself and a couple of her editors, of the rest of the world as well. He was perusing hard copy, trying to calculate its effect before it actually made the headlines. He had the relevant front pages faxed in from London where the story broke, then from New York, Washington, Los Angeles and San Francisco as more and more detail and editorial comment was added.
 
   His satellite dishes picked up the TV news items on the international twenty-four-hour news programmes and, selectively, from the BBC in England and a succession of American networks.
 
   ‘MASSACRE IN MAU’ was the headline in the London Times and that organ was, as ever, the most conservative in its presentation of the story. Coming so close after the stories of the deaths in the logging camp, the timing could not have been worse. It made no difference that Ann was reporting a story which was more than a month old. Even The Times secreted that fact fairly far down the page. To most readers it must seem that the massacre she reported in such harrowing detail and illustrated with such damning photographs had just occurred. It appeared to be shocking evidence of a total lack of control in the heartlands of Mau.
 
   But that was by no means the worst of it. For there, below the pictures of the slaughtered women and children was the picture of a tank. It was grainy and indistinct, taken on the move and in darkness, but it was unmistakable. And in many ways that picture was the most damning of all, for it told of the very real threat of invasion from Congo Libre. And that invasion was what Moses M’Diid feared most.
 
   Given time, M’Diid was certain, he could catch up with Terror Chala and his renegade policemen. Then he would destroy them; or, if he could not overpower them, at least he would be able to negotiate. M’Diid felt he could also handle the next most likely catastrophe — the return of the N’Kuru Lion terrorists. They had always been small-time, effectively leaderless, communist-inspired cells and cadres, politically emasculated. He had plans for them and nothing much to fear.
 
   But this woman’s story presented that tank as proof of his worst nightmare — that invasion from Congo Libre had already begun. Moses M’Diid had not been a lecturer in tactics at West Point for nothing. He had always known that he stood no real chance of fighting off an army from Congo Libre while keeping Mawanga under his control. At all costs, Congo Libre had to be kept out of the equation, and yet here was this woman saying that they were already across the border ravaging the heartlands behind his back.
 
   Even if they had not been doing so yesterday, they would certainly be doing so tomorrow, once the full impact of Ann Cable’s damned and damning exclusive was recognised. The woman was extremely fortunate that she was currently in London beyond his reach. Had she been any nearer at all he would have had her brought to his private hunting lodge out by the river and he would have introduced her to his pet crocodiles, inch by bloody inch.
 
   Moses M’Diid had built up an efficient army and, given time, he would have established a rigorously efficient civil system. But he actually trusted very few of the men he commanded and sought advice from none of his senior officers. He had been educated at a minor public school and then trained at the Military Academy in Sandhurst, England. His position in charge of the army was well merited but he did not know the soldiers and even the senior officers were strangers to him. Those he did not know, he did not trust at all. With good reason.
 
   As the Field Marshal saw the news of Ann’s story begin to break, he considered calling a cabinet meeting of his most experienced commanders — but then he dismissed the idea. He wanted thoughtful advice and tactical discussion. He would get neither from the cabinet. He called his mchawie witchdoctor instead, and they performed a ritual sacrifice; but the omens were frustratingly unclear. The old sorcerer looked narrow-eyed at all the high-tech equipment but was too wise to question its uses or its messages. There were other witchdoctors close at hand; younger men, less wise, perhaps, but far more up-to-date. He shook his head and cleared up the still warm entrails of the black cock whose demise had been the basis of his predictions, then he cast down a little good luck powder and left his leader deep in his own dark thoughts.
 
   After thirty-six sleepless, lonely and extremely active hours, Field Marshal M’Diid summoned Colonel Ngo Mbanda to his office in the presidential palace. Mbanda’s men were not only in charge of security within the city and the camps, they also had charge of the border patrols. The patrols were executed in Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopters confiscated from the police for the purpose and fuelled by the United Nations, courtesy of the movements officer at Mawanga airport. Mbanda was by far the most able of M’Diid’s officers and the only one really worth consulting in this crisis, even though his specialities were intelligence administration rather than tactics.
 
    Mbanda had a good idea why he was being summoned here — he would hardly have been the right man for his job if he had not. His suspicions were confirmed by the piles of crumpled paper on the Field Marshal’s desk, spattered with a little blood and blotted with the prophetic feathers from a black cock, and the silently mouthing heads on the television screen behind the desk, one of which belonged to Ann Cable, the other to Sir David Frost.
 
    Mbanda fell to his knees at once and prepared to plead innocence — ignorance. Perhaps not ignorance, his racing mind suggested; ignorance might be interpreted as a failure to fulfil the requirements of his intelligence-gathering job. That sort of failure usually proved fatal these days. Mbanda was one of the few who knew about the hunting lodge and the pet crocodiles; he knew the price of failure. He saw the good luck powder on the carpet in front of him and realised that things might be worse even than he had suspected.
 
    The Field Marshal appeared not to notice that Mbanda was on his knees. ‘The picture of the tank is at least a month old,’ he said quietly, in English.
 
   ‘At least a month, Field Marshal,’ answered the colonel in the same language. It was M’Diid’s habit to talk tactics in English. It was the language in which he had learned all the jargon. There was anyway no adequate Kyoga phrase for ‘tank-mounted battlefield tactical limited fallout thermonuclear device’, and if a man could not use basic technical terms, why bother with the language? ‘The police headquarters received a report of a tank in the heartlands beside the Karanga Game Reserve about a month ago, Field Marshal,’ said Mbanda quietly. ‘We intercepted it and I passed a copy to you, if you remember. There has been no further news. And our Black Hawk patrols have not reported any repetition.’
 
   ‘What do you think they’re up to?’
 
   ‘If they had a plan to invade a month ago then obviously something happened at that time to stop them. On the other hand, it might simply have been an isolated incident. A tank commander getting carried away, or a minor test of our border defences.’
 
   ‘If it tested our defences, it found them wanting, did it not?’
 
   ‘Border defences were the responsibility of General Nimrod Chala’s police at that time. But yes. If it was a sortie then we were found wanting. But even now, sir, we would be hard pressed to stop a T-80 main battle tank.’
 
   ‘Just as we proved incapable of keeping our air space safe against a squadron of Hind-D helicopters.’
 
   ‘Yes. Just so.’
 
   ‘Do you think the two incidents were related?’
 
   ‘The incursion by the tank and the overflight by the Hinds? They happened at the same time, sir. They originated in the same place. The hardware is the same.’
 
   ‘So Congo Libre has access to state of the art Russian military materiel.’
 
   ‘Clearly so. But, I would suggest, they do not have absolute control over its use.’
 
   ‘How do you work that out?’
 
   ‘The helicopters attacked the iceberg. The Congo Librens could have no conceivable reason to attack the iceberg. Therefore the Congo Librens were not in control of the helicopters.’
 
   There was silence while the Field Marshal examined this simple logic. He found it unassailable. ‘But we now possess the iceberg,’ he said. ‘Therefore whoever controls the hardware now does have a reason to attack us. As do the Congo Librens.’
 
   ‘It would seem that way.’
 
   ‘And they have in all probability only hesitated because they cannot calculate how powerful my position is.’
 
   ‘That seems to be the most obvious explanation.’
 
   ‘But now they know that they may push ahead with impunity because that white bitch has told them.’
 
   Mbanda hesitated. Recently, yes-men had stayed alive the longest in M’Diid’s army. But simple agreement was unlikely to serve him now. And it went against his character, too. ‘Not necessarily, sir.’
 
   M’Diid’s long dark eyes seemed to regard Mbanda for the first time. The thick eyebrows rose slightly. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.
 
   ‘They must have known all along. About the tank and the massacre. The whole situation must have been known to the Congo Librens for a month.’
 
   ‘Then why have they not acted?’ M’Diid demanded. ‘Why have they not attacked me?’
 
   ‘Because of the loss of the helicopters?’ suggested Mbanda. There was a slight hesitation in his voice which betrayed the speed at which his mind was working. He had noted the repetition of ‘me’ — the Field Marshal was beginning to identify himself with his whole country, like a medieval European monarch.
 
   ‘Possibly,’ agreed M’Diid, seeming not to notice the hesitation.
 
   ‘Or because they have been uncertain of our capabilities and our likely reaction.’ This was pure speculation now and that fact was clear in his voice.
 
   ‘You sound uncertain of that.’
 
   ‘For several reasons, sir. Firstly, the military police was full of Congo Libren informers, as is well known. They would have been passing on fairly accurate estimates of our military position for some time. Secondly, N’Kuru Lions have infiltrated both the police and our army, if only at a fairly low level. Nevertheless they, too, will have kept the Congo Librens up to date. Finally, sir, I regret to say that I fear some of your own senior officers may even be in the pay of the Congo Librens. This is no more than supposition and I would never have mentioned the possibility without proof had not the situation been so dangerous.’ During this speech Colonel Mbanda had been looking studiously at the floor, his eyes firmly focused on the good luck dust. Now he looked up, and the act of meeting M’Diid’s eyes sent a shock through his whole system as though live electric wires had been touched to his eyeballs.
 
   Three hours later, the Field Marshal and the SS colonel were pretty well informed as to the current state of Congo Libren intelligence. Colonel Mbanda had given Moses M’Diid the names of the three senior army officers he most suspected of taking Congo Libren bribes. The three men had been arrested and each placed in a cell beneath the presidential palace. Then they had been questioned. The method of their interrogation had been simple yet effective, and one of the Field Marshal’s own design. Each had had his trousers lowered and a thin piece of twine looped round the root of his genitals where it had been cinched tight. Then each man had been forced to drink water — gallons of it.
 
   Mbanda now had a long list of suspected Congo Libren informers. But what the beleaguered head of state and his new Chief of Security still did not know was why the Congo Librens had not yet attacked — and when they proposed to do so.
 
   *
 
   Anatol Serov was lying on a comfortable camp bed in a bivouac on the Blood River. Around him was swathed mosquito netting and beyond that a tent half the size of a marquee. Beyond the tent was a command post staffed by combat-alert troops waiting to move into action with their squadron of T-80 main battle tanks.
 
   Inside the mosquito netting with Serov were several local girls who had been chosen for their particular appeal to the important white visitor. They were extremely pretty and none of them looked more than thirteen years old.
 
   The FSS officer, cynic, and expert in African affairs, had no idea that these girls were older than they looked, more experienced than they seemed, carefully trained and, at a word from their controller, lethal. He had no idea just how closely he was actually being watched.
 
   The Congo Librens had been trained in Marxism by the hard men Stalin had secretly sent south in the quiet days between the wars. They had chosen their successors with more care than their masters in Moscow, and consequently the Congo Libren People’s Council had been far more hardline than the Russian government since the days of Nikita Khrushchev. They looked with something akin to horror at the collapse of the Soviet empire and the dangerous excesses of glasnost and perestroika. Their reaction to the undermining of all the old Soviet satellites by the cancer of capitalism had been to invest some of their country’s great natural wealth in the purchase of state of the art military hardware. And, for the first time in their long association, Moscow had been happy to give them exactly what they wanted, including a squadron of Hind-D gunships and a squadron of T-80 tanks.
 
   The instructors who had come with the equipment had been led by General Gogol. At first the general had seemed everything they could have wanted and the training of their men proceeded apace. But then one or two flaws had appeared in the general. He had proved to be physically unwell — riddled with cancer — and utterly insane into the bargain. Insisting on the need to battle-harden the troops, he had led them across the Blood River and got them involved in the simmering civil war in Mau. Linking up with General of Police Nimrod Chala, Gogol had gone on a killing-spree massacring villagers, slaughtering N’Kuru farmers and anyone else who got in his way. Finally, inexplicably, he had simply vanished westwards with the Hind helicopters and never returned.
 
   Serov had brought apologies, a promise of restitution, a guarantee that the gunships would be replaced at the earliest opportunity, and a present; hence the warmth of his reception. He had also brought his own genuine ability to complete the training of the men and get the tanks, at least, battle-ready. And, unknown to Serov, this last was the most important thing of all. For, like Field Marshal M’Diid, the men in command of Congo Libre, while espousing many ideas too readily dismissed as old-fashioned, were firmly wired in to twenty-first-century hardware. Like him they were surfing the Net. Like him, they had known for nearly forty-eight hours that Mau was ripe for the shaking and the moment to strike was at hand.
 
   Serov was just about to re-enter the youngest-looking of the girls when the telephone on the groundsheet by his hand began to ring. The only people who had this number were in the Congo Libren cabinet and in that corner office high above Dzerzhinsky Square and so, even under these circumstances, Serov reached for it at once, gesturing with his chin and the girls trooped off silently. ‘Yes?’ he said, in Russian.
 
   The conversation he had during the next few minutes was interrupted — and rendered largely irrelevant — by the noise of the tanks firing up outside. The invasion was on.
 
   When he had finished speaking, Serov looked down at the telephone. His stomach churned, the flesh across his hairy shoulders lifted into goose bumps, his scrotum clenched like a fist and had the girls been there still they would have despaired of ever again arousing his interest. Slowly he rose and pushed aside the netting. On the chair beside the bed lay the olive-green uniform of a FSS brigadier. Brigadier was his rank on paper because of his position but, although he had kept up to date, as required, with his military responsibilities and had shown some aptitude in the area of tanks, he had never taken an active part in any campaign. An expert in African affairs, he had never even been required to gain battlefield experience. By the time things started getting really bloody down here, his theoretical knowledge had simply been too valuable to be risked. Until now. The perfectly pressed uniform had never, therefore, seen any active service. It had never really occurred to him that he would be required to wear it into war.
 
   Serov was political adviser to the command. In training, he had enjoyed an active and primary role but in action he would be an observer, and secondary. The unit commander was a lieutenant general named Bomba. Part of the present which had been disgorged from one of a pair of Antonovs was the latest version of the TT-LB armoured command reconnaissance vehicle from which Bomba was going to mastermind the invasion of Mau.
 
   As Serov issued from his tent a few minutes later, Bomba gestured impatiently at him and climbed into the ACRV. Beyond him, the tanks of his command stood roaring, pouring out great plumes of grey smoke into the skeletal branches of the desiccated jungle. The disposition of the squadron followed the lazy curve of the dry Blood River which lay a scant number of metres before them. Behind the tanks were piles of camouflage which had concealed them from the desultory patrols by the Maui military. Behind the camouflage stood the better part of a battalion of foot soldiers, but all they would be required to do would be to follow the tanks and hold what the armour secured. Most of them were in ancient armoured vehicles and some were in trucks.
 
   There was no real expectation of serious opposition. There was no armour anywhere near strong enough to stand up to the T-80s. The heartlands were effectively unpopulated and the few natives there were unlikely to be armed. Apart from the renegade policemen under the command of Terror Chala, no real resistance was to be expected until they reached Mortonville. And there a certain amount of fifth-column work had already been done. All in all, then, Serov told himself, there was nothing of any weight at all between them and their first objective, the Julius J. Karanga Dam.
 
   The Karanga Dam lay at the heart of all of their plans. They had held back from invasion only because they wished to ensure that the object of their lightning campaign was in full working order and as full as possible of water. The water was of primary importance, for Congo Libre was every bit as drought-stricken as its neighbour. Taking the dam would at one stroke liberate the better part of a billion tonnes of water for the parched Congo Librens and close a vice-like grip round the jugular of Mau itself. If they controlled the dam, they controlled the river. If they controlled the river, they controlled the country. Their armour, therefore, would secure the area around Mortonville and the dam. The infantry would hold it. Their armour would proceed to Mawanga and dictate terms. They calculated that the United Nations, no matter how much money, time and effort they had invested in the situation so far, would simply wash their hands of the whole affair and walk away.
 
   Serov climbed up the side of the ACRV and slid down the access in the top. General Bomba was seated already and the Russian took his designated place beside him, suddenly aware of an overwhelming need to use the bathroom. The African’s broad nostrils twitched. ‘Welcome, Comrade,’ he rumbled. Then he depressed the button on his all-channel command radio. ‘Proceed,’ he ordered. And they were off.
 
   The interior of the TT-LB had been extensively redesigned to bring it up to parity with American and European ACRVs. Serov and Bomba sat at a shallow desk backed with a range of screens displaying battlefield graphics. The computer-generated imagery was constantly updated with information from the satellite system with which it was designed to communicate and from the images recorded on the video cameras outside the vehicle. Serov could see a picture of the jungle track along which they were proceeding as well as a three-dimensional graphic of the terrain in front of them over the next five kilometres or so, the disposition of their own troops on the ground behind them and any enemy forces (currently non-existent), on the ground and in the air before them. It all came through a disorientating microsecond later than reality, as he found out the hard way when the ACRV went over the edge of the Blood River’s steep bank just that tiny instant before the video picture said it would.
 
   Beyond the jungle margin on the far side of the river which was the internationally recognised border with Mau lay thousands of square kilometres of gently rolling farm land, nearly desert now. Between here and Mortonville the largest settlements were the traditional villages of the N’Kuru heartland with their circular walls of thornbush, defences which had not changed since the Stone Age. It was perfect tank country and there were no other tanks in it.
 
   Serov was well trained in the basic dicta of Soviet armour strategy and he knew that surprise and speed were the basic requirements. The achievement of surprise would ensure that even the mixed company of European and American tanks possessed by Moses M’Diid would never be able to present a real threat. The speed at which the main battle tanks could advance the front was limited only by the speed at which their back-up could be deployed to hold it. Like anyone who had ever had anything to do with Soviet armour theory, Serov knew that holding territory was even more important than crossing it.
 
   Advance, hold, consolidate; that was the way, thought Serov, as the ACRV crossed the flat floor of the once mighty Blood into Maui territory. The radio hissed and Bomba held a brief, impenetrable conversation followed by a bark of laughter.
 
   ‘What?’ asked Serov, wishing to share the joke.
 
   The vehicle lurched up on to a steep incline just before the video picture or the topographical schematic said they would.
 
   ‘One of my tank commanders,’ said Bomba. ‘He says he was here six weeks or so ago with your General Gogol getting the infantry battle-hardened. But he ended up chasing a battered old Range Rover with some white woman hanging out of the back of it taking photographs of him!’
 
   None of them knew that it was those pictures that had precipitated their action now. But so, in little more than forty days, the first of the circles was complete.
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   When the hovercraft arrived, Richard was up at Lake Karanga behind the dam. The bulk of the iceberg was beginning to diminish visibly now. The fogs in Mawanga were less protracted. The lakes were beginning to brim right up past the gardens of the presidential palace and the grounds of the Field Marshal’s private hunting lodge. The array of pumping vessels had been reduplicated and now the water pouring off the slopes of Manhattan was pumped straight over one stone barrier and then over a second, seventy kilometres in from the coast; and preparations were in hand to move a third floating pump station another fifty kilometres upriver to lift water into the bed of the lake where the river stopped flowing.
 
   That reeking outwash was now creeping westwards in any case, for the millions of tonnes of ice dumped in the headwaters were re-establishing the river further downstream. The Leopold Falls were more than a senile trickle now, even though the bulk of the flow at the cliff top was being forced into the old channels which allowed it to add to the great chunks of ice which were the lifeblood of the growing lake.
 
   The depth of the lake and the size of the ice chunks were beginning to worry Richard and he had decided to take a look. One of the massive Sikorsky Skycranes, having dropped its load of ice into the swelling Lake Karanga, carried him on eastwards further into the heart of Mau than he had ventured hitherto and deposited him on the lower slopes of the Mountains of the Moon from where he could look back across the inland sea he was causing to be formed. He found it strange and deeply unsettling. The weight of the afternoon heat pushed down on his shoulders. The slopes behind him bore secondary forest which stood low over his head, failing signally to turn aside the molten gold of the afternoon sun. The resurgent forest around him seethed, sizzled and hummed with life. It seemed disturbingly unnatural to be standing in the reanimated rainforest looking out over the sullen, grey, floe-speckled vista of an Arctic sea.
 
   A low mist washed over the steely surface of the lake. There was an odd noise below the frantic bustle of the burgeoning insect business which was the first to take advantage of the returning life. The noise was half a world out of place, for it was the grating, rumbling roar of growlers and floes which might more readily have been associated with the cries of penguins, and the haunting song of the whale.
 
   Right at the beginning of this whole undertaking, the United Nations had placed a small team in the control areas of the Karanga Dam. These men and women, expert in the workings of such systems, had trained in the Aswan High Dam, in the Hoover, in the much more modern New Cornelia Tailings system and at Owen Falls. Under their supervision, Van Stratten had been working to return all the irrigation sluices to their control. Fortunately, the sluice gates on the dam itself could work independently and keep the dam sealed. Already there were more than four hundred million gallons of liquid lapping the up-water side of the Karanga Dam. During the next thirty days they planned to deliver twice as much again. But the delivery method was causing concern.
 
   It had simply never occurred to Richard that a structure stressed to contain one point six billion tonnes of water would be endangered by anything as transient as an ice floe. Perhaps he should have spent less of his childhood watching Rio Bravo, High Noon and Rawhide, and more of it watching The First Of The Few, Reach For The Sky and The Dam Busters. The ice floes were an increasingly serious problem because, as Sir Barnes Wallace had calculated so accurately, the curve of a high dam was very susceptible to sudden shock from the up-water side, like a windscreen hit by a pebble.
 
   The water was unexpectedly rough, a situation exacerbated by the constant cascade of massive ice blocks from the air. The prevailing wind was incoming from the west, but a local variation of microclimate dictated that a counter-draught ran at water level back from the slopes of the mountains down towards the coast. This gentle but insistent counter-draught pushed the weight of the ice floes along the restless grey surface of the lake towards the all too delicate bow of the dam, where they congregated in increasingly dangerous numbers.
 
   As he looked westwards across the lake, Richard could feel the insidious pressure of that constant breeze at his back. Indeed, when he stopped looking through his binoculars and turned again to seek the silver side of the Sikorsky, he realised with something of a shock that he had taken several unconscious steps westwards downwind so that his feet were actually in the icy water of the strange lake. But, he thought as he turned and began to walk uphill towards his transport, he had just the equipment he needed to destroy any build-up of ice and, after the unfortunate death of Boris Rublev, a perfect reason for moving it out of its current work area. Given the unexpected burden of guilt which the woman who controlled it seemed to be carrying, he also had the perfect reason for moving her as well. In fact, he decided, it was time to move up here for a while himself.
 
   Richard paused on the point of climbing back up into the Skycrane and looked around again. For a man who had just arrived at such a neat, all-encompassing solution to several pressing problems, his face registered little contentment. Something was still worrying him. It was nothing that he could put his finger on, but there was something here he simply did not like.
 
   The formless disquiet remained with Richard during the clattering ride back down the river, but he did not allow it to stop him taking careful note of the terrain. The lake lapped up against the delicate curve of the dam some thirty kilometres west of his original observation point. Here he could clearly see the cause of his immediate concern: solid ice floes gathered almost five kilometres up-water of the dam in a massive white crust of impending weight. The Sikorsky skipped along the surface and then hauled itself up to the top of the wall before swooping down the masonry precipice of the downriver face into the deep valley immediately behind. As agreed, the moment the helicopter bottomed out at the base of the swooping curve, it turned to the left and clattered away towards Mortonville.
 
   It was perhaps idle curiosity which motivated Richard to take a look at the place. For the last month and more since the coup, not a word had been heard in Mawanga from Mortonville, Mau’s second city, with a population of one hundred thousand people. The pilot had been specifically forbidden to land there; indeed, he had been warned of the danger of anti-aircraft fire from the rebel policemen who were believed to be occupying the place. But in fact the streets seemed empty and, from one hurried overflight, Richard gained the distinct impression that the place was utterly deserted.
 
   The market-garden shambas west of the town were derelict, abandoned apart from the odd zebra and giraffe which had speculatively wandered in from the heartland. The rails of the Mortonville-Mawanga railroad were beginning to rust, even in this dry atmosphere.
 
   The helicopter skipped along the track and over the great bridge below the Leopold Falls. Then it followed the river back down towards the coast while Richard tired his eyes and overused his binoculars, numbering the sluices still unregulated and checking the routes which must soon be taken by the long-awaited hovercraft. One thing he noticed particularly was that the jungle along the river edge, like that on the slopes of the mountains, was burgeoning again. Independently of the increasingly revitalised flow of the river itself, the foliage along the river margins was feeling the benefit of the constant drizzle of meltwater which fell from the ice-laden nets carried by the Sikorskys toiling up and down the valley.
 
   *
 
   The veranda at the rear of Moses M’Diid’s hunting lodge looked over a low red cliff above a mudflat and the revitalised lake. The water was really too cold for the crocodiles and so they lay up on the warm mud all through the afternoon and evening. This was when the Field Marshal and his Chief of Security Ngo Mbanda, in a sort of folie à deux, continued their quiet little reign of terror. Side by side they had been working through the ranks of the less trustworthy army officers, their families and their associates.
 
   The Field Marshal, like his late lamented brother, swiftly discovered how pleasingly seductive it was to have his way with women made absolutely complaisant by stark terror. And, with Mbanda to pander to him, it never really occurred to him that this was utter madness. Even the wise old mchawie mkubwa was dispensed with as the lately spartan soldier indulged himself fully in the fruits of absolute power. His concerns as to the likelihood of invasion from Congo Libre were to a great extent met by what he was doing to the men who had spied for that country.
 
   Mbanda’s concerns were less easily dismissed. He lost contact with one of his Black Hawk helicopters patrolling the north of the country. He sent a second which returned and reported having seen nothing untoward. He sent it out again on regular patrols and the reports remained resolutely negative; he was too preoccupied to suppose that the pilot, also, might have been suborned. He sent out a motorised patrol and lost contact with that as well. Of course that meant little; they could have run into Terror Chala’s troops and died or defected. None of this was proof that the invasion had actually started. Short of mounting a properly equipped and sustained expeditionary force, there was no real way of telling what was going on out there in the heartlands. So he let it ride for a few more days and kept his mouth shut, for by that time he had become intimately acquainted with what crocodile teeth could be expected to do to the limbs and bones of men and women who told the Field Marshal things he did not want to hear.
 
   The cordon sanitaire was drawn ever tighter round the harbour — except for the lucrative brothel arrangements. The camp perimeters were maintained equally tightly, except to allow the water to continue flowing in and the girls to continue flowing out. Since the destruction of the logging camp, an effort to secure alternative fuel had been made and a local factory had been adapted to produce simple combustible briquettes. Since the loss of all their young men, many of their young women, Sister Grace and Emily Karanga, the fight had gone out of the N’Kuru refugees. They remembered what had happened to the Rwandan refugees in neighbouring countries when they had become a nuisance. They held their peace, therefore, and they, too, waited.
 
   For a week and more, an uneasy calm dwelt upon the whole of western Mau, and if the CIA or the FSS with their satellites and contacts knew that there was something very disturbing going on in the eastern heartlands, they both had their own good reasons for keeping quiet. The Russians had not yet heard from Alex Romanov that the iceberg could be declared no longer contaminated by the cargo of the ill-fated Leonid Brezhnev, and they were unwilling to take any action until they heard one way or the other. The Americans, still awaiting the appointment of a new Secretary-General and uncertain of what line the United Nations could be expected to take, held fire to see what would happen before running the risk of precipitating everyone, including a large contingent of Americans, into another Somalia. The only hint that came through from the CIA-enhanced diplomatic knowledge at the State Department was a strong desire to get all the American citizens the hell out of there. Pressure to do so would have been intensified beyond measure had the satellite spy cameras been focused on the downstream river banks instead of on the heartlands — except that a replete crocodile at the bottom of a hunting-lodge garden is much harder to distinguish than a T-80, no matter who the hunting lodge belongs to; no matter who the crocodile has eaten.
 
   And, in that strange interim, a new force gathered momentum: the N’Kuru Lions, dismissed by all the other players as simply a passé terrorist movement rooted in the powerless poor of the heartlands and destined to wither with them. The Congo Librens, who once had supported the Lions, now had bigger fish to fry; as the prospect of successfully invading Mau became a real possibility, the N’Kuru freedom fighters abruptly became potential enemies. The marauding Terror Chala and his growing army of ex-police thugs never gave the Lions a thought. Moses M’Diid and Ngo Mbanda simply dismissed them as being a farm-boy movement unworthy of inclusion in the calculations of urban powermasters. Deserted by their old friends, derided by their enemies, the N’Kuru Lions had hoarded their weapons and whetted their grievances. Now, galvanised by new and powerful leaders, they were about to throw their weight on to the finely balanced scales.
 
   *
 
   Richard spent that week sorting out the hovercraft expedition. He had been sent exactly what he wanted, two old SRN4s, each one forty-five metres long and capable of carrying two hundred people and fifty cars. In their new role they would be ferrying the men and assorted equipment needed to bring all the sluices up the river into commission and then secure the whole system against anything short of a major military assault. Richard had no intention of allowing what had happened at the logging camp to happen to his people. Each river contingent had to be able to stand up for itself and would include a sizeable element of trained soldiers from the Spartan forces, armed and equipped to fight off Terror Chala’s men. Richard did not discuss these plans in any detail with Moses M’Diid who he was sure would not approve of them, and the Field Marshal omitted to warn the UN contingent of his fears that there might be something out there even more dangerous than Chala and his thugs.
 
   The team already in place at the Karanga Dam would be joined by Marie-Ange and her big ultrasonic lances, and enough military back-up to protect the whole area; eventually, Richard proposed to move his whole headquarters up to the dam for the final stage of the task. This was one part of the plan which he had not discussed even with Sir Douglas, let alone with the increasingly elusive Field Marshal M’Diid.
 
   Richard knew in his bones that if anyone was thinking of following Ann Cable’s single sinister tank across the Blood River into Mau, then Lake Karanga and a billion tonnes of fresh water, the country’s most valuable asset, would inevitably be their major target. The only person he discussed these fears with was Warren Cord. Warren agreed absolutely and was keen to be a member of the first team up to the Karanga Dam. Richard very much hoped he would be fit enough when the time came.
 
   By the end of the first day of planning, Marie-Ange was gone. With her ultrasonic equipment and her two helpers she had boarded one of the Skycranes and headed east. That Skycrane had been taken out of ice delivery service in any case and during the next few days it deposited fuel for the hovercraft in dumps at strategic points up the river. It also carried the SEALs, commanded by Chuck Gries, who were to guard the fuel and set up the first base camps beside it.
 
   Chuck Gries and his men had trained in the swamps of South America and Indo-China, but even they found things tough up there according to the first reports. Reciprocating a dry sense of humour he was always to associate with the young commander, Richard agreed to contact the Guinness Book of Records and inform them that Gries had in captivity the largest tsetse fly on record; he was feeding it on large amounts of his own blood to keep it fit until someone could go up and measure it.
 
   The situation Richard was leaving was as tight as he could make it. Sir Douglas, N’Dende Douala and Tombe Kariba were in charge of things outside the cordon sanitaire and they were liaising between the people on the ice, the people in New York and Geneva, and the mysteriously shrinking number of people answerable to Moses M’Diid. Within the cordon sanitaire there was a slightly more complex command structure. Katya Borodin was in command of Psyche and of all the people associated with the ship — as well as Wally who was to stay and man Richard’s office. Alex Romanov was in command on the ice which, with his Spetsnaz men, he was continuing to explore. Tom Snell was in overall charge of the men and women moving from the ship and the quayside to the work areas and back again. Chas Wingate and his Paras were in overall charge of the Skycranes and the Harkes, and the security of all things airborne, except for the helicopters using the ultrasonics, which were under Tom’s control. Richard, advised by Warren Cord and Jean Le Brun, was in command of the hovercraft and would be in overall command on the dam.
 
   The two big SRN4s were loaded with the personnel and hardware needed to set up the new command centre at the dam with the Legionnaires who were going to guard the command centre, and with the Legion’s considerable equipment and supplies. There were also supplies and personnel due to be dropped off with Chuck and his men at the camps.
 
   Sir Douglas and Lady Dunn-Duff came to see them off, and such was the delicacy of the balance within Mau and Mawanga itself that this fact alone was to have unlooked-for repercussions. For where the Dunn-Duffs went, their SS guards went too. It was not that Ngo Mbanda did not have SS spies among the workers on the ice — and of course Richard’s driver Bosco worked for him — but none of them had actually fully understood the implications of the arrival and loading of the hovercraft. The conversation between Sir Douglas and his lady after their departure, however, allowed no room for misunderstanding and by the time they were back in the President’s palace, the Chief of Security was in possession of the fact that the nerve centre of UN activity had moved out of the area that M’Diid controlled and into the heart of bandit country.
 
   *
 
   The hovercraft pulled away from the first barrier under the still substantial cliff of Manhattan’s shoreward side late in the morning of the forty-fifth day. The crafts’ eight Bristol Siddeley Proteus engines powered up towards their full 3400 horsepower and the pilots switched on the vertical fans to inflate the soft skirts. The great machines settled on to the water and began to slide forward.
 
   The two craft crossed the first lake easily and quickly, though never approaching their potential of 140kph at full throttle for the lake was busy; the local boats and ferries were back in force. The hovercraft travelled along the black basalt ledge on the cliff side of the first cataract in line astern, building up more than enough momentum to slide up the incline on to the level surface of the second lake. Here there was far less traffic and the hovercraft sped across the surface, careful not to damage the crocodiles and hippos over whose heads they passed on their four-metre cushions of air.
 
   Twenty-five years earlier, hovercraft had been used with great success to explore the Amazonas and the Rio Negro, shooting some of the most dangerous rapids that exist; and then the SRN6 had been used south and east of here to explore hitherto untouched regions in Niger and on Lake Chad. The use of hovercraft on this kind of terrain was well understood therefore, and the expedition proceeded with the unhurried intrepidity of a London bus service. At the appointed time, as darkness was gathering, they came upon the first fuel and supply dump and pulled up on to the broad red shore of mud where the wildebeest had come to drink three long weeks ago.
 
   Chuck Gries and his men had prepared for the entertainment of their fifty or so guests by burning the inland grasses and effectively annihilating the tsetse. They had also spread a thin skim of oil over the surface of the sluggish water, not enough to disturb the crocs or the hippos and nothing strong enough to poison any creature coming down here to risk a drink, but more than enough to commit genocide amongst the local mosquito population. Beside the great shapes of the Mountbatten-class SRN4s, hunkered down as though kneeling behind the flaccid bulges of their deflated skirts, tents were erected around camp fires for the hardy souls while the interiors of the hovercraft cabins did very well for those who wished a more protected environment and did not mind sleeping on aircraft-style seats.
 
   It took them the better part of the next morning to pass the landing stage below the old bauxite lifts, to slide smoothly beneath the high arch of the Mortonville-Mawanga railway bridge and pull up to the great pool into which the Leopold Falls tumbled nearly three hundred metres sheer. It was one of the great sights of Africa, even though it was still reduced by the drought to a tenth of its accustomed splendour, but it held them up not at all. Instead the hovercraft skirted the quieter waters to the south of the maelstrom where none of the waves much exceeded three metres and headed on upriver with all available speed. The pool was the last of the water at this end of the course, though the valley itself continued to chop its way between increasingly precipitous walls towards the lower foothills of the Mountains of the Moon. Up here, dry until the engineers who designed the dam rediscovered it, lay another old waterway to an equally spectacular waterfall. And exactly halfway between the two stood the great manmade cliff of the dam itself.
 
   In the early-afternoon heat of that second day the two hovercraft came to their primary destination at the foot of that great concrete wall and settled side by side. Their occupants emerged and stood looking up in simple wonder at the dam. It rose the better part of three hundred and fifty metres, its delicately curved wall seeming to slope out and down towards them. Its face was running with water. So much liquid was skimming down that it was collecting in pools at the dam’s foot and threatening to trickle down towards the Leopold Falls themselves. ‘It’s condensation,’ said Richard, awed.
 
   Like a radiator in reverse, the whole wall in front of them seemed to give off a chill which gathered itself around and above them, and there was a strange, rich, damp smell emanating from the unaccustomed admixture of cool moisture and jungle greenery. There was also sound, echoing gently, the same sounds that had disturbed Richard more than a week ago on the hill slopes seventy kilometres further east of here — the scraping, grumbling thunder of rotten ice, growlers and floes.
 
   ‘This is a hell of a place,’ said Warren, and the emphasis on ‘hell’ had no approval in it. Richard shook himself — and noticed that he was not the only one to do so. But they had not come here to enjoy the view or to sample the atmosphere. Richard wanted to look at the main sluice gates. They stood like cold iron doors twenty metres high in series across the foot of the concrete wall. They were at the top of a carefully graduated slope of concrete between two concrete walls that rose seventy-five metres against the rock walls of the valley itself. The central concrete slope, down which the condensation was running in a constant rippling skim, was about a hundred metres long and looked far too slippery to climb. Instead, Richard, accompanied by Warren and Jean Le Brun, went up a set of wide-topped steps on the right side of the valley. After about ten minutes they gained the flat top of the concrete slope and the sluice gates rose immediately on their left like a row of doors set into a giant dungeon. It was the work of a further half hour for them to walk along the narrow path formed by the top of the concrete slope and check all the sluice gates.
 
   At last, satisfied that they were all free of flotsam, jetsam or river rubbish and that when they opened nothing more solid than water would issue forth, they returned to the top of that long flight of steps. At the back of this area was a lift to the upper reaches of the dam. As the three men began to ascend, the hovercraft returned towards the pool below the Leopold Falls where the southern valley wall fell back and the open heartlands were easily reachable. Once on the gently rolling savanna, the hovercraft were going to follow a slightly longer and more circuitous route, climbing slope after gentle slope, until they, too, arrived at the top of the dam.
 
   The dam did not have extensive accommodation and certainly had none of the infrastructure needed to support close to fifty men and women for nearly a month, so a makeshift bivouac was erected.
 
   That first evening, Jean, technically in charge of the encampment, held a reception for the people occupying the dam itself, which included Richard, Warren and Marie-Ange. The reception was followed by dinner under canvas. It was entirely successful, particularly the whole roast lamb served with a medley of baked vegetables and couscous à l’ancienne covered with a fiery harissa sauce.
 
   There was a definite sense of achievement among them all that evening. They had, after all, pulled off two-thirds of a miracle and were gearing themselves up to complete the final third of it. Above them, unceasingly, the great helicopters clattered up and down the valley, and the thunder of ice tumbling into the water far down the lake added to the atmosphere. It was a romantic time and Jean was not slow to see something in the moss-green depths of Marie-Ange’s eyes. Once he registered that first glimmering, he worked upon it with Gallic speed and he took the lonely scientist for a walk through the balmy night. They crossed the shrug of tawny hillside to a spot where they could look up at the extravagant stars and down at the security lights atop the dam curving away into the velvet darkness of the far shore, reflected weirdly in the face of the deepening lake.
 
   They talked into the small hours and cemented a burgeoning friendship with nothing more than kisses. And that, perhaps, was just as well, for their every move was being carefully scrutinised through night glasses by a figure lying prone and invisible on the horizon of the next hill inland. And everything they, and all the others, did was being reported back on short-wave radio to Terror Chala himself.
 
   *
 
   The next morning Richard decided to explore the lie of the land nearby. Both Warren and Jean agreed, but they had more the establishing of a defensible perimeter in mind. Richard wanted to go far beyond that. He wanted to explore Mortonville.
 
   The silence and stillness of the apparently deserted town had haunted him during the week since he had seen it from the Skycrane, and the fact that a place that size should have remained so silent during the nearly six weeks since the coup piqued his interest too.
 
   The soldiers were not convinced of the wisdom of Richard’s plan. This was potentially dangerous terrain and both were of the firm opinion that no news was bad news. But while they had brought the hovercraft, they had not brought a reconnaissance helicopter — especially as to have done so would have meant negotiating with Mawanga tower. The big ice-carrying helicopters all had strict schedules to adhere to and so there was really no alternative but to do their reconnaissance runs the old-fashioned way, in Jean’s big Landcruiser with its stalk-mounted machine gun in the middle of the rear seat.
 
   They set off with a column of three behind them for safety. At this stage, ignorant of what was brewing in this part of the country, not even the cautious Jean really had any idea what fifteen Legionnaires and four machine guns were going to protect them against but, alone in the parched grasslands here, it felt like quite a considerable force when they set out.
 
   The land tended downwards as it went south and west, coming off the lazy heave of the upper heartland plains before the valley fold which contained Mortonville on the north-east, and then began to rise into the Mountains of the Moon which represented the first of that series of volcanic ridges stretching into the heart of the continent. The little expedition followed a rudimentary track away from the dam, downhill towards the lower reaches where the track wandered towards the river and the pool at the foot of the Leopold Falls. They did not follow the track north towards the river but instead turned south to follow an increasingly deep-bottomed valley until Jean became restless at their proscribed view and led them up to the skyline. They were not here to hide, after all, they were here to spy out the lie of the land. The ridgeway led them further south and westwards away from Richard’s objective of Mortonville, but both Warren and Jean agreed that they did not want to risk even an apparently deserted town until they had surveyed the local area.
 
   And so it was, at the southernmost end of the ridgeway, above two wide undulating plains, they found themselves at the head of a dry river running down into a parched tawny landscape. And there in the distance, dancing in the late morning haze, stood the unmistakable outlines of a camp. Even with the naked eye it was possible to make out the glitter of razor wire and the skeletal jut of watchtowers. With Jean’s field glasses, however, it was possible to make out more. The main gates of the camp stood wide open. The compound was empty. If there was anyone in the huts then they were not moving. Neither, disturbingly, were the figures in the watch-towers. There were men there, stick-thin shapes crouching at odd angles, but there was no life or movement about them. ‘They’re all dead,’ said Richard quietly. ‘There must have been quite a battle down there.’
 
   ‘Precious little sign of it,’ said Warren grimly. ‘No signs of explosions, nothing burned out.’
 
   ‘What does that mean?’ asked Richard, whose experience in such things was relatively limited.
 
   ‘What d’you think, Jean?’ said Warren. ‘Small-arms firefight?’
 
   ‘Seems that way,’ said the Legionnaire. ‘Have to go in for a closer look to be certain.’
 
   ‘I agree. Want to risk it? You’re in command.’
 
   ‘I guess so.’
 
   ‘This is a reconnaissance mission after all,’ said Richard quietly. ‘How can we find out anything if we don’t reconnoitre?’
 
   Jean made the universal pumping motion with his right fist which means ‘Let’s go’. Line abreast, the vehicles turned and rolled down the hill towards the silent camp.
 
   On the level, Jean’s driver found a track and the others reformed line ahead as they followed it. They pulled into the middle of the compound and stopped, looking warily around. On the way down, they had kept their eyes on the camp through the binoculars and even before they came through the gate they knew that the men up in the towers were no more than skeletons. Their guns, like their flesh, were long gone.
 
   And so, it soon transpired, were the rest of the occupants of the camp. Some few personal possessions were left in the deserted huts, but nothing which could establish identity. Where had the inmates gone? And who had killed the soldiers who had been guarding them up in the watchtowers?
 
   ‘Is this anything like the logging camp was?’ asked Warren, and Richard was suddenly sure that it was not.
 
   ‘No. The logging camp was blown apart.’
 
   ‘Nothing like that here, is there?’
 
   ‘No. Nothing.’ Richard looked around. There were holes, as though the wood all around them had been visited by giant termites, but that was all.
 
   ‘This was done with small arms,’ said Warren.
 
   ‘Yes,’ agreed Jean, ‘but no sign of when, who or why.’
 
   None the wiser after a detailed search, they reboarded the trucks and followed the road back towards the ridge. This time, however, Jean led the little contingent along the flat track towards the dry river valley. Here, they found a small opencast mine. All around the workings there were dugout guard emplacements but there were no guards and no sign of recent occupation. By one of these emplacements, however, there was a larger flat area strewn with bones. Closer inspection revealed them to be human bones and there were even one or two skulls with gaping holes low in their backs.
 
   Jean ordered a careful sweep of the whole area and it was during this that one of the men discovered a rough little quartz-like pebble embedded in the exposed blue clay that lay beneath the red topsoil. That was enough to allow Jean to reconstruct the whole grim business.
 
   The occupants of the camp had not been allowed to sit and rot. The guards had set up a little diamond mine here and each morning the camp inmates had been marched over to spend the day digging. Anyone working reluctantly or too slowly had been executed with a shot to the back of the head and left up on the flat area for the wild animals to dispose of in the night. And then, unexpectedly, quietly and with sufficient surprise to catch the watchtower guards unaware, someone had appeared and taken all the prisoners away. Somebody armed with old-fashioned small arms. Somebody who either had no larger weapons or who had so few that they were chary of using them.
 
   The explanation rang true, and put them all very much on their guard. By the time they reached the outskirts of Mortonville, they were much less confident than they had been at first; their contingent of four patrol vehicles seemed pathetically small now. The whole town appeared to be every bit as deserted as the camp had been. All around, the shanty houses of the outskirts stood and gaped in eerie silence. Disturbingly, as the shabby outskirts gave way to the more affluent suburbs, the fabric of the buildings around them became substantial enough to bear the imprint of violent conflict. There were the telltale termite holes even in brickwork and shattered windows. The gape of open doors could no longer be dismissed as the result of thoughtless haste.
 
   Nearer the centre of town they came upon the first black flowers of destruction which told of grenades and rockets, but it was not until they came into the central square that they discovered evidence of a real pitched battle. As with the deserted camp the evidence here told of conflict fought some time ago. And once again it was impossible to judge who had been the combatants.
 
   On one side of the square was the town hall, flanked by nondescript public buildings. Opposite, and miraculously erect although extensively battle-scarred, was the marble-porticoed frontage of the railway station. The steps up to this were the most badly damaged section of the square. On a third side was an open-fronted market building whose roof showed signs of an extensive fire within; and on the fourth was a range of shops and banks, clearly concessions owned by foreign investors.
 
   Beside the station gaped what had once been a Mercedes-Benz showroom and the desecrated limousines lying like half-incinerated corpses in the wreckage were the closest thing to actual casualties on display. Whatever carnage had been perpetrated here had been cleared away, though the ground was liberally smeared with dark stains alongside the black scorch marks and the glinting heaps of shattered glass.
 
   ‘There was one hell of a firefight here,’ observed Warren, as the little column of vehicles ground to a halt in the centre of the square.
 
   ‘And one hell of a clear-up operation,’ said Richard. ‘Should we be here?’
 
   ‘I think not,’ said Jean, and turned to tell the column that it was time to head back to the dam. The moment he did so, the most terrible screaming sound echoed round the square. Totally unnerved, Richard almost shouted with surprise. Both Warren and Jean, however, recognised the sound immediately. ‘Move,’ ordered Jean, but the revving of their engines was drowned out by the coughing roar of a massive diesel engine and a single M-60 A1 battle tank ground into the square, its turret swinging round to cover the four reconnaissance vehicles with its 105mm gun.
 
   So much noise was generated by the tank’s tracks on the roadway, by its twelve-cylinder air-cooled diesel engine, by the hydraulic mechanism turning its turret and elevating the 105mm gun, that the silence when it all stopped crashed down like the blade of a guillotine. The men in the reconnaissance vehicles froze, watching the monster as it sat blocking any hope of escape behind while its big gun all too obviously prevented any chance of escape ahead.
 
   Abruptly, the commander’s hatch slammed up and the head and shoulders of a man in the blue uniform of Terror Chala’s military police emerged. ‘Alors,’ drawled the tank commander in heavily accented, hugely amplified French, ‘what have we got here?’
 
   Jean Le Brun, as commanding officer of the little force, gathered himself to stand and reply, but Richard was up before him. In his appalling but understandable French, he replied, ‘We are members of the United Nations contingent delivering the water from the iceberg Manhattan to your country. Kindly allow us to proceed about our business and we will trouble you no further.’
 
   The tank commander laughed. And in that sound was the epitaph of all of them there. This was Death; and the whisper of his scythe was in every echo and sub-tone of that cold, sadistic laugh. Richard should have thought of the twins in that moment, knowing that it would be his last; of his business, of the ships he had commanded. But only Robin filled his mind. Robin alone and nothing — no one — else.
 
   The tank commander drew in his breath to give some order. But he never gave the order. He never completed the breath. A single rifle shot rang out and his whole body jerked back, ripped right out of the turret by the weight of the round which hit his upper chest. The instant the manhole was clear of his body, a single black object fell with unerring accuracy from the corner of the roof immediately above into the gaping hole. There ensued a few short seconds of silence in the square, emphasised by a distant eruption of shouting and screaming from within the M-60 as though from below in the deepest sewers. A dull thud finished the whole episode and a plume of smoke, at once victorious and faintly pathetic, issued from the hole in the top of the turret.
 
   Silence returned to the square. Richard and the others looked around, trying with signal lack of success to work out just what on earth they had got themselves into here.
 
   Then, of all things, footsteps. Slow and measured, as though a gunfighter was walking out for a shoot-out with them. A tall, slim figure walked out of the street which had been covered by the tank’s 105mm gun and stood in front of the little column, looking at them across perhaps thirty metres of quiet air. ‘I hope you appreciate this,’ said their rescuer in a light, mocking voice coloured ever so slightly with, of all things, an American accent. ‘We would have given almost anything to get our hands on a fully functional M-60 and because of you we’ve had to put this one out of commission entirely.’
 
   Richard stood in the front of the reconnaissance vehicle utterly astounded. He would have believed himself to be dreaming but for the fact that Warren abruptly stood beside him whispering her name.
 
   For the voice belonged unmistakably to Emily Karanga.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PART FOUR: Born to reign
 
    
 
   Born to reign,
 
   Born to reign,
 
   Oh Lord,
 
   We are born to reign.
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   Emily Karanga was born to pain and reborn to pain.
 
   She was lucky to survive the hard labour which killed her mother. Her father was distant. That was his nature; he was an academic whose idea of fun was to do the crossword in the London Times and brain-teasers in Le Monde. He was a man with a mission to pull his country into the twentieth century — a mission in which a child could play no real part. Secretly, he blamed his daughter for the death of his beloved wife and saw in that vivacious child only the ghost of his dead love.
 
   He was all the family Emily had. Because he had spent his formative years in Paris and Brussels as a scholar and professor, he had removed Emily even from that bastion of African childhood, the extended family. She was raised by a series of nannies who, while they were never cruel, were never kind or indulgent either. This did not make her hard or independent. On the contrary, she strove all the harder to attract the attention of her father. She began to excel academically and came very near to rivalling her father. She never went quite as far as he did. With a doctorate in political philosophy from the Sorbonne, she returned to her country — where her father was now premier — just in time to see him blown to pieces by a girl from a N’Kuru Lion suicide squad no older than herself.
 
   Dr Julius J. Karanga had been a selfless servant of his people and a very mediocre father but he had left enough money to take the bereft child to America where she had continued her academic work and extended her international political contacts sufficiently to bring herself to the notice of the United Nations. As a member of that organisation and being who she was, it had been inevitable that she should be invited to join the Mau Club responsible for transporting the iceberg Manhattan to her drought-stricken country. And that position allowed her to rediscover her roots and rechannel her massive energies. In effect, she had simply transferred to her country and its people all the soul-deep desire to serve and to excel that for the whole of her life had been focused on her father and his ghost. That was what she had been doing when the blade of Terror Chala’s panga had chopped her so brutally from one life to another.
 
   She awoke to inexpressible agony. To a feeling of personal invasion which went far beyond anything she could ever have conceived. Her nose was broken and her crushed adenoids blocked her nasal airways. Her front teeth were loose in their gums and her mouth was full of blood. And yet she was, somehow, breathing. It was not until much later that she discovered how this miracle had occurred. She was breathing through a long wound which reached from her ear tip to her nostril on the left side of her face, gaping as wide as a bone-edged mouth.
 
   She was aware of nothing but the vaguest impressions, however, because of the immediacy of another sensation. She was being handled. The pile of bodies on which she lay was being pushed to one side or the other, being sorted through like a pile of dead meat in a slaughterhouse. A list of names was being given in grim tones and an N’Kuru accent. ‘Here’s Dacko,’ said the grim voice. ‘He was my nephew, poor little bastard. Right between the eyes. There, you see, my sister was wrong, he did have some brains. We’ll need to find some ID papers if we’re going to record this next one, though, his face is all gone.’
 
   ‘We’ll have to put him on the unidentified list with the poor bastards who caught it from the rockets and the grenades. We do so need those!’
 
   ‘Yes, we always need more men.’
 
   ‘Not men. Rockets and grenades …’
 
   As they lifted Emily, she groaned. They dropped her and the cynical conversation stopped abruptly. When her head hit the ground, her stomach heaved and she began to puke weakly.
 
   One of the men swore with disgust. Then the conversation continued in idiomatic N’Kuru.
 
   ‘The bitch is still alive!’
 
   ‘Only just. God, look at the state of her!’
 
   ‘It’s Emily Karanga. I remember seeing her picture in some society magazine.’
 
   ‘I wonder what the hell she’s doing here.’
 
   ‘She was slumming.’
 
   Emily sensed movement, proximity — someone was crouching over her. ‘You going to help her?’ asked the more distant of the voices.
 
   ‘Oh yes. I’m going to help her!’ The tone reversed the meaning of the words.
 
   There was a brief hiss followed by a tiny, slightly ringing click as he pulled his ancient Bowie knife out of its leather sheath. And that would have been the last sound Emily Karanga ever heard but for the voice from Heaven.
 
   Certainly, Emily had no strength to fight back; she could not even get her strange new face to articulate anything. She was at her lowest ebb and had not the voice from on high spoken, she would certainly have died there and then. But the voice did speak, and Emily lived.
 
   ‘Pierre,’ it said, ‘let the poor child go.’
 
   Pierre screamed aloud and jumped back as though Emily herself had thrown him off. At last her eyes opened. Such was the position of her head that she found herself looking up between the two men standing over her. Their tall bodies framed a long rectangle of clapboard wall rising to forest canopy, through which came great beams of golden sunlight. Their bodies framed the picture for Emily until they both, as though with one accord, fell to their knees.
 
   And there, illuminated by those beams as exquisitely as any painting by the old masters, was the tall cross upon which Terror Chala had nailed Sister Grace. Hanging from it, bloody, wounded and filthy but living still, was the nun; translucent skin bathed in golden light, foul robes stirred by the forest breeze as though by the fingers of invisible angels, eyes ablaze with fever and shock seeming to shine with holy fire; miraculous, transfigured.
 
   Like Emily, born again.
 
   *
 
   The N’Kuru Lions took the two women back with them to their headquarters in the National broadcasting building in Mortonville. But their condition made it necessary for the Lions to extend their sphere of influence to the hospital. Here they found an unexpectedly warm welcome from doctors and patients alike — and it was as though the miracle had begun.
 
   Neither Emily nor Grace knew about any of this while it was actually happening, for the rough field surgery which Pierre, André and his team had exercised upon them in the logging camp simply knocked them out and kept them both in deep sleep all during the journey. The much more expert surgery performed by Dr Thomas in Mortonville was still of a nature to require long and carefully monitored convalescence. This convalescence began with the liberal use of some extremely scarce drugs. But the women did not need to be awake for their miraculous influence to spread.
 
   The whole area was in complete confusion and had been for some time even before the coup. The township of Mortonville had been divided against itself since its inception and construction exactly on the border between Kyoga and N’Kuru lands. Neither the army nor the military police had felt in control here for some time but in the end it was Nimrod Chala rather than Moses or Aaron M’Diid who gained the firmest grip. As soon as he did so, he defined a new enemy for himself: the N’Kuru Lions. But before Nimrod or his men could come to grips with the newly resurgent terrorist movement, the General of Police himself was killed.
 
   Since the coup, the situation had rapidly slid from bad to worse, half the population fighting to remain loyal to Chala’s armed police while the others felt that the coup down in Mawanga allowed them to express their support for the Lions at last. Men and women in Mortonville and the countryside around began to wear the tawny-gold flash on their clothing, which identified their allegiances. Support for the Lions grew with the arrival of N’Kuru refugees and the first news of the slaughters in the heartlands.
 
   One brave soul, Saul-Antoine Bopa, organised a large enough unit to take over the communications centre from the factional Chala men. Unaware that Terror Chala was coming eastwards, Saul-Antoine held the wrecked building and established it as the base of the N’Kuru Lions. Having control of the full range of communications equipment, he listened carefully but spoke little. It was he, therefore, who heard of the massacre at the logging camp, and he who sent his unit south to check on the truth of the matter. But Saul-Antoine was a soldier not a strategist. He was a man who could take a military position but not a political one. And he was a dark, desperate, dour man, lacking charisma as obviously as his men lacked modern armaments. Thus, although there were thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of Lion supporters out there, they were disorganised, headless, helpless — powerless.
 
   It was the miracle that turned them round. The miracle of the nun who had survived crucifixion and brought the daughter of Julius Karanga with her back from the dead. Pierre and Andre passed the news to Saul-Antoine as soon as they arrived. Saul-Antoine did not at first see the importance of what had happened until the two men’s shining eyes and wonder-filled faces began to prove contagious. Saul-Antoine went to the hospital to see the convalescent women for himself. They were still asleep, but the hospital was full of people who had also come to see them. And, he realised, all the people gazing in wonder through the glass windows of the sterile recovery room were wearing tawny-gold badges. He immediately bribed the hospital attendant nurse to add the colour to Emily and Grace’s hospital robes. And the miracle became indissolubly linked to the Lions.
 
   The women awoke to a disturbingly absolute fait accompli. They were proof of the existence of God and of the fact that God had smiled upon the N’Kuru Lions. Had these been other women, they might have been content to remain as figureheads, good-luck charms, St Christopher medallions made flesh. But being who they were, they were by no means content with this. And so the next part of the miracle began.
 
   Saul-Antoine Bopa was a traditionalist, an old-style tribal warlord trained in Marxist dialectic, and consequently he was something of a sexist. But he was all too well aware that the successful invasion of the National Broadcasting building had brought him hard up against his own limitations. He had simply no idea what he should do next. People came to him, of course they did, but he had no real vision to impart; his mindset had been formed by men who saw the world as Stalin had seen it and he could not bring his concepts into the new situation or the new age.
 
   The void into which Saul-Antoine had found himself looking was filled by the miraculous women. The pair of them knew exactly what to tell the hundreds of people who came to them. Saul-Antoine listened too, and almost at once he stopped seeing the two of them as women at all. They were the miracle; they were a sexless entity that called to things deep within his soul which even the pragmatic, humanist Marxists had not quite extinguished. And so he became their captain and they became his commanders; almost his oracles.
 
   He had been trained in Congo Libre and the men who worked with him there had been very thorough. He emerged from his training as steeped in military history and lore as anyone at West Point or Sandhurst, for he was an intelligent man of lively interest. As soon as Emily could find the strength to hold a book, therefore, and her battered head was calm enough to contain a persistent thought, the soldier was pleased to lend her the prize volumes from his library; and, on request, to extend the Lions’ field of influence to the Mortonville Municipal Library. She filled herself with the thoughts and observations of Julius Caesar, Tsun Zu, von Clausewitz, Mao Zedong, von Moltke, Fuller, Liddell Hart, V. K. Triandafillov, Erwin Rommell, Patton, Schwarzkopf and Colin Powell. It was a random list dictated by nothing beyond a burning desire to regain some sort of a grasp on herself by gaining some sort of grasp on her situation. The nightmares left her shaking and exhausted but both she and Grace found the waking flashbacks the worst, for they were so disorientatingly vivid and so intimately agonising.
 
   By the time they were strong enough to walk, there were troops for them to review and to bless. By the time they were fit enough to spend time outside the hospital, there were committees to chair, commanders to brief, the beginnings of an army to inspire, the mustard-seed of a political party to nourish. At first the army and the political party were one and the same thing. And if Grace inspired them with her existence, her obvious unworldliness, her gentle ministrations and her vivid stigmata, Emily inspired them as Caesar had inspired his men, by being with them through thick and thin, by challenging them at everything they did and by constantly pushing herself to the limit with an amazing store of decisive energy.
 
   But to begin with, as Saul-Antoine never tired of pointing out, there was nothing much in the way of weaponry. And weaponry was soon going to be of fundamental importance, for none of them expected the current state of unnatural peace to last for long. They all knew that there were forces out there who would stop at nothing to destroy them. But these were also the only people who had the arms the Lions needed so badly. But their new strategic experts — whether or not God was intimate to the decision — had a plan which would meet their needs in this as in everything else.
 
   And so, with almost medieval inevitability, the new Church of the N’Kuru Lion became the Church Militant and the first of their crusades began. This one was against the camp beside the diamond mine and it was an unalloyed success, for all that it started unpromisingly with a column of battered saloon cars winding away across the heartlands in the middle of the night. The SS guards were wiped out by the wave of small-arms fire which came so unexpectedly with the light of dawn, and the attackers were able to add not only to their troops and arms but to their funds as well, for the diamond mining had been much more successful than the camp commandant had been willing to admit. All in all they got more than one hundred new recruits, whose enthusiasm had been honed by a brutal regime. They acquired a dozen heavy machine guns with thousands of rounds of ammunition and a wide range of grenades, together with some anti-personnel mines which the SS guards had been planning to deploy. They also found anti-tank guided weapons. The ATGWs made Emily in particular very nervous indeed, for they caused her to speculate on what was out there that the guards had been armed against. But that concern was, perhaps, the only real negative aspect of the first crusade.
 
   They killed all the enemy and lost not one man of their own army. Grace had insisted on leading then, as she would always do from now on, and Emily went with her, the pair of them at the head of the first wave beside Saul-Antoine. After their experience in the logging camp, death and slaughter held few horrors for either Emily or Grace and they were among the least affected by what they had done. It was they who picked through the riddled huts and the equally riddled bodies; they who discovered the pile of white crystal pebbles and who understood exactly what they were. They were carried shoulder-high to the trucks which had suddenly become the N’Kuru Lions’ military transport section and they led the songs of thanks and praise which followed them all the way back to Mortonville.
 
   That night, the last of the great changes in the fortunes of the N’Kuru Lions took place. This was a ceremony as old as the tribe itself, far older than any city. It was a ceremony which could only take place out on the foothills of the Mountains of the Moon. Here the first heave of the volcanic rock rose out of the rolling, tawny flank of the heartlands to form a natural amphitheatre with a high rock stage. Directed by an almost mystical unity of purpose, all of them gathered in the amphitheatre for the victory celebration of their first battle. Here also, high on that plain rock stage, Saul-Antoine brought to fruition a deep and cunning plan of his own devising. At the climax of the victory feast, when the massed ranks were being blessed by Sister Grace, her white robe luminous beneath the full moon, the captain pulled forward his general; their real leader.
 
   Emily was unprepared. She was dressed in fatigue trousers and a grey-green vest. She wore no hat or any badge of rank. But they all knew her, and the cries that split the air seemed to make the very horizons shake. Saul-Antoine stood behind her holding her slim, square shoulders. Sister Grace stood beside her on her right. Out of the shadows on her left stepped the most senior and the wisest of the mchawie mkubwa elders. He was dressed in the full robes of his ceremonial office and he carried the lion-clawed club which was his badge of office. Before the stunned and now silent crowd, the mchawie performed an ancient ritual which many here had heard of but very few had ever seen or dreamed of seeing. It was the last and greatest of the lmugit ceremonies, marking a man’s transition beyond warriorhood to kingship.
 
   It was well for Emily that Saul-Antoine held her so firmly — and that he had slipped the ritual herbs unnoticed into her celebration wine — for she would have collapsed under the weight of the surprise, the shock, when, at the climax of the ceremony, the mchawie brought the clawed club across her right cheek. The gesture was so gentle and the claws were so sharp that she felt only the slightest tugging at her skin. She hardly knew that three long gashes had been opened there which would heal into her tribal scars and which were also badges of rank and distinction. As the tribal witchdoctor transferred the club to his other hand, the sharp pain in her face alerted her to what had been done and the most terrible of all the flashbacks overpowered her imagination.
 
   Saul-Antoine felt her go rigid and so did Grace. He did not know what to do but she did. With majestic grace the nun stepped forward and took the club from the old man’s hand. She reversed it and drove the claws against the rocky ground. The middle claw, the longest, snapped off so that when the club was returned to the tribal elder there was a gap there. A gap which would pass over the place where Emily’s face was already scarred. ‘The Lord,’ said the nun, in tones which rang across the magic-filled summer’s night and penetrated Emily’s head, calling her back to herself, ‘has already marked her with his own lmugit scar!’
 
   Standing there and allowing the wise old man to echo so exactly the blow with which Terror Chala so nearly ended her life was the bravest thing Emily would ever do. It was among the bravest things the assembled crowd would ever witness, and they knew it.
 
   An instant later it was over and Emily stepped forward on to the edge of the hillside high above them all, held there by Saul-Antoine, with six black chieftain’s scars marking the hollows of her cheeks, five of them pouring blood.
 
   ‘Behold your chief!’ called Saul-Antoine in a voice which seemed to shake the grasses.
 
   ‘HO!’ they answered, in a timeless syllable torn from deep inside their very hearts, and the sound of it shook the stars. It was a salute which would have been familiar to Cetewayo, the cry of his Zulu impi honouring him. Emily looked down on the sea of faces, meeting every glistening gaze there with her own, and felt the blood dry on her flesh and sing in her veins. Every single soul down there belonged to Sister Grace, and every single heart belonged to her.
 
   And, as the moment lingered, Grace began to sing the song which had become a part of the culture of the country: the people’s hymn and national anthem. But Grace sang it in a far older version than the Christian missionaries had taken and translated. She sang it in its old N’Kuru form, as ancient and as dark as the continent and the night.
 
   Born to pain,
 
   Born to cry,
 
   Halt and lame,
 
   Born to die.
 
   Born again
 
   Whole and high,
 
   Born to reign,
 
   Born to fly.
 
   And so it was that they were prepared when Terror Chala first showed up. There had been no plan in Emily’s heart to make the Lions anything other than what they were. Not even the miracle could turn them into a stand-up regular army. But they were great guerrillas. And of all their chosen battlegrounds, the city was their favourite. There was among them a kind of collective unconscious which enabled all of them to see the buildings of Mortonville in the same way as Apache warriors could see the Sierra Madre. Even Chala’s tanks stood little chance in the streets of the town centre. With the white-robed nun flitting unsettlingly from place to place and Emily calculatingly close beside her, irresistible fields of fire were set up for the anti-tank weapons taken from the first camp. And when, once bitten, Terror replaced his lumbering but precious M-60s with weaponry more appropriate to this particular theatre, he soon found himself as comprehensively outmanoeuvred.
 
   All in all, the miracle had proceeded for forty days by the time that Richard Mariner and his column found themselves trapped by the first of Chala’s tanks feeling its way back into Mortonville to see whether the Lions might have withdrawn to their heartlands yet.
 
   And, at that stage, none of them knew that Chala himself was making his way north-eastwards again because he was being so inexorably squeezed from the south-west where Congo Libre lay.
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   The first Black Hawk came out of nowhere and buzzed the armoured column the instant it pulled free of the desiccated jungle north of the dry Blood River valley. Its arrival was so sudden that Serov simply did not register it, so busy was he in acclimatising himself to the lack of synchronisation between what he saw and what he could feel. Lieutenant General Bomba and his men were not so sluggardly. The general barked an order and a single, laser-guided AT-8 Cobra missile sped upwards from the first wave of support vehicles close behind.
 
   Inside the ACRV, Serov kept his eyes on the screens in front of him. The vehicle’s exterior monitors picked up and digitally reproduced the explosion in a clear colour read-out. The infrared heat-seeking system interpreted the explosion as a series of vivid colours, each colour representing a different heat band. The satellite image gave an overhead perspective and the battlefield display showed a bright destruction signature above the three-dimensional graphic of the terrain immediately before them. The broad band radio monitors also fed in the wordless shriek of shock, surprise and demise which was all the helicopter’s crew sent out. And without even pausing the wave of tanks rolled on into the Maui heartlands.
 
   Bomba’s forces had the ability to move forward at around fifty kilometres per hour for as long as he wanted. There was nothing out there powerful enough to stop him at the moment. But speed of attack had to be balanced against sustainability of supply lines. The T-80s could be at the Karanga Dam within five days, but they would be unsupported and without supplies. They therefore proceeded at a more sedate pace which would ensure that properly equipped supply lines were operating across the country behind them. The T-80s would not be heedlessly risked through careless lack of support. They were phenomenally expensive machines. There was no question of replacing them if they were lost or destroyed, and they represented the only chance the Congo Librens had of gaining their objective.
 
   Bomba’s tanks opened a corridor twenty-five kilometres wide, striking north-east towards Mortonville and the Karanga Dam. Covering around one hundred kilometres a week, the town lay fifteen days distant and the dam sixteen — assuming that nothing of any tactical significance was standing in the way. The corridor was set at twenty-five kilometres to allow the supply lines the maximum warning and protection feasible. The westernmost outposts along this line would give early warning of any incursion.
 
   Colonel Ngo Mbanda’s one fully-armed SS sortie crossed the line on the third day in, some twenty-five kilometres behind the tanks. The SS contingent was proceeding slowly and carefully towards they knew not what. During the next half hour they traversed perhaps twenty kilometres of apparently undisturbed terrain. Then they met their nemesis.
 
    They were a small, relatively ill-equipped contingent consisting of a couple of trucks full of armed personnel under the command of a young captain in an old amphibious scout car. None of them realised that they were being observed by sappers from the Congo Libren Army as well as the low-orbit military satellite through which all the T-80s’ tactical work was being routed. Very few of them even had time to register that they were under attack. The only warning of their imminent demise was the sound the first incoming 125mm high-explosive shell made as it came down the last few metres of the low trajectory flight it had taken over the crest of the hill immediately to their north. The massive detonation of the shell blew the scout car into steel confetti.
 
    The SS were very good at torture but not quite so hot on tactics. The first truck full of soldiers was so close behind the scout car that it was destroyed by the backwash of the explosion and all its occupants killed by the shrapnel as though by concentrated machine-gun fire. The second shell hit the rear truck five seconds later and completed the destruction of the whole column and fifty men in seven and a half seconds.
 
    Mbanda’s second Black Hawk ran out of fuel before it could be blown out of the air. Bomba had been monitoring its approach and knew that the pilot had not seen them or reported anything untoward back to base. Then unexpectedly the helicopter dropped behind a western hill and landed. Not long afterwards the young helicopter pilot was picked up and brought before the general.
 
   ‘As you can see,’ said Bomba in heavily accented Kyoga dialect, ‘I am a powerful man in charge of a large force.’
 
   ‘Yes, sir,’ said the pilot, his eyes like bush rats darting everywhere.
 
   ‘And it would cost me no effort at all to have you shot here and now.’ Serov wondered why Bomba didn’t do just that.
 
   ‘No, sir.’
 
   ‘But I have a better idea than that,’ drawled the general.
 
   ‘Good, sir,’ answered the pilot with genuine fervour.
 
   ‘I wish,’ said the general, ‘to make you an offer that you cannot refuse.’
 
   ‘I don’t understand …’ Neither did Serov.
 
   ‘Each of these tanks is worth, say, one hundred million Maui francs. I know my government would be happy to pay one per cent of their worth in order to protect them. One per cent each.’
 
   Comprehension dawned. Serov’s eyebrows rose and the young pilot’s jaw dropped. ‘One million francs for each …’
 
   ‘Let us say that the next time you come out on patrol I will have the first sum here ready for you to collect. And the next time, the next sum, and so forth …’
 
   It was surprisingly effective. No other pilot came on patrol; that one pilot came on patrol once every two days and each time he came over the column he landed and collected the next portion of his first million francs. Then he flew away to report that he had discovered nothing — but that he had better come out and check again in a couple of days’ time.
 
   Bomba got the SS off his back just as they were beginning to run up against the outposts of Terror Chala’s much more considerable contingent; and all for the paltry sum of one million Maui francs at a time when the MF stood at ten to the Congo Libren rouble and the CLR was below the Italian lira and just above the Jamaican dollar at thirty-three to the US dollar on the international exchange. So the Maui franc, if you could get rid of it at all, might get you just under one-third of a cent. A little more than three thousand US dollars, or their equivalent, bought an entire armoured column safety and anonymity for ten solid days as it moved with careful determination one hundred and fifty kilometres into the northwest of the country. It was one of the most secret and successful invasions in the history of warfare.
 
   And then, on the morning of the eleventh day, they came across a depleted company of Terror Chala’s M-60 tanks withdrawing south from the fiasco in Mortonville where they had seen four of their original strength of ten wiped out by guerrillas reputed to be armed with nothing heavier than half a dozen 7.62mm RPK light machine guns and maybe fifty antique AK-47s. The tank commanders of the military police were well trained and bloody-minded.
 
   There is a story of Napoleon which tells that when asked what quality he most looked for in his generals, he answered, ‘Luck.’ Measured on that scale, General Bomba would never have served the Emperor. He was a well-trained, knowledgeable, painstaking officer not without dash and skill. But Luck and he were fast becoming strangers.
 
   Terror Chala’s men were equipped with first-series M-60s almost thirty years old. They were armed with the original British 105mm rifled tank gun which was powered by the same hydraulic system as the turret. They had not been updated with the new Blazer reactive armour. They had very few of the T-80s’ tactical hardware and were unaware that the far superior Russian tanks were just over the horizon. Chala’s M-60s were simply moving eastwards following their general who had withdrawn in that direction some time earlier and was trying to forge the units down there into some kind of army. He had taken the company’s command vehicle with him. The six tanks, independently commanded and in only sporadic contact, were running parallel with the River Mau but out in the valley. Such communication as there was concerned their fuel consumption and where the next fill-up of diesel was going to come from. The tank commanders were actually indulging in a lazy Kyoga variant of the child’s game ‘Eeny Meeny Miney Mo’ to see who would draw the short straw and contact General Chala for advice when the first rounds from the Russian 125mm guns arrived and Terror’s men realised they had more to worry about than running out of fuel.
 
   General Bomba had chosen to remain in his ACRV slightly aloof from the action with Serov sitting tensely at his side. The Russian had watched with grudging respect as Bomba had quietly drawn up his tanks along the flank of a hillside overlooking the six M-60s which were in no kind of pattern.
 
   There was a little red light blinking beside the display in front of Serov and he found it slightly disturbing. He wondered whether he should mention it to the general, but Bomba was wrapped up in his preparations. The light did not look particularly important. The Russian hesitated. The battle preparations continued. The man whose place Serov occupied would have known what the light signalled and would have mentioned it as a matter of some urgency, for the general himself could not see it from his angle. But Serov said nothing and transferred his concentration to the unfolding situation, trying to convince himself that this was not some kind of video game.
 
   When he was satisfied that his tanks were in the optimum position, Bomba ordered each tank to lock the automatic targeting systems on to a designated target, load and prepare to fire. The automatic loading systems on the 125mm guns of the T-80s accepted the big AT-8 Songster anti-tank missiles. And that was when Luck turned her back on General Bomba. The light beside Serov’s display stopped blinking and turned fiercely red. The satellite which generated the three-dimensional battlefield display prepared to pass away over the horizon, its signal distorted by the earth’s atmosphere.
 
   As the general said ‘Fire!’, already inaccurate tactical displays in the tanks and the ACRV went blank. It was a tiny flaw in the system and it was a blindness which lasted for only a few moments until the next satellite rose. Indeed, it was already signalling its approach by blinking the same light which its companion had used to warn Serov of its imminent departure. But in the meantime the displays were blank and the tanks were firing blind.
 
   The commander of the lead tank had just lost the game of ‘Eeny, Meeny …’ and was actually in contact with Terror Chala when the Songster blew the back off his tank. Everything went at once: hydraulics, communications and main propulsion unit. The M-60 slammed round as though it had been rammed very hard in the rear left corner. The interior of the tank went black and, momentarily, silent. The turret swung listlessly. The gun drooped. Then the whole lot went up like a firework. The lack of reactive armour allowed the high explosive of the Songster missile access to the vital — combustible — heart of the tank. The sides seemed almost to bulge, as though thirty-odd thousand kilos of assorted high-grade steel shell could react like a balloon. The turret took off like the cork from a champagne bottle with the commander still at the blazing heart of it; a carbon cinder in his molten cupola. The weight of the useless gun pulled the front down so that the great metal cup turned until the end of the long tube hit the ground and there it stood for an instant, teetering impossibly while the rest of the tank imitated a volcano erupting through the hole the turret had left. Then the gun tilted backwards as though fainting and slammed down on to the granite-hard ground which was erupting all around as the other Songsters hit hillside instead of tanks.
 
   Had there been a pattern to the disposition of the M-60s, there might well have been even more carnage. Had they been in line ahead, for instance, the second tank, though unscathed, would have run into the wreck of the first. In the event, it rolled safely past and its commander ordered full throttle straight ahead. The tank picked up speed at once and the turret swung back, gun elevating, to cover the nearest skyline behind which tactics dictated their attackers must be hiding. He was not equipped with laser rangefinders and 152mm missile launchers like those ranged against him. He was firing blind, yelling for smoke to add to the natural cover afforded by the death of the lead tank, and praying for a little luck. In all, it took his well-trained, battle-hardened crew little more than a minute to stick the first tank-killer into the 105mm gun and lob it desperately but speculatively south-eastwards over the hill crest. By the time the first shell had gone, the M-60 had attained its full speed of 50kph and was doing its best to speed out of trouble behind a thickening pall of heavy black smoke.
 
   The rest of them scattered as well, two following the second tank away to the west. Two more spun away northwards and headed back to the relative safety of Mortonville. This was a mistake. It put them on a gradient over which Bomba’s tanks had a perfect field of fire, whose slope was steep enough to separate the tanks from their heavy smoke trails and also prevented them from raising guns fast enough to fire at anything other than the ground immediately behind them.
 
   The two following the second tank west echoed its actions, so that by the end of the first couple of minutes of the engagement, three 105mm shells had disappeared over the horizon in reply to the six Songsters. The first speculatively lobbed 105mm shell scored a direct hit on the T-80 nearest the command vehicle. Unlike the old M-60s, the Russian tank was clad in reactive armour. The men inside were deafened, shaken, battered and bashed but no one was incinerated. Neither of the other shells gained a direct strike.
 
   The reinstatement of tactical graphic displays immediately afterwards allowed Bomba to pull his whole command — including the tank with its front end still blazing and bubbling — up towards the crest of the hill to enable his graphics to target the fleeing tanks more accurately. Bomba wanted to be sure of killing the two M-60s dead ahead at once. They were too good to miss; the others, fleeing out of his immediate area, could be mopped up later. These were the thoughts filling his mind as he opened his mouth to issue the command to fire when the whole crest of the hill in front of them seemed to explode as though they had inadvertently triggered a field of hidden mines.
 
   The ground immediately beneath the ACRV flipped it up into the air. The vehicle was well armoured and the shell did not in fact strike close enough to do it or the people in it much damage, but for the second time within a very few minutes, and at the second critical moment, Bomba was struck blind. The ACRV was flung round through ninety degrees and Bomba’s weight was now resting on his left shoulder which was in turn resting on the bleating Serov. ‘Fire!’ yelled the general, but he remained uncertain whether his command could hear his orders any longer.
 
   In fact two of his commanders did. Such was the accuracy of the newly reconstituted display, that the two who fired hit their targets. When Bomba and the groaning Serov were able to escape the dark confines of the wounded ACRV and gain the crest of the hill, there were two more blazing wrecks to look at.
 
   From Serov’s point of view they had been very lucky indeed. They had won a short but brutal engagement. They had come close to death and walked away. He looked down into the valley, surveyed the dead and breathed the sweet air. From Bomba’s point of view, things were much less satisfactory. He had led an overwhelming force armed with state of the art equipment against six old, outdated vehicles and he had allowed three to quit the field unscathed, one running north no doubt to warn Mortonville of his approach and two to warn Mawanga and rouse up whatever forces were still around down there.
 
   But that hoyden Luck blew the depressed Bomba one last departing kiss, for that one tank running north warned no one in Mortonville. That was the tank that tried to destroy Richard’s little armoured column and was destroyed by Emily’s Lions instead.
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   Richard could hardly believe that this was the Emily he knew. That Emily had been fiery, American-educated, almost African-American. What stood before him now had more in common with Che Guevara than Jane Fonda or Oprah Winfrey, and more in common with Geronimo than both. Those were the same long eyes — and yet they were not; the shape was the same, and the colour and the size, but the content and what went on behind them was utterly changed. This was the same face — except for the tribal scars which added so much of power and dignity. It took a second glance to see that one of the scars on her left cheekbone was much longer and deeper than the others. But it was more than the tribal scars. This face was older, wiser. It was also thinner, gaunter, possessed of a deeper, fiercer energy. It was altogether a far more dangerous face. It was as though a man with a pet kitten had suddenly found it grown into a panther. And a hungry panther at that.
 
   Richard had held in deep regard the girl that this woman used to be. And, as he fought to recover from the double shock of finding her still alive and so transformed, he was more than a little relieved to see affection and a grudging welcome seep into those cold brown eyes. And when those scarred cheeks creased stiffly into a smile of welcome he gained the decided impression that this was her first real smile in a long, long time.
 
   He patted Jean Le Brun on the arm as if to say, ‘It’s OK, wait here,’ unfolded himself from the lead Land Rover, stepped down and walked the few metres across Mortonville’s central square towards her. ‘I thought you were dead,’ he said quietly. ‘We all thought you were dead.’ Even over the sound of the burning tank, his words carried clearly to her.
 
   ‘I’ve been born again,’ she said, and he saw at once how absolutely true that was.
 
   Because of their relationship, there came an uneasy truce where at first confrontation might have seemed more likely. But it was not just because of their friendship. The old Emily had been a part of what Richard was involved in now and the new Emily still found the project exciting and promising. Even though it was to all intents and purposes sponsored by Field Marshal M’Diid, it was nevertheless obviously to the benefit of her people. She was happy enough to let it proceed and to lend a hand if required. And her attitude was reciprocated.
 
   So many of the warriors who had called ‘Ho!’ in celebration of her chieftaincy owned farms and shambas out in the heartlands which Richard was trying to bring back to life. They were at the heart of Emily’s calculations. These went far beyond politics; her decisions were, right from the beginning, statesmanlike and visionary. Had the leader of the Lions been anyone else, the people at the Karanga Dam would have been at grave risk. According to the view of the average freedom fighter, the UN were effectively supporting M’Diid’s regime. In the old days it would have been all too easy to say that the Kyoga tribe was responsible for this but, just as she brought new understanding to the political position with regard to the UN contingents, so Emily brought even to the N’Kuru Lions a place for the Kyoga destitute, of which there were many. Just because the powerbrokers and would-be powerbrokers were Kyoga to a man did not mean that they did much to protect and support the Kyoga trying to farm, mine and manufacture up on the top of the escarpment or in the mixed-tribe suburbs of Mortonville which stood astride the border between the tribal homelands.
 
   Because of Emily, therefore, the UN were left in peace to get the dam in order, and the hungry Kyoga poor gained a welcome and blessed respite.
 
   Richard spent the next few days in the main control room of the dam as one by one the sluice gates out into the dry irrigation channels were closed and came under central control. By the end of their third day there, only the last gate, the furthest downriver, was still showing a red signal rather than a green one. And Richard knew why that was: a bloody great hippo was wedged in the works.
 
   Richard was not alone in forging links with the Lions. Warren Cord had known Emily for far longer than Richard and had taken a close interest in her which had quickly deepened into a genuine fatherly love. The news of Emily’s supposed death had affected him badly and kept him longer in Psyche’s sickbay than might otherwise have been the case. But he had been strong enough to accompany Richard on this expedition. While he had no particular task allocated to him on the dam, Richard valued his presence, if only because the old soldier was privy to, and agreed with, his fears about the vulnerability of the whole operation on the dam. In the event, Warren’s presence gave the Lions something that no one would ever have supposed they might have.
 
   Once reunited with Emily he discovered in his strange new daughter a great deal of the son he never had. She knew almost as much military history and theory as he did himself. But she had seen no real action, and she had actually managed to get hold of precious little military hardware. Warren immediately offered her his services. He didn’t see himself as a potential terrorist leader but he did want to do everything he could to help Emily and to further her wishes. And that, of course, meant helping to train her army.
 
   Emily’s army was well supplied with men who had been trained by the Congo Librens in the arts of subversion and urban guerrilla warfare. In Saul-Antoine and increasingly in Emily herself they had experts in the theories of more open warfare. What they lacked was any sort of expertise in the use of armour. And it so happened that Warren was a tank man from way back.
 
   The first task he tackled was to clear out and try to fix up the tanks the Lions had spent so much time and effort killing. Not even burned-out wrecks were overlooked and they yielded an array of more or less usable spares. The last tank killed, the one which, unknown to them had escaped General Bomba’s T-80s and had threatened Richard’s column, proved almost entirely recoverable once they had cleaned out the inside. And it provided Warren with what he needed: a training vehicle. The Lions’ most competent drivers could be taught how to handle a tank, tank crews could be trained, and all of them could get used to dealing with tanks close to — what weak spots could be exploited and what lethal strengths to beware.
 
   During those last few days of peace, Richard found a strange lethargy beginning to steal over him, which probably owed its origins to the fact that he had been away from home for more than six months now; perhaps the six toughest months of his life. He had never been faced with anything like the requirements laid on him in Mau. It constantly surprised him that he was doing the job at all; it required strengths and expertise he had never supposed himself to possess. It certainly went far beyond anything he had ever imagined undertaking. He should not in fact have been required to undertake it; would not have been required to do so had not circumstances demanded it. Ultimately, Richard was doing this job because the overall leadership in New York had failed at a crucial time. And because no one else was prepared even to try. If he stopped doing it then the whole project would grind to a halt. If that happened, things in Mau, bad enough already, would get unimaginably worse, and it would be years, perhaps decades, before anyone got round to trying anything again. So he continued to work. But it was hard.
 
   He spent increasing lengths of time on the phone to Robin in Ashenden and she always seemed to have time to talk to him no matter what wickedness the twins were engaged in. He never knew that just the sound of his voice with its unaccustomed, soul-deep weariness was enough to make her shoo her babies away no matter what emergency threatened and sit and pour all the strength at her command across the airwaves towards him. They had never been apart for this length of time since their marriage. She missed him more than she could say and only the obvious urgency of his work coupled with the all too poignant jeopardy of his situation stopped her from calling him home at once.
 
   Apart from talking to Robin, getting reports from Jan Van Stratten, Tom Snell, Alex Romanov, Katya Borodin and Chuck Gries, and updating Sir Douglas who seemed even more remote in the presidential palace than he himself was up here, there was little to do once the offices were all set up and equipped and staffed. Richard listened to the world news and marvelled as some nameless politician from Luxembourg was voted Secretary-General of the United Nations only to be forced to resign almost at once because of alleged long-past financial improprieties under investigation by the courts in Europe. The affair seemed to claim the centre of everyone’s attention but his own remained steadfastly on the massive helicopters as they laboured up and down the still valley air just above his head, and on the lake surface as it crept up the side of the dam, and on the ice as it continued to build against the delicate bow of concrete. He watched the great hovercraft, too, on their irrigation runs out to the shambas, carrying chunks of ice and tanks of water, and he watched Jean Le Brun and Marie-Ange Forget fall deeper and deeper in love.
 
   Marie-Ange began her day out on the top of the dam in the grey, misty light as the rising sun struggled to get over the Mountains of the Moon and burn the sullen fog off the chilly surface of the lake. She did not need to see the surface of the water now because she had a laser guidance system which allowed her to focus the beams of the ultrasonic equipment with absolute accuracy. And absolute accuracy was essential because there was no telling what damage the beams might do to the structure of the dam itself if they were allowed to cross in the wrong place. Or, after Boris Rublev’s untimely demise, what damage they might do to anyone working in the rooms and offices inside the dam.
 
   But there was really no danger once Marie-Ange got the guidance system in place. After that, the work became as deceptively simple as the tactical displays in Bomba’s ACRV made targeting the enemy. A schematic of the lake surface would come up on the display of Marie-Ange’s laptop PC and she would target the laser with the on-screen cursor. Where the laser pointed, the beams crossed. And everything solid shattered. At this stage there was no fine-tuning needed: she simply pointed and blasted. The sound of the ice thudding apart was the wake-up call that most of them grew to know.
 
   Marie-Ange timed her first shift so that it would end at breakfast, which she shared with Jean. All distance between them, all pretence that theirs was a professional relationship vanished with astonishing rapidity. By the end of the third day, there was no more hesitation.
 
   By day the camp was a working area halfway between a bivouac and a building site. By night it was transformed. The cooking fires gave almost all the light, but the stars added a good measure of candlepower too. The tables and benches, rough wood though they were, were as elegantly clothed with shadows as any little nook in an exclusive Paris night spot. And the simple food — roast game, baked vegetables, local wine — was the equal of anything produced by the best chefs in the world.
 
   Immediately after dinner on that third day, Jean took Marie-Ange by the arm and led her decisively into the shadows. Moments later, the assembled company heard the cough of a starter motor.
 
   Jean drove her up into the foothills nearby. He had not planned this or performed any recce, but luck was with them and they had no trouble finding a place which had been the courting spot of N’Kuru teenagers since time immemorial — a low eminence of hillside clothed in a soft fur of dried grass, but high enough to give an unrivalled view across the lower heartlands to where Mortonville lay beyond the distant horizon. In happier times, the lights of that great town would have given the effect of an aurora against the sky but now there were so few lights burning there that the sky stood undimmed, timeless and magnificent.
 
   Jean pulled a blanket from the truck and spread it on the short, springy grass. They lay there side by side for a few moments while he whispered to her about the constellations slowly wheeling overhead and told her something of astral navigation, and the uses to which the Legion had put it in the desert. But it was the moon and not the stars which was calling to them and soon enough she stopped his mouth with her lips. She wore a simple silk camisole over a swirling silk skirt of deepest midnight blue. His hand slid up beneath the cool silk of the top, over the ridges of her ribs until the sensitive skin at his wrist brushed up against the first swell of her breasts. The power of that contact drove the breath out of them both, and by the time his fingertips were caressing her nipples they were both finding it hard to breathe.
 
   Such was the warmth of the night that there was no need for clothing. The camisole top slid up over her slim shoulders with the same ease that his crisp blouson folded back from his chest. His trousers presented a more lingering problem but one which she took obvious pleasure in solving. Her lower garments presented no problem whatsoever for, as his first gentle exploration electrifyingly revealed, she was wearing nothing at all beneath her long silk skirt.
 
   *
 
   At dawn on the sixth day, Warren, Emily, Pierre and André took the old M-60 south beyond the outskirts of Mortonville on to the wide plains to give the more confident of their men a really good chance to practise their driving. There was a team of about twenty men, all of whom had driven and maintained heavy machinery before and these were to be the core of the Lions’ armoured brigade.
 
   Pierre was the most competent of the drivers. He had been a construction worker and had driven some of the massive earth-movers used to build the dam, but like Andre and many of the others here, he had been unemployed since the project was finished. He took the tank carefully down the main highway south out of town. He did not surrender the controls until he had brought them safely out into the open country with its rolling, empty hills. Then Warren unloaded the others from the big truck which had been following the tank and they set to work.
 
   They were all eager and excited, laughing good-naturedly at each other as the massive vehicle lurched about like a lame elephant as one after another the various drivers fought to master the controls. Soon enough they fell into the way of it and the tank ground purposefully southward. Warren and Emily discussed the desirability of teaching them to turn round but decided that to begin with they should simply get the hang of moving the thing. Ever one to kill several birds with one stone, Emily also insisted that the tank be fully crewed so that one team after another could experience the rigours of manning the tank. They practised engaging the hydraulics to turn the turret and raise and lower the gun; they tried out the aiming system; they operated the automatic loading system and put one of their precious shells up the spout, all while grinding forward at the better part of 40kph.
 
   By nine, they had switched teams three times and the competence of the drivers was becoming more impressive, and ahead of them the terrain made its first major change. A long range of limestone hills ran directly across their path. The N’Kuru had avoided the area as an evil place for untold generations. And there was a certain sense given to this superstition by the fact that at the heart of the low hills lay a salt fever-swamp. With the kind of grim humour that only fate seems capable of showing, the swamp contained the only water that had survived in the drought.
 
   Apart from the one main road, with its high viaduct bridge away to the west of them, the only easily passable route southwards from the dam and Mortonville went through the heart of the hills and past the swamp. And here, a little after nine, Pierre reclaimed the controls of the M-60 and guided the monster forward into the hills. It was by no means a narrow track. Two tanks might have passed abreast at some points between the sloping, scree-dusted hillside on the left and the swamp on the right. Once through the rocky hills, Pierre surrendered the controls to the next team and the tank continued to roll straight on south.
 
   It was coming up to two in the afternoon when disaster struck. They had been on the road for more than six hours and were about 125 kilometres south of the city. They were looking for some shade to stop and rest before turning round and returning in time for sunset and supper.
 
   It was very hot. They were all tired and their concentration was beginning to go. They were further south than most of them had been before; nobody knew the terrain and they had no maps — there had seemed no need to bring maps on what was, after all, no more than a driving lesson. Warren kept telling the truck driver to try and keep ahead of the tank so that they would have some idea of the lie of the land, but as the drivers became more confident, the tank’s speed inevitably increased. It was designed for the terrain, after all.
 
   The M-60 was travelling at nearly 50kph, with the truck fighting to keep level and failing, when they crested the slope of what looked like another low hill on the rolling plain.
 
   The southern side fell away with stomach-churning steepness into a wide, deep valley. The tank had lurched over the crest and was sliding down the other side before the truck came to the top of the hill. Pierre, who was driving the truck, had the reflexes of a scalded cat and the vehicle slammed to a halt on the hill crest in a way that the tank never could. There were one or two bruises in the back where the passengers were thrown to the floor but apart from that the only victim was Warren’s ear, for he had actually been talking to Richard on his portable phone when the disaster occurred. In spite of the whack it gave the side of the American’s head, the phone remained operational so that Richard was able to hear all too clearly what Warren said next.
 
   ‘Holy shit!’
 
   Down at the bottom of the valley towards which the M-60 was slowly surfing on a great bow wave of red dust, stood six T-80 main battle tanks.
 
   Warren was thinking with fierce intensity. Never once did he stop speaking, however. ‘Richard, we are in deep trouble here. We’ve lost the M-60 and there are six, I say again, six Russian T-80s less than five hundred metres south of us now. No matter what happens, they’ll come after us so we need some back-up down here just as quickly as you can get it to us. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to talk but you know where we are and …’
 
   The T-80s were drawn up in a line facing up the hill and the sight of the M-60 bearing down on them sent their crews scurrying into action. One after another, in terrifyingly rapid succession, their engines coughed into thunderous life.
 
   Emily was out of the truck, running along the hill crest, yelling at the top of her voice as though her doomed men could hear her, ‘Fire! Fire! Fire!’ There was no hesitation about the order, no thought of asking who these strangers were; the Lions only had enemies out here.
 
   Pierre picked up the handset on the truck’s dashboard and opened the channel to the tank. ‘Fire!’ he said. ‘Hit as many as you can. It’s the only chance the rest of us have got.’ Then he engaged reverse and sent the truck screaming backwards. Pierre could give his orders with a certain amount of confidence because one of his nephews was technically in charge of the M-60. He was the most able of the gun-aimers. There was no real chance of engaging the automatic system, however. All the doomed Lions could hope to do was to engage the firing mechanism and hope that the gun was pointing in the right direction.
 
   Emily had come to a halt and was staring down the hillside. She was aware of the truck hurtling backwards away to her left but her concentration was riveted on the situation unfolding below her. The guns of the big T-80s had begun to move. As though unaware of the danger, she squatted down. She knew her men were dead. She saw all too clearly how this must end. But at the same time, she knew that she must learn from the situation. She saw the six long guns begin to elevate and heard the whining as the turrets lined up. Her wise eyes raked along them. Right at the end of the line there was also a battered vehicle standing aloof from the T-80s. She had just begun to wonder what this might be when Warren arrived at her side. ‘Emily!’ he gasped. ‘For Christ’s sake! Move!’
 
   ‘What’s that over there?’ she asked quietly, as though they were taking class together.
 
   The general caught her spirit and went down on one knee beside her. ‘What is that thing?’ she asked again.
 
   ‘Armoured command reconnaissance vehicle.’
 
   ‘Why did the engine start just now?’
 
   ‘They’re calling up their tactical displays. They take too much power for the battery alone.’
 
   Further conversation was drowned out by what happened next. The M-60 fired its first shell. The range was point-blank and the effect devastating. The shell sped straight down under the central tank and exploded on impact. The whole tank lifted and exploded as though a huge charge had been triggered inside it. Its annihilation was total.
 
   A massive column of fire mushroomed upwards and the explosive force whirled outwards to rock the nearest tanks. Then their guns spoke. The M-60 was sliding downhill faster than their tracking could easily handle, and their shots were less than accurate. A series of explosions pitted the hillside immediately behind the sliding tank with black-throated craters and for a wild instant it seemed as though the M-60 might have survived. But all too soon it became clear that one of the shots had come close enough to cut the right-hand track and the tank was slewing out of control, turning sideways on to the course of its wild descent.
 
   Emily and Warren saw nothing of this for they had been hurled back beyond the skyline by the force of the first tank’s explosive death. But Emily picked herself up and threw herself back, belly down, to look over the hill edge. She was just in time to see the M-60 literally bounce on to the sloping front of another T-80 and under its elevated gun — 50,000 kilos moving at the better part of 50kph.
 
   The impact simply tore the T-80’s head off. The Russian tank was faster and more heavily armoured but it was a good metre shorter and six thousand kilogrammes lighter. Coming up under the gun, the M-60 collected the Russian tank’s turret, ripped it upwards, and continued to roll. The T-80 was smashed back for several metres and as the weight of its attacker was transferred it reared up like a startled horse. It pirouetted on its left back corner and fell on to its side. It teetered there for a moment then rolled on to its back and lay still. Its turret was crushed beneath the bulk of the M-60 which also lay inert and belly up.
 
   The sudden, awful, silence was broken by the whine of another turret turning and Emily saw at once what was going to happen. ‘NO!’ she screamed. The right-hand tank slewed its turret round and depressed its gun as far as it would go. There was no adjustment, no re-targeting. The turret stopped moving and the barrel spat flame. The belly of the prone M-60 exploded. A great geyser of fire boiled up and out as though the tank had been instantaneously filled with molten lava.
 
   The other three tanks were equally active. Their tracks remained at stolid rest but their turrets swung and their guns elevated, pointing up over the crest of the hill. The impression that all three were pointing at one object was so strong that Emily and Warren both looked. And there, well behind them, was the truck bucking wildly back towards Mortonville. ‘Pierre!’ screamed Warren into the open band on his portable radio telephone. ‘Get out of the truck!’
 
   Pierre paid no attention.
 
   It was hard to see the interior of the rear compartment but it looked as though all the others had jumped for safety. And that was just as well, for just as Warren shouted his warning the T-80s fired in unison and the bucking, bouncing vehicle exploded into a ball of flame.
 
   Warren rolled over on to his belly, dismissing at once anything he could no longer influence as being extraneous to requirements. Emily was beside him, intently watching the blazing wreckage which littered the valley. The thing about the scars on her cheeks was that they guided her tears forward so that they ran into her mouth. But she hardly noticed that, so intense was her concentration.
 
   ‘Will they come after us?’ she breathed.
 
   ‘Depends. They can kill us easily enough. They’ve got those machine guns to do the work. Those 7.62mm guns up on top of the turrets, see them?’
 
   ‘I see them.’
 
   ‘Well, we’re the kind of job they’re designed to take care of. But if I was the commander down in that ACRV, I’d be making some mighty fine calculations before I called the game.’
 
   ‘Like what?’
 
   ‘Are we worth the trouble? We can’t do him any harm. Any damage we could do is done already. He has his tactical up and running so there won’t be any more surprises even if we’ve got a battalion of M-60s stashed somewhere. We’ve already told anyone we’re in contact with that he’s there and he’s pointed north. Some of us might be carrying some anti-tank weaponry, but if he comes up here gunning us down we’ll be more likely to use it than if he leaves us alone. In the meantime, he’s got some clearing up and sorting out to do. The only thing that might make him want to come after us is if he’s a shade uncertain of the mood of his men. They might want some revenge before they calm down. It’s hard to calculate.’
 
   ‘And it depends, doesn’t it?’
 
   ‘Depends?’
 
   ‘On where he’s coming from and where he’s going to.’
 
   ‘But you’ve got a fair guess on both of those points, haven’t you, Emily?’
 
   ‘He’s come out of Congo Libre and he’s going to Mortonville — and the dam.’
 
   No sooner had Emily spoken these words than André hurled himself down beside her. ‘The others are all OK,’ he gasped. ‘Pierre pulled their fire well clear of us.’
 
   Silence fell; and became genuine as the four remaining tanks cut their motors. Only the ACRV’s engine stayed turning over. ‘Looks as though we’re safe for the time being, then,’ said Andre. ‘I’ll go back and inform the others.’
 
   ‘What does this tell us about him?’ asked Emily, gesturing down towards the ACRV.
 
   ‘That he’s careful, level-headed, steady. Firmly in command of his men.’
 
   ‘And that he’s on his own. No foot soldiers following close behind. Then he could take the risk, couldn’t he?’
 
   ‘Unless he’s calling up air support.’
 
   ‘All the way in from Congo Libre? There’d be all-out war in five minutes.’
 
   ‘Isn’t that what you’ve got here?’ asked Warren, looking down at the three burning vehicles.
 
   ‘No, it isn’t. What we have here is a single unit of four tanks with a command vehicle and no obvious back-up. They must have been sneaking across the heartlands for heaven knows how long, hoping to creep up behind us.’
 
   ‘Behind us,’ said Warren. ‘Not behind you.’
 
   ‘Not behind either of us,’ said Emily grimly. ‘Behind Field Marshal Moses M’Diid. But we we’ve got to find some way to stop them.’
 
   Warren’s radio phone chirruped. ‘Yeah?’ he said.
 
   ‘Warren? It’s Richard. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.’
 
   ‘Jesus, Richard! How will you manage that? You in a chopper?’
 
   ‘No, I’m in one of the hovercraft, heading in at about 150kph.’
 
   Emily could hear nothing of this so it was with some surprise that she said, ‘They’re starting up their engines again!’
 
   ‘Richard,’ yelled Warren, his voice filling with dread, ‘you’re coming into a dangerous field of fire. Stay back. Put down well back and we’ll come on out to you. Do you understand?’
 
   ‘Clearly, but —’ 
 
   We’re in no danger here! I say again, pull back and we’ll walk out to you.’
 
   As soon as Richard had acknowledged, the engines died and quiet returned. The three lying at the hill crest remained for a few moments more, looking down. Little by little life returned to the scene below. But they had no field glasses and without them they could make out little useful detail. It was soon time to move, and the first whiff of that stomach-turning stench compounded of gas, diesel and barbecue speeded them on their way.
 
   They followed the M-60’s tank tracks due north and, after nearly two hours of exhausting slog, they found the hovercraft squatting like a whale weirdly stranded in a desert. The sight of the massive craft struck Warren forcefully. ‘When I left the Corps these things were all the rage,’ he said. ‘They were going to be the next generation of tank killers.’
 
   On the long walk up, they had discussed the possibility of tempting the T-80s into Mortonville and disposing of them in the same way they had killed the M-60s. But Warren was sceptical. These tanks were a different kettle of fish. Their armour would see off even the most powerful anti-tank weapon they possessed. Their tactical equipment did not seem to be capable of targeting individuals, or even groups of people, out here; but in the city it might easily be recalibrated. And a tight unit of even only four tanks led by a competent commander was a very different proposition to a few rogues each commanded by an inexperienced hothead. And the 7.62mm machine guns would simply chew their way through any cover the Lions might hope to use, including concrete walls.
 
   Warren’s mention of military applications for hovercraft, however, ignited a spark of interest in Emily’s restless mind. Until she could hand over the terrible deaths of her men to Grace for prayer and memorial, she must bear the weight of them herself, and her shocked, exhausted mind was lively in its quest for anything to distract it from all too vivid reconstruction of Pierre’s immolation, and from what it must have been like in the M-60 when it started going over and over.
 
   They were all in God’s hands, He would guide them — or so Grace would say, Emily thought as Richard welcomed them into the blessed coolness of the great gleaming machine and stayed on her right hand while Warren loomed on her left. And if Grace’s God was involved, then His guidance had already begun. For the conversation which started with Warren’s sight of the hovercraft continued, and Warren’s thoughts were soon supplemented by Richard’s lively understanding of the political situation. As the hovercraft rose on to its air cushion and sped back towards the dam, the three of them began a discussion which they continued, together and with an increasingly wide circle of others, until the resolution presented itself and a plan of action was worked out.
 
   On several levels it was all a question of ‘needs must when the Devil drives’ in any case. It was clear that the Lions could not deal with the T-80s even if they could tempt them into the deserted town, which seemed unlikely. The four tanks would roll unstoppably up to the dam. They would dispense with any and all opposition and report back to Congo Libre. At that point, continued secrecy would be pointless. The Congo Librens would send in by helicopter and fast armoured transport all the infantry they could spare. And, under the circumstances, opined Richard, that would be all they had. Indeed, emphasised Warren, as the supply lines behind the tanks must be in place, troops might well be on their way already, even though there had been no one close enough behind for the tank commander to call on this afternoon. In either case, they agreed, if the tanks arrived in forty-eight hours, all resistance would be finished within fifty hours at most. The first Congo Libren paras would be here within the same time frame and the tanks would be opening up the next corridor either across to Mortonville or down to Mawanga within sixty hours — and by then the Lions would no longer be of any importance at all. Most of them would be dead in any case.
 
   And, looking at it with cold pragmatism, said Richard to the assembled contingent later that evening, much the same could be said for the UN personnel involved. At best they would be hostages; at worst, corpses.
 
   They could always cut and run, of course. The Lions could run into the Mountains of the Moon and eke out such subsistence as they could. They could go down to the camps and throw themselves on the mercy of Moses M’Diid and the SS. Likewise, emphasised Richard darkly, the UN personnel could pile aboard the hovercraft and head back for the coast. If they did that, their work here would be finished. They would have handed over their raison d’être to the enemies of the state and the Field Marshal would be unlikely to receive them with any more warmth than he would the Lions themselves.
 
   ‘Certainly,’ Richard concluded, his voice ringing out over the dining area where they were all assembled for the briefing, ‘there’s no real chance of getting you all down to Mawanga and out through the airport. Even if we call for helicopters to ferry us out from the camp here to the nearest friendly territory, all the people down in Mawanga and on Manhattan would still be at risk. With things as they are, I don’t see the Security Council sending in more rapid reaction people. The people down in Mawanga simply won’t stand a chance. And all our good work so far would come to nothing at all.’
 
   And then he handed over to their specially invited guest for the evening, their ex-colleague Emily Karanga.
 
   She began with the one fact which had been at the centre of all the discussions between herself, Warren, Jean Le Brun and Richard. ‘There are,’ she said quietly, ‘only four tanks.’ Her voice carried with absolute clarity to every expectant pair of ears in the place. ‘Now let me explain to you exactly how we might be able to use the hovercraft against them.’
 
   *
 
   Serov watched in silence as General Bomba and his men went about clearing up the mess after the fiasco with the lone M-60. After the death of one tank and the apparent destruction of a second, it had seemed to the Russian that this would be the perfect time to withdraw or demand reinforcements, but the general was made of sterner stuff.
 
   Bomba’s first order of business was to secure his perimeters. He had no physical boundaries, but the unexpected arrival of the suicide tank had shown how important it was to keep the electronic perimeters secure, no matter how much precious fuel it might cost to keep the motors running twenty-four hours a day. It was while the perimeter was being re-secured that the phantom image showed up. One moment the three-dimensional graphic was clear, the next there was an image at the outermost edge. Serov called a warning and all the tanks switched on their engines and their targeting. But no sooner had the target appeared than it vanished, apparently moving with the speed of a UFO.
 
   ‘There’s something badly wrong with this equipment,’ Serov grumbled. Since the ACRV had been flipped on its side the equipment had, in fact, been less than reliable. ‘Either that or there’s something out there that can move at nearly two hundred kph.’
 
   Once the image had gone, the graphic remained clear except for the image of the truck they had blasted out of existence and the straggling line of retreating figures in whose immolation Serov would gladly have invested another shell or two. Then he handed over and climbed wearily outside.
 
   Bomba was overseeing the recovery of the overturned tank. Two of the other tanks had been linked to it by the long towing ropes they carried on their outside hulls and they were engaged in edging gingerly forward, gently lifting it up on to its side. The noise was fantastic but the general’s voice carried over it. ‘I have called for some supplies,’ he said to the Russian. ‘We need fuel in any case and we can probably fix this if what I ordered can be sent along the line rapidly enough. It will be worth investing twenty-four hours if we can get this one back on the road.’
 
   The tank rolled over and sat securely on its side. Serov made the mistake of looking in through the gaping hole. What he saw inside was so horrible that he turned and stumbled blindly away, only to find himself suddenly hard up against the upturned cupola which should have fitted into that steel-edged wound. And what was in the cupola was worse than what was in the tank.
 
   Within twenty-four hours, however, everything was cleaned out and fairly satisfactorily replaced. The tanks were all fuelled up. The men had enjoyed a twenty-four hour rest marred only by the grim nature of their location. Bomba had reported back, given his tactical analysis and advice and received his orders. They were to proceed to the dam. No troops would be sent in until the dam was secured and the supply routes were established well enough to get reinforcements in and out.
 
   General Bomba’s command proceeded up the pitted slope over the crest and past the blackened skeleton of the truck away northwards in arrow formation, with the ACRV ahead of the lead tank. This tank was the one with the broken neck, its gun pointing resolutely forward, capable only of elevation and depression.
 
   It was almost dark when they set up camp. They passed a quiet night and proceeded at their stately pace all through the next day. As dusk was approaching the next afternoon, tactical began to show a series of ridges ahead, stretching one way up into the Mountains of the Moon and the other away down past the main road which they were keeping well clear of at the moment. Serov alerted Bomba who nodded. ‘We will stop here for the night. I want to go over the maps again in detail and consult both headquarters and my quartermasters before we proceed.’
 
   The unexpected openness tempted Serov into further discussion. ‘Once we’re across that range of hills, we can strike straight for Mortonville and the dam,’ he said. ‘This slow and careful progress will serve no purpose then.’
 
   ‘Perhaps, but only if I can secure one last major supply base in the hills themselves and be prepared to protect it. You saw how effective efficient supply routes were yesterday,’
 
   ‘Yes, I did. But what do you need to protect your supplies against?’
 
   ‘Attack.’
 
   ‘Attack by whom? Nobody seems to give a tinker’s damn about what we’re doing here.’
 
   ‘This action,’ answered Bomba, ‘was in many ways based upon the constant flow of information available to us from carefully placed spies in the Maui Army. Even after the coup, for which we were well prepared, the information kept coming in. We were reliably informed that General M’Diid was holding Mawanga by too slight a margin to allow him to interfere with anything we did up here. Even so, I suspect my masters would have waited longer but for a combination of factors.
 
   ‘Firstly, the involvement of the United Nations has proved unexpectedly tenacious. Every day they remain increases the stakes and makes the chances of reprisals greater, especially on the diplomatic stage. Secondly, the water is there in sufficient quantity to make this adventure worthwhile for that reason alone. Thirdly, the story in the international media put my masters under unexpected pressure. With international furore growing daily over the supposed massacre by our men of innocent N’Kuru tribespeople, I understand your masters suggested that if we wished to invade in reality, we had better put up or shut up as the Americans say. And so we came in, with understandable caution, given the very dangerous diplomatic situation. And at once things went differently to expectations. Our intelligence channels in Mau dried up with startling suddenness.
 
   ‘We proceeded, however, prepared to use the expected anarchy of the collapsing heartlands as diplomatic cover if need be. But again we were surprised. As you will have observed, there is no anarchy here. In fact we have been met with order and relatively successful force. This suggests that the area is under some kind of military control. And only General M’Diid can exert that sort of control now that Nimrod Chala is dead. So we must ask, are we being sucked into a trap to relieve us of several million dollars’ worth of military hardware? You are aware, perhaps, of the problems Napoleon had under similar circumstances in eighteen twelve?’
 
   Serov nodded. ‘Napoleon and Hitler both.’
 
   ‘If M’Diid really is pulling us into a trap, then those hills you see before you are the trap door. Once we cross them, we can not turn and run so easily. This is particularly worrying because, as you know, a number of Hind-D helicopter gunships, purchased by our government and controlled by your predecessor, vanished into Maui air space little more than a week before Moses M’Diid staged his coup. Supposing those gunships fell into M’Diid’s hands and are waiting for us on the other side of the hills?’
 
   ‘They aren’t. Believe me!’ They were at the bottom of the Bight of Benin having failed in their mission to destroy the iceberg, but he could hardly tell Bomba that.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure of that, Comrade Serov?’
 
   Serov remained silent, and that silence, like Ann Cable’s earlier silence, changed the whole course of events.
 
   *
 
   At dawn, after a restless night’s sleep for Serov and a series of lengthy radio conversations for Bomba, the tanks entered the first fold of the hills, preceded by the ACRV, with Serov poring over the schematics as though the very safety of his soul depended on what he saw there. The strategy of the situation was simple and in many ways classic. When a youth, Serov had very much enjoyed exercising his mind on the arcane thought processes required to solve Bois Kordemsky’s Moscow Puzzles. This problem was much like one of those. Crossing the hills by the road to the south was obviously asking for trouble. The tanks would have to travel over the viaduct in column, presenting an unmissable target for anybody with a couple of kopecks’ worth of explosive. But the path through the hills was also not without its dangers. The slopes were steep and the limestone could be treacherous. There was safety on the left hand, however, for no ground force that the general could imagine would be able to approach them across the salt swamp, and they would set the schematics particularly for aerial attack from that quarter.
 
    The ACRV went into the hills first with Serov, Bomba and Bomba’s best man all poring over the three-dimensional graphic in front of them. It flickered a bit but it was clear enough to see what was all around them. Together, they watched the image of the hillside gather on their right hand and the flat wash of the salt swamp stretch out on their left. Nothing stirred. ‘Set for individuals as well,’ warned Bomba. ‘One man with a TOW anti-tank missile could make things pretty hot for us here.’
 
   ‘Couldn’t do much damage to the tanks, though,’ observed Serov.
 
   ‘I take comfort from the thought, Comrade.’
 
    Then they were through and the countryside spread out around them. ‘There’s nothing there,’ observed Serov and Bomba’s man grunted agreement.
 
   ‘Then I’ll bring the tanks across before anything shows up,’ said Bomba. His tone was gently self-mocking, as though grudgingly admitting that, after all, he had been needlessly cautious.
 
    They parked across the line of approach so that they could trace the advance of the column of tanks on their tactical equipment. ‘Come on,’ ordered the general.
 
    The five tanks began to move forward line ahead, every bit as cautious as Bomba had been. They ground with agonising slowness along the track between the hill slope and the salt swamp. Serov, sweat running into his eyes, watched them coming, scanning the upper reaches of the picture before him for the telltale signature of approaching aircraft.
 
   ‘What is that?’ demanded Bomba’s man.
 
   ‘What is what?’ Serov had seen nothing.
 
   ‘There! A movement.’
 
   ‘My God!’ said Bomba, his voice full of awe.
 
    It was impossible at first to say what the signature on the graphic represented. It came out of nowhere at more than 150kph, far too quickly for the automatic firing systems to lock on to. It was only when it danced out across the bottomless swamp that Serov began to suspect. But even then he was well behind the others.
 
   ‘Hovercraft,’ whispered Bomba.
 
   ‘But how is it armed?’ asked his soldier.
 
   ‘It can’t be carrying anything big enough to get through the armour,’ said Bomba. ‘And how on earth could they aim it anyway, moving at that speed?’
 
   There was no explosion, no signature of any artillery or guided-weapon action at all, in fact. But the lead tank ground to a halt.
 
   The hovercraft sped away, but no sooner had it done so than another signature appeared. ‘There are two of them!’ cried Serov. ‘But what are they doing? And why has the lead tank stopped?’
 
   Bomba was in contact with the vehicle but there was no reply to his call, merely an empty, ghostly whispering.
 
   ‘The last one,’ called Bomba’s man. ‘They’re passing close to it …’
 
   Bomba switched across at once and there came a babble of sound through his radio receiver. ‘They’re trying to get a shot laid,’ he said, ‘but the hovercraft are moving too quickly. They haven’t got a chance …’ And even as he spoke, a humming note began, building in intensity until it was joined by terrible screams.
 
   ‘Look!’ cried Serov. ‘The middle tank! What is it doing?’
 
   Bomba tuned his radio on to the damaged tank’s channel, yelling questions. There was no coherent reply, but the shouted orders and counter-orders he could hear established that the new tank commander, unable to turn his turret, was trying to turn his whole tank instead. It was a desperate gamble and it stood no chance of success. As they watched and listened in horror, the tank toppled off the pathway and was swallowed whole by the bottomless salt swamp.
 
   But then Bomba’s man called out, ‘Look there!’ and the three of them saw that the blurred signatures of the hovercraft were hurling straight towards them. And that image was the last thing they saw; those words the last things they heard, except for the vibration of Marie-Ange’s ultrasonic lances and their own brief screams as they, too, died.
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   ‘Born to reign, born to reign, oh my Lord, we’re born to reign …’
 
   The lone voice in the distance was soon joined by others until it sounded as though there was a choir out there. Patrice Kawesi noticed neither the old hymn nor the numbers suddenly singing it. He was too busy checking through his notebook and waiting for his next customer.
 
   Patrice no longer considered himself ‘Father’ Patrice, but he was almost alone in that. Had Mawanga’s Bishop Ton-Ton had the faintest idea what his errant associate had actually been up to during the last weeks, Patrice would have been defrocked at the very least. Had there been any properly constituted authorities anywhere in the country, then the young priest would have faced criminal charges.
 
   He was almost exclusively working in the camps now, following hints and stories west out of the heartlands and coming here at last to the place where he had based his operations for the last week — the great camp on the outskirts of Mawanga. They had been pathetically grateful to get a priest. There had been a flood of men and women into the confessional. The women were almost all exhausted, old-looking and long-time residents here. The men were younger, more recent arrivals, strange and secretive; part of the new wave Patrice had been following west.
 
   Patrice’s next client broke the mould, however. She was young and looked it. The ex-priest watched her through the grille of the confessional booth and wondered that she had not yet been plucked and sent downtown to the lucrative brothels.
 
   But then she began to whisper her confession and he bowed his head to take his notes for the SS. She was a relative newcomer to the camp. Young and lonely, she had taken up with another newcomer and they had started the passionate affair which was the basis of her confession. But what made Patrice prick up his ears was what she innocently told him, at his prompting, about her lover. Patrice had already begun to suspect what she was revealing in such startling detail but nobody before had given him chapter and verse.
 
   Twenty minutes later the ex-priest was out of the confessional and striding out of the dusty little church. The girl had been the last of his batch of confessants this afternoon. The young priest paused at the poor box outside the back of the church and took the pathetic handful of coins out of it. He put the offering in his pocket, then stepped right out on to the veranda and stood, trying to see where the girl had gone. She was lost in the afternoon crowd but that didn’t matter. He had tempted her name out of her, and the name of her N’Kuru Lion lover. The SS would have no trouble picking both of them up if Ngo Mbanda wanted to talk to them.
 
   Patrice slapped his thigh, making the poor-box money jangle, and swirled into decisive, energetic action so much at variance with the hopeless lethargy of the place. The information he held in his notebook was too important to be sat upon; too explosive to be handed to anyone except Colonel Mbanda himself. It was time the sometime priest, full-time SS agent, called in.
 
   Never once as he strode through the pathetic, exhausted crowd did his winning smile falter. He touched hands, shoulders and crooked backs, seeming to dispense help and support. And, indeed, those he touched felt better for his help, as though he had the power to strengthen their weariness in his fingers. But by the time he reached the main gate, the effects of his passage had all worn off.
 
   At the main gate, schooled now in the necessities of deception and maintenance of cover, he made a great show of concern about the arrival of that day’s supply of fresh water and fuel. As the water was being delivered by the UN, it was held up by ever increasing red tape and the need for ever more exorbitant back-handers. As the briquettes had been delivered by the army since the massacre at the logging camp, they often did not show up at all. Anyone with any authority in the camp was always worrying about the water and the fuel, therefore; and those who heard Patrice were convinced of the sincerity of his concern. When he demanded, loudly, ‘Very well, then, take me into Mawanga; I will see to this matter myself,’ there was even a faint cheer.
 
   Even though Patrice had permission from the highest possible authorities to come and go as he pleased, it still took a bribe to get him a lift into town, so the money in the poor box found a use after all. On the ride in, automatically following his new profession with the zeal of a recent convert, Patrice tricked out of the driver a range of facts about rising dissatisfaction even within the elite SS force. They had not been paid for more than a month. Nobody knew what had happened to the Paymaster-General or his family, but since his disappearance everything had ground to a halt in his department.
 
   Patrice, immersed in the camps as he had been, was shocked to learn that the infrastructure of Field Marshal M’Diid’s whole army seemed to be crumbling. And the number of roadblocks that had sprung up around the city seemingly for the sole purpose of extracting every centime from those ill advised enough to try and travel, showed that other sections of the army were even more desperate than the SS. Patrice soon saw that he had been lucky in his choice of driver, however, for the SS guard, with all the arrogance of his superior status, simply bullied his way through them all. At the fifth roadblock, they came across the water contingent. The tankers were parked in a long line while a group of frustrated men in blue helmets argued vociferously with intransigent guards. They never saw the fuel carriers.
 
   As the dusk gathered and the SS jeep with its two ill-assorted passengers forced its way into the heart of Mawanga City, Patrice was disturbed by the gathering evidence of urban decay all around him. After giving evidence in Mawanga’s Central Court about the massacre at the logging camp he had departed up-country again. He was used to the situation in the camps and in the heartlands but he was shocked as the life seemed to have been sucked out of the centre of the city too during the weeks he had been away. Rubbish remained uncollected even on the major routes. There was not even the most cursory attempt to replace bulbs in the street lighting, or to repair the potholes in the roads. Groups of people hung about aimlessly. It was an extremely sinister situation. But it was nothing compared to what followed. The gates of the presidential palace stood rustily ajar and the last of the westering sun showed the great white building apparently eerily deserted and casually splashed with blood.
 
   Patrice was dropped at the gate. The driver had become increasingly taciturn as they neared the palace and he flatly refused to go further than the gate. This was perhaps just as well, because although the gate was open, it was still guarded and Patrice was reluctant for anyone working at the camp to see the documents he would have to show the guard to gain entry.
 
   Colonel Ngo Mbanda’s personal letter of authority was sewn into the lining of Patrice’s Bible, but a firm tug at an apparently loose thread revealed it quickly enough. The steel-eyed guard looked at it and then at the priest. Nothing flickered in his stony features. He pulled a handset to his face and spat some words into it. A moment or two later, a Jeep roared up the drive towards them. ‘In,’ said the guard to Patrice. To the driver he said, ‘The Chief.’
 
   The driver hesitated and looked up at the expressionless guard. ‘He’s not here. He’s at the … He’s with the Field Marshal …’ There was a tone of almost desperate pleading in the words. But no answering emotion flickered across the face of the guard at the gate.
 
   ‘The Father wants to see the Chief of Security,’ he barked. ‘He has the necessary authority, take him, or be prepared to explain why you refused.’
 
   The driver actually slapped the steering wheel as he gave in. Patrice climbed aboard and tried to engage the sullen youth in conversation as they drove across the palace grounds and down towards the river and the gate through to the President’s private hunting lodge next door. This gate, too, was guarded by a grim-faced SS soldier and Patrice had to bring out Mbanda’s letter yet again. The soldier called up to the lodge and received orders to wave them through. As he did so, the sun set behind the palace and they went through the narrow gap in the high blank wall apparently into Stygian darkness.
 
   Unlike the palace which was separated from the water by great swathes of lawn, the hunting lodge was built on the water’s edge with a jetty on the near side and on the other a channel running towards a boathouse. Between them, a veranda reached out over the water itself like a balcony. Patrice was able to see figures moving up there as the Jeep lurched up towards the lodge’s main door on the landward side, the vehicle apparently every bit as reluctant as its driver to be here.
 
   Patrice had experienced and seen things more awful than any sane person should encounter, and yet by the time the Jeep pulled up at the door his skin was crawling. The place had an atmosphere of indescribable evil. Had Patrice been able to do so any longer, he would have muttered a prayer before he climbed down on to that dark, unhallowed ground. But he served different masters now and God seemed very far away.
 
   There were three wide steps up on to the entrance porch and Patrice was uneasily aware of being watched as he mounted them. In the silence after the Jeep roared away, his footsteps rang on wood. He walked up to the door. The tiniest mechanical whine made him glance up — into the lens of a camera coldly scrutinising him. When he looked down again, the door had been silently opened and a man was standing there staring inscrutably at him. The man wore the uniform of the SS and his face was familiar but Patrice did not recognise him as Bosco, the man who had chauffeured Richard Mariner around Mawanga. When Bosco turned, Patrice followed, like a dumb Dante tailing a cut-price Virgil into an all too modern Inferno.
 
   The scale of the lodge was palatial. A long central corridor, down which the two men were passing, led to the main reception room which opened out on to the veranda. On either side of that long room were the servants’ quarters and the kitchens. Leading off the corridor were six doors on each side, beyond which were large rooms opening into yet further rooms, also accessible from the shaded veranda which went all round the building.
 
   It was a traditional building with a relatively simple layout but it gave the impression of almost Byzantine complexity, and in spite of its high cool ceilings and its walls and ceilings of light, fragrant wood, there was an air of squalid, claustrophobic gloom. Doors stood ajar, allowing glimpses of internal activity, near and distant. Lights burned low, concealing much with blessed gloom but revealing with unexpected shafts of brightness other things best left hidden. The trophies of countless hunts in the distant past stared down from the walls as Bosco led Patrice forward, the wide glass eyes apparently watching their every move with unblinking intensity. And the silence in the place was absolute. Patrice found his ears straining for even the faintest inkling of life. It was as though the most terrible of human screams had just echoed into silence, and was about to be repeated.
 
   At the first door, Bosco stopped and Patrice nearly collided with him. The soldier placed his hand on the wood and pushed, swinging the door wide. In the room, a man was sitting watching a silent television screen. On the screen, in grainy monochrome, a figure strapped to a long bench was having its buttocks beaten with flat boards. Bosco clicked his fingers and the seated man looked up. ‘Jacques, this one wants the Chief,’ said Bosco. ‘We have to take him through.’
 
   Jacques got slowly to his feet and shrugged. In the silver light from the screen, his face seemed to be made of steel and when his mouth opened in a jaw-cracking yawn, the teeth within it gave a strange metallic gleam as well. But Patrice was not looking at Jacques. He was watching the screen and the relentless, silent falling of the flat wood board upon the frail figure there. ‘That’s enough of the late President’s home movies anyway,’ Jacques rumbled and pointed a handset at the machine, reducing it to blessed blankness. ‘Where is the Chief?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Through here somewhere,’ answered Bosco.
 
   Jacques glanced speculatively at the young priest. ‘You mean we’ve got to look in all the rooms?’
 
   Bosco shrugged.
 
   ‘Nothing like an education,’ said Jacques.
 
   ‘I have important information for Colonel Mbanda,’ said Patrice, then stopped talking abruptly as he realised how loud his voice was.
 
   ‘Chief of Security Mbanda,’ corrected Bosco with the sinister gentleness of tone of a concentration camp guard.
 
   The two led Patrice along the corridor. In the first room they entered, a figure lay curled on a bed, shaking, while another towered over it adjusting a military belt buckle. ‘The Chief?’ asked Jacques. The big soldier glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. Then he looked through the door on the far side of the room. ‘Anyone seen the Chief?’ he called, and a chorus of voices answered in the negative. Patrice stepped forward and saw beyond the lone figure in the rumpled bed a long line of men waiting in the inner room, clearly queuing to be next.
 
   In the second room at which they inquired, a man dressed in a dirty pair of jeans crouched over a small primus stove on which a pot was boiling. Beside him lay an ordinary kitchen chopping board and knife. On the board lay what looked like liver. The smell emanating from the steaming pot was foul. As the man worked, he muttered incantations to himself.
 
   ‘Mchawie,’ said Jacques, ‘have you seen the Chief?’
 
   The man in jeans did not look at them. He added some meat to the pot on the primus and then shook his head, once, in reply to Jacques’ question.
 
   Incongruously, the next door opened into a room full of cigarette smoke. Compared to the stench in the last room, the smell of it was so work-a-day welcome that Patrice stepped forward and breathed deeply, as though no one who smoked could be as madly evil as the occupants of the other rooms. But then he saw what was going on and he stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   Such was the position of the body on the table that it was impossible for the bemused ex-priest to distinguish gender or identity. The torso was all he could see clearly for it was angled back over the edge of the table so that the arms could be pulled down and the wrists lashed securely to the bar at the foot of the table legs. The upper chest was so stretched, even had it been female it would have looked flat. It was hairless, that meant little; both N’Kuru and Kyoga were noted for the lightness of their body hair. The inverted face, suffused with blood and half concealed by a massive gag, was likewise impossible to categorise by sex or by age. Certainly Patrice would never have recognised this unfortunate victim as a greedy helicopter pilot. But Patrice’s eyes dwelt on the unfortunate victim for only an instant, hardly long enough to register the wild rash of black-ringed pockmarks on the gleaming, sweat-oiled skin, let alone any further details. His gaze was snatched away by the face of the man sitting by the table. On the floor at his feet lay a rough dune of cigarette butts. In the corner of his mouth angled another long black tube with its end fiercely glowing. The ex-priest’s bulging eyes met the ex-colonel’s. ‘Ah, Father,’ purred Chief of Security Mbanda. ‘I understand you want to see me.’
 
   Mbanda’s long black eyes flickered and Bosco and Jacques were dismissed. They went silently, like any other pair of ghosts haunting this terrible place.
 
   Patrice could say nothing. He knew with terrified certainty that one untoward word or gesture would place his body, too, on the table. In the dreadful silence, Mbanda took out his cigarette and rolled the end of it along a ridge of rib which stood out like a corrugation in the light. A strange flavour was added to the sweet-smelling smoke on the air. ‘Once you taste them like this,’ purred Mbanda, ‘you’ll never smoke any other way again. Even Black Russians taste better …’ He pulled the tip away from the twitching flesh and sucked it appreciatively. ‘Do you smoke, Father?’ he asked.
 
   Patrice had to answer. ‘No,’ he said and was lucky that the act of parting his lips did not empty his stomach.
 
   ‘Ah well,’ sighed Mbanda, with the weary regret of a man who cannot after all share a new discovery with his friend. He selected a spot hitherto unvisited and extinguished his cigarette. There was a slight hiss almost drowned by a sort of animal snorting as the victim tried to cry out through the gag and breathe through distended nostrils at the same time.
 
   Mbanda linked his arm through Patrice’s and led him on up the corridor. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘what is this startling piece of news you wish to impart to my ears alone?’
 
   ‘You are aware that the N’Kuru Lions are infiltrating the camps? Fomenting insurrection there?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘And that the leadership of the Lions has passed into new hands.’
 
   ‘Indeed.’
 
   Patrice closed his eyes; nearly prayed. ‘And you are aware that, since their pay stopped, even the SS are likely to be hesitant about confronting them?’
 
   The pair of them stopped. Patrice opened his eyes. They were beside another open door which looked into a bedroom. This time there was no doubting the gender of the figure on the bed trying without much success to protect her modesty against their invasive gazes. As though introducing a guest at a garden party, Mbanda drawled, ‘I don’t believe you have met the sole surviving daughter of the late Paymaster-General, have you, Father?’ The girl looked away, and they were in motion once again. ‘Now get to the point,’ Mbanda said, his tone suddenly hardening. ‘Presumably there is more to this than simple camp security, isn’t there, Father?’
 
   And so Patrice, knowing no other way of going about it, spilt out what the girl in the confessional had told him: the facts about the new leadership of the Lions, the support from Richard Mariner and his UN personnel, the hovercraft, the ultrasonic lances and, now, the addition of T-80 main battle tanks to the Lions’ force.
 
   The patronising bonhomie vanished totally from Mbanda’s face halfway through this recital and then the young priest found himself grabbed by the arm and bundled at a run down the last few metres of the corridor. The end door was thrust open and Patrice whirled across the room gaining a dizzying impression of considerable space and elegant size before the floor came up and smashed him in the face.
 
   Patrice looked up and found that the terrifying monster who had hurled him in here as though he was a rag doll was also face down on the floor. And away across the room, outlined against the weird brightness of the security lighting as it reflected up off the water, stood the giant figure of the Field Marshal himself. Patrice had never been so close to him before, had never felt the awesome physical presence of the man. His Savile Row-cut uniform could scarcely contain him, and not because he was too fat for it. There was something simply overpowering about Moses M’Diid, even at rest. It seemed absolutely natural that they should be grovelling on the floor before him.
 
   The Field Marshal turned, slowly. ‘Well, Chief,’ he said, his deep voice rolling across the room, ‘what have we here?’
 
   ‘A spy, with news, Field Marshal.’
 
   ‘Good or bad?’
 
   ‘A good spy with bad news, Field Marshal.’
 
   There was a moment’s silence as the huge man digested this, then the floorboards beneath Patrice’s cheek seemed to tremble as that deep wave of sound swept out again. ‘Then come over here, the pair of you. I think men with bad news should deliver it while looking down at the results of bad news.’ There was a grating noise and by the time that Patrice was standing upright, a chilly strange-smelling breeze informed him that the Field Marshal had opened the sliding door out on to his balcony. He was just about to move forward when Mbanda’s hand fastened on his sleeve and restrained him. The Field Marshal had opened the door but was hesitating on the threshold. Beside the open door was a little table, an incongruously elegant piece of furniture. Upon it lay a personal phone and a tiny silver bell. M’Diid picked up the bell and shook it once. Immediately there came a flurry of footsteps and the man in jeans who had been boiling liver came rushing in. He, too, hurled himself down on to the floor with almost masochistic fervour.
 
   ‘Where is my new dawa?’ demanded the Field Marshal.
 
   ‘It is prepared, Field Marshal. Is it your wish that I should bring it to you now?’
 
   ‘At once. And it had better be good. There is bad news I wish to have turned aside.’
 
   ‘If the bad news is coming, Field M —’
 
   ‘You told me that the liver of a dead woman would turn it all aside, Mchawie. In this place a man is judged by what his words say, not what his second thoughts invent. Your late predecessor knew that. Now get the dawa.’
 
   Patrice and Mbanda stood rigid as the muttering witch doctor scurried out. He returned with an arrangement of feathers, horns and beans; the scrotum of a monkey, a couple of porcupine quills and two polished brown nuts with faces carved on them and bright wax seals showing that they were full of something. Dead woman’s liver, presumably. Patrice watched M’Diid strap it round his massive left bicep which was almost as big as the priest’s own thigh.
 
   The great man stepped out on to the veranda and Mbanda gestured to Patrice. They followed. M’Diid turned and walked to the right-hand end of the veranda. Patrice’s legs almost gave way when he saw what was there. Down at the root of the balcony’s supports, all along the bank of the channel that led up to the boathouse, lay the biggest crocodiles he had ever seen. A fevered, sweeping glance up along the muddy margin of that sluggish arm of water showed Patrice all too clearly the marks of terrified feet running along the bank. But there was nowhere to run to for the bank was backed by high walls of razor wire. Only churned mud testified to the fruitless struggle of bodies trying to pull free of massive jaws.
 
   ‘Now,’ rumbled the Field Marshal, ‘tell me your bad news, Father spy.’
 
   There was no alternative. Though he might die for it, Patrice had no choice but to give M’Diid all the details that he had learned less than two hours ago.
 
   The Field Marshal waited until he had finished, apparently holding himself in check by locking his massive hands on the rail. But the minute Patrice faltered into silence, the stillness passed. The great hands came away from the wood and the right rose with astonishing speed to pluck the dawa from his arm. So savage and uncontrolled was the movement that, as his fingers closed round the thing, a porcupine quill passed right through the centre of his palm. M’Diid roared with madness, rage and agony. He tore the dawa from his arm and then stood with it hanging from his impaled hand. The door of the reception room burst open and the two soldiers who had escorted Patrice here rushed into the room.
 
   Slowly, with absolute control, the Field Marshal raised his hand and pulled the porcupine quill out of it. He held his arm absolutely still, hand clawed to separate the bones, as he slid the pale tube of quill out through his flesh like an Indian fakir about some magical trick. Then he hurled the offending object down among the crocodiles. For a moment they all stood in silence while M’Diid’s blood dripped on to the veranda floor. Then the Field Marshal turned to the soldiers. ‘Clear this up,’ he ordered, and departed.
 
   When they took hold of Patrice, he simply did not believe it. ‘Not me,’ he babbled. ‘He doesn’t mean me … Not the crocodiles …’
 
   ‘Like Daniel to the lions’ den,’ said Mbanda, made loquacious, perhaps, by relief that he was not to suffer the fate which bad news brings the bearer.
 
   ‘No! For Christ’s sake!’
 
   ‘Surely not, Father,’ mocked Mbanda.
 
   ‘Please! I’ll do anything.’
 
   ‘You’ve done quite enough already.’
 
   ‘Please … PLEASE …’
 
   ‘Look on the bright side, Father. At least you’ll never find out what we get up to in the cellars here.’
 
   ‘You bastard, Mbanda,’ screamed Patrice. ‘You fucking, sodding, total bastard! May you BURN —’
 
   Abruptly the soldiers pitched Patrice over the veranda rail and on to the mud bank.
 
   Like every other victim before him, he turned immediately on landing and began frantically to try and climb up the slippery slope of mud in a mad attempt to escape, as though totally unaware that the sheer bank of soft clay more than twice his own height was topped with another metre of lethally sharp razor wire.
 
   Patrice was panting, whimpering and screaming, horrifically aware of the slopping slither of the hungry monsters behind him. But even through his crazed panic he heard the mocking laughter from far above his head. For an insane moment Patrice wondered whether God himself was laughing at him. But then a great weight, stiff and immobile, crashed down on top of him and he fell back into the stream which pushed up between the infested banks from the lake. The weight was the corpse of the woman whose liver had rendered M’Diid his failure of a dawa. For a moment so bizarre as to be absolutely the stuff of madness, Patrice wrestled with the stiff limbs of the dead woman as she relentlessly forced him back into the icy water, as though she was trying to drown him, and then he turned away from her and headed blindly towards the crocodiles themselves. The water gathered itself around him, cold as death, and he began to realise that this might after all represent some kind of a hope. For of all things, the great beasts on the banks so close above him abominated coldness, and this water, flowing directly from the heart of an Arctic iceberg, was colder by far than anything the cold-blooded killers on the banks would tolerate.
 
   No sooner had he thought these blessed thoughts than he saw in the lemon-yellow security lighting that the long faces of the crocodiles had turned towards the veranda again, where the insubstantial form of Mbanda’s unfortunate living ashtray came tumbling down the cliff.
 
   The surface of the agonisingly freezing water closed over his head and gulped him into its icy heart. He held his breath with the same effort of will by which M’Diid had withdrawn the porcupine quill from his wounded hand, and swam.
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   Marie-Ange Forget bucked and twisted under Jean’s solid weight, her long legs scissoring, hips bucking wildly. Her chest rose and fell in great gasps, pushing flint-hard nipples into the broad expanse of the Legionnaire’s bare chest. Her head rolled from side to side and her dark hair, wet with perspiration, whipped across her face. Her eyelids were closed but Jean could see the eyes moving behind the delicate skin. ‘It’s all right,’ he whispered, ‘It’s all right, ma belle.’
 
   At the sound of his voice, the eyes flew wide and he felt himself drawn into the haunted depths of them.
 
   ‘It’s all right,’ he soothed again, and her body’s wild movements calmed and the wide pupils began to shrink in the early daylight. Reason returned and, with it, recognition. He rolled off her and lay back. ‘Was it very bad?’ he asked.
 
   After a moment of silence she turned over, moulded herself to the solid, reassuring expanse of his flank and held him as tightly as she could. ‘It was the ones in the middle tank this time,’ she whispered.
 
   ‘But that was nothing to do with you. They drow … They must have …’ He did not dare say it in case he brought them back again.
 
   Ever since they had used her ultrasonic lances as a weapon against the invading T-80s, Marie-Ange had been prey to ever-worsening nightmares. The lethal potential of her equipment had been obvious ever since the death of Boris Rublev, but to use them calculatedly as weapons was something which she could not accept. She had overseen their mounting on the hovercraft and had herself adapted the laser direction system which guided it all. She had shown Richard, Jean, Warren and Emily how to use the system and her direct involvement had ended there.
 
   When they started to bring the bodies out of the tanks, she had been careful to steer well clear, but somehow that had made things worse. The dead men had come to inhabit her unconscious and turned every dream into a terrible nightmare. And it was typical of this process that the men who terrified her most were the men whom none of them had seen — the men in the tank which had toppled over into the bottomless swamp. They would have died slowly and terribly, for the tanks were airtight and designed to go under water. Beside that horror, even the suffused faces of the men pulled from the four remaining T-80s and the ACRV faded into relative insignificance. Their demise had been an instant of agony little more lingering than a bullet between the eyes. But the crew of that other tank, choking their way darkly to a lingering death, at the bottom of the swamp, haunted her to the edge of her sanity.
 
   The only answer Jean could see was to get her back down to Manhattan and a more work-a-day routine. There was no doubt in his mind that if she stayed here she would have a nervous breakdown. And, as it happened, he could be spared for a day or two to get her back down to Mawanga and settle her in himself. Things had progressed at the Karanga Dam so fast and so satisfactorily that there was no real need for his men as a protective force either now or in the foreseeable future.
 
   In the week since the defeat of the Congo Libren invasion by the Maui People’s Lion Army, the UN hovercraft had scouted back along the supply lines so painstakingly established by the late Lieutenant General Bomba and his Soviet adviser and had picked up a range of fuel and equipment which promised to be more than enough to keep the T-80s rolling. The speed at which the hovercraft could cover the ground allowed the motley force clustered between Mortonville and the dam to be certain that there was no threat imminent.
 
   Terror Chala had been heading west when last seen; his tanks must be at the outskirts of Mawanga City by now. In his absence, the only other danger was likely to come across the Blood River from the south. But that eventuality seemed relatively remote. The reasons behind the careful diplomatic silence during the Congo Libren invasion still applied. The Congo Libren government could hardly complain to the international diplomatic community that they had sent a battalion of tanks into a neighbouring country and had lost them, and could they have them back now please. Equally, the involvement of a pale-skinned corpse with Russian papers identifying him as a salesman for an obscure former Soviet supplies company was a situation best left unexamined at the moment — especially as he carried an FSS uniform in his kit.
 
   Neither Warren nor Richard held any real diplomatic credentials, so the fact that they had so obviously sided with the Lions could not really be seen as a diplomatic stance by the UN as a whole, but the moment Chala or M’Diid got wind of what was going on up here then there really would be trouble. It was not as if their support for the Lions had been merely humanitarian. It had been military. It had been lethal. And it was continuing, for it was Warren who had trained the Lions in the handling and crewing of the T-80s and Richard who brought back the Congo Libren supplies in the big hovercraft. And Jean, too, had been caught up in the burgeoning excitement of the situation and had allowed his men to help with the basic training requirements of the growing Lion army.
 
   For a heady, dangerous week they had all been playing at revolutionary politics while the main body of the UN contingent continued with the work they were really here to do and the lake steadily filled.
 
   Marie-Ange was asleep now, restful and refreshing slumber, quiet and dreamless. Jean pulled himself away from her and slid out of bed. He climbed into his uniform and went out to talk to Richard. The fact that he was unshaven and this was yesterday’s uniform proved how concerned he was.
 
   Richard was, as always, in the command tent. This time, for a change, Warren was not with him, but Emily and Van Stratten were. The Dutch engineer was looking at a pile of pebbles which Emily had just scattered across the table top. ‘Ja,’ he was saying, in his easy, flat accent, ‘these are good stones.’
 
   Emily looked down at the diamonds they had brought back from the camp in the heartlands after their first real battle. ‘We can get a regular supply of these, but they’re no good in the short term. We need money. At the moment we’re a subsistence army, living off what we can find. But if we want to be anything more, we need money, and we need it soon.’
 
   Richard looked up from the conversation and saw Jean. A flicker in his startlingly blue eyes registered the state of the Legionnaire’s uniform. He was up at once, a slight frown furrowing his high forehead. ‘Trouble?’ he asked.
 
   Jean shook his head. ‘Nothing. I want to take Marie-Ange back down to Manhattan. I was wondering if you could do without …’
 
   ‘My dear chap, of course.’
 
   *
 
   As the sun set that evening, Jean and Marie-Ange boarded one of the Russian helicopters and rode down the river together. The atmosphere up at the dam had been one of hope and excitement. The atmosphere in the helicopter, however, gave the Belgian soldier and the French scientist a taste of what things were like down in Mawanga. Like an airlock taking them out into a fathomless deep, the helicopter ferried them from the fresh air and bright hope of the heartlands to the suffocating, overpowering gloom that M’Diid and his acolytes had created on the city. Something of what they were going down into was suggested by the late afternoon mists which rose like a red stain in the sunset, swirling off the back of Manhattan and off the steely surfaces of the chilly lakes which were still being filled.
 
   It was nearly three weeks since they had gone up to the dam and they were both almost shocked by how much smaller the iceberg was now. The whole top layer was long gone, and with it that massive cavern they had explored. Its startling royal-blue lake had been laid bare, drained and blasted away. The ballroom with its lustres of stalactite-sized icicles was gone. And the iceberg’s sides had shrunk too. As more and more ice had been removed from the top, the mass of the berg had risen vertically out of the water. The run-off had kept the ambient temperature of the water around the diminishing berg near to freezing but the liquidity had soaked into the ice, perishing it and, ultimately, dissolving it. The remains of Manhattan resembled nothing so much as the ice castle of the Snow Queen, surrounded by a moat of slush-filled water. But there was more to it than simple shape and scale. They were down to Manhattan’s heart now, rock-hard and unforgiving, made of impossibly ancient blue ice, and it soaked up all the reds and yellows from the light around them. In full daylight it would have glowed pure sapphire blue; in the red light of the sunset it was unnaturally dark, almost black.
 
   The first thing they discovered on landing was that no one remained on Manhattan overnight any more except Alex Romanov and his men. What had been so safe, so substantial, so simply massive, was now disturbingly changed in more ways than just size. It was as though the ancient ice was haunted, as if the heart of their safe haven behind the cordon sanitaire was like the heart of the Snow Queen — a chip of evil magic.
 
   Tom Snell arranged for them to come off the ice with him at the end of his shift that day. He was a ghost of the man they remembered. His confident ebullience was gone with the upper galleries of ice. His moustache no longer bristled, his eyes were shadowed. Colin Ross was bent, almost round-shouldered, old-looking. Even Kate looked exhausted, and that was really shocking. Jean and Marie-Ange were totally unprepared for this. There had been no hint in the reports coming up to Richard. Katya Borodin arranged quarters for them on the tense and near-mutinous Psyche, and here they ate a silent evening meal. Jean began to suspect that he had made a very bad mistake in bringing Marie-Ange back here. The wide-eyed, frightened glances she gave him over the unappetising dinner confirmed it in his mind. And if it was like this here, where the United Nations held sway, what on earth was it like out there in the city itself?
 
   *
 
   Time zones are dictated by the apparent passage of the sun around the earth. Elementary geography dictates that the passage of the sun through each fifteen degrees of longitude takes approximately one hour and time zones are adjusted accordingly, beginning and ending at the Greenwich Meridian. The actual measurement of the sun’s passage is traditionally done at noon when it reaches the meridian, and this is important because, from season to season, the time of dawn and dusk will vary up and down the latitudes so that higher latitudes get longer days than tropical ones in summer because dawn has come earlier and dusk later. The situation is further complicated by the fact that some countries depart from Greenwich Mean Time at certain seasons — so that in England during the summer months, for instance, BST dictates that ‘noon’ is actually at one o’clock in the afternoon.
 
   Because of its position in the tropics, because of the time of the year and because Mau had always been influenced by European rather than British ideas about Summer Time, dawn arrived in Mawanga around 6 a.m., and sunset around 6 p.m. Further north in this time-zone, the days were longer — further south they were shorter; though, with the exception of Britain, everyone enjoyed midday at exactly the same time.
 
   There was no lengthy coming-on of dawn in Mawanga, nor any great lingering of evening after sunset. Light and dark came and went with the sun. Alex Romanov was up and about in the dark, therefore, prowling around and continuing his exploration well before 5 a.m. He with his men insisted on sleeping on the ice, alone of the UN contingent. They were in charge, he insisted; it was their duty. They had called up Quonset huts from the quayside and made themselves as comfortable as possible, therefore. Everyone else was happy enough to leave them to it and during the hours of darkness particularly, nobody ever disturbed them. Which was exactly the way Alex liked it; particularly now that he felt he was coming so close. On this particular morning, the one after the arrival of Jean and Marie-Ange, Alex was exploring down at the harbour-end again. The episode of Rublev’s death had haunted him for several reasons. Firstly because it demonstrated clearly the treacherous nature of the ice with its deep clefts and sudden fault-lines. Secondly because of that strange cloud-shaped area of interference on Marie-Ange’s schematic. Almost all the exploration of the structure of the ice had been done by shock and sound waves. The cloud on the laptop schematic, therefore, had to be the first echo of a massive cave far below the levels on which they had been exploring. Or so it had seemed to Alex. Nobody else was particularly interested in following up this idea — they were all more interested in fractures, planes and the kind of structures which would allow the ice to be broken into lumps. Only Alex had a different, secret agenda. And the promise of the deep-buried cavern drove him onwards.
 
   With a small team of his most trusted men, therefore, keeping their lights shaded and their conversation — especially their radio conversation — to a minimum, he was indulging his restless spirit in just one more underground search. By 5 a.m., local time, therefore, Alex Romanov was deep in the throat of a lateral crevasse opened by yesterday’s work. Wrapped in his thermal gear and harnessed safely to the strong orange climbing rope, he was nearly one hundred metres down the terrifyingly deep crack in Manhattan’s surface. The ice beneath his helmet light was absolutely blue and crystalline, as though he were suspended in the heart of a sapphire. The Geiger counter which he was consulting carefully every ten metres was rising rapidly towards the red danger zone — and at the same time the radio contact with his men above was beginning to suffer serious interference. It all looked very sinister indeed.
 
   Alex’s mind was by no means idle as he kicked and swung his way down the blue throat of the abyssal crevasse. He had had more than a month to work out what he would need to do when this moment came; but of course that month, to a certain extent, had made the necessary decisions all the harder to make. For at the end of the day what he had to do was to ensure that Manhattan was destroyed if it was contaminated. Nothing else mattered. But no. There were other things which mattered. They didn’t matter as much, but they still mattered. Ideally he would like to arrange the destruction of the iceberg in such a way that no one in the UN contingent suffered. Certainly, he wanted to be sure that as few people died as possible — and preferably none of the Russians aboard Psyche. He and his own men might well have to be more expendable, but those were the rules of the game he was playing. Ideally, then, he wanted to arrange at the earliest opportunity for the great ship to be moved out of the harbour and everyone except his Spetsnaz troops to be moved off the ice.
 
   When the needle on the Geiger counter touched the red, he called a halt and hung there, looking at the bright blue wall, calculating. There was no need to put himself further at risk: he was convinced. Even so, such was his need to be absolutely certain before he began such a dangerous sequence of actions that he needed to be doubly certain. He took his helmet off and slung it by its chin strap around his left arm then he pulled his headpiece back far enough to uncover his right ear. At once he was aware of the sounds of running water and a deep restless booming which seemed to come from below. But above all the other sounds came the urgent chatter of the audio-warning on the Geiger counter. He looked at the little instrument for an instant longer and then moved his gloved thumb, turning the volume up to full. The warning became overpowering, clicking like a fast-spinning ratchet. He took one last look at the little machine as he waited for a moment of relative quiet. As soon as the booming paused, Alex simply dropped it. As it fell beneath him he closed his eyes, concentrating; registering the way in which the fading sound of the audio warning grew shriller and shriller as it grew fainter and fainter until its chilling scream of warning was subsumed in the resurgent booming.
 
   Then Alex readjusted his headgear urgently, feeling frostbite beginning to numb his earlobe, put his helmet back on and spoke into the fiercely crackling radio: ‘Pull me up, Stalin.’
 
   *
 
   Alex Romanov was not the only man up early that morning. Moses M’Diid and Ngo Mbanda were also up well before dawn. They had moved from the hunting lodge to the headquarters of Mawanga Radio. The station was almost as well equipped as the Field Marshal’s private communications base and several sections of it were manned by specially selected SS troops. These sections were parallel to the sections in the Palace which monitored everything that Sir Douglas and Lady Dunn-Duff got up to. They monitored the air-waves around Manhattan and listened in to the routine broadcasts going and coming through the ether. They had one other facility, which was of particular interest to the two senior officers planning the day’s strategy: they had the ability to jam all the frequencies which they had listened in to so far. These frequencies included the broad-band international radio and TV frequencies; all of the short-wave frequencies used by the two-way radios and most of the personal telephones. Because of the placing of the radio station, it would be relatively easy for them to jam all traffic to and from the iceberg — and across it on occasion as well. It could not, however, guarantee to do the same for any broadcasts passing into and out of the dam site — far too far up-river to be within range of interference. Nor, crucially, could it guarantee to continue blocking short-wave frequencies to satellites passing immediately overhead. Once in a while, therefore, it would be possible for someone on the ice to break through the barrier, given sufficient knowledge, or luck.
 
   ‘They must be isolated,’ growled the head of state to the yes-men all around him. ‘Isolated from the outside world and from the Dam. But only at my order and subject to my command.’
 
   ‘Of course, Field Marshal,’ murmured the captain in charge of broadcasting.
 
   ‘There have been enough leaks. And the next time that there is something they will want to report we must gag them utterly.’
 
   ‘Of course, sir. But you know that they will realise at once … There will of course be repercussions, as soon as we stop jamming and they contact the United Nations to complain …’
 
   ‘Only,’ said the Field Marshal with unusual expansiveness, ‘if there is anyone left alive to complain.’
 
   Just as Alex rose back into the last of the darkness, therefore, with his head full of detailed plans and explicit orders, so Moses M’Diid returned to the Palace, with his own head full of the plans which he and Mbanda had spent the long night devising; and Ngo Mbanda went to the Airport building with a series of orders to enact, the first of which would be executed as soon as the sun came up.
 
   *
 
   The SS went into the camp at dawn. They went in looking for the young woman who had made the mistake of confessing to Patrice and the young Lion freedom fighter who was in love with her. But the camp, already tense with the unrest sown by the Lion infiltrators, was this morning also abuzz with speculation as to the fate of their sainted Father Patrice. The young Lions had not come in empty-handed. There was now much more weaponry available than the traditional lion-clawed clubs.
 
   The SS guards had an easy ride for the first few minutes, then they suddenly found themselves confronted with a surprisingly well-organised and well-armed adversary. Within the hour the SS were forced to withdraw and call for back-up to try and hold the perimeter. Inside the camp there were fewer than one hundred dead, but enough of those were Lions to give the rest pause.
 
   So by eight that morning, things had reached a deadlock. The SS guards held the perimeter and the Lions held the camp. They were both, apparently, content to lick their wounds and wait. From his headquarters in the Airport building beside the camp, Mbanda reported to M’Diid.
 
   There was no third estate in Mau. The international press corps was still banned. News of the attack on the camp could not be contained, however. It spread even to Manhattan and thence to Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff.
 
   In spite of the fact that he was living in the presidential palace, Sir Douglas was unaware of the activities in the hunting lodge and neither he nor his lady had any real idea of the true state of the premier’s sanity. They had not in fact seen each other for some time, since M’Diid preferred to remain at the lodge whenever he could these days. This morning, however, he was in his office at the palace early, pondering his next move in quelling the camp. He was not pleased to be told that Sir Douglas was demanding to see him. The diplomat embodied everything that the Field Marshal hated about his current situation — but then it occurred in a flash of inspiration that Sir Douglas, that representative of the irritating thorn in M’Diid’s side, also represented an almost limitless source of ready money.
 
   The Field Marshal rose as the tall diplomat entered his office and crossed the room as though about to shake hands.
 
   ‘I really must protest about the situation in the camp,’ Sir Douglas began. But that was as far as he got because the premier’s right fist, utterly unexpectedly and with devastating precision, landed at the left corner of his jaw.
 
   M’Diid left Sir Douglas sprawled on the floor and crossed to his table. He pushed a button on his communication console. ‘Bring me the lady,’ he ordered. He glanced at his watch. It was 8.45 local time.
 
   *
 
   By the grace of God Lady Dunn-Duff had completed her morning toilette before the SS arrived, unannounced and irresistible. She was in the inner sanctum of the suite, looking out over the manicured lawns and preparing to write a letter to her mother, when she heard the sound of Mbanda’s men coming in from the public areas, door by door and room by room. Her personal telephone lay on the writing desk in front of her. She immediately lifted the handset and quickly scanned the numbers in its memory. It was a simple enough choice: her preferred knight, Richard Mariner, was too far away to rescue her; that left Tom Snell or the Paras. The Paras were in the helicopters but they didn’t have command of them. Tom had the Sea King and it would go where he ordered. And he was ranking officer; there was form to be observed, after all.
 
   He answered on the first ring.
 
   ‘Tom. It’s Diana Duff. I’m at the palace. There’s something very bad going on here. Don’t talk. Listen.’ She put the phone down the instant before the door opened, and turned.
 
   ‘Why, Captain. To what do I owe this pleasure?’
 
   ‘The Field Marshal wishes to speak to you. Come at once.’
 
   ‘The Field Marshal? Of course. Where does he wish to see me?’
 
   ‘In his office along the corridor. Your husband is with him.’
 
   ‘Of course, in his office. I shall come at once.’
 
   As his men escorted her out, the Captain paused and looked at her desk, for her tone had not quite struck him right. He saw the phone and picked it up. Pressed it to his ear. There was no dialling tone, no sound at all, in fact. ‘Hello?’ he spat.
 
   There was utter silence at the far end of the line. Frowning with suspicion, the captain walked across to the window overlooking the manicured lawns. It was a sash window almost half open against the heat of the morning. He hurled the handset out of it and went back across the room after his men and the woman.
 
   *
 
   Tombe Kariba of the United Nations Development Programme was at his big ebony desk, filing his nails, when the phone rang at a little after nine o’clock. He answered it at once; he was a punctilious man and he always did. There was no mistaking the voice of Sir Douglas on the far end of the line. ‘What I want you to do,’ Sir Douglas instructed, ‘is to go to the bank as soon as it opens and withdraw the current UN pay packet. Collect it in whatever currency the bank can supply. I need you to bring it here to me at the presidential palace.’
 
   Tombe dropped his nail file in surprise. The pay packet Sir Douglas was referring to amounted to fourteen million dollars. It was at this moment lying in the large drawer of his ebony desk. He had not mentioned to Sir Douglas how deeply he distrusted the state-controlled banks here.
 
   ‘Please do not fail me in this,’ persisted Sir Douglas with unusual authority. ‘I am relying on you. We are relying —’ He hung up — or was cut off — mid-phrase.
 
   A worried frown creased Tombe’s brow, and then cleared. There was no need to mention the location of the UN payroll to Sir Douglas after all. All he had to do was wait until just after ten o’clock then take the contents of the desk across town. As long as Sir Douglas did not check with the bank itself, no one would be any the wiser. He checked that the key to the desk was still on the leather thong that he always wore round his neck and returned to filing his nails.
 
   Before he departed for the palace, he left his office to pay a visit to the bathroom. He nodded politely to the girl in the outer office. She was new to the job, she’d been his secretary for only a week, but then the turnover of staff generally had been high lately. No one seemed to want to stay and work in the city anymore.
 
   She was a perquisite of the job. Tombe was an attractive man with a traditional tribal attitude to women. His secretaries were all young, attractive, available and supplied by his friend and colleague N’Dende Douala. But Tombe was something of an ascetic, slightly other-worldly. He had no idea that this pretty young woman, like all the others, had come originally from the camp, via a series of brothels. Like all of the girls in the camp, even had she not been a supporter of the Lions when she arrived, her subsequent experiences had made her one. More than a supporter, in fact; a dedicated acolyte. But this was no country girl bred from a subsistence farm. Her father and mother were both teachers who had lost their jobs when the up-country social structures had begun to collapse. She was well educated, lively and intelligent. She was also observant. She had noticed the leather thong round Tombe Kariba’s neck and in an automatic and routine search of his office had quickly discovered he kept his desk drawer locked. It was time to find out what was hanging on that thong and whether it would help her discover what was in the locked desk. That was why she was here, after all — to find out anything that might be of use to the Lions.
 
   When Tombe returned to his office, he didn’t notice her crouched behind the far side of his mahogany filing cabinet, an old flower vase clasped in her hands. In the event she didn’t have to use the rudimentary club to discover the answer to her first question. Tombe went straight to his desk, pulling out the key hanging on the leather thong, and unlocked the large drawer to remove the funds Sir Douglas had asked for. Only then did she move across the room on swift and silent feet and bring the vase crashing down on his head.
 
   And so, just when they needed it most, the UN lost its payroll and the Lions gained theirs.
 
   *
 
   The Lions came out of the camp at nine fifty-five. They came at the lines of SS guards along the perimeter in a great unstoppable rush, like a tidal wave rising up against a fragile shore. In the first five seconds of that wild rush, more people died than had died in the massacre two hours earlier, which they were avenging. The first to die were N’Kuru inmates, then it was the Kyoga guards. The guard commander called through to Mbanda at once. By the time he had completed his report the whole of the south-eastern suburb was at risk, effectively lost to the Lions. And long before any real containment could be organised, the outpouring of the refugees had swept up towards the river with the alacrity of ink spreading across blotting paper. Mbanda himself only had time to ensure that the next part of the Field Marshal’s plan was in place then he headed back for the palace at full-speed.
 
   Had the inmates of the camp been an invading army, the destruction of this quarter would have been terrible, but of course they were nothing of the sort. They were poor, frustrated people who had been kept corralled like cattle for no good reason that they could understand, and even the most fervid Lion supporters had scores to settle only with the SS, none with the local population. And so something rather wonderful began to happen, for the local people, used to roadblocks which were no longer in place and bullying soldiers who were no longer in evidence, saw instead an army of half-starving beggars. And they took them in and fed them as best they could. There was no social infrastructure to record events; there were no police, no meaningful authorities at all, and therefore no records except folklore. And right from the start, the folklore was specific about this. On each side, there was only kindness willingly offered and gratefully received. Kyoga householders, N’Kuru shopkeepers, it made no difference. Starving grandmothers or their strapping grandsons, the kindness given never varied. If they were hungry, they were offered food. If they were thirsty, they were given drink. And the fact that they stopped to accept the kindness meant that the impetus went out of the first rush and the SS, still loyal to M’Diid and Mbanda, had a chance to regroup and prepare for the next phase.
 
   In the presidential palace, the recently arrived Mbanda and M’Diid were waiting with Sir Douglas and Lady Diana Dunn-Duff for Tombe Kariba to show up with enough money to buy their freedom. When Diana Duff had entered the room and seen the dawa on the Field Marshal’s upper arm, recognised the look that flashed between him and his Chief of Security and glimpsed something of the crazed mind behind those narrow black eyes, she had begun to regret bitterly her call to Tom Snell. There was at first no real doubt in her mind that he would come. She had heard about his swift rescue of Richard at the airport two months ago, but Moses M’Diid was not some junior officer to be outwitted here in the seat of power. The Field Marshal would probably slaughter them all. But then, as time passed and she felt her captors’ eyes begin to linger upon her all too knowingly and increasingly speculatively, she began to fear that Tom would not come after all. Through the great French windows she furtively watched the silver-sided helicopters labour up and down the air above the river so close outside, not really knowing whether she was praying for one of them to spin southwards and settle outside the window or not.
 
   When the phone rang, it was something of a relief for it broke the grinding tension in the room. The relief was short-lived. Mbanda answered it and immediately started shouting in impenetrable Kyoga. Then M’Diid rose and began to yell as well.
 
   For several utterly unnerving minutes M’Diid screamed at Mbanda and Mbanda screamed down the phone at the unfortunate at the other end. Then the caller hung up. Mbanda pulled the handset away from his ear and looked down at it, his face a mask of astonishment. M’Diid carried on shouting for a while and then stopped as though a switch in his brain had been thrown. A rapid conversation in Kyoga ensued, tense but just under control. At the end of it, both men swung round and stared at the diplomat and his wife. The speculation in their eyes was absolutely terrifying, or it was a gaze which in any society is only ever directed at something destined to be skinned, plucked and eaten. Diana suddenly felt absolutely sick.
 
   The conversation switched back to English. ‘Take the palace corps,’ M’Diid ordered his Chief of Security. ‘Get them all back in, then reinforce the perimeter. I want to be able to move in the opposite direction by nightfall.’
 
   ‘Yes, sir!’ snapped Mbanda, clearly shaken.
 
   ‘And no quarter,’ snarled the massive leader. ‘Tell them … No wait, I’ll come and tell them myself.’
 
   From the door, M’Diid turned back and looked across the room again. ‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ he boomed.
 
   Diana Duff did not see the Westland turn off its scheduled route up the river. Nor did she see its fat tyre squash her phone where it lay on the grass outside. Suddenly there was a figure pounding on the French window, however, and she recognised the blessed figure of the engineering officer. ‘Go!’ she screamed at Douglas.
 
   She was up out of her seat as she spoke but Douglas was slower to react. He looked across at the door. ‘But the Field Marshal said … ’ he quavered.
 
   The French door opened. ‘Step on it,’ snapped Tom Snell.
 
   ‘Douglas!’ screamed Lady Dunn-Duff. ‘For Christ’s sake move yourself!’
 
   The unheard-of blasphemy and the fishwife bawl moved the shocked diplomat. And he was not a moment too soon, for as he moved the door behind him swung open and the first SS guard ran in. Tom’s gun spat once, spinning the soldier out of the room one way while the three of them sprinted out the other. Diana had kicked off her high-heeled shoes and was first into the helicopter.
 
   She turned and helped Douglas who was being pushed onwards and upwards by Tom. And because she had turned, she saw through the French windows behind them Moses M’Diid return. The door into the office slammed back and the bleeding body of the wounded soldier literally flew in. The Field Marshal’s monstrous figure followed. The mad dictator’s face seemed to swell until it filled the whole of her vision. She saw his nostrils flare and his lips part in a great bellow of rage. She saw deep into his narrowed eyes, and what she saw there brought a wordless scream of warning to her lips.
 
   M’Diid strode across to the window and through it. In his hand he held a gun.
 
   ‘Tom!’ she screamed. The engineer shrugged the gasping diplomat up through the side of the helicopter. ‘Go!’ he yelled at the pilot. Diana felt a massive surge of power, the wheels begin to stir on the grass. She reached forward to grab Tom’s shoulder but Douglas fell forward, knocking her backward. Over the thundering rumble of the helicopter’s engines came a terrifying hammering sound.
 
   The helicopter swung aloft and seemed to slam backwards in one movement. The pounding all around continued and Diana had so little idea of what it meant that she actually shrugged Douglas over to one side and rolled over to the doorway, looking out and down. The moment she did so, the concussion stopped and the helicopter reared up even higher. She almost fell out and was only saved by a strong pair of hands.
 
   There on the bright grass little more than ten metres below her lay the figure of Tom Snell and over him stood Moses M’Diid with his gun pointing downwards, pumping the rest of the automatic clip into the dead soldier’s inert body.
 
   *
 
   It was hell on the ice. The Sea King, limping back with its tragic news, simply made a bad situation worse. None of the local workers had showed up this morning; and given the importance of the income to most of them, that fact was sinister indeed. The Westland was the last helicopter to move that day, and the reason it was last was because its mission had not been registered in the first place. Mawanga Air Traffic Control had ordered all the others to put down on the first available landing point. The cordon sanitaire no longer existed, all the SS guard huts were empty. Everyone had awaited events nervously, as though the cordon had in reality been a protective wall which had now come tumbling down.
 
   Alex Romanov had been placed on Manhattan by General Bovary because of his ability to interpret general orders and to act without constant guidance. This did not mean that Alex was expected to make major decisions without reference to his masters in Moscow, however. As soon as he had regained the surface of the ice and changed out of his cold-weather climbing gear, therefore, he reported in with his findings and was informed that General Bovary would be in contact with him later that morning. The general had just made contact with the Spetsnaz officer in the communications section of the Quonset hut up on the suspiciously quiet ice when on the far side of the city Ngo Mbanda gave the order to Mawanga Radio and the jamming began. By the time that the bullet-riddled Sea King landed with the news of M’Diid’s attempted kidnapping and Tom Snell’s death, Psyche and Manhattan were absolutely cut off from the rest of the world.
 
   But the rest of the world did not quite realise that yet. General Bovary, for one, supposed that the radio signal between himself and his officer had simply suffered some kind of break-down and he simply switched to other methods of communication. It was important that he should do so, for he had been wishing to warn Romanov of a new and important situation here in Russia. And, indeed, under the circumstances as he understood them from Romanov’s curt message of 6 a.m., he wanted to contact more than just the men on the ice. He ordered a fax, therefore, to be sent to Captain Borodin aboard Psyche.
 
   The faxed message went along the telephone lines out of Moscow to the Soviet Telephone International exchange where it was broadcast to a low-orbiting telecommunications satellite, one of three which orbited above that section of the world in series. The satellite tried to beam the fax to the ship’s number but the airwaves were jammed and so no connection was made or recorded. The satellite had accepted the message, however, and it had not got any facility to broadcast the message to either of its sisters so it stored it in its memory and continued, automatically, to attempt contact with Psyche every fifteen minutes or so. But it had just passed its apogee when the message was accepted and so, silently, it fell towards the horizon and passed onto the wrong side of the world.
 
   *
 
   Once he was out of the Sea King, Sir Douglas tried to take some kind of charge, but he was by no means a natural leader and there were a number of people on the ice and aboard Psyche who were better qualified than he to make command decisions under the circumstances. And there was no doubt in anybody’s mind that the one person who should be informed about the situation at once was Richard Mariner. But by the time that the first attempt to contact the dam was made, by Jean Le Brun from Psyche’s radio room at 10.15 a.m., the jamming was in full force and there was no way of getting any message in or out on any wave-band they had access to.
 
   Jean Le Brun and Marie-Ange Forget were outsiders to the situation. Their time upriver had made them almost strangers to this dark, desperate collection of people. This was why they were so eager to include Richard in the situation. And, come to that, Emily Karanga. They could not bring the others to believe the change that Emily and Richard together had brought to the situation at the dam and in Mortonville and Sir Douglas was simply appalled that UN personnel were taking sides in this dangerously uncontrolled situation. ‘It is just such political naivety,’ he raged, still deep in the grip of shock, ‘which has led to the fierce reaction of the legally constituted and internationally recognised authorities! My goodness, I can almost see Field Marshal M’Diid’s point of view!’ And so in his frustrated anger, Sir Douglas alienated them. And they were only the first.
 
   In the face of their absolute isolation, Sir Douglas became indecisive and irate. It was Colin Ross who thought of using the unemployed UN workers as sentries to watch the city, setting up a series of runners to warn of any movement out along the dock road — though there wouldn’t be much to see until the morning fog cleared. It was Kate and Diana Dunn-Duff who saw at once how important hot food would be to morale and so Diana went off to talk to the quartermasters while Kate went back to see whether Sir Douglas had decided what to do next.
 
   And yet the next step was obvious enough. He did not need to contact New York to be advised that he must hold a meeting of all the major personnel available and make some contingency plans. Most of the people he needed to talk to were on Psyche. Jean and Marie-Ange were there — if alienated. Colin and Kate Ross were there as well, though hardly in better tempers after his comments on their friend and colleague. Captain Borodin was of course aboard. Only Alex Romanov was not within easy reach. By 10.30 it was as clear to those aboard Psyche that their communications equipment would not even reach up onto the top of the ice. At eleven, Sir Douglas sent the Sea King up to look for the Russian and, while he waited for its return, he set about getting meeting facilities ready in the offices Richard had set up. Here the diplomat managed to make another enemy — young Wally Gough.
 
   Alex Romanov came down with all despatch but it was still after midday before everyone was assembled. Sir Douglas proposed a working lunch — but then changed his mind and insisted that they had better have a full, formal, properly minuted meeting after they had eaten. This was the kind of a situation, he realised, where every thought, idea and suggestion had better be put down in black and white, the better to apportion blame at the inevitable inquest when the whole fiasco was over.
 
   During the basic luncheon, however, discussion inevitably took place and although Sir Douglas himself was loath to agree to anything dealt with in this unofficial setting, nevertheless one or two important facts were realised. The first of these was that, unless things changed for the better radically and soon, some people were going to have to spend the night on the ice.
 
   Psyche was full, and no one wanted to spend the night in the huts in the indefensible compound just behind the deserted SS guard posts. That area was good enough to visit and to eat in — it was where the field kitchens for the UN workers were located — but they were far too exposed to allow any chance of restful sleep.
 
   The only voice apart from Sir Douglas’s raised against this was Alex Romanov’s, but even he — trained strategist that he was — was forced to admit in the end that it would be impossible to defend the quayside against any kind of a force. And so, in the face of his continued, grudging opposition, the idea of fortress Manhattan was born — though, in the absence of Sir Douglas’s minutes, nobody was ever able to remember exactly who thought it up in the first place.
 
   The discussions became heated and lunch ran on longer than Sir Douglas planned as a result. So it was after 2 p.m. before they moved through to Richard’s office and the meeting proper began.
 
   Colin and Kate were both there — both still shocked as full realisation about Tom’s sudden death and the absolute nature of their isolation from Richard and the outside world sunk in. Marie-Ange and Jean were there, isolated, out of place, feeling even more cut-off than the rest of them. Alex was distant and calculating — they could all see his brain whirling but none of them could fathom the full depth of his increasingly fevered calculations. Katya Borodin was there — to begin with at least — but she too was isolated and thoughtful. Sir Douglas was in the chair and Wally Gough had agreed to take the minutes. Chas Wingate, the Para Commander, should have been there but he had been put down with the helicopter he was guarding in Chuck Gries’s camp on the river halfway between here and Richard at the Dam. So that was all of them. Like the senior officers in a fort isolated in Indian country, they gathered and they speculated and they planned.
 
   But the overriding fact they had to face was that, without the ability to communicate, they were cut off from all chance of advice — all hope of help. This was worrying to all of them for individual reasons, but collectively it was overpoweringly worrying — for they could see no reason for Field Marshal M’Diid to isolate them unless he was planning to destroy them. And slowly, inevitably, their discussions began to turn around that fact, and what they would need to do to defend themselves when the inevitable attack appeared.
 
   At half past four local time, right in the middle of the meeting, Psyche’s radio operator ran into the room. ‘Captain!’ he called, over Sir Douglas’s irritated tutting at the interruption. ‘There’s a fax coming in for you!’
 
   The second page of the message, in dark Cyrillic script, was spooling out of the fax machine in the radio room when they arrived. They were all there, though Katya and Alex were at the front of the crowd blocking the doorway into the little room, and the radio officer was first of all, seated at the console of his radio trying to establish contact with the outside world. But all that happened was that the radio emitted a deafening hiss on every channel he tried and the fax machine stuttered to a halt half way through the third page.
 
   Such was their concentration on the radio operator’s efforts that it was only when he gave up in incredulous frustration that anyone actually caught up the densely typed sheets. They were handed to Katya as a matter of course and she read them over, going more pallid with every line.
 
   ‘What is it?’ demanded Sir Douglas impatiently when she turned back to the first sheet and began to re-read.
 
   ‘It is a direct order,’ she said slowly, ‘from the Minister of Merchant Marine in Moscow. He assures me that he speaks with the full weight of the United Nations Security Council. I am under strict orders to cast off and leave Mawanga with all possible despatch.’ She raised eyes which were unexpectedly swimming with unshed tears. ‘Anyone other than the ship’s duly registered crew must be put ashore forthwith.’
 
   *
 
   It was Wally Gough, that child of the technological era, who explained the fax. It was Kate Ross to whom he explained it, for her restless intelligence would simply not allow any phenomenon to remain unexplained for long. Marie-Ange also would have questioned — and probably answered — the strange event, but she was still too isolated and preoccupied. Colin was with Kate when Wally explained his thinking about the orbiting satellites. ‘Orbiting, you think,’ rumbled the big Scot. ‘Not geostationary?’
 
   ‘Obviously not, sir. Or the whole of the fax would have come in.’
 
   ‘I see your point …’
 
   Kate went off about some other business at that point, and Wally would have left it at that for he was not one to see the big picture. He would have been quite content to join in preparations for the disembarkation of those staying and preparations for Psyche’s departure as ordered. But Colin called him back. ‘So, in eight hours, say, or four or two, that satellite will pass overhead again. And we’ll have another chance at communication.’
 
   ‘Well I suppose so, yes. But we won’t know when it’s overhead unless we’re actually trying to call out at that time.’
 
   ‘We wouldn’t know,’ mused Colin. ‘But would any of our machines?’
 
   ‘I don’t see how …’
 
   ‘Then how did the fax from Moscow get through to us in the final analysis?’
 
   ‘I suppose because the satellite was sending the signal at the moment it passed overhead …’
 
   ‘And couldn’t we get our fax machine set up to be faxing out the next time it passes overhead?’
 
   ‘Well I don’t see … No. Hang on a moment, though …’
 
   And so the pair of them thrust their way through the bustle of the ship’s busy deckhouse to the quiet of the communications room. Here Wally took a closer look at the fax. ‘Yes,’ he said after a while. ‘There’s a call-back facility. Look. If the machine fails to make the required contact, you can press this button and it will keep trying until the fax is delivered. It’s supposed to be for when the number you’re sending to is engaged. But it’d work just the same when your signal’s being jammed I suppose …’
 
   ‘Right,’ said Colin. ‘No one’s going to be using it so I want you to set it up to send a fax. Then you stay handy and keep your eye on it and the moment the fax starts going out you’ll know you have five minutes or so during which you can call out yourself.’
 
   ‘Gosh, sir. That’s brilliant. But who shall we fax and call?’
 
   ‘Richard hasn’t got a fax machine up at the dam. So I suppose we’d better fax the UN and call him.’
 
   ‘Better pray the fax goes through when there’s someone minding the store then,’ said Wally, and explained about Richard’s problems contacting the UN out of office hours.
 
   ‘OK. Point taken. We need to fax somewhere that we know will be manned and will take immediate action any time of the day or night …’
 
   ‘Only one place I know where we can guarantee that,’ said the Heritage Mariner cadet. ‘The twenty-four hour secretariat at Crewfinders …’
 
   And so, when Psyche pulled out at sunset, young Wally Gough went with her. The cadet was seated on an uncomfortable stool in the radio room with a portable phone in his hand and his eyes firmly fixed on the fax machine.
 
   When the machine abruptly sprang into life, Wally pressed the first of the buttons accessing numbers pre-programmed in the telephone’s memory. Then a second and then a third. He got through to the dam and the UN — briefly — before contact failed. But that was another three hours in the future, and a great deal had happened in the interim.
 
   *
 
   What they lacked was a practical leader in a position to exercise authority there and then. What they really needed was someone who could make the necessary decisions in the full awareness of their implications; someone who could really see the big picture. If they were going to move their centre of operations off Psyche, they had to decide whether they were going to withdraw to the exposed and indefensible Quonset huts and hope that nothing untoward came against them or go up on to the ice. Manhattan could be defended but they would have to bring on to it some of the light wooden huts from ground level. In order to do this, they would have to employ the helicopters available to them — but forbidden to them by Air Traffic Control.
 
   ‘Sod it,’ said Colin Ross at last, after a great deal of agonising debate, overwhelming the still hesitant Alex. ‘What we need to do is this. We need to get the big choppers to lift a range of accommodation up on to the ice and we need to sit tight. It’s going to hell in a handcart down here. And as soon as we can, we should be giving Richard Mariner chapter and verse because if the going does get tough then he’s the only man who’ll get going on our behalf.’ This was a speech of unusual length and density for the Scot and there was general agreement.
 
   It required no adaptation for the lifting gear below the helicopters to be hooked round the corners of the Quonset huts. The buildings were so insubstantial, even with their internal furnishings left intact and in place, that the helicopters easily swung them aloft.
 
   *
 
   Douglas Dunn-Duff made some pretence of overseeing the movement of the wooden huts up over the moat on to Manhattan during the next couple of hours as the sun began to bleed downwards into the Atlantic and Psyche prepared to sail. On the insistent advice of Colin Ross, Alex Romanov and Jean Le Brun, he had caused the outposts of the cordon sanitaire to be filled by their own men so that they would continue to receive the earliest possible warning of anything untoward. In truth, after the day he had just experienced, he needed precious little prompting.
 
   Diplomatically speaking, it had been the worst day of his life. He had been unexpectedly landed with an unacceptable situation which had been resolved, if not by his own actions. He had taken the reins firmly down here in spite of pressure to refer the matter onwards, simply by an inability to do so.
 
   Now, as he watched the huts rise majestically up off the quayside, Sir Douglas really felt that he was achieving something. He had exercised enough forethought to insist that there should be one field kitchen and one mobile latrine raised with every four dormitory huts. There were supply huts to be raised too, and he was sliding down the slippery slope of speculation as to how long they might be required to hold out when the final piece was lowered into place, the UN soldiers keeping watch in the dock area were withdrawn and Fortress Manhattan was complete.
 
   As the sun set, Psyche slipped her lines and began to pull away from the quayside. As Psyche departed, the first of the tanks arrived outside the cordon sanitaire. Sir Douglas, in his briefing before taking up this post, had been made aware that the Maui Army had control of six M-60 main battle tanks and the military police had control of a like number. He was shocked but not surprised, therefore, by the news that six M-60s were grinding up to the outer limit of the deserted cordon. A military convoy, he was informed, was immediately behind the tanks.
 
   With the arrival of early darkness, Sir Douglas stood on the cliffs overlooking the harbour and gazed at the massed SS troops who stood helplessly beyond the grey moat within the southern arm of the harbour. The tanks could blaze away until their shells were all exhausted — Manhattan would soak up their fire. Even if M’Diid had access to heavy artillery the UN briefing papers had failed to warn him of, the cliffs on which he stood so confidently, like the castle of Macbeth, would laugh a siege to scorn.
 
   He actually had this thought in his head, illuminated by that very quotation, when the Black Hawk helicopter came up out of the smoky shadows which filled the river valley eastwards and sent its air-to-ground Sidewinder rockets into the ice just behind where he was standing. Although they both exploded on impact, they were too far away to do him any immediate damage. And yet he felt their effect in several ways. The confidence with which he had been considering things was shattered. He was hurled to the ground by a massive fist of force and nearly knocked unconscious by the shock of it. And then he found himself sliding backwards down a suddenly steepening slope into the throat of a suddenly gaping crevasse.
 
   He had the impression of people running about and shouting. Of things exploding and burning above and behind him. But within his own head there was only a dreamy feeling such as he supposed surfers enjoyed as they rode down a massive wave. Then he fell off the end of his steep and slippery slope on to something which hit him like a massive sack of coal. It was all lumps, sliding and rolling over each other. He was stunned by the force of his arrival but not quite knocked out.
 
   He was able to register the impression of a vast subterranean chamber which seemed to be glowing ever so faintly. He was lying on a bed of gently glowing glass, like the top of one of those mock fires full of crystal coals lit from within. When he moved his arm to pick up a strangely glowing coal he became acutely and painfully aware that his left shoulder was broken. With rising panic, he discovered he had no control over his legs at all, and no feeling whatsoever below his waist. Then he became aware that the strange, glowing crystals seemed to be intent upon gulping him down. His last conscious thought was one of simple terrified wonder that anything which looked so beautiful should be so unexpectedly lethal.
 
   And so the very substance that Alex Romanov had been searching for so assiduously and so secretly was revealed first to the one man least able to understand what it was.
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   One of the longest, most active nights of Richard Mariner’s life began with absolute tranquillity. He had passed a busy day steering the two ships which he was now somewhat uneasily aboard and had brought them both to satisfactory rest.
 
   With Jan Van Stratten’s return to the dam, he had been able to check on the control panel in the main control room the state of every sluice gate in the system. Together with the engineers there, he had caused the gates to be raised individually, in pairs and in patterns. He had checked that they would stand at their percentages correctly. Chuck Gries and his men were together with Chas Wingate in two locations where they could confirm for him that twenty-five per cent open on the readout here really did mean two gates one-quarter open down the river. In spite of Van Stratten’s work, Gate One remained worryingly untrustworthy. Being hit at full charge by several tons of hippopotamus had done the mechanism no good at all.
 
   By mid-afternoon, Richard had reluctantly despatched the Dutch engineer and his weary team in a hovercraft back down the river to check it. But rather than just send them on a dead-end job which they had already tried to do once in any case, he had added to their responsibilities. Equipped with one of the hovercraft, they were to pick up Chuck Gries and his men on the return journey, pausing only to ensure that all the hardware, fuel and supplies in the dumps down there were secure, no matter what the water-level.
 
   After that, Richard had gone into Mortonville and was surprised to learn that it was time to say goodbye to another of his team.
 
   ‘There’s nothing more for me to do here,’ rumbled Warren. ‘And she still needs me. I guess I was missing action more than I realised. This has all given me a new lease of life.’ He gave a small, self-deprecating laugh.
 
   ‘You’re not under my command. I have no hold on you.’
 
   ‘And yet I guess I’d stay here if you ordered me.’
 
   ‘What is Emily planning?’
 
   ‘She’s going west. Her guys are well enough trained on the armour now. They have the supplies sorted out. They have the ground prepared.’
 
   ‘She’ll be chasing Chala.’
 
   ‘She knows it.’
 
   ‘He must have half a dozen M-60s still. What does intelligence say?’
 
   ‘Intelligence’ was what they called every farmer and camp dweller between here and Mawanga, all of whom supported the Lions.
 
   ‘That’s about it. And M’Diid will have about the same.’
 
   In the Mortonville Library, her headquarters, Emily was happy to continue this discussion as she packed her kit. Saul-Antoine came and went, checking on her progress and reporting on conditions outside. He and a rear guard would be staying here. She would leave the instant the heat went out of the day and her command would travel line ahead through the dark. They had no reason yet to fear reaction from their enemies.
 
   ‘Twelve M-60s. That’s a tall order even for the equipment you’ve got,’ persisted Richard.
 
   ‘Chala and M’Diid may wipe each other out. They’re evenly matched,’ speculated Warren.
 
   ‘Can’t rely on it,’ spat Emily. ‘They’ll cut a deal.’
 
   Warren nodded. ‘And they’re both soldiers. M’Diid especially. They’ll throw out a perimeter round the east of the city. Close it off.’
 
   ‘I need to be there first,’ said Emily.
 
   ‘But they can’t hold the city if it’s full of your people.’
 
   ‘Not long-term. But enough to make things really tough.’
 
   ‘Still,’ said Warren, ‘even street by street, we can clear them out.’
 
   ‘We have more RPG-7s than they have tanks,’ admitted Emily.
 
   Richard listened, awed by the thought of these desperate people waging war, through their own capital city, relying on fifteen Russian-made anti-tank weapons to guarantee the death of twelve main battle tanks. They didn’t have a prayer.
 
   But then he realised that that was exactly what they did have. This was not an invasion. It was a crusade.
 
   That fact was emphasised as the sun began to decline and the army began to move. There seemed surprisingly few of them; he had not realised how many had gone west on foot during the last ten days and how many were remaining behind. There was only the hard core left now, the command staff, the armour, the supplies officers. And the miracle. As they stood, everything pulled into position, ready to go to war, Sister Grace held a brief service of dedication and they sang the Lions’ hymn.
 
   ‘Born to reign,’ they sang, ‘born to fly …’
 
   Then Emily climbed aboard the lead tank and Warren swarmed into the ACRV. The engines bellowed into life and they were off. Richard watched from a hill slope above the old Mawanga road; watched them winding away into the gathering sunset, a red-gold column rolling determinedly across the tawny heartland with their headlight beams slicing ahead of dust like the golden swords of sorcerer warriors. The thunder of their movement hovered on the still evening air like a continuous artillery barrage very far away. It was a strange, unsettling sight. He never really expected to see any of those people again.
 
   He stood there, looking around the vast countryside, watching as the darkness gathered with eerie rapidity, shadows seeming to sweep across the lowlands before him like a dark flood, and once again he was struck by how unprotected they were here. There could be anything out there. In spite of Emily’s reports, Terror Chala could have turned and be heading back. He himself had scouted as far as the Blood River in the hovercraft — who could tell what the people in Congo Libre might send in to try and reclaim their tanks? And that Russian corpse was disturbing too, and made him wonder anew about Alex Romanov and his Spetsnaz men on the ice.
 
   He had listened to Emily make her tactical calculations; now he really needed to make some himself. Since Jean Le Brun had gone downriver with Marie-Ange, the Legionnaires were effectively leaderless. Without Warren, the men and women at the dam were effectively without an experienced tactician too. He had better call Jan and pull the second hovercraft back at once. With all the Lions except Saul-Antoine’s rump guarding Mortonville gone, there was plenty of room for Chuck Gries and his men up here. Chuck was young, but he was competent and experienced. He would be a good insurance policy against anything unexpected. And Chas Wingate was with him.
 
   Richard took one last glance away across the darkling plain. The column of tanks was invisible now, and even the thunder of their progress had faded. As he climbed back into the Jeep he wondered what impact the tanks’ arrival would have upon his own people down on Manhattan; especially as they were under the command of a Russian whose motivations seemed suddenly disturbingly murky.
 
   *
 
   Alex Romanov wound his way quickly but carefully through the carnage on the top of Manhattan. One Black Hawk had reduced the encampment to a shambles within seconds and had blown a great chunk off the front of the blue-ice plain. He needed to check with Kate Ross what she thought was lying beneath them — if she had any idea. The readings given by the new type of ice they were dealing with had unfortunately upset all her calculations. But before he got to Kate Ross he had to get to his own men and the big Strela shoulder-launched antiaircraft missiles. He would have sold his soul for a couple of the new laser-guided ones they were using in Chechnia but he couldn’t have them and that was that. Still, he thought grimly, once he got the Strelas he did have deployed, he could trust his men to take care of the Black Hawks. Then he would only have to worry about the tanks and their big 105mm guns. And what the Black Hawk might have opened up.
 
   As he crawled through the strange grainy slush using elbows and knees for propulsion, Alex pressed his personal radio to his ear, anxiously checking the emergency wavelength they had aptly nicknamed the ‘Battle Band’ for news of his men. He had expected it to be jammed like the international radio bands — but it came and went between snatches of Army Command frequency — they could make contact upon it. He never bothered to question this fortunate restoration of contact, but of course as soon as M’Diid deployed his troops he had to stop jamming his command frequencies. As they checked in one by one, he gave them his orders. First, pair up and set up the Strelas, ready to protect the perimeter the instant the Black Hawk returned or a new one showed up. Next, one man in each pair check the local area for survivors and shelter. Enlist anyone battle-competent, report anyone able to do first aid, hide anyone wounded or useless. Without being told, his men knew that the buildings, whether alight or not, should be avoided except for essentials, for they would be the targets next time. Where was Sir Douglas? The diplomat was probably his first responsibility; he was the man who would dictate policy, after all — if this was a situation where policy was relevant.
 
   At the end of five minutes, all his men had checked in and the first pairs were setting up their Strelas. They were all clear-thinking enough to reply to his orders with a brief report on themselves and their immediate area, so Alex was also beginning to get a clearer idea of the state of things in the livid darkness around him. He had moved right up into the leading quarter of the berg and had encountered no one, living or dead; and yet he was certain that Sir Douglas had been up at this end when the helicopter struck and of course he had his own reasons for checking this area with particular care.
 
   He was thinking of turning back when the second Black Hawk reared up over the cliff edge. He had a stunning impression of its bulk as it rose seemingly out of solid ice mere metres in front of his face. Its rotor blades thudded in the vibrating air, each one passing like an explosion immediately above his head. The array of dazzling lights made the bulk of the aircraft’s fuselage seem much larger than it was, and the roaring blaze of the launching of its rockets overwhelmed him.
 
   Stunned and singed though he was, Alex knew what was going to happen next and he started to roll to one side, smashing himself over the ice wildly, careless of the damage he was doing to shoulders, elbows and knees. Even if he crippled himself, it wouldn’t really matter, for the alternative was immediate death. He came to a kind of crest and hurled himself up it. As he did so, he caught sight of the faces of the pilots looking down at him from the roaring machine and he saw the gunner hanging out of the side door swinging his machine gun round to aim at him independently.
 
   The stench of propellant settled over him so strongly it overwhelmed the smell of the ice. He choked, and thought the stench was getting into his lungs but then he realised his mouth was full of blood. His face and hands caught fire and he thought it must be something to do with the propellant. The ice beneath him seemed to heave and he was over the top of the crest into the blessed darkness of the protected slope. But instead of a safe foxhole, he discovered he had hurled himself over a cliff. He was still sliding wildly downwards on his back, looking up when a single, rule-straight streak of light showed him that at least one of his men had set up his Strela correctly. And then there was only the unimaginable fury of the Black Hawk’s terrible end.
 
   The force of the explosion flipped Alex sideways and broke his headlong descent, so that instead of tumbling straight into the pit, as Sir Douglas had, he slithered to a halt on a bank of ice crystals. When he opened his eyes and orientated himself he found he was at the foot of an ice chimney which opened out into a deep, low-ceilinged cave. He was near the roof of the cave, able to look away across the top of what was in there. The wreck of the Black Hawk was still blazing fiercely perhaps fifty metres further east and enough light filtered through the ice walls to show the Russian officer that he had at last found what he had been sent here to seek.
 
   He was looking along the bow of a ship from a point perhaps ten metres above the forecastle head. The bow was weirdly misshapen, half melted and half crushed. What had been a broad construct, fully decked and double-hulled, with independent holds, was now the cutting edge of a massive stiletto thrust with brutal power between the lucent blue ribs of the ice. Twisted, burned, melted and re-formed though she was, the ship still had an identity writ large and clearly on her side: Leonid Brezhnev. And she still had a cargo.
 
   Bulging up out of the crushed and twisted wreckage of the forward hold was a weirdly glittering cascade of gleaming black glass. And from the very top of that sinister, shining hillock, exactly level with Alex’s eyes, protruded Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff’s hands. In the strange light from the blazing wreckage, the dead diplomat’s perfectly manicured fingernails seemed to be burning, like ten little candle flames gleaming out against the indigo background. And Alex looked bitterly down at his own burning hands. A friend of his had been at Chernobyl and had described how his skin had also begun to burn after his Geiger counter had become useless, apparently broken, the needle stuck on MAXIMUM. That friend was dead now. Wearily, as though he had aged twenty years in twenty seconds, Alex Romanov raised his radio to his ear, but there was nothing on any channel except radiation-induced static.
 
   *
 
   It was Jan Van Stratten who first alerted Richard to the possibility of trouble in Mawanga but his report was frustratingly vague. He had Chuck Gries and his men aboard the hovercraft, the Dutch engineer reported, and all the supplies had been put back out of harm’s way. But what was he to do about Chas Wingate’s chopper and Paras? All the helicopters had been grounded because there was no Air Traffic Control. Richard’s instructions were instant and inevitable: Chas was to contact all the others and order them to move the helicopters back to safety — short hops wouldn’t present any danger — and leave them under guard until he found out what was going on.
 
   But Richard soon discovered there was no reply from Mawanga tower. And none from Tom Snell, Alex Romanov, Colin Ross or Jean Le Brun on Manhattan. Most perplexingly, perhaps, he could not raise Katya Borodin on Psyche either.
 
   Richard sat, alone in the communications room at the dam, lost in thought. Most of all his mind was full of bitter recrimination. He should have contacted Manhattan himself earlier. Instead he had been off with Warren and Emily. It had been thoughtless; derelict. It was after 7 p.m. now. All the others were at dinner and Richard himself was ravenously hungry but he was seriously worried not to be able to reach any of his people in or around Mawanga.
 
   The radio display lit up abruptly. Speculating lazily on who could be calling, he watched the numbers click up. It was a telephone call from a private phone in England. He knew it was from Robin before connection was made and, moved by an impulse instantly regretted, he flicked the switch and cut it off even before connection was properly made. He had too much to work out here to be distracted by news of the twins’ latest atrocities. When the call stopped, truncated somewhere out there in the ether, the radio equipment remained stubbornly dark — as did his mind. So he went down to dinner after all, ignorant of the mayhem being enacted at the far end of the river.
 
   *
 
   Jean Le Brun had no idea that he was now in command of Fortress Manhattan. He had no real knowledge of the forces ranged against him or of the disposition of his own troops. He was blissfully ignorant of the fact that there lay at the heart of the only position which he could possibly defend several hundred tonnes of unspeakably radioactive material whose very existence was putting at terrifying risk everyone’s health, virility and future.
 
   Jean was aware of nothing at all, in fact, except that he had lost Marie-Ange.
 
   But, just as he was unaware of the problems he was facing, he was also unaware of the relative strengths of his situation.
 
   He had not yet realised that the last and most spectacular of the explosions which had torn through the iceberg a few minutes ago had been the destruction of the attacking helicopter. He did not yet know that Alex had set up a well-defended perimeter and that no other helicopter was likely to come against them unscathed. And he had no idea that the majority of the people on the ice were still alive and relatively unhurt. Most importantly, he had no idea that the Battle Band on the Spetsnaz radios was now clear over short ranges.
 
    Jean was aware of nothing beyond the fact that Marie-Ange was out there in that blazing wasteland and he had no idea whether she was dead or alive. Even with his battle-trained mind it required great self-control not to imagine her wounded and dying. Where Alex had slithered forward on elbows and knees, keeping low and being careful, Jean rose into a crouch and ran, far more concerned about finding his love than preserving his life. But the speed of his search had several positive aspects. He was the only half-upright figure running through the flickering light of the blazing huts. He was a natural focus for the survivors, therefore. His example pulled them out from a range of hiding places. While the Russians, under Alex’s last orders, settled into the defence of the perimeters, Jean unconsciously pulled together all the people within the redoubt while he pursued his desperate search. The first person to join him was Kate Ross. ‘Have you seen Colin?’ she gasped.
 
   ‘Non! Have you seen Marie-Ange?’
 
   ‘She was over this way, I think.’ Generously, she abandoned her own search to join in his. Side by side, they ran between the blazing buildings, eyes active for shell holes and human shapes.
 
    Kate was particularly worried about the former. This was strange, unreadable ice. In all her years as a professional glaciologist she had come across only one other berg made of blue ice. It was rare and it was not fully understood; it was unreadable and it was dangerous. It was also, in this form, the oldest water on earth. Its age almost rivalled that of rocks. What they were walking on had been snow the better part of three million years ago. It had fallen during the Pleistocene, for God’s sake. And those bastards of M’Diid’s were blowing it to pieces all around them.
 
   ‘I hope he’s all right,’ she said, unable to occupy her mind with trivialities any longer.
 
   ‘Who?’ asked Jean.
 
   ‘Colin!’
 
   The next survivor they found was Diana Duff. ‘Have you seen Douglas?’ she asked at once, but neither of them had. She tagged along with them, scared to be left alone.
 
   During the next fifteen minutes, they collected quite a following but when they all came back into the centre of the encampment, there was still no sign of the pair that Jean and Kate had set out to find. They understood their situation now. They knew where the Russian troops with their defensive weapons were stationed. They knew which accommodation was still standing and which was not, what equipment had been destroyed and what they could still rely upon. They also knew that Jean was the only officer still here, though Alex had been in contact with his men right up until the attacking helicopter had exploded. That fact inevitably informed them that some short-range radio contact was possible. Sir Douglas, Colin and Marie-Ange, as well as Alex, were nowhere to be found. It was the work of a very few minutes to discover that they could not transmit or receive beyond the bounds of the ice.
 
   It was not yet quite 8 p.m. at the beginning of a long and dangerous night.
 
   *
 
   The night was getting dangerous for Ngo Mbanda too. The problem, he was finding, with being Chief of Security in a dictatorship was that your power, although apparently limitless, was all too easily circumscribed by the whim of your leader. He had been ordered out into the eastern suburbs with too few SS guards to contain the break-out from the camp, to return the Lions to their den and to make things quiet again so that the Field Marshal could concentrate upon the destruction of the rest of the UN personnel on the ice. For this purpose the Field Marshal had retained under his own immediate command the four Black Hawk helicopters remaining to them, all of which would have been very useful in chasing fugitives through the urban wasteland here. He had also retained all the tanks, with which he proposed to pound the iceberg into submission in the morning if the helicopters failed to break their spirit before daylight.
 
   Mbanda could have used a tank or two too. Currently, he was using his Luchs armoured personnel carrier. It had the advantage of a fairly up-to-date thermal night vision system but the armour was relatively light and the sound that bullets, stones and Molotov cocktails made against it were painfully distracting. He had therefore gathered up some locals and manacled them spread-eagled across the outside areas of armour. Still, the fact was that he was directing inadequate squads of men who still had to run through hostile streets in almost absolute darkness under all too efficiently drawn fields of fire. Every now and then he would see a muzzle flash or an ill-concealed body on the thermal imaging equipment. He would send off a 20mm cannon shell in that general direction, but it did little real good. He had been out here for several hours now and was getting ready to call it a night. Short of razing the whole neighbourhood to the ground, there was really nothing more he could do. And it would be much more sensible to raze it in the morning. ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ he said to himself, and flicked up the transmit button to tell his ground troops to start falling back now.
 
   ‘We’re coming to the main road, sir,’ sang out the forward driver, and he swung eastwards on to the major thoroughfare which ran parallel with the river.
 
   Mbanda, up in the turret with the vehicle commander at his side, glanced back through the dull red night illumination towards the second driver who faced in the opposite direction, with his station currently disengaged. The Chief of Security hesitated, considering one last sweep. He turned back to the forward facing driver. ‘We’ll take one more —’
 
   Everything erupted into sound and fury. The whole vehicle shuddered to one side, blown for a clear metre across the road. The thermal monitors went blank as their sensors reacted to heat right off the scale. ‘What was that?’ yelled Mbanda, fearing that they must have hit a mine. Rocked wildly in the turret cupola, smashed in several important points and with blood frothing out of his mouth, he screamed down at the rearwards facing driver, ‘Engage! Engage and get out of here!’
 
   With almost balletic grace the little armoured car whirled away westwards out of the suburbs. There was a strange thumping, thudding sound on the outside which momentarily disturbed Mbanda until he calculated what the explosion must have done to the bodies secured to the external armour. Then he dismissed it from his mind.
 
   Mbanda was a good soldier. Cowardice was low on the long list of his character flaws. Spitting blood and disregarding his own acute discomfort as ruthlessly as he dismissed the dead and dying outside, he looked back along the way they had come, willing his thermal equipment to clear before they turned the corner and he lost all hope of identifying his enemy.
 
   And his wish was granted. Just as the Luchs spun out of range into a blessedly narrow, high-walled side street, Mbanda saw in the lurid colours of his clearing image the all too familiar shape of a big main battle tank, with the ghostly illumination of its rear-mounted engine and the brighter signature of its recently fired gun.
 
   He recognised the tank as an M-60. And he knew its commander-in-chief was Terror Chala.
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   Richard always called home around nine in the evening. It was the one ritual of his day which even the current situation could not vary. And so, at a quarter past nine that evening, feeling fuller in stomach if no more settled in spirit, all too aware that he had been unnecessarily fussy in stopping Robin’s call of nearly three hours ago, he pushed the buttons which would set the phone ringing beside the sofa in the sitting room of Ashenden.
 
   Robin answered at once, and they began a lazy, intimate conversation about her day, the twins and matters domestic. After a few, deeply therapeutic minutes, he asked, ‘You called me around six but I couldn’t answer. Was it anything?’
 
   ‘Not really. I was just calling to warn you that I’m on duty tonight and you might have a problem getting through. But you didn’t, so it doesn’t matter.’
 
   ‘On duty’ meant that Robin was the senior executive from Heritage Mariner to which problems or queries would be referred that night. It happened to all the senior executives, almost as though they were doctors on call. It came with the territory of running an international business with offices in far-flung places and odd time-zones; not to mention the possibility that the twenty-four hour secretariat of Crewfinders might need advice and guidance at inopportune hours. It was the only thing other than serious accident which was likely to interrupt this routine contact.
 
   And, it seemed, it was due to interrupt it tonight; for even as conversation lingered, so Robin suddenly said, ‘Hang on a minute, there’s a fax coming in from head office.’
 
   ‘OK, we’ll call it a night then. ’Bye, darling. Speak to you tomorrow …’ And he hung up.
 
   The instant that he did so, the phone started to ring. He grabbed it with some force. As though the sudden sound had startled him.
 
   ‘Mariner?’
 
   ‘Richard. It’s Jan Van Stratten. I’ve just had a very strange phonecall.’
 
   ‘Yes?’ Something in the flat tones made Richard’s spine tingle — it was the first alert.
 
   ‘It was from that cadet of yours Wally Gough. He just said, “Tell the Captain Manhattan’s in trouble. They need help down there. Psyche sailed at sunset and all the radios are jammed. Snell’s dead. No time.” What do you make of it, man?’
 
   ‘God knows. Hang up and I’ll try to …’
 
   Van Stratten obeyed but before Richard could try anything else, the phone was ringing again. The display told him it was Robin calling and for the second time that evening he nearly cut her off. Providentially, he picked up the phone instead. ‘Robin, look, I’ve got a situation here …’
 
   ‘Richard! Thank God! The fax was for you. It came into Crewfinders and they sent it to me to OK before further transmission.’
 
   ‘What … ?’
 
   ‘Listen. I’ll read it. “From Colin Ross …” It’s got Psyche’s transmission code, today’s date and 21.20 transmission time. It says, “Inform Richard Mariner and Indira Dyal oblique Mohammed Aziz oblique United Nations soonest. Situation on Manhattan dangerous. M’Diid mad. Attempt to kidnap Duffs this morning. Snell killed in rescue. Psyche ordered out at sunset. Directive from Moscow and UN query query query. All radios jammed since mid-morning. This fax sent at seventeen hundred. Transmission time unknown. Gough to call out. Possibility of imminent attack. UN contingent moving to ice. Help required soonest.” Colin’s not a practical joker is he?’
 
   ‘No, he’s not. My God, what is going on here?’
 
   ‘If you don’t know, Darling, then I most earnestly suggest you find out. But take care.’
 
   ‘Will do.’
 
   He broke transmission at once and called Psyche again. But there was still no contact.
 
   Richard beat the worktop in a rage of frustration. ‘How could I not have known?’ he yelled at himself. ‘God! I knew there was something not quite right. I knew it! Tom. My Lord, poor Tom.’
 
   They were all obviously in dire trouble down there. If Tom was dead, then Alex Romanov was in command. The face of the dead Russian from the T-80 rose unbidden to his mind. Now was not the time to trust Romanov. Or Katya Borodin, come to that, especially if she had sailed at sunset. Psyche was not answering his calls. Neither was the radio room up on Manhattan. But of course they weren’t. The implications of Colin’s fax really began to sink in. The radios must all be jammed, for Richard simply could not conceive of any other circumstance in which Sir Douglas, watching it all coming apart around him, would not have called for help. Loudly.
 
    As his mind raced to this conclusion, Richard’s nimble fingers were dialling out. Thank heaven for a clear and retentive memory, he thought, tapping in the international call code for the United States, the area code for New York, the business code for the United Nations and the personal number of the office of Mohammed Aziz. As the number clicked through, Richard’s eye flicked up to the clock on the wall above his head. Nine thirty in Mawanga; three thirty in New York. He’d be lucky to catch Mohammed. Perhaps he had better try Indira herself …
 
   ‘Mohammed Aziz. Who is this, please?’
 
   ‘Mohammed, it’s Richard Mariner. Have you a moment?’
 
   ‘It’s all gone mad over here, Richard. I’m just going down to the meeting now.’
 
   ‘What meeting?’
 
   ‘The special meeting of the Security Council. We must vote at once. I have never known anything like this. It is mayhem.’
 
   ‘What are you voting about, Mohammed?’
 
   ‘The election of the new Secretary-General of course. Do you know, I think Indira will pull it off this time. I was most surprised when Willi pipped her at the post last time.’
 
   ‘You’re not sending in a rapid reaction force to Mawanga then? You’re not voting on that?’
 
   ‘But why? Richard, what are you talking about?’
 
   ‘I’m not absolutely sure myself but there’s no news at all coming out of Mawanga in this direction — I’m still up at the dam — and Robin got a fax via Crewfinders from Colin Ross saying the whole contingent down there is up on what’s left of Manhattan and may be under attack by the Maui armed forces. Haven’t you had a fax? Or a call?’
 
   ‘But that’s impossible! No I haven’t. Wait a moment. I’ll get straight through to Security.’
 
    The line went quiet and Richard looked up at the clock, watching the seconds ticking away. If the UN knew nothing and had no intention of sending help, what would he have to do? Communicate with someone in Mawanga City whose word he could trust and whose evaluation he could rely on. But if the radios were being jammed then that was out of the question. So he would have to send someone in. A good thought that. Hold that thought.
 
   Then what? Get down there with reinforcements himself as quickly as he could. Because no matter what was going on, he knew one thing that even M’Diid did not know: Emily Karanga, two thousand trained men and four T-80 main battle tanks would be in the eastern suburbs by dawn.
 
   But the really worrying thing was the silence.
 
   ‘Richard? Richard!’
 
   ‘Mohammed. Yes?’
 
   ‘Security received a fax five minutes ago and a garbled message for help, but they disregarded it.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘They’re sending up the fax now.’
 
   ‘Where did the message come from, Mohammed?’
 
   ‘Well, I’ll have to look into this most urgently. This fax is very disturbing indeed. This should not have happened under any … Oh dear! The vote! Well, Indira will do perfectly well without me …’
 
   ‘Mohammed. Where did the second call originate?’
 
   ‘It came from Psyche, Richard. Psyche.’
 
   *
 
   Wally Gough, officer cadet to the Heritage Mariner shipping line and sometime office helper to Richard Mariner before the latter went upriver, was sitting on his own in the radio room looking at the dead phone and the silent fax machine, wondering if Colin Ross’s plan had worked. When the little handset he was holding suddenly rang, he nearly dropped it. But instead, he answered it.
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
   ‘Wally Gough? This is Mohammed Aziz. What’s going on there?’
 
   ‘Here? What do you mean? There’s nothing going on here.’
 
   ‘Thank God. But you’re sure? You can see up on to Manhattan from where you are? It’s all quiet?’
 
   ‘Oh no, sir. I mean it’s all quiet here. I have no idea what it’s like at Mawanga.’
 
   There was an instant of silence so absolute Wally thought they had been cut off. But then Dr Aziz came back on and the tone of his voice was very strange. ‘If you’re not at Mawanga then just where are you?’
 
   ‘Out in the Gulf of Guinea somewhere I suppose. We left Mawanga hours ago.’
 
   ‘I see. Is this a portable phone?’
 
   ‘Well, yes.’
 
   ‘Good. Take it straight up to the bridge. I have to talk to Captain Borodin at once.’
 
   As he made his way up to the bridge Wally was joined by Dr Higgins, the only other Heritage Mariner employee aboard. Then the pair of them took the handset to the captain.
 
   ‘Mr Aziz?’ she said, her voice frankly incredulous.
 
   Wally did not know what the United Nations man said to Captain Borodin, but it had a strongly marked effect. Captain Borodin’s face went from bright red to bone-white within about thirty seconds and ten seconds after that she was screaming at the helmsman, ‘Reverse your course. Reverse your course at once and come to full speed. We’re going back into Mawanga as fast as we possibly can!’
 
   The first officer, a large man with an extremely short temper and a shaved head swung round from his position just beside the helmsman. ‘But Captain!’ he protested, unwisely, in English — the language of the conversation so far. ‘Your orders. Direct from the Minister of Merchant Marine in Moscow!’
 
   ‘Bugger the Minister,’ said Captain Borodin. ‘And bugger Moscow too, come to that.’
 
    
 
   ‘Ja?’ The flat answer came on the second ring.
 
   ‘Van Stratten. It’s Richard again. Exactly where are you at the moment?’
 
   ‘At Chuck Gries’s encampment. We have just moved the Sikorsky back from the river. Used it to lift the fuel and killed two birds with one stone. We’re on our way back in as soon as we fire up the hovercraft.’
 
   ‘No. Change of plan.’
 
   ‘What?’ The Dutch engineer’s voice registered that he realised something important was up. He sounded incredibly alert.
 
   ‘I want a good observation officer up in the helicopter as soon as possible. I need a clear idea of what’s going on in Mawanga as soon as possible.’
 
   ‘Call up —’
 
   ‘No one down there is answering, Jan. Wally’s call was accurate. I think something really bad is going on and I need someone there whose eyes I can trust.’
 
   ‘You want me to go?’
 
   ‘No, I don’t think so. I need someone who’s been trained, if possible. I need someone who knows a bit about tactics and battlefields. And anyway, I think I’m going to have work for you later. Get an observer in the helicopter going west then come back upriver as fast as you can in the hovercraft. Pick up any Paras that you can. I think we have more to worry about than the possibility of losing a little hardware.’
 
   And so it was that Chuck Gries found himself in the observer’s seat of the big Sikorsky Skycrane, looking down at the river and yelling some kind of a report back to Richard as they pounded down towards Mawanga, the radio link growing more tenuous as they proceeded. The American SEAL was an experienced and clear-thinking young officer. He had handled this sort of thing before and had been trained in artillery spotting. He had taken Chas Wingate’s night glasses after he had won the toss-up as to which of them would come.
 
   His encampment had been almost exactly halfway up the river and no sooner had the helicopter attained a decent altitude than the eagle-eyed American picked out a column of vehicles perhaps five kilometres inland, moving westwards at a good lick. ‘Line of MBTs with reconnaissance, and personnel back-up, but it’s difficult to be certain of any more at this range,’ he reported. ‘They’ll make it to Mawanga within four hours at that speed.’
 
   He did not report in again for the better part of half an hour, at the outskirts of the city. ‘Hey! Now there’s been all sorts of action here. These night glasses are thermal, sir, and they have facilities to read way off the usual scales. I’ve got several telltales here which show someone was firing some pretty heavy guns recently. The streets seem quiet now. Not a major battle, sir, but someone’s been lobbing high-explosive shells around. Maybe … Maybe … Yeah! Gottit. Left a little, could you? Yeah. There’s an M-60 down there, sir. It’s been in action recently. Shoot! There’s another. And another!
 
   ‘OK, pilot, just ease us on down towards the harbour; yeah, down towards the red glow. That’s it. Just coming in over the mid-town district now, sir. Looks quiet. Hey! Son of a gun, there’s another one! Looks like opposition to the others, though it’s an M-60 as well. This making any sense to you, sir? There’s another. All parked up and waiting for the guys out in the suburbs. Coming over the palace now, should be able to get a good look at Manhattan …
 
   ‘Holy Moses! Sorry, sir. They have got trouble. I would estimate there are two dozen Quonsets on top of Manhattan, sir. There are eight alight. Heat signals particularly clear against the background of extremely cold ice. Furthest down the register I have ever seen. Can you hear me, sir? This signal’s getting very weak.
 
   ‘I can get closer, I guess, but the worry is this, sir. I would estimate that this damage was done by gunship strike and if there’s anyone down there with anything like those new Russian SAMs, then we would be toast, sir. Yes. And I guess they must have, sir, because that is definitely aircraft wreckage there.
 
   ‘And wow! Now what is that? Just a moment, Captain Mariner, sir, I’ve got the weirdest signature on these damned glasses. It’s right inside the ice. Giving off all sorts of registers, way off the white light spectrum. My God, that’s not natural … Can you hear me, sir? I have no idea … I have never seen anything like that.
 
   ‘Now just a minute, sir, I hope to be able to give you some sort of survivor count. Against that particular background I ought to be able to pick up body heat even at this range. Yeah. Starting to get some bodies in focus now. I estimate, what, twenty-five alive. And two over there and … Oh, wait … Oh yes, there’s a whole mess of signatures back there. What is it? Pilot, what is that? Pull up, it’s a Sidewinder …’
 
   *
 
   Richard looked down at the hissing instrument, the open line telling all too vividly that the Sidewinder had connected with the lumbering Skycrane. And Sidewinders were air-to-air missiles. The sort carried by the Black Hawk helicopters M’Diid was using.
 
   Rage exploded in his chest. There was actually a feeling of detonation, beginning below his heart and rising into his head. But by the time it reached his brain the rage was cold. Calculating. He wanted to do anything in his power to destroy that megalomaniac monster down there. And make his destruction public.
 
   The word ‘public’ stuck in his mind and was followed by a flash of revelation. Of course! M’Diid had been consistent in that one thing. He had reacted to international publicity! Far too much of what was going on was happening because no one seemed to know what was going on. Even the UN were hardly aware apparently, that their people were being slaughtered. Well, he knew how to put a stop to that as well.
 
   Richard was used to command. He had spent much of his adult life commanding ships of varying size; he had spent a good deal of time in recent years building and controlling several companies. But he was not a military man. He did not realise it but he was reacting to the deaths for which he felt himself responsible not unlike Marie-Ange had done. He was not thinking with his usual logic, therefore, but that did not slow him down at all. He reached into his capacious memory for another personal telephone number.
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
   ‘Ann. It’s Richard Mariner. What’s the time there, just coming up to eleven?’
 
   ‘Yes. British Summer Time. I’d just closed my eyes. Richard, where are you?’
 
   ‘Mau. How soon can you get here?’
 
   ‘Never, I’ve been expelled. If I come back in I get shot, at the very least.’
 
   ‘Not any more. The fat’s in the fire here. There seems to be a full-scale civil war going on. You want to cover it?’
 
   ‘Do I ever! There’s a stand-by camera crew on twenty-four-hour call over at Carlton. If I can get them, I can be on the road within the hour. But how can there be a war going on there? God! And with the UN in the middle! We’ve heard nothing.’
 
   ‘Precisely. From what I can see, during the last week or so this country has been invaded, slipped into civil war and the dictator has now turned on the UN contingent. He’s getting away with it because he’s cut off communications so that nobody knows what’s going on. You will have what I believe is called a scoop.’
 
   ‘I’m on my way, Richard. I just don’t know how long it will take me to get down there.’
 
   ‘I need you here in the morning.’
 
   ‘That’s not possible, Richard. I couldn’t even guarantee to be in Manchester in the morning, let alone Mau. Nobody moves that fast.’
 
   ‘I know someone who does. Her name is Audrey. When I hang up get straight on to Crewfinders and ask for her. This once, and just this once, they’ll get you here. I’ll tell Audrey what she needs to know, then she’ll take care of you.’
 
   ‘Richard! How can I ever thank you?’
 
   ‘Don’t. And take care. The last person I had a conversation like this with has just been blown to smithereens; and he was a US Navy SEAL.’
 
   *
 
   The big bright blossom of flame grew and grew in the sky until the rumbling detonation of the explosion arrived and immediately after it the shock wave. The group around Jean Le Brun staggered back and by the time they had steadied themselves, the brief illumination was gone, except for a trail, as of a fallen rocket, pointing down to the restless water of the distant lake. ‘They’re back!’ cried someone nervously.
 
   ‘No. I don’t think so,’ Jean’s eyes narrowed as he watched the lights of the Black Hawk which had fired the missile. It was staying well back. Clearly whoever was controlling the helicopters had learned his lesson from the fate of the last attacker. It looked as though they might be given a respite.
 
   But how best to use it? That was the question. They needed shelter. That had to be the first priority. But did they dare use the huts again? They were such obvious targets. But they were only targets from the air. And the helicopters were staying clear because of the Russians’ weaponry. Even if they thought of bringing up artillery and using the Black Hawks as spotters, the people on the ice would still get warning. Yes. It was worth the risk. So, if he was going to take them inside, could he risk starting up the generator and getting in some heat and light? Even if he used black-out, he knew that anyone observing them would probably be using thermal imaging equipment, but the alternative was to sit out here shivering and worrying until morning came and brought with it whatever new atrocity M’Diid and his butchers could devise. And when they were in shelter and warm, they could start working out a way to fight back.
 
   ‘Right,’ he said, taking command of Fortress Manhattan. ‘This is what I want you to do …’
 
   By the time Richard had finished confirming with Crew-finders where Ann Cable and her news team were to go, and when, and Captain Katya Borodin had completed her U-tum to bring her on course back here, Jean had moved everyone on Manhattan into the largest huts and fired up the generator. There was cloth across the windows, containing the light and as much of the heat as possible. There was the prospect of some hot drinks which would begin to overcome the chill and the shock — though the shock was already being rapidly replaced by anger and a burgeoning desire to fight back. But this desire was without any real form or direction. Only the Russians were properly armed. Jean’s own Legionnaires were up at the dam with Richard. He had Tom Snell’s engineers, but not Tom himself; he had the Spetsnaz round the perimeter, but Alex Romanov had vanished. He had a range of UN personnel all with varying skills but little enough battle experience. He had Kate Ross but not Colin; and her equipment had apparently been damaged. He had caterers but no field kitchen any more. He had drivers, but no idea which if any of the massive earthmovers and bulldozers had survived. What he did not have, apart from some more officers to delegate to, was a communications corps or a medical team. The need for the latter was not too urgent — there were blessedly few serious wounds. The need for the former was absolute.
 
   ‘What we have to do next,’ he said, looking at all the expectant faces around him with a show of decisive confidence he did not in fact feel, and pushing the missing Marie-Ange firmly to the back of his mind, ‘is get some communications up and running.’
 
   *
 
   Alex Romanov spat blood, swallowed and thought inconsequentially of chocolate. He looked down at the useless radio in his left hand, and decided to use the only other means of communication open to him. The alternative was simply to give up and die here. ‘Help!’ he called at the top of his considerable lung capacity. ‘Au secours!’ The words echoed strangely within the cavern at his feet and seemed to gain in volume almost magically as they reverberated up the icy throat above him. ‘Help!’
 
   Marie-Ange Forget and Colin Ross had been standing side by side looking out over Mawanga City when the first attack took place. Colin had hurled his massive body on top of the French scientist and the pair of them had been buried beneath a loose cairn of ice rocks. Both were well wrapped and by good fortune they were lying face to face with their hoods up against the ice so that even after the better part of two hours’ unconsciousness, they were not too badly frostbitten.
 
   The ice cairn above them looked more substantial than it was; certainly, anyone passing it in the flickering light from the burning buildings, which just about spread out this far, would have assumed that it was a solid object of considerable age. The ice beneath them was less substantial than it seemed too, for it was immediately above the high cavern containing the ship that Alex Romanov was looking down upon. It was also cracked. The force of the explosion that had wedged the forecastle head here, had shattered the ice above it into millions of hairline fractures.
 
   Thus it was that Marie-Ange awoke to the sound of someone whispering intimately from under the cold ground below her. In a half-dream, she lay and listened. Monotonously, the voice called for help. Its tone was mechanical, unvarying. It was a familiar voice. She opened her eyes and caught her breath. She was blind! A surge of adrenaline passing through her system went a long way to waking her up. She realised she was lying on the ground and a strange man was lying on top of her. The necessity of remembering where she was and what was going on suddenly became a very high priority indeed. While she tried to remember, she also tried to move, wriggling like a fish beneath the dead weight of the body on top of her. And, as though the movement was contagious, he moved too.
 
   ‘Kate?’ he said quietly.
 
   ‘Non! C’est Marie-Ange ici, monsieur!’ Her tone would have suited an octogenarian Parisienne but it was provoked more by fear than outrage. The fact that she could not quite call to mind what was going on here was deeply disturbing.
 
   ‘Marie-Ange! Are you all right? God! That was some explosion.’ His movement became more purposeful. He strained to pull away from her and a cascade of icy pebbles scattered across her face. She sat up as he rose, gasping with shock.
 
   ‘Oui!’ she said. ‘I am fine. But what is this?’
 
   He was pulling himself upright, and as he did so, he caught the light from the last guttering of the burning buildings. The noise he made as he moved added to the noises which surrounded her suddenly. There was the distant rumble of fires, the restless moan of a night wind, her own gasping. All of this covered over the tiny voice which had woken her back to life.
 
   The voice remained forgotten as she and Colin began to stumble back towards the buildings. In fact she did not think about it again until Jean, hugging her with the same fervour as Kate was hugging Colin, said, ‘Good. That just leaves Alex and Sir Douglas unaccounted for.’
 
   Then she remembered the tiny voice and recognised who it had belonged to.
 
   The Alex Romanov who they pulled up out of the great crack in the ice was strangely different to the man they had grown to know during the last few weeks. He was distant, taciturn, darkly brooding. He hardly offered them any thanks but strode off, spitting blood, and refused to join them in the huts. He did agree, however, to continue his supervision of the perimeter, and he handed over the radio he took from one of his men. In the darkness, it was difficult to see his face clearly. The starlight showed a grey, gaunt individual; but they all looked pretty strange and he was able to carry things off pretty successfully.
 
   The radio Alex gave Jean had the same limited range as all the others. It allowed Jean to contact the nearby Spetsnaz men and no more. Alex himself, all too vividly aware that he must be dying rapidly now, went off alone, mind racing, looking for a way to turn all this to the advantage of his mission.
 
   *
 
   Field Marshal Moses M’Diid was also wondering what he should do now. He had moved back into the presidential palace, for the distractions of the hunting lodge were getting in the way of his command decisions. He was sitting in his office, brooding over the information that Ngo Mbanda had brought him and wondering how best to deal with the situation. He was, effectively, between a rock and a hard place. So much of the force available to him was currently committed to the destruction of the hated interlopers up on the iceberg that he would be hard put to it to counter Terror Chala’s force when it arrived behind the tanks in the western suburbs. But the UN personnel had served notice that they wished to make a fight of it. They were well armed up there on the iceberg and if he turned his back, they would surely stab him in it. Yet he could not allow his forces to remain divided for very much longer or Chala would simply walk into Mawanga and that would be that.
 
   He slammed the desk top with the flat of his hand. He would have to deal with the UN personnel before Chala arrived. He dared not venture any more of his Black Hawks, for they were the only advantage he would hold over Chala. He would not commit any of his M-60s as they would be required to face down Chala’s own; and in any case, their guns would be of limited use against the iceberg. But he had one other force he could send, and it would be the perfect one to pound the Western invaders into submission, turning their apparently impregnable ice fortress into a trap from which they could never hope to escape. He picked up his phone. ‘Get me Chief of Security Mbanda and Colonel of Artillery Dacko now,’ he ordered.
 
   It will all be over tomorrow, he thought to himself. By tomorrow noon at the latest.
 
   *
 
   ‘I will tell you what is going to happen, and it will happen within the day,’ said Richard, putting all the power into his voice that he could. ‘Emily Karanga will arrive at Mawanga City tomorrow only to find that Chala and M’Diid have come to a deal. She will find herself facing twelve M-60 tanks and the combined forces of the military and the police. She will be facing half a dozen Black Hawk helicopters and a regiment of artillery. She will be outmatched. You can see that. She will stand little or no chance. She will be defeated and probably dead by noon. Unless we act. Unless you act with me.’
 
   Saul-Antoine and his men had been left to guard Mortonville. But Richard had other uses for them, and was desperate enough to plead. They were as well trained and as battle hardened as any of the people Emily had taken with her, and leaving them here to guard the haven of possible retreat was sound strategy. But Richard’s new information showed that it was a mistake. If M’Diid was desperate enough to be destroying the UN personnel on Manhattan then he was being pushed by Chala. If he finished Manhattan off, he would be in a position to bargain with Chala. And the moment Emily arrived they would join forces and she would in truth stand little chance. Without the miracle, without Emily, the N’Kuru Lions would go back to being just another terrorist movement, a thorn in the side of a repressive military dictatorship. But if Manhattan could be preserved and defended, if it could be used as a base for a second front and if M’Diid’s forces could be split, then they stood a chance.
 
   Saul-Antoine looked around the room. He was the sort of leader who conducted negotiations in front of his men. Two hundred-odd of them filled the book-lined hall of the Mortonville Library. They looked at him with intense speculation.
 
   ‘But you could never get us down the river in time,’ he said slowly at last. ‘It is more than two hundred kilometres and we have less than six hours to dawn.’
 
   ‘If I can guarantee to get you there, all of you, by dawn, will you come?’
 
   *
 
   Alex Romanov’s mind was made up in the end by Stalin, the guard overlooking the harbour area. ‘I see movement down there, Major,’ said Stalin quietly on the radio. ‘They’re bringing something up. I see MTLBs and six by six trucks, towing something. It has to be heavy artillery. Da! It’s a battery of D-30 howitzers. A full battery of D-30s.’ The soldier paused. Alex knew the man’s voice well — they had been in some very tight spots together in Chechnia; he was not a man to be easily panicked. An iron man and a soldier of the old school. They called him Stalin behind his back, meaning it affectionately and literally, iron man. ‘This looks like big trouble, Major,’ said Stalin, and he sounded scared.
 
   *
 
   Manhattan had been towed to Mawanga by six supertankers. The lines between the ships and the ice had been made of carbon monofilament originally created for NASA who had used it to secure astronauts to their vehicles as they took space walks. Each thread of it was effectively unbreakable and for the towing of Manhattan it had been woven into great hawsers nearly a metre across. On the iceberg’s arrival in the port the better part of fifty days ago, the hawsers had been passed down from the supertankers to giant earthmovers which had been used to guide the iceberg into its berth in the inner harbour. The six hawsers still bound Manhattan in place. Alex Romanov’s plan began with the idea of releasing these. The Spetsnaz man knew a little about artillery and what he knew suggested that any kind of movement in the target would make accuracy more difficult. It seemed to the Russian, therefore, that keeping Manhattan tethered in place would only help M’Diid’s howitzers.
 
   Jean Le Brun stood open-mouthed looking at him.
 
   ‘Look,’ he persisted, mellowed, perhaps, by the seriousness of the situation, the need to stick together, the knowledge that he was effectively dead already. ‘It shouldn’t be too hard. We have no reports of any activity in the northern dock area. Or, indeed, out at the seaward end. You send people across to cast off where it’s quiet and if the worst comes to the worst, I’ll take care of things down here. OK?’ Most of all, he did not want Le Brun’s men mucking around with the anchorage points near the wreck of Leonid Brezhnev.
 
   Tom Snell’s engineers, who had been in charge of establishing and maintaining the attachment points since Manhattan had begun its journey southwards nearly ninety days ago, were equipped with both the climbing ropes needed to scale the iceberg’s precipitous edges and the inflatable boats needed to cross the moat of icy, silent water with which it was surrounded. They also knew how to cast off the massive hawsers. Once Jean accepted that Alex’s plan was sound and the job was going to have to be done, he detailed four teams and ensured there was at least one sapper with each. During the next couple of hours, the teams abseiled down to water level, inflated their boats and rowed silently across to shore. Here they slipped the shore lines and returned, as silently as commandos about some raid in Nazi-occupied Europe.
 
   The two lines on the south-eastern quadrant had to be left in place, however. They were too close to the soldiers from the SS and the Maui artillery regiment who were setting up their twelve D-30 howitzer guns along the dockside. And these two were the lines anchored closest to the wreck of the Russian freighter.
 
   *
 
   Considering Psyche was powered with an old-fashioned diesel engine and propelled by a single if massive screw, it was extremely fortunate, thought Captain Katya Borodin, that someone should have troubled to ensure that the screw in question was fitted with variable pitch blades. This made it possible for the huge vessel to travel, at nearly full speed, backwards. And this was precisely what the ship was doing now. She was creaming in through the well-lit but mercifully unguarded opening to Mawanga harbour in full reverse, proceeding at nearly twenty-five knots.
 
   Katya was standing on the starboard bridge wing, and listening to the overlapping songs of her navigation officer and her chief engineer. The former was combining complaints about the misuse of his suffering equipment with constant assertions that this was a very bad idea anyway; the latter was equally forthcoming about the foolhardy misuse of his motor.
 
   The moment they were clear of the twin lighthouses which defined the opening of the vast natural harbour, however, she quietened them both by ordering, ‘Full ahead!’
 
    She had discussed what she was doing with Dr Aziz who was relaying messages to and from Richard Mariner and had been struck afresh by what an outstanding sailor the Englishman really was.
 
   ‘Richard estimates that Manhattan’s down to less than a tenth of its original bulk,’ Aziz had said. ‘It’s taking up little more than five kilometres instead of nearly fifty. If you go to full ahead pretty soon after you come in through the harbour entrance, that will give you plenty of room. There’s still no shipping in there. The harbour’s officially closed until Manhattan is finally delivered or destroyed. That’s why you should be able to get away with this.’
 
   ‘Good. And once I am in position?’
 
   ‘Then you should be able to contact Alex Romanov or Jean Le Brun.’
 
   ‘Not Richard?’
 
   ‘No. He will still be on the far side of the black-out. If all goes to plan, he expects to be on the move by then in any case. There won’t be much either of us can do to help and advise after that. But the timing is important. You must be in place by dawn, anchored to at least one shore-line. And the others must have been released. Richard says that is absolutely crucial …’
 
    Dawn was just beginning to break as the stern section of Psyche butted its way up to the western-facing cliffs of Manhattan. Atop the cliffs, Tom Snell’s engineers and Alex Romanov stood ready. They had been alerted an hour ago when Psyche’s radio had at last got through some of the jammed radio waves.
 
    The engineers abseiled down to the attachment points and prepared to check the lines. Beside them stood a pair of rocket guns and as the great ship eased into range, rockets sped westward over the heads of the waiting crewmen. The rockets pulled lines with them and in a trice the lines were whipped round winches and the process of hauling the two sea-facing hawsers aboard began.
 
   Alex saw that the process was going well, tested the clarity of contact between the ship’s bridge and the small radio he was lending to the engineers, then climbed back aboard the bullet-scarred Westland. It was risky using it to get about, but the top of Manhattan was still a couple of kilometres in length and too long to be running up and down all the time. God, he was feeling so weary. The helicopter lifted off into the first lowering light of dawn. Alex felt a tightening of his stomach muscles and across the breadth of his shoulders. This was it, he thought. It all rested on Richard now, except for his own little addition to the plan.
 
   A moment later he saw the telltale of a Sidewinder rocket and heard the thudding of the first barrage.
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   Richard stood in the cockpit of the hovercraft just behind the pilots’ seats looking over their shoulders towards the set of instruments which seemed halfway between those of a ship and those of an aeroplane. He glanced down at his watch, his radio at his lips and his heart in his mouth.
 
   ‘Everybody ready?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Ready,’ came the answer from the companion hovercraft’s pilot.
 
   ‘Ready,’ came the answer from Saul-Antoine who was sitting with about two hundred of his men in the great cargo area behind and below the elevated pilot’s cabin.
 
   ‘Ready,’ came the fainter answer from Chas Wingate in the second hovercraft. He was accompanied by a like number of assorted UN personnel, Legionnaires, US Navy SEALs, and a goodly group of his own Paras, together with as much of their equipment as the cargo area could hold.
 
   ‘Right then. Let’s go, pilots. Stage one, gentlemen, please.’
 
    Side by side, with their lights blazing out across the placid water of the shallow lake at the foot of the Karanga Dam, the hovercraft began to rise. Huge clouds of dull red dust flew from the flat concrete area where they had been parked since midnight for loading.
 
   ‘Four o’clock on the button,’ said Richard. ‘Karanga Dam, can you hear me?’
 
   ‘Ja, man, Richard. Loud and clear,’ answered the flat tones of Jan Van Stratten.
 
   ‘Right, Jan. We’re off. Keep a close eye on our progress and a careful ear out for my signals. Pilots, come to speed as agreed, please.’
 
    Side by side, slowly at first but with ever increasing acceleration, the two big hovercraft moved off over the lake, the long tunnels of their headlights probing the darkness ahead. Great clouds of spray obscured the view from the twenty-seven windows on either side, then the forward motion began to build, the spray fell away behind, and the jungle sped by on either hand.
 
    Side by side, they came under the high, thin parabola of the Leopold Falls at the better part of l00kph, easily riding the three-metre waves kicked up by the impact of the waterfall. The black cliff gathered on their right and, briefly, on their left as well. The high arch of the Mortonville-Mawanga railway viaduct reared above and before them. The slope across which they were travelling angled decidedly down and Richard felt it at once.
 
   ‘Jan!’
 
   ‘Ja, man?’
 
   ‘Let it go!’
 
    On Richard’s word the twelve sluice gates at the foot of the Karanga Dam began to open. Twelve great rivers were born at once as the massive weight of freezing water held back by the dam was released. For a moment which seemed to slow time, the huge arcs of water, moving with perfect unity, seemed to retain the unnatural angles of the square sluice gates. Then they smashed against the concrete sluice with such force that even Van Stratten, high up in the control room, felt the ground quake. The water exploded into the placid lake across which the hovercraft had sped so recently and in an instant, banks which had been dry for years were flooded as the whole of the once-mighty river valley fought to contain the massive, life-giving force.
 
   ‘Richard, man,’ yelled Van Stratten, his voice tearing with awe and exultation. ‘It’s coming down!’
 
   Richard already knew. It seemed that the whole valley knew at once. Even over the roar of the engines, Richard seemed to hear an intimation of that great bellow of freedom. The better part of one thousand tonnes of water was coming out of each gate each second. According to their calculations, they could leave the gates wide for well over a day before they came anywhere near to draining the lake. And all they actually wanted to do was leave them open for two hours. If they released one hundred million tonnes, they still had nine hundred million to go. And that first great flood, controlled by the Dutch engineer’s carefully planned working of the sluice gates, would top up the river, re-establish the natural flow, fill the drainage system, irrigate the heartlands, begin the process of recovery and deliver a great deal of force exactly where Richard needed it most. In a little less than two hours’ time, at dawn.
 
   The water roared across the lake beneath the Leopold Falls and gathered itself into a wild white wall as the banks rose into the black cliffs north and south. As it passed beneath the railway bridge, the massive wave crested at a height of more than twelve metres. And it was moving down the incline towards Mawanga at more than one hundred kilometres per hour.
 
   ‘Here it comes,’ yelled Richard. ‘Brace yourselves.’
 
   The wave caught up with the speeding hovercraft just where Richard and Van Stratten had hoped and prayed and planned. Just where the river issued out of the gorge and the lowland jungle began. This was where the old river had begun to spread a little as the left bank fell back and down into the heartlands. Here the wall of water of the reborn torrent eased back to a great white-faced roller perhaps five metres high on whose glassy forward face the hovercraft could sit like surfers, maintaining their position with relative ease because they were in any case moving under their own power at the same speed as the wall of water — and they had the power in hand to move half as fast again if push came to shove.
 
   The feeling was utterly exhilarating. It was as though they were children again, sliding down the longest slide in all the world. But they all knew that any feeling of security was illusory. And if they needed warning, the ease with which their glassy companion demolished the old jetty reaching out at the foot of the long-abandoned bauxite lift soon set them straight. The force of twelve thousand tonnes of water moving in a wall down the river valley at nearly 100kph was simply astronomical.
 
   It was always going to be the rock barriers that presented the real danger. When the river was full, they formed fearsome sets of rapids. Under these circumstances it was difficult to imagine what they would be like — difficult to imagine and impossible to calculate. But Richard had incorporated them most carefully into his plan. Van Stratten and he had pored over every note they had made on their exploration upriver more than a month ago and Richard had finally seen a way. They planned on using the basalt sections which stood on the north shore beside every set of red and black ridges. These areas of bare, smooth rock should allow easy passage from one level to another — even at this speed.
 
   And so it proved. Richard’s hovercraft prepared for the first hurdle by picking up just a little more speed, sliding across the great wave and angling itself carefully so that it was right at the northern shore, slightly ahead of its companion as the first barrier appeared. Even had they not been paying close attention and ticking off the landmarks, they would still have had Van Stratten’s strangely articulated shout of warning, for the Dutchman was watching their progress on the illuminated graphic of the river system displayed above where he was sitting.
 
   Line astern the hovercraft swept over the smooth black outcrops and the instant they did so the wave of icy water exploded against the crenellated wall of rock behind them. Suddenly they were at the heart of a massive deluge as the spray came forwards at 150kph — but then they were out from under it and skimming over the surface of the lake at the river’s lowest point.
 
   The grinding work of filling the river metre by metre back from the distant coast was now proving worthwhile. For the bed of the river dipped, bottomed and began to rise, but the surface of the brimming lake stood level beneath them and deep enough to cover the mess of debris where the water once had stopped altogether.
 
   ‘Watch for it,’ bellowed Richard, his concentration as absolute now as when this wild ride had begun more than an hour ago. ‘We’re coming into local shipping. They should have been warned off, though.’
 
   ‘How did you manage that?’ yelled one of the hovercraft pilots.
 
   ‘Used the Lions’ patent communications system. Even faster and safer than the Royal Mail, by all accounts.’
 
   ‘Even so, I hope they’re well insured,’ the pilot commented, taking a glance at the rear-facing monitor which showed him that the wave was only just re-forming after the massive impact with the first rock barrier.
 
   ‘They don’t need to be. We are!’ Richard sang out.
 
   The second barrier put his promise to the test at once, for the pumping vessels were still in place on the downriver side. As the wild wall of water exploded through the ridges of rock, the whole floating work area simply ceased to exist.
 
   It seemed that nothing could possibly move faster down the valley than they were, but one thing could: light. High on the cliff on their right, the red beams of the rising sun leaped westwards. Then, having established its level high above them, the red blade of the day simply closed down upon them as the sun heaved itself up over the Mountains of the Moon and the Karanga Dam.
 
   Red light gleamed upon the top storey of the Mawanga Hilton, high on the eastern slopes of the northern suburbs of the city. It gleamed also on the upper windows of the Mawanga General Hospital, opposite the Hilton on the southern shore. But by that time, as they surged over the last barrier but one and entered the city itself, the buildings had faded into insignificance as the long-light struck against the upper slopes of the landward-facing section of Manhattan. Its intense brightness made it impossible to see with any clarity what was actually going on there. The ruby glint of the dawn light on the fuselage of the hovering Black Hawk, for instance, was lost in the overall blaze. At first it seemed that the brightness up there was the reaction of the blue crystal slopes to the red light of the dawn. But then with a lurch of horror Richard realised that this was not the dawn but the beginning of Field Marshal M’Diid’s barrage.
 
   He pressed the button to open the Spetsnaz Battle-Band communication channel. They had to be close enough now … ‘Alex!’ he yelled. ‘Alex, can you hear me?’ But his urgent question was drowned by a sudden explosion in the air immediately above him.
 
   *
 
   Alex Romanov was dying.
 
   The instant they had seen the incoming Sidewinder, the Sea King’s pilot had simply put the helicopter down. The air-to-air missile hit the top of the bullet-pocked fuselage a glancing blow and tumbled off line on to the slope behind. The explosion of its impact there showered them with massive chunks of ice which managed to do what the missile itself had not. It destroyed the helicopter’s rotors and grounded it for ever. A chunk of ice the size of a small Zil smashed into the ground immediately beside Alex and shattered down on to his left side in sections the size, and weight, of tractor tyres. He never knew exactly what injuries he suffered then, but certainly several of his ribs were smashed. Even so, he was able to pick himself up and stagger eastwards doggedly, determined to complete his mission in the only way left to him.
 
   He staggered into a shambles. The first salvo from the D-30 howitzers lobbed up on to the eastern end of the iceberg like a series of mortar bombs. The projectiles were high-explosive shells. Twelve arrived in the first second and another twelve arrived ten seconds later. The shells were in fact landing too far east to do much damage to the UN personnel but they were doing massive damage to the iceberg, and Alex saw in an agony of frustration they were about to open up the chamber full of radioactive glass, but were too far west to damage it.
 
   He also saw that there was a helicopter hovering out there in the centre of the rising sun, directing the howitzers’ fire. And he alone upon the iceberg understood what the position of that fat orange sun must mean. The firing stopped for a blessed moment as the big guns cranked round to a new position as dictated by the helicopter. Alex reckoned he had maybe a minute at most. So little time; so much to do.
 
   Three of his men were there with Jean Le Brun and Marie-Ange to greet him. There were a lot of other people, but these were the only ones he noticed. He did not stop walking. If he stopped walking he would have fallen down. He walked and they followed.
 
   ‘Take the big radio, Jean. It is pre-set to the Battle Band emergency channel. Richard should be coming through any minute. He will tell you all you need to know.’
 
   ‘Right,’ said Jean.
 
   ‘Next. Give me a Strela, and a small two-way,’ he ordered. They obeyed, at once, awed. There was blood cascading out of his mouth now but he had no idea about that. He was simply finding it hard to catch his breath. God! The Strela was heavy! He had forgotten. ‘Is it primed and ready?’
 
   ‘Da!’ said someone distantly.
 
   ‘Good. Now I want you to listen carefully. We have no time left at all. I want the two of you holding the other Strelas to go at once and destroy the anchorage points of the hawsers on the quay when you see the spotter Black Hawk go down.’
 
   Now he walked, increasingly unsteadily, to the easternmost edge of the ice and hefted the Strela, one-handed, up on to his right shoulder. He looked through the eyesight and he smiled as he framed the hovering Black Hawk. One handed he pressed the little two-way radio to his head, opened the Battle-Band and listened. Faintly, he heard a rapid conversation. Like all Maui Army talk it was in English. He retuned until he was fully on to the Artillery command frequency, then he snarled, ‘Too far west, you monkey! Fire a hundred metres further east!’ Then he threw the set aside, re-targeted the Strela and pulled the trigger.
 
   The instant he did so, the third howitzer barrage began as he had directed, one hundred metres east — directly on top of Leonid Brezhnev. The whole section of the ice upon which the Russian officer was standing slowly collapsed into the great cavern where the freighter was wedged. And for the second — and last — time Alex went down there too. But he had done his job; and done it well.
 
   *
 
   ‘Richard?’ It was Jean’s voice on the radio not Alex’s but Richard had no time for questions now.
 
   ‘Are all the hawsers cut?’ he yelled.
 
    There was a great roaring at the far end of the radio link and through it Richard just distinguished the one word he needed to hear.
 
   ‘Go left!’ he yelled at the hovercraft pilot.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Go left of the berg!’
 
   ‘But there’s no room. We’ll be crushed between the ice and the dockside.’
 
   ‘There’ll be room!’
 
   ‘But —’
 
   ‘Trust me,’ Richard commanded, and the pilot obeyed. ‘Katya,’ he yelled into his radio. ‘Katya, full ahead!’ But even if she couldn’t hear him she would know — they were running exactly to time.
 
    The hovercraft slid across the face of that great wave as it pounded under the falling debris of the Black Hawk spotter which Alex had destroyed, and aimed for the narrow gap between the dockside and the great blue wall of ice.
 
    The wave beneath them heaved up over the final ridge, plunged down into the harbour and hit the iceberg full on. Almost incalculable amounts of force shattered against the great inert bulk in the harbour.
 
    And it moved.
 
    The man who had pulled it into the harbour was gambling everything on being able to push it out again.
 
   *
 
   ‘What is that?’ asked Colonel of Artillery Dacko pointing up the river.
 
    Mbanda turned to look, but he was never really to understand what the colonel was asking about for on this apparently innocent action everything went up in his face. He looked to his right, his gaze going out almost lazily towards the hovercraft cresting the great wave sweeping down the lake towards him. His concentration was broken by a jabber of rough orders on the radio and a bustle of re-targeting. Then his attention was captured by the explosion of the spotter helicopter high above the rising sun.
 
   Mbanda opened his mouth to speak.
 
   The ground between the guns and the iceberg exploded into fire as, unaccountably, insanely, the defenders on the ice fired their anti-aircraft weapons down on to the quayside.
 
   Whirling from one explosion to another, Mbanda staggered backwards just as the guns behind him spoke for the third time. But the thunder of their final barrage was as nothing to the unutterable storm released by the arrival of the water.
 
   Between the blazing quayside and the sheer blue cliff of the berg lay a moat perhaps one hundred metres wide. This water abruptly hurled itself up into the air. Roaring, foaming, and liberally interspersed with rock-hard lumps blasted off the ice by the howitzers, it simply fell on Mbanda and the guns. In the next second, perhaps a fifth of the force which Richard was bringing with him landed on the unfortunate artillery. The impact was simply devastating. The guns were swept back and swung away from their carefully laid settings. The men who worked them were simply washed away. And the men who commanded them were simply swept to oblivion as though they had never existed.
 
   Ngo Mbanda found himself half under the canvas roof of an upended truck when the deluge passed. And everything he had been looking at an instant or two earlier was gone. The guns were all pointing awry. The men were sprawling amongst the smashed equipment. The iceberg was no longer where it had been at all, but up on the dockside near where it had stood a massive hovercraft was disgorging well-armed and perfectly regimented soldiers.
 
   *
 
   Ann Cable had never even heard of Sao Tome and being there at six in the morning did little to establish it in her memory or her affections. The only thing she really did appreciate about it was the speed of her and her crew’s transfer from the commercial flight to the Sikorsky jet-helicopter which was waiting to take them down to Mawanga.
 
    As they roared south at a little less than 200kph, she yelled the final briefing to her team. She had absolutely no idea what to expect. She knew that she would probably find Richard in the dock area or up on the ice but beyond that she had little idea. ‘You’ll know where I am,’ he had told her cheerfully, but he had not said how she would know. As the sun rose and cast its orange light over the Gulf of Guinea, things began to fall into place in her mind.
 
    The first thing she noticed was that Manhattan — a much smaller Manhattan — had moved. Coming in over the outer horns of the harbour a little after seven, Ann was shocked to see that the harbour was full of foaming water. The outwash was evident right out to where the Guinea current snatched it all away. And, tethered to Psyche which was surging purposefully westwards, the great blue berg was moving inexorably out to sea.
 
    Ann spoke to Katya Borodin on her phone but Richard was not aboard the massive ship. Nor, apparently, was he up on the ice. The Sikorsky swung low over the bright blue berg and the cameras ran as Ann yelled a conversation with Jean Le Brun and Marie-Ange Forget. Swooping low, it was possible to see the wreckage of the Westland and the destruction which had been wreaked upon the huts. Ann learned of the state of the survivors, of the deaths of the heroes who had saved them, and of the inspirational nursing done by the widow of the late Sir Douglas Dunn-Duff, presumed dead like Alex Romanov down at the shattered end of the island which had taken the artillery salvos.
 
    It was possible to estimate the impact of those salvos upon the ice island and to see the gaping wound there.
 
    But the most enduring of the pictures Ann sent back to London was the image of Jean clasping Marie-Ange on the blue-ice skyline, framed against the low, bright sun, locked in a lingering kiss.
 
    The dock area was surprisingly well ordered. It was obvious that there had been cataclysmically destructive events here but the ragged army of soldiers now in charge of the guns seemed well disciplined and welcoming. When she saw the massive hovercraft so strangely parked on the quayside, Ann knew at once where Richard would be. As soon as the helicopter touched down, she ran straight across to it.
 
   And he was there, in the cockpit, deep in a discussion with the pilot. How gaunt he looked. How exhausted. His massive frame stooped with fatigue. His cheeks more hollow. The lines round his eyes more numerous and deeper. But then he turned to her and smiled. His eyes ignited with that old spark of excitement and he was ageless again.
 
   ‘Ann! Welcome.’
 
   ‘And just what on earth is this?’
 
   ‘A mess, so far, but we’re clearing it up. Now, are you ready to go?’
 
   ‘Where?’
 
   ‘We’ve got people to see. Is that camera capable of transmitting live?’
 
   ‘If push comes to shove. I can send in live sound to BBC Radio too. Get on the Today Programme.’
 
   ‘Live.’ He was emphatic.
 
   ‘They’ll give me a slot.’
 
   ‘Being on the Pulitzer short list helps, huh?’
 
   ‘Next stop the Nobel.’
 
   His radio buzzed. He lifted it to his ear. ‘Mariner … Right, Saul-Antoine. All of them? I thought you needed spotters to do that. Oh, you have? Where? Top of the Hilton? That’s neat. Top of the hospital too. Good. Who needs helicopters, eh? Oh, you have, have you? One of the Black Hawks? Well, tell them to take care of it. OK, that’s all I need to know. We’re ready here. See you in a moment.’
 
   He turned to Ann and suddenly he was fizzing with energy again. There was nothing he couldn’t do. ‘Let’s roll,’ he said.
 
   *
 
   The youngest daughter of the late Paymaster-General absolutely refused to die. She had suffered experiences which would have been fatal to many but she was a survivor and, like her nation, was determined to come through no matter what. So Bosco and Jacques decided they had better murder her.
 
    The two soldiers were clearing up the hunting lodge. Primarily that meant disposing of the bodies with which it was filled. It was clear to all of them that if anyone ever got to hear about what had gone on here M’Diid was finished. And the man most likely to find out was Terror Chala, with whom a negotiating meeting was scheduled later in the morning. The power which that knowledge might give the self-appointed General of Police was incalculable. The soldiers knew this and had already conducted a lively debate as to whether it would be better to go to Chala in the first place. But as things were, they would die long before they saw anyone with any authority in the armed police contingent. And anyway, if M’Diid went down, they reckoned they would probably go down with him. Mbanda had disappeared and things were going from bad to worse with disturbing rapidity.
 
    Mbanda wasn’t the only thing that had disappeared. The great wave of water which had come down the river in the dawn had washed away the crocodile pit as well. None of the great beasts were to be seen and the long inlet which they had haunted was now full of still, grey water. This was inconvenient because the two soldiers would very much have liked the massive beasts to help with the waste disposal. There were currently two bodies floating stubbornly just beyond the razor wire.
 
    The girl hung like a sack of potatoes between the two soldiers while they hesitated. Jacques, who was holding her hands, said, ‘We can’t throw her in when she’s still alive. She’ll probably just swim up the shore and get away.’
 
   ‘You’re wasting time,’ said Bosco who was holding her feet. ‘She’d have difficulty getting out anywhere else but back here. This is the only section of the shore that’s low enough to climb up. And there’s a good current running in the river now. Let’s get on with it. There’s a lot more clearing up to do.’
 
   ‘Look, Bosco, now that the crocodiles have gone we can’t risk throwing her in unless she’s dead first. It doesn’t exactly take long to shoot someone.’
 
   ‘All right, put her down then and get on with it.’
 
   The girl hung there listlessly, as though she didn’t understand or care. But she did. Fiercely, if helplessly, she clung to life and prayed. And her prayers were answered.
 
   ‘Wait. Look!’
 
   The three of them looked. The water out at the river’s margin was heaving. A straight line of disturbance was heading silently up the little arm of water where the crocodiles had been.
 
   ‘The crocodiles are coming back,’ said Bosco. ‘Problem solved.’
 
   As he spoke the water parted, rose, foamed and cascaded. A huge grating roar filled the air and the soldiers dropped the girl and stood gaping down at the crocodile pit. The girl rolled and ran then, wildly, without looking back, expecting at any moment to hear shots and feel bullets thudding into her back.
 
   She moved, but they did not. They simply stood and gaped in disbelief as the first T-80 main battle tank, its snorkel waving jerkily in the air, heaved itself out of the river and ground over the crocodile pit. Bosco pulled out his gun and started shooting at the tank. The bullets simply whined off the Russian armour. Jacques turned and ran. It did neither of them any good. The hatch remained closed, the main gun remained silent and the dripping machine gun still, but an instant after Jacques turned to run, the tank’s flamethrower ignited. It burned for five seconds and then stopped. And the tank ground on over the razor wire, over the still-smouldering shoreline, over the smoking grass around the two dead soldiers and on over them as well.
 
   *
 
   Field Marshal, self-styled, M’Diid met General, self-promoted, Chala in the great ballroom of the presidential palace where this had all begun. Surrounded by the soldiers and military police of their personal bodyguards, the two men sat at the great mahogany table which stood between the dancing floor and the French windows and bargained like poker players. It was power-brokering of the most basic kind. The details did not really matter; neither man had any intention of keeping to his part of the bargain. Each man knew that he needed the other if he was going to hang on to power even for a short time, but neither man had taken into account Sister Grace Uhuru, Emily Karanga, the Lions and the T-80s. Nor had they taken into account Richard Mariner, Ann Cable, Saul-Antoine and the artillery regiment and a live-broadcast film crew.
 
   Richard, Ann and Saul-Antoine arrived first. The guards, bewildered by the cameras, the lights, the UN papers, the blue helmets and the simple determination of the people they were confronted with, allowed them in. Filming all the way and broadcasting live, Ann followed behind Richard’s determined shoulder as he walked through the doorway into the familiar ballroom.
 
   ‘Field Marshal M’Diid,’ he said. ‘I have come to report a mission accomplished, sir. The Julius J. Karanga Dam opened its floodgates at four o’clock this morning Maui time. The irrigation system has been fully functional since dawn.’
 
   The two men at the table simply gaped. Of all things they had been expecting, this was the least likely.
 
   Richard went on, as though it was part of the same report, ‘I should also warn you, sir, that the battery of field guns with which you have been attacking the United Nations personnel on the iceberg Manhattan are currently in the hands of the Maui People’s Lion Army and they are targeted on this location. Should anything happen to us or to any other UN personnel, they have orders to open fire.’
 
   M’Diid reacted first, but all he could do was to rise slowly out of his chair, gaping into the camera and squinting against the lights.
 
   ‘I should also inform you, sir,’ said Ann, ‘that you are appearing on television and on BBC radio.’
 
   ‘Kill them!’ screamed Field Marshal Moses M’Diid in full close-up, in digitally enhanced sound, speaking to millions and millions of people. ‘Kill them all! Kill them now!
 
   As the guards still hesitated — behind the target of their commander’s wild orders stood a silent army of well-armed men — the Field Marshal started scrabbling at the flap of his uniform holster, slowed only by the fact that his hand was wrapped in a bandage.
 
   And into this moment Terror Chala rose, trembling. He took his erstwhile co-ruler’s arm and swung him round to look out of the windows behind him. Emily Karanga stood there, silently watching, with a Soviet-made RPK machine gun pointing unwaveringly at his heart.
 
   ‘Moses Nkrumu M’Diid and Nebuchadnezzar Chala,’ she said, ‘I arrest you both in the name of the people of Mau.’
 
   There was a moment of wild cheering then. The whole palace shook and even the guards joined in. But apart from the cheering, nobody moved except M’Diid who stopped trying to get his gun out and looked around the room with amazed revelation stamped upon his face. When the noise began to die, he swung back to confront the slight woman still standing in the open doorway. ‘What authority have you to arrest anyone?’ he snarled.
 
   ‘The authority given me by this,’ she said, holding up the gun. ‘And by them,’ she gestured out at her army in the lobby. ‘And, if need be, by them.’ And she gestured over her shoulder to where four T-80 tanks were standing in a streaming row behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   EPILOGUE: Born to fly
 
    
 
   Born to fly,
 
   Born to fly,
 
   Oh Lord,
 
   We are born to fly.
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   ‘Born to fly, born to fly, oh Lord, we’re born to fly …’
 
   The last line of the Maui national anthem carried away on the wind over the placid surface of Lake Karanga.
 
   The band finished playing with a flourish and the assembled dignitaries all sat down. The great grandstand groaned with the number of people upon it. Across the open concrete area beside the top of the dam, the massive crowd of people stood behind the thin line of green-uniformed honour guard. Silence fell.
 
   Emily Karanga stood slowly, all eyes on her. ‘I, your President …’ she began.
 
   The rest of her opening remarks were lost in the thunder of cheering.
 
   Emily had decided to undergo the ritual of swearing-in as President here for several reasons. It was the spot on which the last President, her father, had died, laying the first stone in the edifice which was now his memorial. Politically, Emily proposed to take up where he had left off, and to do so physically seemed natural and fitting.
 
   The dam itself had become a symbol. During the last six months, while the democratic structures of law, parliament and government had been rebuilt, the dam had stood steady, feeding its water down to the rejuvenated heartlands, generating electricity to power the burgeoning wealth of Mortonville. The water it contained symbolised new hope and co-operation by the international community.
 
   That community had taken Mau back to its heart. Emily had gone to the International Monetary Fund with a political position already enriched by several millions’ worth of uncut diamonds, and the promise of more. As a political party, the Lions were also well funded — though no one knew where the fourteen million dollars had actually come from. The IMF approved of heads of state who made the financing of their own endeavours a first priority. They also had a weak spot for close personal associates of the Secretary-General of the United Nations; particularly when her own avowed agenda was to make the UN live within its means.
 
   Another reason why Emily had chosen to hold the ceremony at the dam was because she wanted to move away from the associations which the presidential palace embodied. She herself lived simply and never used the palace at all. None of the money advanced by the IMF had been spent on personal possessions — or on military hardware. It had all — as the dam reminded everyone who was watching — been spent on inward investment. Emily, under the direction of Sister Grace and with the support of Bishop Ton-Ton and the tireless efforts of such people as Father Patrice Kawesi, had turned swords into plough shares, investing in tractors, not tanks; harvests, not helicopters; food, not firepower.
 
   And her people loved her. The international community loved her. The World Bank loved her. Sometimes it seemed that even God loved her.
 
   Ngo Mbanda, on the other hand, hated her.
 
   Mbanda had come here to kill her and he reckoned that it wouldn’t be all that difficult. Her father had been blown up by an N’Kuru Lion suicide bomber wearing a couple of kilos of Semtex. Mbanda was being a little more scientific than that but he was using the same tried and tested method. He was standing in the crowd just behind the pathetically insubstantial honour guard. He was wearing one of the green jackets which he had designed for prisoners to wear in those long gone, happy days at the hunting lodge. It was packed with enough explosive to destroy the whole of the grandstand and everyone on it. But it would be more effective if he got a little closer.
 
   There were a lot of people up there he wanted to be sure to destroy. The Karanga woman, of course; she was his prime target. But also the Secretary-General. Indira Dyal had been the prime mover in the diplomatic efforts to bring Manhattan to Mau.
 
   And then there was that other prime mover, Richard Mariner. He was there of course. With his wife and children. Looking rested, fit, relaxed and ready to die. General Cord was there too. Saul-Antoine was there, in full uniform as acting commander of the much-reduced military. And Patrice Kawesi was there, as the closest male equivalent to Saint Grace Uhuru.
 
   Mbanda simply could not imagine how Kawesi had escaped the crocodiles. He was a cynical man and he was wryly aware of the effect of Father Patrice’s cover story. He was the saint of the camps, who had actually been thrown to the crocodiles for trying to get water and fuel to the refugees. And, like Daniel, he had survived. Oh yes, thought Mbanda, Father Patrice had to go.
 
   Mbanda began to move carefully through the crowd, easing his way nearer the grandstand, all his concentration on the narrowing gap between himself and his victims.
 
   *
 
   Patrice Kawesi looked out over the thronging crowds, frowning with concern. It seemed to him that here, as often before, Emily had underestimated the amount of security she needed. Patrice had very extensive experience of what ill-intentioned people could do, after all, and he knew all too well how easily someone could take a shot or run in from the crowd. And, it seemed to him, the crowd was at risk as well. For behind the onlookers furthest from the grandstand there was little enough to keep them safe other than the low balustrade which overlooked the vertiginous drop down the front of the high dam. It was extremely fortunate, he thought, that the pressure of the crowd was all forward rather than back.
 
   ‘The trial of Colonel Chala for crimes against humanity will proceed within weeks,’ President Karanga was saying. ‘And both Sister Grace and I will be giving evidence. The trial of General M’Diid, however, may well be a more difficult affair. The general is in the prison hospital, extremely unwell. He is, as you all know, suffering from AIDS …’
 
   Someone he ate disagreed with him, thought Patrice with spectacular lack of Christian charity. But then he no longer thought of himself as a Christian.
 
   These had been the worst months of Patrice’s life. They should have been among the best but they were the opposite. The fact that he had survived should have filled him with relief, not guilt. The fact that no one suspected his true role in all this should have made him feel ten feet tall, but he crawled like the lowest worm. Intensely ambitious, he should have been fulfilled by the rapidity of his promotion and the almost infinite nature of his prospects. He was the coming man; the Bishop’s right hand. And yet he felt empty, cheated. It was a final irony, he supposed, that just at this time above all others, God should have awoken his conscience.
 
   He jerked out of his reverie suddenly, alerted by a face in the crowd. He was used to it. Flashback, it was called. He saw disturbingly familiar faces everywhere. The Bishop had called in a psychiatric adviser to help him but all the doctor had done was make him understand more about his illness. Waking or sleeping, naked or dressed, in his bed or in his bath, on his scrotum he always felt the cold breath of Mbanda’s slaughterhouse saw.
 
   *
 
   Patrice Kawesi was not the only member of the grandstand party having flashbacks. The last time Richard Mariner had been in a position like this had been at the Harland and Wolff shipbuilders in Belfast at the launching of his twin ships Atropos and Clotho. At the moment of the launch, the grandstand had been blown up. It was apt that Richard should be thinking of those events at this time, for the ceremony he was enjoying here was closing the circle opened by that ill-fated ceremony in Belfast.
 
   It had been Robin, trapped aboard Atropos nearly two years ago now, high in the North Atlantic Ocean, who had first seen the iceberg that they had all come to know as Manhattan. Robin who had been forced to explore the great ice island in an attempt to beach her ship and carry out repairs, unaware that the people who had blown up the grandstand on the day of the ship’s launching had also smuggled explosives aboard Atropos and were hoping to destroy the ship and all aboard her.
 
   Richard shifted uneasily, half rising to ease his knees. It was courtesy of that terrible day in Belfast that the joints in question were nowadays held together with metal pins.
 
   He sat back down and shifted his thoughts away from Manhattan’s beginning to her end. Katya Borodin had pulled her safely out through the mouth of Mawanga harbour and into the Gulf of Guinea. Here, on Richard’s orders, she had evacuated the UN personnel still upon her and had then cut the blue iceberg adrift. Manhattan had been gripped at once by the fierce southward flow of the Guinea current and swept away towards South Africa. The force of the current, coming laterally across the length of the much reduced ice island, had tumbled it over and over, like a ship toppled by a beam sea, like a log rolling down a river in spate.
 
   And so the iceberg and everything aboard it from the strange radioactive glass, to the UN’s Quonset huts, the missing and the dead — had passed away out of public view and public concern.
 
   There had been one or two unseasonal ice warnings down around the Cape that summer and Richard, sentimentalist that he was, liked to think that Manhattan had maybe hung on doggedly down to the Forties at least, into the realm of Antarctic ice, the first berg ever to make it Pole to Pole. He had not, in fact, followed its progress all that closely. He had had enough to do. He had to reacquaint himself with his children and fall in love all over again with Robin. He had the business to run and the ships to see to. And he had a new project, for Heritage Mariner was paid a great deal of money by the United Nations, money which Richard had been keen to invest. Under the guidance of his Hong Kong Chinese Chief Executive Charles Lee, he and the board had agreed to purchase a whole shipping line called the China Queens Line …
 
   God! His knees hurt! Richard stood up to ease them.
 
   *
 
   Mariner had seen him! Mbanda froze for an instant. It was the only reason he could think of for the big Englishman to stand up like that in the middle of President Karanga’s speech. Desperately, Mbanda acted at once. In spite of the fact that he was not yet as close to the grandstand as he would have liked, he charged. It was only when he started running that he realised he should have one hand in his trouser pocket where the detonator was.
 
   Richard saw the movement in the crowd and, hyper-alert because of the associations with Belfast, he was in motion at once. If he ended up looking a fool then so be it. If this was trouble, hesitation was the one cardinal sin.
 
   With his eyes on the disturbance in the crowd, Richard hurled himself along the row, disturbing Diana Duff and treading on the recently married toes of Colonel and Madame Le Brun. The two men he could really have done with were not here. Chas Wingate was with his Paras in Bosnia, out of the blue helmets and transferred to NATO. And Jan Van Stratten was up in the Mountains of the Moon somewhere, on a mission for the President.
 
   Richard hit the ground, calling to the nearest soldier in the line, ‘Look out there! Assassin!’ Then his knees gave out and he fell.
 
   Mbanda saw Richard go down just as he tore free of the line of soldiers and really started to run. At the Englishman’s cry, everyone nearby fell back, no doubt remembering the last time such a thing had happened here. It gave Mbanda a perfect chance and he went for it flat out. His right hand was scrabbling at the leg of his trousers just below the lower seam of the explosive jacket, but the quilted material was heavy and the line of it was well below the opening of the pocket itself. In a fit of frustration, the would-be assassin began to smash his fist against the solid little handset, hoping to hit the detonate button through the material of his trousers.
 
   Patrice Kawesi rose to the occasion figuratively and literally. Richard’s first movement alerted the priest and when he fell, Patrice was up and running too. He shouldered past Ann Cable and the serried ranks of her journalist associates. Her cry of protest warned him that this was no way to treat a Pulitzer prize-winner, but an instant later she was calling, ‘Scan right, Geoffrey; scan and zoom!’
 
   Her cry was the last articulate thing Patrice heard. The man in the green quilted jacket filled his vision and he recognised both. He saw the fist punching wildly at the pumping thigh and he understood what Mbanda was trying to do.
 
   At the seminary where he had trained, Patrice had played American football. He had been an accomplished linebacker and he put his skills to good use now. Stretching out his arms very nearly into a cruciform, the priest gathered in the ex-Chief of Security. Mbanda had been running forward, but the momentum of his charge was nothing compared with that of the priest. Father Patrice gathered Mbanda’s hips into his right shoulder and continued to drive forward with all his considerable might. All his concentration was on keeping upright and carrying the monster folded over his back as far away from the grandstand as he possibly could. Richard’s warning had made everyone stand back so Patrice had a clear run. His eyes were closed tightly. So were his ears.
 
   The balustrade at the back of the public area took him on the chest but because of the speed at which he was travelling it failed to stop him. He and his burden simply flipped over the barrier and vanished into the abyss.
 
   Mbanda had never stopped wildly thumping his right thigh, battering the little remote control wedged flat against it. The pair of them had been falling together down the massive drop towards the water-filled concrete sluice at the dam’s foot for perhaps five seconds before he finally made connection.
 
   *
 
   ‘What was that?’ asked Jan Van Stratten.
 
   ‘Thunder?’ ventured Henry, his eyes narrow.
 
   ‘Good if it was,’ said Van Stratten. ‘If we don’t get some rain we may never be able to establish just where this verdammt river starts.’
 
   ‘If we don’t get some rain soon,’ said Henry, ‘it could all be for nothing anyway.’ He looked up at the sky where the solid grey cumulus seemed to reflect exactly the grey foothills of the Mountains of the Moon below him. But he had been here and seen this all too often before. The clouds billowed up, built and then dispersed. And never a drop of rain. He looked down at the parched ground beneath him sadly. The fact that he could see the sky at all showed what dire straits the jungle here was in. And yet this had to be it, the source of the great River Mau. The evidence was all around them: the rippling formation of the valleys, the watershed on the ridge above them which stretched away north into Cameroon. But it was all dry.
 
   And if it stayed dry, the Karanga Dam project was doomed. They would need a new Manhattan every year to keep the shambas in the heartlands green. And how much had only one such miracle cost already?
 
   Wearily, Henry turned to follow Van Stratten down. Just as he did so, the strange thunderous rumbling was repeated and the Maui tracker stopped to look up again. A great bolt of lightning shot down on to the peak of the Mountains of the Moon. For a heartbeat which stayed with Henry for ever, the line of fire danced down out of the cloud and linked heaven and earth with its white-gold brightness.
 
   And, in the second of stillness between the time that it vanished and the thunder that it made arrived, the heavens opened with a vengeance and it began to pour with rain.
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Meltdown check out Endeavour Press’s other books here: Endeavour Press - the UK’s leading independent publisher of digital books.
 
    
 
   For weekly updates on our free and discounted eBooks sign up to our newsletter.
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