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April 2, 1865
Richmond, Virginia


She seemed to float above the ghostly evening mist like a menacing beast rising from the primeval ooze. Her low silhouette stood black and ominous against the backdrop of the trees along the shoreline. Shadowy, phantom-like images of men moved across her decks under the eerie yellow glow of lanterns as moisture trickled down her grey, sloping sides and dripped into the sluggish current of the James River.


The Texas tugged at her dockside mooring line as impatiently as a hound about to be unleashed for the hunt. Thick iron shutters covered her gun-ports and the 6-inch armour on her casemate showed no markings. Only a white and red battle ensign atop the mast behind her smokestack, hanging limp in the damp atmosphere, signified her as a warship of the Confederate States Navy.


To landsmen she looked squat and ugly, but to sailors there was a character and grace about her that was unmistakable. She was tough, and she was deadly, the last of her peculiar design that set sail on a cruise to extinction after a brief but enduring burst of glory.


Commander Mason Tombs stood on the forward deck, pulled a blue bandana from a pocket, and dabbed at the dampness that seeped inside the collar of his uniform. The loading was going slow, too slow. The Texas would need every minute of available darkness for her escape to the open sea. He watched anxiously as his crew swore and strained while they manhandled wooden crates across a gangplank and down an open hatch on the deck. The crates seemed unusually heavy for containing the written records of the four-year-old government. They came from mule-drawn wagons deployed near the dock that were strongly guarded by the battle-weary survivors of a Georgia infantry company.


Tombs turned an uneasy eye toward Richmond, only 2 miles to the north. Grant had broken Lee’s stubborn defence of Petersburg, and now the battered army of the South was retreating toward Appomattox and abandoning the Confederate capital to the advancing Union forces. The evacuation was underway and the city was filled with confusion as riots and pillaging swept the streets. Explosions shook the ground and flames burst into the night as warehouses and arsenals filled with supplies of war were put to the torch.


Tombs was ambitious and energetic, one of the finest naval officers in the Confederacy. He was a short, handsome-faced man with brown hair and eyebrows, a thick red beard, and a flinty look in his olive black eyes.


Commander of small gunboats at the battles of New Orleans and Memphis, gunnery officer on board the fighting ironclad Arkansas, and first officer of the infamous sea raider Florida, Tombs had proven a dangerous man for the Union cause. He had assumed command of the Texas only a week after she was completed at the Rocketts naval yard in Richmond, having demanded and supervised a number of modifications in preparation for an almost impossible voyage downriver past a thousand Union guns.


He turned his attention back to the cargo loading as the last wagon pulled away from the dock and disappeared into the night. He slipped his watch from a pocket, opened the lid, and held up the face toward a lantern that hung on a dock piling.


It read eight-twenty. Little more than eight hours left before daylight. Not enough time to run the last 20 miles of the gauntlet under the cloak of darkness.


An open carriage pulled by a team of dappled horses rolled up and stopped beside the dock. The driver sat stiffly without turning as the two passengers watched the final few crates being lowered through the hatch. The heavier man in civilian clothes slouched tiredly while the other, who was wearing an officer’s naval uniform, spied Tombs and waved.


Tombs stepped across the plank onto the dock, approached the carriage, and saluted smartly. ‘An honour, Admiral, Mr Secretary. I didn’t think either of you would have time for a farewell.’


Admiral Raphael Semmes, famed for his exploits as captain of the Confederate sea wolf, Alabama, and now commander of the James River squadron of ironclad gunboats. nodded and smiled through a heavily waxed moustache and a small goatee protruding beneath his lower lip. ‘A regiment of Yankees couldn’t have kept me from seeing you off.’


Stephen Mallory, Secretary of the Confederate States Navy, stretched out a hand. ‘Too much is riding on you for us not to take the time to wish you luck.’


‘I’ve a stout ship and a brave crew.’ said Tombs with confidence. ‘We’ll break through.’


Semmes’ smile faded and his eyes filled with foreboding. ‘If you find it impossible, you must burn and scuttle the ship in the deepest part of the river so that our archives can never be salvaged by the Union.’


‘The charges are in place and primed,’ Tombs assured Semmes. ‘The bottom hull will be blown away, dropping the weighted crates in the river mud while the ship continues a safe distance away under full steam before sinking.’


Mallory nodded. ‘A sound plan.’


The two men in the carriage exchanged strange knowing looks. An awkward moment passed. Then Semmes said, ‘I’m sorry to lay another burden on your shoulders at the last moment, but you will also be responsible for a passenger.’


‘Passenger?’ Tombs repeated grimly. ‘No one who values his life I trust.’


‘He has no choice in the matter,’ Mallory muttered.


‘Where is he?’ Tombs demanded, gazing around the dock. ‘We’re almost ready to cast off.’


‘He will arrive shortly,’ replied Semmes.


‘May I ask who he is?’


‘You will recognize him easily enough,’ said Mallory. ‘And pray the enemy also identifies him should you need to put him on display.’


‘I don’t understand.’


Mallory smiled for the first time. ‘You will, my boy, you will.’


‘A piece of information you may find useful,’ said Semmes, changing the subject. ‘My spies report that our former ironclad ram, the Atlanta, captured last year by Yankee monitors, has been pressed into service by the Union navy and is patrolling the river above Newport News.’


Tombs brightened. ‘Yes, I see. Since the Texas has the same general shape and approximate dimensions she could be mistaken for the Atlanta in the dark.’


Semmes nodded and handed him a folded flag. ‘The stars and stripes. You’ll need it for the masquerade.’


Tombs took the Union banner and held it under one arm. ‘I’ll have it run up the mast shortly before we reach the Union artillery emplacements at Trent’s Reach.’


‘Then good luck to you,’ said Semmes. ‘Sorry we can’t stay to see you cast off, but the Secretary has a train to catch and I have to return to the fleet and oversee its destruction before the Yankees are upon us.’


The Secretary of the Confederate navy shook Tombs’ hand once more. ‘The blockade runner Fox is standing by off Bermuda to recoal your bunkers for the next leg of your voyage. Good fortune to you, Commander. The salvation of the Confederacy is in your hands.’


Before Tombs could reply, Mallory ordered the carriage driver to move on. Tombs raised his hand in a final salute and stood there, his mind failing to comprehend the Secretary’s farewell. Salvation of the Confederacy? The words made no sense. The war was lost. With Sherman moving north from the Carolinas and Grant surging south through Virginia like a tidal wave, Lee would be caught between the Union pincers and forced to surrender in a matter of days. Jefferson Davis would soon be broken from President of the Confederate States to a common fugitive.


And within a few short hours, the Texas had every expectation of being the last ship of the Confederate navy to die a watery death.


Where was the salvation should the Texas make good her escape? Tombs failed to fathom a vague answer. His orders were to transport the government’s archives to a neutral port of his choosing and remain out of sight until contacted by courier. How could the successful smuggling of bureaucratic records possibly prevent the certain defeat of the South?


His thoughts were interrupted by his first officer, Lieutenant Ezra Craven.


‘The loading is completed and the cargo stored, sir,’ announced Craven. ‘Shall I give the order to cast off?’


Tombs turned. ‘Not yet. We have to take on a passenger.’


Craven, a big brusque Scotsman, spoke with a peculiar combination of brogue and southern drawl. ‘He’d better make it damned quick.’


‘Is Chief Engineer O’Hare ready to get underway?’


‘His engines have a full head of steam.’


‘And the gun crews?’


‘Manning their stations.’


‘We’ll stay buttoned up until we meet the Federal fleet. We can’t afford to lose a gun and crew from a lucky shot through a port beforehand.’


‘The men won’t take kindly to turning the other cheek.’


‘Tell them they’ll live longer –’


Both men swung and stared toward the shore at the sound of approaching hooves. A few seconds later a Confederate officer rode out of the darkness and onto the dock.


‘One of you Commander Tombs?’ he asked in a tired voice.


‘I’m Tombs,’ he said, stepping forward.


The rider swung down from his horse and saluted. He was covered with road dust and looked exhausted. ‘My compliments, sir. Captain Neville Brown, in charge of the escort for your prisoner.’


‘Prisoner,’ Tombs echoed. ‘I was told he was a passenger.’


‘Treat him as you will,’ Brown shrugged indifferently.


‘Where is he?’ Tombs asked for the second time that night.


‘Immediately behind. I rode out in advance of my party to warn you not to be alarmed.’


‘Is the man daft?’ muttered Craven. ‘Alarmed at what?’


His question was answered as a closed coach rumbled onto the dock surrounded by a detachment of riders dressed in the blue uniform of Union cavalry.


Tombs was on the verge of shouting for his crew to run out the guns and repel boarders when Captain Brown calmly reassured him. ‘Rest easy, Commander. They’re good southern boys. Dressing up like Yankees was the only way we could pass safely through Union lines.’


Two of the men dismounted and opened the door of the coach and helped the passenger through the door. A very tall, gaunt man with a familiar beard stepped tiredly to the wooden planking of the dock. He wore manacles that were attached by chains to his wrists and ankles. He studied the ironclad for a moment through solemn eyes, and then turned and nodded at Tombs and Craven.


‘Good evening, gentlemen,’ he spoke in a voice pitched slightly high. ‘Am I to assume I’m to enjoy the hospitality of the Confederate navy?’


Tombs did not reply, he could not reply. He stood there rooted with Craven in blank disbelief, their expressions matched in total mystification.


‘My God,’ Craven finally murmured. ‘If you’re a fake, sir, you’re a good one.’


‘No,’ the prisoner replied. ‘I assure you, I am the genuine article.’


‘How is this possible?’ Tombs asked, completely unprepared.


Brown remounted his horse. ‘There’s no time for an explanation. I have to lead my men across the river over the Richmond bridge before it is blown up. He’s your responsibility now.’


‘What am I supposed to do with him?’ Tombs demanded.


‘Keep him confined on board your ship until you receive orders for his release. That’s all I’ve been told to pass on.’


‘This is crazy.’


‘So is war, Commander,’ Brown said over his shoulder as he spurred his horse and rode off, followed by his small detachment disguised as Union cavalry.


There was no more time, no more interruptions to delay the Texas’ voyage to hell. Tombs turned to Craven.


‘Lieutenant, escort our passenger to my quarters and tell Chief Engineer O’Hare to send a mechanic to remove the manacles. I won’t die as commander of a slave ship.’


The bearded man smiled at Tombs. ‘Thank you. Commander. I’m grateful for your kindness.’


‘Do not thank me,’ said Tombs grimly. ‘By sun up we’ll all be introducing ourselves to the devil.’


Ever so gradually at first, then faster and faster, the Texas began to steam downriver, helped along by the 2-knot current. No wind stirred, and except for the throb of the engines, the river ran silent. In the pale light of a quarter moon, she slid across the black water like a wraith, more sensed than seen, almost an illusion.


She seemed to have no substance, no solidity. Only her movement gave her away, revealing a spectral outline gliding past a motionless shore. Designed specifically for one mission, one voyage, her builders had constructed a marvellous machine, the finest fighting machine the Confederates had put afloat during the four years of war.


She was a twin-screw, twin-engined vessel, 190 feet in length, 40 feet of beam, and drawing only 11 feet of water. The sloping 12-foot-high sides of her casemate were angled inward at 30 degrees and covered with 6 inches of iron plate backed by 12 inches of cotton compressed by 20 inches of oak and pine. Her armour continued under the waterline, forming a curled knuckle that extended out from the hull.


The Texas carried only four guns, but they had a vicious bite. Two 100-pound Blakely rifled guns were mounted fore and aft on pivots that allowed them to be fired in broadside while two 9-inch, 64-pounders covered the port and starboard.


Unlike other ironclads whose machinery had been stripped out of commercial steamers, her engines were big, powerful, and brand new. Her heavy boilers lay below the waterline, and the 9-foot screws could push her hull through calm water at 14 knots, the nautical equivalent of 16 mph – tremendous speed unmatched by any armoured ship in both navies.


Tombs was proud of his ship, yet saddened too, knowing that her life might well be short. But he was determined that the two of them would write a fitting epitaph to the closing glory of the Confederate states.


He climbed a ladder from the gun deck and entered the pilot-house, a small structure on the forward section of the casemate that was shaped like a pyramid with the top levelled off. He stared through the eye slits at the darkness and then nodded toward the strangely silent Chief Pilot, Leigh Hunt.


‘We’ll be under full steam the entire trip to the sea, Mr Hunt. You’ll have to bear a sharp eye to keep us from running aground.’


Hunt, a James River pilot who knew every bend and shoal like the creases in his face, kept his eyes focused ahead and tipped his head upward. ‘What little light comes from the moon is enough for me to read the river.’


‘Yankee gunners will use it too.’


‘True, but our grey sides blend with the shadows along the bank. They won’t pick us out easily.’


‘Let us hope so,’ Tombs sighed.


He climbed through a rear hatch and stood on the casemate roof as the Texas reached Drewry’s Bluff and surged through the moored gunboats of Admiral Semmes’ James River Fleet. The crews of her sister ironclads, Virginia II, Fredericksburg, and Richmond, sick at heart as they prepared to blow their ships into the air, suddenly broke into wild cheering as the Texas swept past. Black smoke spewed from her stack and obscured the stars. The Confederate battle flag stretched out taut in the breeze from the ship’s forward thrust, presenting a stirring sight that would never be seen again.


Tombs doffed his hat and held it high. It was the final dream that would soon become a nightmare of bitterness and defeat. And yet, it was a grand moment to be savoured. The Texas was on her way to becoming a legend.


And then, as suddenly as she appeared, she was gone around the river’s bend, her wake the only sign of her passing.


Just above the Trent’s Reach, where the Federal army had stretched an obstruction across the river and dug several artillery emplacements, Tombs ordered the United States colours raised on the mast.


Inside the casemate, the gun deck was cleared for action. Most of the men had stripped to the waist and stood at their guns with handkerchiefs tied around their foreheads. The officers had removed their coats and quietly strode the deck in their undershirts beneath suspenders. The ship’s surgeon passed out tourniquets and instructed the men on how to apply them.


Fire buckets were spaced about the deck. Sand was spread to soak up blood. Pistols and cutlasses were issued to repel boarders, rifles loaded with bayonets fixed on their muzzles. The hatches to the magazine rooms below the gun deck were opened and the winches and pulleys readied to hoist the shot and powder.


Pushed by the current, the Texas was doing 16 knots when her bow crushed the floating spar of the obstruction. She surged through into clear water with hardly a scratch on the iron ram bolted to her bow.


An alert Union sentry spotted the Texas as she slipped out of the dark and fired off his musket.


‘Cease fire, for God’s sake cease fire!’ Tombs shouted from the roof of the casemate.


‘What ship are you?’ a voice from shore came back.


‘The Atlanta, you idiot. Can’t you recognize your own ship?’


‘When did you come up river?’


‘An hour ago. We’re under orders to patrol to the obstruction and back to City Point.’*


The bluff worked. The Union sentries along the shore appeared satisfied. The Texas moved ahead without further incident. Tombs exhaled a deep breath of relief.


He’d fully expected a hail of shot to lash out against his ship. With that danger temporarily passed, his only fear now was that a suspicious enemy officer might telegraph a warning up and down the river.


Fifteen miles beyond the obstruction, Tombs’ luck began to run out as a low, menacing mass loomed from the blackness ahead.


The Union dual-turreted monitor, Onondaga, 11 inches of armour on her turrets, 5½ inches on her hull, and mounting two powerful 15-inch Dahlgren smoothbores and two 150-pounder Parrott rifles, lay anchored near the western bank, her stern aimed downstream. She was taking on coal from a barge tied to her starboard side.†


The Texas was almost on top of her when a midshipman standing on top of the forward turret spotted the Confederate ironclad and gave the alarm.


The crew paused from loading coal and peered at the ironclad that was hurtling out of the night. Commander John Austin of the Onondaga hesitated a few moments, doubtful whether a rebel ironclad could have come this far down the James River without being exposed. Those few moments cost him. By the time he shouted for his crew to cast loose their guns, the Texas was passing abeam, an easy stone’s throw away.


‘Heave to!’ Austin cried, ‘or we’ll fire and blow you out of the water!’


‘We are the Atlanta!’ Tombs yelled back, carrying out the charade to the bitter end.


Austin was not taken in, not even by the sudden sight of the Union ensign on the mast of the intruder. He gave the order to fire.


The forward turret came into action too late. The Texas had already swept past and out of its angle of fire. But the two 15-inch Dahlgrens inside the Onondaga’s rear turret spat flame and smoke.


At point blank range the Union gunners couldn’t miss, and didn’t. The shots struck the sides of the Texas like sledgehammer blows, smashing in the upper aft end of the casemate in an explosion of iron and wooden splinters that struck down seven men.


At almost the same time, Tombs shouted an order down the open roof hatch. The gun-port shutters dropped aside and the Texas poured her three guns broadside into the Onondaga’s turret. One of the Blakely’s 100-pounder shells crashed through an open port and exploded against a Dahlgren, causing a gush of smoke and flame and terrible carnage inside the turret. Nine men were killed and eleven badly wounded.


Before the guns from either vessel could be reloaded, the rebel ironclad had melted back into the night and safely steamed around the next bend in the river. The Onondaga’s forward turret blindly fired a parting salutation, the shells whistling high and aft of the fleeing Texas.


Desperately, Commander Austin drove his crew to up anchor and swing around 180 degrees. It was a futile gesture. The monitor’s top speed was barely above 7 knots. There was no hope of her chasing down and closing on the rebel craft.


Calmly, Tombs called to Lieutenant Craven. ‘Mr Craven, we’ll hide no more under an enemy flag. Please hoist the Confederate colours and close the gun-ports.’


A young midshipman eagerly sprang to the mast and untied the halyards, pulling down the stars and stripes and sending up the diagonal stars and bars on a field of white and red.


Craven joined Tombs atop the casemate. ‘Now the word is out,’ he said, ‘it’ll be no picnic between here and the sea. We can deal with army shore batteries. None of their field artillery is powerful enough to make more than a dent on our armour.’


Tombs paused to stare apprehensively across the bow at the black river unwinding ahead. ‘The guns of the Federal fleet waiting for us at the mouth of the river are our greatest danger.’


A barrage burst out from shore almost before he finished speaking.


‘And so it begins,’ Craven waxed philosophically, as he hurriedly retreated to his station on the gun deck below. Tombs remained exposed behind the pilot-house to direct the movement of his ship against any Federal vessels blocking the river.


Shells from unseen batteries and musket fire from sharpshooters began to splatter the Texas like a hail storm. While his men cursed and chafed at the bit, Tombs kept the gun-ports closed. He saw no reason to endanger his crew and waste valuable powder and shot at an unseen enemy.


For two more hours the Texas endured the onslaught. Her engines ran smoothly and pushed her at speeds a knot or two faster than she had been designed. Wooden gunboats appeared, fired off their broadsides, and then attempted to take up the chase as the Texas ignored them like gnats and dashed past as if they were stopped in the water.


Suddenly the familiar outline of the Atlanta materialized, anchored broadside-on across the river. Her starboard guns poured forth as their lookouts recognized the unyielding rebel monster bearing down on them.


‘She knew we was coming,’ Tombs muttered.


‘Should I pass around her, Captain?’ asked Chief Pilot Hunt, displaying a remarkable coolness at the helm.


‘No, Mr Hunt,’ answered Tombs. ‘Ram her slightly forward of her stern.’


‘Smash her to the side out of our way,’ Hunt replied in understanding. ‘Very well, sir.’


Hunt gave the wheel a quarter turn and aimed the Texas’ bow straight toward the stern of the Atlanta. Two bolts from the ex-Confederate’s 8-inch guns drove into the rapidly approaching casemate, cracking the shield and pushing the wooden backing in almost a foot and wounding three men by the concussion and splinters.


The gap quickly closed and the Texas buried 10 feet of her heavy iron prow into the Atlanta’s hull and then drove up and through her deck, snapping her stern anchor chain and thrusting her around in a 90-degree arc as well as forcing her deck under the river’s surface. Water gushed into the Union ironclad’s gunports and she quickly began to slip out of sight as the Texas literally rode over her.


The Atlanta’s keel sank into the river mud and she rolled onto her side as the widely churning screws of the Texas spun within inches of her upturned hull before thrashing into the clear. Most of the Atlanta’s crew rushed from the gun-ports and hatches before she went under, but at least twenty men went down with her.


Tombs and his ship hurtled on in their desperate effort to reach freedom. The running battle continued as the Texas shrugged off the constant fire and the pursuing Union gunboats. Telegraph lines strung along the river by Federal forces hummed with news of the ironclad’s approach as a mounting wave of chaos and desperation increased among army shore batteries and navy ships determined to intercept and sink her.


Shot and shell continuously plunged against the Texas’ armour with thumps that made her shudder from bow to stern. A 100-pound bolt from a Dahlgren mounted high above an embankment at Fort Hudson bashed into the pilothouse, stunning Chief Pilot Hunt from the concussion and leaving him bloodied from fragments that flew through the viewing slits. He gamely stayed at the wheel, keeping the ship on a straight course in the middle of the channel.


The sky was beginning to lighten in the east, when the Texas thundered out of the James River past Newport News and into the wide estuary and deeper water of Hampton Roads, scene of the battle between the Monitor and the Merrimack three years before.


It seemed the entire Union fleet was lined up and waiting for them. All Tombs could see from his position above the casemate was a forest of masts and smokestacks. Heavily armed frigates and sloop-of-wars on the left, monitors and gunboats on the right. And beyond, the narrow channel between the massive firepower of Fortress Monroe and Fort Wool that was blocked by the New Ironsides, a formidable vessel with an ironclad conventional hull mounting eighteen heavy guns.


At last Tombs ordered the ports opened and the guns run out. The Texas was finished making no show at resistance. Now the Federal navy would feel the full fury of her fangs. With a great cheer, the men of the Texas cast loose and trained their guns, primers in the vents, the locks thrown back, and the gun captains poised with the lanyards.


Craven calmly walked throughout the ship, smiling and joking with the men, offering words of encouragement and advice. Tombs came down and gave a brief speech, sharp with barbs at the enemy and optimistic about the thrashing that tried and true southern boys were about to dish out to cowardly Yankees. Then with his telescoping glass tucked under his arm, he returned to his post behind the pilothouse.


Union gunners had plenty of time to prepare. Code signals to fire when the Texas came in range were run up. To Tombs, as he stared through his glass, it seemed his enemies filled the entire horizon. There was a terrible quiet that hung over the water like a spell as the wolves waited for their quarry to sail into what looked to be an inescapable trap.


Rear Admiral David Porter, thickset and bearded, his flat seaman’s cap set firm, stood on an arms chest where he could oversee the gun deck of his flagship, the wooden frigate Brooklyn, while studying the smoke from the approaching rebel ironclad in the early light of the coming dawn.


‘Here she comes,’ said Captain James Alden, commander of Porter’s flagship. ‘And she’s coming like the devil straight for us.’


‘A gallant and noble vessel going to her grave,’ murmured Porter as the Texas filled the lens of his glass. ‘It’s a sight we’ll never see again.’


‘She’s almost within range,’ announced Alden.


‘No need to waste good shot, Mr Alden. Instruct your gun crews to wait and make every shot count.’


Aboard the Texas, Tombs instructed his Chief Pilot, who stood gamely at the helm ignoring the blood that dripped from his left temple. ‘Hunt, skin the line of wood frigates as close as you dare, so that the ironclads will hesitate to fire for fear of striking their own ships.’


The first ship in the two lines was the Brooklyn. Tombs waited until he was within easy range before he gave the order to fire. The Texas’ 100-pound Blakely in the bow opened the engagement as it threw a fused shell that screamed across the water and struck the Union warship, shattering the forward rail and bursting against a huge Parrott rifled gun, killing every man within a radius of 10 feet.


The single-turreted monitor Saugus opened up with her twin 15-inch Dahlgrens while the Texas was bearing down. Both solid shot struck short and skipped across the water like stones, sending aloft huge cascades of spray. Then the other monitors, the Chickasaw, recently returned from Mobil Bay where she helped pound the mighty Confederate ironclad Tennessee into submission, the Manhattan, the Saugus, and the Nahant all swung their turrets, dropped their port shutters, and opened up with a tremendous wave of fire that found and battered the Texas’ casemate. The rest of the fleet joined in and boiled the water around the speeding warship into a seething cauldron.


Tombs shouted through the roof hatch to Craven. ‘We can’t hurt the monitors! Answer their fire with the starboard broadside gun only. Rotate the bow and stern pivot guns to fire against the frigates!’


Craven carried out his commander’s orders and within seconds the Texas replied, sending shells exploding through the oak hull of the Brooklyn. One shell burst in the engine room, killing eight men and wounding a dozen others. Another swept away a crew feverishly depressing the barrel of a 32-pounder smoothbore. And yet a third burst on the crowded deck, creating more blood and havoc.


Every gun of the Texas was busily engaged in destruction. The rebel gunners loaded and fired with deadly precision. They hardly had to waste precious seconds aiming. They couldn’t miss. Yankee ships seemed to fill up all vision beyond the gun-ports.


The air of Hampton Roads was filled with the thunder of discharged round shot, exploding shells, conical solid bolts, grape and canister, and even musket balls potshotted by Federal marines perched aloft in the yards. Dense smoke quickly shrouded the Texas, making it difficult for the Union gunners to get a good sight. They fired at the muzzle flashes and heard the ring as their shot struck Confederate armour and ricocheted out of the smoke.


It struck Tombs that he had sailed into an erupting volcano.


The Texas had now passed the Brooklyn and gave it a parting shot from the stern pivot that passed so close to Admiral Porter that its air suction caused him to temporarily lose his breath. He was fighting mad at the rebel ironclad’s ease of deflecting the broadside the Brooklyn threw at her.


‘Signal the fleet to encircle and ram her!’ he ordered Captain Alden.


Alden complied, but he knew it was a long shot. Every officer was stunned by the ironclad’s incredible speed. ‘She’s going awfully fast for one of our ships to hit her squarely,’ he said bleakly.


‘I want that damned rebel sunk!’ snarled Porter.


‘If by a miracle she gets past us, she’ll never escape the forts and the New Ironsides,’ Alden soothed his superior.


As if to punctuate his statement, the monitors opened up as the Texas passed free of the Brooklyn and broke into the open ahead of the next frigate in line, the Colorado.


The Texas was being swept by a screaming bedlam of death. The Union gunners were becoming more accurate. A pair of heavy solid shot struck just aft of the starboard gun with a tremendous blow. Smoke burst inside the casemate as 38 inches of iron, wood, and cotton were crushed 4 feet inward. Another shot pounded a massive crater below the smokestack, followed by a shell that struck in exactly the same place, breaching the already damaged armour and exploding inside the gun deck with terrible effect, killing six and wounding eleven men and setting the shredded cotton and shredded wood on fire.


‘Hells bells!’ Craven roared, finding himself standing alone amid a pile of bodies, his hair singed, clothes torn, and his left arm broken. ‘Grab that hose from the engine room and put out this damned fire.’


Chief Engineer O’Hare stuck his head up through the engine room hatch. His face was black from coal dust and streaked with sweat. ‘How bad is it?’ he asked in a surprisingly calm voice.


‘You don’t want to know,’ Craven yelled at him. ‘Just keep the engines turning.’


‘Not easy. My men are dropping from the heat. It’s hotter than hell down here.’


‘Consider it good practice for when we all get there,’ Craven snapped back.


Then another great fist of a shell smacked the casemate with a huge, deafening explosion that shook the Texas to her keel. It was not one explosion but two, so simultaneous as to be indistinguishable. The forward port corner of the casemate was chopped open as if by a giant meat cleaver. Massive chunks of iron and wood were twisted and splintered in a blast that cut down the crew of the forward Blakely gun.


Another shell sheared its way through the armour and exploded in the ship’s hospital, killing the surgeon and half the wounded waiting to be tended. The gun deck now looked like a slaughterhouse. The once immaculate deck was blackened from powder and crimson with blood.


The Texas was hurting. As she raced across the killing ground she was being pounded into scrap. Her boats had been carried away along with both masts and her smokestack riddled. The entire casemate, fore and aft, was a grotesque shamble of twisted and jagged iron. Three of her steam pipes had been cut through, and her speed had dropped by a third.


But she was far from disabled. The engines were still throbbing away and three guns yet hammered havoc among the Union fleet. Her next broadside whipped through the wooden sides of the old side-wheel steam frigate Powhatan and exploded one of her boilers, devastating the engine room and causing the greatest loss of life on any Union ship this day.


Tombs had also suffered grievous wounds. A piece of shrapnel had lodged in one thigh and a bullet had gouged a crease in his left shoulder. Still, he insanely crouched exposed behind the pilot-house, shouting directions to Chief Pilot Hunt. They were almost through the holocaust now.


He gazed ahead at the New Ironsides, lying across the channel, her formidable broadside loaded and trained on the rapidly approaching Texas. He studied the guns of Fortress Monroe and Fort Wool, run out and sighted, and he knew with sinking heart that they could never make it through. The Texas could not take any more. Another punishing nightmare and his ship would be reduced to a helpless, stricken hulk unable to prevent its total destruction by the pursuing Yankee monitors.


And the crew, he thought, men no longer caring about living, men oblivious to everything but loading and firing their guns and keeping steam in the engines. The ones still living had gone beyond themselves, ignoring the dead and doing their duty.


All gunfire had ceased now, replaced by an eerie silence. Tombs trained his glass on the upperworks of the New Ironsides. He spotted what looked like her commander leaning over an armoured railing, staring back through a glass at him.


It was then he noticed the fog bank rolling in from the sea through the mouth of Chesapeake Bay beyond the forts. If by some miracle they could reach and disappear into its grey cloak, they could lose Porter’s wolfpack. Tombs also recalled Mallory’s words about putting his passenger on display. He called through the open hatch.


‘Mr Craven, are you there?’


His first officer appeared below and stared up through the hatch, his face looking like some ghastly apparition covered with black powder, blood, and scorched flesh. ‘Here sir, and I damn well wish I wasn’t.’


‘Bring our passenger from my stateroom up here on the casemate. And make up a white flag.’


Craven nodded in understanding. ‘Aye sir.’


The remaining broadside 64-pounder and forward Blakely went silent as the Union fleet fell behind and they could no longer train their sights on a good target.


Tombs was going to risk all on a desperate gamble, the final deal of the cards. He was dead on his feet and in pain from his injuries, but his black eyes burned as brightly as ever. He prayed to God the commanders of the Union forts had their glasses aimed on the Texas, as did the captain of the New Ironsides.


‘Steer between the bow of the ironclad and Fort Wool,’ he instructed Hunt.


‘As you wish, sir,’ Hunt acknowledged.


Tombs turned as the prisoner slowly climbed the ladder to the roof of the mangled casemate, followed by Craven who held a white tablecloth from the officers’ ward room on a broomstick.


The man seemed old beyond his years. His face was drawn and hollowed under a gaunt pallor. He was a man who was used up and exhausted by years of stress. His deep-sunken eyes reflected a compassionate concern as they surveyed the bloodied uniform of Tombs.


‘You have been badly wounded, Commander. You should seek medical care below.’


Tombs shook his head. ‘No time for that. Please move to the roof of the pilothouse and stand where you can be seen.’


The prisoner nodded in understanding. ‘Yes, I see your plan.’


Tombs shifted his gaze back to the ironclad and the forts as a brief spurt of flame, followed by a plume of black smoke and the scream of a projectile, burst from the ramparts of Fortress Monroe. A great spout of water rose and hung white and green for an instant before falling back.


Tombs rudely put his shoulder to the tall man and shoved him onto the top of the pilothouse. ‘Please hurry, we’ve come within their range.’ Then he snatched the white flag from Craven and waved it frantically with his good arm.


On board the New Ironsides, Captain Joshua Watkins stared steadily through his long glass. ‘They’ve broken out the white flag,’ he said in surprise.


His first officer, Commander John Crosby, nodded in agreement as he peered through a pair of brass binoculars. ‘Damned odd for them to surrender after the lashing they gave the fleet.’


Suddenly, Watkins pulled the glass from his eye in growing disbelief, checked the lens for smudges, and not finding any, retrained it on the battle-scarred rebel ironclad. ‘But who on earth –’ The captain paused to refocus his glass. ‘Good God,’ he muttered in wonder. ‘Who do you make out atop their pilothouse?’


It took much to disturb Crosby’s steel composure, but his face went totally blank. ‘It looks like …, but that’s impossible.’


The guns of Fort Wool opened up and water spouts gushed in a curtain around the Texas almost obliterating her from sight. Then she burst through the spray with magnificent perseverance and surged on.


Watkins gazed, fascinated, at the tall, lean man standing on the pilothouse. Then his gaze turned to numbed horror. ‘Lord, it is him!’ He dropped his glass and swung to face Crosby. ‘Signal the forts to cease their fire. Hurry, man!’


The guns of Fortress Monroe followed those of Fort Wool, pouring their shot at the Texas. Most went high, but two exploded against the ironclad’s smokestack, gouging huge holes in the circular walls. The army artillerymen desperately reloaded, each hoping their gun would deliver a knockout blow.


The Texas was only 200 yards away when the commanders of the forts acknowledged Watkins’ signal and their guns went silent one by one. Watkins and Crosby ran to the bow of the New Ironsides just in time to get a distinct look at the two men in bloodied Confederate navy uniforms and the bearded man in rumpled civilian clothes who cast a steady gaze at them and then threw a tired and solemn salute.


They stood absolutely still, knowing in shocked certainty that the sight they were witnessing would be forever etched in their minds. And despite the storm of controversy that would later rage around them, they and the hundreds of other men on the ship and those lining the walls of the forts never wavered in their absolute belief of who they saw standing amid the shambles of the Confederate ironclad that morning.


Almost a thousand men watched in helpless awe as the Texas steamed past, smoke flowing from her silent gun-ports, her flapping flag shredded and torn and tied to a bent railing post. Not a sound or shot was heard as she entered the enclosing fog bank and was forever lost to view.




Lost
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October 10, 1931
The Southwest Sahara


Kitty Mannock had the odd feeling that she was flying head-on into nothingness. She was lost, utterly and hopelessly lost. For two hours she and her flimsy little aircraft had been knocked about the sky by a severe sandstorm that shrouded all visibility of the desert below. Alone in that empty, invisible sky, she fought off strange illusions that seemed to bloom out of the surrounding brown cloud.


Kitty tilted her head back and looked up through the upper windshield. The sun’s orange glow was completely blotted out. Then, for perhaps the tenth time in as many minutes, she dropped her side window and peered over the edge of the cockpit, seeing nothing below but the vast, swirling cloud. The altimeter read 1500 feet, high enough to clear all but the most prominent sandstone plateaus of the Adrar des Iforas, an extension of the mountainous Ahaggar range of the Sahara Desert.


She trusted to her instruments to keep the plane from slipping into a spin. On four occasions since entering the blinding storm, she had noted a decrease in her altitude and an increasing change of heading, sure signs she was beginning to circle toward the ground. Alert to the danger, she had recovered each time without incident, banking until the needle inside her compass quivered back on a southerly heading of 180 degrees.


Kitty had tried to follow the Trans-Sahara motor track, but lost it soon after entering the sandstorm that rolled without warning from the southeast. Unable to see the ground, she had no idea of her drift and could not tell how far the wind had pushed her off course. She turned west, compounding her drift, in a vain attempt to fly around the storm.


She could do nothing but sit alone and plunge on across the great ocean of menacing, featureless sand. This was the stretch Kitty feared most. She calculated that she still had another 400 miles to fly before reaching Niamey, the capital of Niger. There, she would refuel before continuing her long distance record-setting dash to Cape Town in South Africa.


A weary numbness was creeping into her arms and legs. The never-ending roar of the engine’s exhaust and its vibration were beginning to take their toll. Kitty had been in the air almost twenty-seven hours since taking off from the aerodrome at Croydon, a suburb of London. She had flown from the cold damp of England into the dry furnace of the Sahara.


Darkness would fall in another three hours. The unfavourable wind from the sandstorm slowed her airspeed to 90 miles an hour, 30 off the 120-mph cruising speed of her old, reliable Fairchild FC-2W, a high-wing monoplane with an enclosed cockpit and cabin, powered by a Pratt & Whitney Wasp 410-horsepower radial engine.


The four-passenger aircraft had once been owned by Pan American-Grace Airways and flew scheduled mail stops between Lima and Santiago. When it was taken off the route in favour of a more advanced model that could carry six passengers, Kitty had purchased it and installed extra gas tanks in the passenger compartment. She then proceeded to set a long-distance record from Rio de Janeiro to Madrid late in 1930, the first woman to fly the Southern Atlantic Ocean.


Another hour passed while she fought to stay on her planned compass course against the buffeting wind. Fine sand seeped into the cabin and invaded the tender membranes of her eyes and nostrils. She rubbed her eyes but merely aggravated the discomfort. Worse, she could no longer see. If she became blind and could not read her instruments, it was all over.


She pulled a small canteen of water from under her seat, uncapped it, and splashed water on her face. She felt refreshed and blinked her eyes furiously, the wet sand trickling down her cheeks and drying within seconds under the harsh heat. Her vision returned, but her eyes felt as if they had needles sticking in them.


Suddenly, she sensed something, a tiny instant in time or a sound that was out of sequence, or perhaps a slight tick of silence amid the wind and exhaust of the engine. She leaned forward and studied the instruments. Every dial showed normal. She checked the fuel cocks. Each valve was in its correct position. Finally, she wrote it off to a foggy mind.


Then the infinitesimal blip in sound came again. She tensed, all her senses tuned to her ears. The sequence between the abnormal and the normal came faster now. Her heart sank as she recognized a misfiring sparkplug in one of the engine’s cylinders. Then the sparkplugs cut out one by one. The engine began to cough badly now as the tachometer needle slowly slipped backward.


A few moments later the engine stopped dead and the propeller swung still. The abrupt silence from the exhaust manifolds hit her like a shock wave. The only sound that came was the moaning rush of the wind. Kitty had no doubts. She knew absolutely why the engine had failed. The constant barrage of sand had choked off her carburettor.


The first few seconds of surprise and fear passed quickly as Kitty took stock of her limited options. If she somehow made a successful landing, she could wait out the storm and probably make repairs. The plane began to settle, and she eased the control stick forward to begin her glide to the desert below. It would not be her first dead-stick landing. She had at least seven under her belt, having crashed on two of those occasions and walked away from each with little more than a few cuts and bruises. But she had never attempted a dead-engine landing in the dim half light of a sandstorm. Gripping the control stick tightly in one hand, Kitty pulled on a pair of goggles with the other, dropped the side window, and tilted her head out.


Down she flew, unseeing and trying desperately to imagine what the ground was like. Though she was certain most of the desert was reasonably flat, she also knew there were hidden gullies and high sand dunes waiting to smash the falling Fairchild and its female pilot. It seemed to Kitty that she aged five years before the barren terrain finally flashed into view little more than 30 feet below her undercarriage.


The ground was sandy but looked firm enough for her wheels to roll over it. But best of all, it looked invitingly smooth. She flattened her glide and touched down. The Fairchild’s big tyres struck, bounced twice, three times, and then rolled effortlessly through the sand as the airspeed fell off. Kitty had sucked in her breath to give a cry of joy as the tailwheel settled down, when all of a sudden the ground fell away in front of her.


The Fairchild sailed off the sharp edge of a bluff and dropped like a rock into a deep, narrow dry wash. The wheels crunched into sand and the undercarriage collapsed. The forward momentum threw the plane into the far wall of the wash in a splintering thud of collapsing spars and tearing fabric. The propeller shattered as the engine was shoved back, breaking one of Kitty’s ankles and twisting her knee. She was jerked forward. Her safety straps should have held her upright, but she had forgotten to tighten the buckles and her upper body was thrown forward. Her head slammed against the frame of the windshield and she was swept into darkness.


The news of Kitty Mannock’s disappearance flashed around the world a few hours after she was reported overdue for her fuel stop at Niamey. A large-scale search and rescue operation was impossible. It was to be a meagre effort. The region of the desert where Kitty went missing was mostly uninhabited and rarely seen by humans. There were no aircraft within a thousand miles. An army of men and equipment simply did not exist in the desert in 1931.


A search was launched the following morning by a small mechanized unit of the French Foreign Legion stationed in what was then the French Sudan at the oasis of Takaldebey. Assuming she came down somewhere along the Trans-Sahara motor track, they worked north, while a few men and two autos from a French trading company at Tessalit worked south.


The two search parties met on the motor track two days later without sighting wreckage or flares in the night. They fanned 20 miles on either side of the track and tried again. After ten days of finding no sign of the lost pilot, the commander of the Legion detachment was not optimistic. No man or woman could have lived that long without food and water in the sun-scorched desert, he reported. By now Kitty would have surely died of exposure.


Memorial services were conducted for one of aviation’s most beloved fliers in every major city. Considered one of the three greatest women pilots along with Amelia Earhart and Amy Johnson, Kitty was mourned by a world that had thrilled to her exploits. A lovely woman with deep blue eyes and black flowing hair that fell to her waist when released, she was the daughter of wealthy sheep ranchers outside of Canberra, Australia. After graduating from an advanced girls’ school, she had taken flying lessons. Surprisingly, her mother and father supported her urge to fly and bought her a second-hand Avro Avian biplane with an open cockpit and 80-horsepower Cirrus engine.


Six months later, against all pleas to stay home, she had island hopped across the Pacific to Hawaii and landed to the cheers of a huge crowd who had waited anxiously for her arrival. With sunburned face and oil-stained khaki shirt and shorts, Kitty wearily smiled and waved, stunned at the unexpected reception. She went on to win the hearts of millions and became a household word for her record-breaking flights across the oceans and continents.


This was to have been her last long-distance attempt before marrying a girlhood sweetheart who was a neighbouring rancher in Australia. After mastering the air, the lustre had strangely worn off and she was looking forward to settling down and raising a family. She had also found what so many others had experienced in the pioneering days of aviation; there was glory but few paying jobs for pilots.


She had almost cancelled the flight, but stubbornly persisted in seeing it through. And now the aviation world waited for word of her rescue with a hope that faded as the days wore on.


Kitty remained unconscious until dawn the next morning. The sun was beginning to scorch the desert when she struggled from the depths of blackness and focused her eyes on the splintered stub of the propeller. Her vision came blurred. She tried to shake her head to clear the fog and gasped from the pain that stabbed her head. Gently, she touched her forehead. The skin was unbroken but a large knot rose along the hairline. She checked for other injuries and discovered the cracked ankle that had swollen inside her flying boot and the twisted knee.


She unbuckled her safety harness, pushed open the cabin door, and carefully climbed from the plane. Limping a few paces, Kitty sank slowly onto the sand and took stock.


Fortunately, there had been no fire, but the faithful Fairchild would never fly again. The engine, three of its cylinders cracked on impact with the ravine slope, was bent upward on a crazy angle. The wings were amazingly intact as was the airframe, but the undercarriage had been mashed flat with the wheels bent outward.


So much for making repairs and continuing on. Her next problem was to determine her location. She had no idea where she had come down. She judged she had fallen in what they called in Australia a billabong, a dry stream-bed that is filled seasonally. Only the sand in this one probably hadn’t seen water in a hundred years. The sandstorm had died, but the walls of the small gorge where she lay were a good 20 feet high, and she could not see the landscape beyond. Better she didn’t. It was colourless, desolate, and ugly beyond description.


She felt a sudden thirst, and the thought of water reminded her of her canteen. She hopped back to the cabin door on one leg, leaned in, and pulled it from under the seat. Its capacity was only half a gallon, and it was less than two thirds full. Kitty realized she’d be lucky if it lasted her more than two or three days and dared not take more than a few sips at a time.


She decided she had to make an attempt at reaching a village or the motor track. It was suicide to stay near the ship. Unless an aircraft flew directly overhead, the Fairchild could not be seen. Still shaky, she stretched out under the shade of the plane and resigned herself to her predicament.


Kitty was soon to discover the incredible contrast of temperatures in the Sahara. During the day, the air climbed to 120 degrees F (49 degrees C) and dropped to 39 degrees F (4 degrees C) at night. The agonizing cold of the night was as torturous as the daytime heat. After suffering twelve hours of burning sun, she scraped out a burrow in the sand and crawled into it. Then she huddled in a ball, shivering and sleeping fitfully until dawn.


In the early morning of the second day, before the sun began to beat down, she felt strong enough to launch her preparations to abandon the airplane. She fashioned herself a crutch from a wing strut and made a crude umbrella from the wing fabric. Using a small set of tools, she removed the compass from the instrument panel. Despite her injuries, Kitty was determined to strike out for the motor track. She felt she had no alternative.


Feeling better now for having a plan, Kitty took her logbook and began writing the first page of what was to be the account of her perseverance and heroic attempt to survive under the worst conditions imaginable. She opened the entry by describing the crash and sketching her intended trek south down the billabong until she found an easy climb to the rim. Once in the open, she planned to head due east until she picked up the motor track or ran across a tribe of wandering nomads. Then she tore out the page and attached it to the instrument panel so that rescuers could follow her trail in the unlikely event the plane was discovered first.


The heat was rapidly becoming unbearable. Her situation was made even worse by the walls of the gully that reflected and magnified the sun’s rays like an open crematorium. She found it difficult to breathe and had to fight off a terrible urge to drink her precious water in large swallows.


One last act before she set out. She unlaced the boot on her fractured ankle and tenderly removed it. The pain forced a soft groan from her lips, and she let it ease before binding the ankle in her silk flying scarf. Then with the compass and canteen attached to her belt, the umbrella held high, and the crutch snug under one arm, Kitty set out under the onslaught of the Sahara sun, limping gamely across the sand of the ancient riverbed.


The search for Kitty Mannock continued off and on over the years, but neither she nor her plane were ever sighted. No clue turned up, no camel caravan came across a skeleton in the desert that was dressed in the old-fashioned flying togs of the thirties, no wandering nomad stumbled on the wrecked airplane. Kitty’s total disappearance became one of the great mysteries of aviation.


Rumours of Kitty’s ultimate fate grew and spread over the decades. Some claimed that she had survived but was suffering from amnesia and living under another name in South America, and many thought she was captured and enslaved by a tribe of Tuaregs. Only Amelia Earhart’s flight into the unknown caused more speculation.


The desert held its secret well. The sands became Kitty Mannock’s burial shroud. The enigma of her flight to nowhere would not be solved for another half a century.




PART ONE
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Frenzy
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May 5, 1996
Asselar Oasis, Mali, Africa


After travelling through the desert for days or weeks, seeing no animals, meeting no humans, civilization, no matter how tiny or primitive, comes as a stunning surprise. To the eleven people in the five Land Rovers, plus five tour driver/guides, the sight of a man-made habitat came as a great relief. Hot and unwashed, tired after a week of driving across pure desolation, the adventurous tourists on the Backworld Explorations’ twelve-day Across the Sahara Safari were only too happy to see humans and find enough water for a refreshing bath.


They sighted the village of Asselar sitting in barren isolation in the central Sahara region of the African nation of Mali. A sprawl of mud houses clustered around a well in the dry bottom of what must have been an ancient riverbed. Scattered around the outskirts were the crumbling ruins of a hundred or more abandoned houses and beyond them the low banks that dropped below the alluvial plain. From a distance the village was almost impossible to see, so well did the time-worn buildings merge with the austere and colourless landscape.


‘Well, there she is,’ pointed Major Ian Fairweather, the safari leader, to the tired and dusty tourists who exited the Land Rovers and grouped around him. ‘You’d never know to look at her that Asselar was once a cultural crossroads of western Africa. For five centuries it was an important watering hole for the great trade and slave caravans that passed through to the north and east.’


‘Why did it go into decline?’ asked a comely Canadian woman in halter top and brief shorts.


‘A combination of wars and conquests by the Moors and the French, the abolition of slavery, but mostly because the trade routes moved south and west toward the seacoasts. The death blow came about forty years go when its wells began to dry up. The only flowing well that still supports the town has been dug nearly 50 metres deep.’


‘Not exactly a metropolitan paradise,’ muttered a stout man in a Spanish accent.


Major Fairweather forced a smile. A tall, lean ex-Royal Marine who prodigiously puffed on a long filtered cigarette, he spoke in clipped, seemingly rehearsed tones. ‘Only a few Tuareg families that gave up the nomadic tradition reside in Asselar now. They mainly subsist on small herds of goats, patches of sandy soil irrigated by hand from the central village well, and a few handfuls of gemstones gleaned from the desert that they polish and carry by camel to the city of Gao where they sell them as souvenirs.’


A London barrister, impeccably dressed in khaki safari suit and pith helmet, pointed an ebony cane at the village. ‘Looks abandoned to me. I seem to recall your brochure stating that our tour group would be “enthralled by the romance of desert music and native dancing under flickering campfires of Asselar.”’


‘I’m sure our advanced scout has made every arrangement for your comfort and enjoyment,’ Fairweather assured him with airy confidence. He gazed for a moment at the sun setting beyond the village. ‘It will be dark soon. We’d better move on into the village.’


‘Is there a hotel there?’ asked the Canadian lady.


Fairweather stifled a pained look. ‘No, Mrs Lansing, we camp in the ruins just beyond the town.’


A collective groan went up from the tourists. They had hoped for a soft bed with private bathrooms. Luxuries Asselar had probably never known.


The group reboarded the vehicles, then drove down a worn trail into the river valley and onto the main road leading through the village. The closer they came the more difficult it was to visualize a glorious past. The streets were narrow alleyways and composed of sand. It seemed a dead town that reeked of defeat. No light was seen in the dusk, no dog barked a greeting. They saw no sign of life in any of the mud buildings. It was as though the inhabitants had packed up and vanished into the desert.


Fairweather began to feel uneasy. Something was clearly wrong. There was no sign of his advance scout. For an instant he caught a glimpse of a large four-legged animal scurrying into a doorway. But it seemed so fleeting, he shrugged it off as a shadow from the moving Land Rovers.


His merry band of clients would be grumbling tonight, he thought. Damn those advertising people for over-exaggerating the allure of the desert. ‘An opportunity to experience a once-in-a-lifetime expedition across the nomadic sands of the Sahara,’ he recited under his breath. He’d have wagered a year’s pay the copywriter had never ventured past the Dover coast.


They were almost 80 kilometres from the Trans-Sahara Motor Track and a good 240 from the Niger River city of Gao. The safari carried more than enough food, water, and fuel for the remainder of the journey, so Fairweather kept open an option to bypass Asselar should an unforeseen problem arise. The safety of Backworld Explorations’ clients came first, and in twenty-eight years they had yet to lose one, unless they counted the retired American plumber who teased a camel and was kicked in the head for his stupidity.


Fairweather began to wonder why he saw no goats or camels. Nor did he see any footprints in the sandy streets, only strange claw marks and round indentations that travelled in parallel as though twin logs were dragged about. The small tribal houses, built of stone and covered with a reddish mud, appeared more rundown and decayed since Fairweather had passed through on the last safari not more than two months ago.


Something was definitely amiss. Even if for some odd reason the villagers had deserted the area, his advance scout should have met them. In all the years they had driven the Sahara together, Ibn Hajib had never failed him. Fairweather decided to allow his charges to rest for a short time at the village well and rinse off, before continuing some distance into the desert and making camp. Better keep a guarded eye, he thought as he pulled his old Royal Marine Patchett submachine gun from a compartment between the seats and tucked it upright between his knees. On the muzzle he threaded an Invicta silencer, giving the weapon the look of an extended pipe with a long curved shell clip protruding from it.


‘Something wrong?’ asked Mrs Lansing, who along with her husband rode in Fairweather’s Land Rover.


‘Just a precaution to scare away beggars,’ Fairweather lied.


He stopped the four-wheel-drive and walked back, warning his drivers to keep a sharp lookout for anything suspicious. Then he returned and drove on, leading the column to the centre of the town and passing through the narrow and sandy streets that were laid out in no particular order. At last he stopped under a lonely date palm that stood in the middle of a spacious marketplace near a circular stone well about 4 metres in diameter.


Fairweather studied the sandy ground about the well in the last light of the day. It was surrounded by the same unusual tracks he’d spotted in the streets. He stared down into the well. He barely saw a tiny reflection deep in the bowels of the sandstone. He recalled that the water was quite high in mineral content that gave it a metallic taste and tinted it a milky green. Yet, it had quenched the thirst of many lives, human and animal, over the centuries. Whether it was hygienic for the uninitiated stomachs of his clients did not concern Fairweather. He merely intended for them to use it to rinse the sweat and dust off their bodies, not drink it.


He instructed his drivers to stand guard and then showed the tourists how to hoist a pigskin bucket of water by use of an ancient hand winch tied to a frayed rope. The exotic image of desert music and dancing by flickering campfires was quickly forgotten as they laughed and splashed like children in a lawn sprinkler on a hot summer afternoon. The men stripped to the waist and slapped water on their bare skin. The women were more concerned with washing their hair.


The comical scene was eerily illuminated by the Land Rover’s headlights that threw their cavorting shadows on the silent walls of the village like film projectors. While Fairweather’s drivers watched and laughed, he walked a fair distance down one of the streets and entered a house that stood next to a mosque. The walls appeared old and time-worn. The entrance led through a short, arched tunnel to a courtyard that was littered with so much human trash and rubble that he had difficulty climbing over it.


He shone a flashlight around the main room of the structure. The walls were a dusty white, the roofs high with exposed poles over a stick matting, much like the latilla viga on the ceilings of Santa Fe architecture of the American Southwest. The walls were indented with many niches for keeping household goods in, but they were all empty, their contents scattered and broken around the floor along with jumbled furniture.


Because nothing obvious appeared to be missing, it looked to Fairweather as if vandals had simply trashed the house after the occupants had fled, leaving all their possessions behind. Then he spotted a pile of bones in one corner of the room. He identified them as human and began to feel extremely uneasy.


In the glimmer of the flashlight, shadows formed and played weird tricks on the eyes. He swore he saw a large animal flit past a window to the courtyard. He removed the safety on the Patchett not so much from fear as from a sixth sense of the menace that was forming in the darkening alleyways.


A rustling sound came from behind a closed doorway that opened onto a small terrace. Fairweather approached the door quietly, stepping softly around the debris. If there was someone hiding inside, they went silent. Fairweather held the flashlight in front of him with one hand and gripped the submachine gun, muzzle aimed forward, with the other. Then he kicked the door open, knocking it off the hinges onto the floor where it threw up a cloud of dust.


There was someone there all right, or was it something? Dark-skinned and evil, like a demon escaped from hell, it looked like an animal-like subhuman, swaying on hands and knees, staring insanely into the beam of light through eyes that were as red as burning coals.


Fairweather instinctively stepped back. The thing reared up on its knees and lunged at him. Fairweather calmly squeezed the trigger on the Patchett, holding the butt of the gun against his flexed stomach muscles. A rapid stream of 9-millimetre, 100-weight-grain, round-nose bullets spat from the muzzle with the muffled sound of popcorn popping.


The hideous beast made a ghastly retching sound and collapsed, its chest almost blown away. Fairweather stepped up to the huddled form, leaned over, and beamed his flashlight on it. The body was filthy and completely naked. The wild eyes were staring sightlessly, a bright red where white should have been. The face was that of a boy, no more than fifteen.


A fear struck with such shock, such stunning force, that Fairweather was for several moments numbed with the realization of the danger. He knew now what made the odd tracks in the sand. There must have been a whole colony of them that crawled through the village. He turned suddenly and began running back to the marketplace. But he was too late, far too late.


A wall of shrieking fiends burst from the evening dark and tore headlong into the unwary tourists at the well. The drivers were swallowed in the seething tidal wave before they could cry out an alarm or put up a shred of defence. The savage horde came on hands and knees like jackals, pulling down the unarmed tourists and snapping at any exposed skin with their teeth.


The horrible nightmare, illuminated by the headlights of the Land Rovers, became a frenzied press of writhing bodies with the terrified screams of the panic-stricken tourists mingled with the banshee shrieks of their attackers. Mrs Lansing gave a tortured cry and disappeared in a tangled mass of bodies. Her husband tried to climb on the hood of one of the vehicles but was pulled down into the dust and mutilated like a beetle under an army of ants.


The fastidious Londoner twisted the head of his cane from a hollow sheath, revealing a short sword. He flayed about him viciously, temporarily keeping the mob at bay. But they seemed to possess no fear and quickly overwhelmed him.


The area around the well was choked solidly with struggling humanity. The fat Spanish man, blood streaming from several teeth wounds, jumped into the well to escape, but four of the crazed killers jumped in after him.


Fairweather ran up and crouched, firing the Patchett into the surging attackers, careful not to shoot one of his own people. The mob, unable to hear the silenced gun, ignored the unexpected gunfire and were either too crazed or too indifferent to realize a score of their number were being cut down around them.


Fairweather must have shot nearly thirty of the murderous crowd before the Patchett spent its last shell. He stood helpless, unseen and unnoticed as the uncontrolled slaughter slowed and eventually ceased as his drivers and clients were all slain. He could not comprehend the suddenness that turned the marketplace into a charnel house.


‘Oh God,’ he whispered in a tight, choked voice, watching in cold horror as the savages set upon the bodies in a cannibalistic frenzy, gnawing at the flesh of their victims. He went on watching with a morbid fascination that slowly transformed to anger and outrage at the sickening tragedy being played out before him. Fairweather was caught in the nightmare of it, powerless to do anything but stare at the horror.


Already the butchers who weren’t tearing at the hapless tourists were smashing the Land Rovers. Hurling rocks through the windows, shattering the glass. Venting their insatiable savagery on anything that was foreign to them.


Fairweather stepped back into the shadows, sick at the thought that he was responsible for the deaths of his men and clients. He had failed to provide for their safety and unknowingly led them into a bloody disaster. He cursed his impotency to save them and his cowardice at not dying with them.


With great force of willpower, he turned his attention away from the marketplace and began running through the narrow streets, through the ruined outskirts, and into the desert. To warn other desert travellers of the massacre that awaited them at Asselar, he had to save himself. The distance to the next village to the south was too far to reach without water. He settled instead for the motor track to the east, hoping to find a passing vehicle or a government patrol before he died under the blazing sun.


He took a bearing on the north star and settled down to a fast walk across the desert, knowing his chances of survival were next to nil. Never once did he turn and look back. He could see it all clearly in his mind, and his ears still rang with the agonized screams of the dead.
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May 10, 1996
Alexandria, Egypt


The white sands of the empty beach flared beneath the bare feet of Eva Rojas, the fine grains sifting between her toes. She stood and gazed at the Mediterranean Sea. The deep water was dyed cobalt blue, becoming emerald as it shallowed, and then fading to aquamarine as its waves fanned out on the bleached sand.


Eva had driven her rental car 110 kilometres west from Alexandria before stopping at a deserted section of beach not far from the town of El Alamein where the great desert war of World War II was fought. Parking off the coastal highway, she collected her tote bag and walked through low dunes toward the tide line.


She wore a coral one-piece stretch jersey bathing suit that fitted her like a second skin. Her arms and shoulders were covered by a matching top. She stood gracefully, lightly, and her body was firm, the limbs slim and tan. Her red-gold hair was tied in a long braid that fell down her back almost to her waist and glistened under the sun like polished copper. She stared from Dresden blue eyes that glowed from a face with smooth skin and high cheekbones. Eva was thirty-eight but could have easily passed for thirty. She would never make the cover of Vogue, but she was pretty with a vibrant wholesomeness that men, even much younger men, found very appealing.


The beach appeared deserted. She stood poised, turning her head and staring up and down the shore like a cautious deer. The only other sign of life was a Jeep Cherokee, painted turquoise with the letters NUMA on the door, sitting about a hundred metres up the road. She had passed it before pulling over and parking. The Jeep’s occupant was nowhere to be seen.


The morning sun had already warmed the sand, and it felt hot to her naked feet as she walked toward the water. She stopped a few metres short of the water’s edge and spread out a beach towel. She checked the time before dropping her watch in the tote bag. Ten after ten. After applying a number 25 sunscreen lotion, she stretched out on her back, sighed, and began soaking up the African sun.


Eva still suffered from the lingering effects of jet lag after the long flight from San Francisco to Cairo. That and four days of nonstop emergency sessions with physicians and fellow biologists over the strange outbreaks of nervous disorders recently discovered throughout the southern Sahara Desert. Taking a break from the exhausting conferences, she wanted nothing more than to immerse herself in a few hours of rest and solitude before travelling through the vast desert on a research mission. Gratefully, as the sea breeze soothed her skin, she closed her eyes and promptly dozed off.


When Eva awoke, she glanced at her watch again. It read eleven-twenty. She had been asleep an hour and a half. The sunscreen had held sunburn to a light shade of pink. She rolled over on her stomach and gazed around the beach. A pair of men in short-sleeved shirts and khaki shorts were slowly walking in her direction along the water’s edge. They quickly stopped as they spotted her observing them and turned as if staring at a passing ship. They were still a good 200 metres away, and She took no more notice of them.


Suddenly, something caught her eye in the water some distance from shore. A head with black hair broke the surface. Eva held a hand over her eyes to shade the sun and squinted. A man with a dive mask and swim fins was snorkelling alone in deep water beyond the breakers. He appeared to be spear-fishing. She watched as he dived out of sight, remaining underwater for so long she thought he was surely drowning. But then he resurfaced and continued his hunt. After several minutes, he swam toward shore, expertly catching a breaking wave and body surfing into the shallows where he stood up.


He held a strange-looking spear gun with a long barbed shaft and surgical rubber attached to its ends. With his other hand, he carried a group of fish, none weighing less than 3 pounds and attached by a stainless steel hoop that hung from a belt and ran through their gills.


Despite a deep tan, his craggy face didn’t bear Arabic features. His thick ebony hair was plastered down by the salt water and the sun sparkled the drops of water clinging to the matted hair on his chest. He was tall, hard-bodied, and broad-shouldered, and walked with a loose grace that was impossible for most men. She guessed him to be close to forty.


As he passed Eva, the man coolly flicked his eyes over her. He was close enough so that she could see they were an opaline green, set wide with a clear glimpse of the white around the iris. He stared at her with such direct candour that it seemed to reach into Eva’s mind and mesmerize her. Part of her was afraid he might pause and say something, the other part wishing he would, but his white teeth showed in a devastating smile as he nodded and walked past her to the highway.


She watched him until he disappeared behind the dunes in the area where she had seen the NUMA jeep. What’s the matter with me, she thought, I should have at least acknowledged his attention with a smile in return. Then she dismissed him in her mind, deciding that it would have been a waste of time since he probably couldn’t speak English anyway. And yet, her eyes shone with a light that had not been there for a long time. How odd, she thought, to feel young and excited by a strange male who gazed at her for one brief moment, and who would never pass her way again.


She felt like going into the water to cool off, but the two men strolling along the beach had approached and were passing between Eva and the surf so she modestly decided to wait until they had passed on. They didn’t have the fine features of Egyptians, but the flatter nose, darker almost black skin, and matted curly hair of people who lived on the southern fringe of the Sahara.


They stopped and furtively looked up and down the beach for perhaps the twentieth time. Then suddenly, they were upon her.


‘Get away!’ she screamed in instinctive reaction. She frantically tried to fight them off, but one, a slimy-eyed, rat-faced man with a thick black moustache, brutally grasped her by the hair and twisted her on her back. A cold fear shot through her as the other man, whose tobacco-stained teeth were etched in a sadistic smile, dropped to his knees and sat across her thighs. The rat-faced attacker straddled her chest, his legs pressing against her arms, forcing her deep into the sand. Now she was pinned helplessly, totally, unable to move little else than her fingers and feet.


Strangely, there was no lust in their eyes. Neither man made any attempt to tear away her swimsuit. They were not acting like men intent on rape. Eva screamed again, high and shrill. But her only reply was the surf. There wasn’t another soul to be seen on the beach.


Then the rat-faced man’s hands closed over her nose and mouth, and he began to smother her calmly and purposely. His weight on her rib cage added to the constriction of air. The supply of air to her lungs was completely cut off.


Through the hypnotic spell of terror, she realized with horrified disbelief that they intended to kill her. She tried to scream again, but the sound came muffled. She felt no pain, only blind panic and shocked paralysis.


She tried desperately to tear away the unrelenting pressure on her face, but her arms and hands were gripped as if in a vice. Her lungs demanded air that wasn’t there. Blackness began to creep into the edge of her vision. Desperately, she held onto consciousness, but she could feel it slipping away. She saw the man who was sitting on her thighs peer over the shoulder of her murderer, realizing his leering face was the last sight she would ever see.


Eva closed her eyes as she approached the brink of a black void. The thought that flashed through her brain was that she was having a nightmare, and that if she opened her eyes it would be gone. She had to struggle to lift her eyelids for one final look at reality.


It was a nightmare, she thought almost joyously. The man with the stained teeth wasn’t leering anymore. A thin metal shaft was protruding from both his temples, much like a novelty arrow that fitted over the head and looked as if it had been shot through the skull. The assailant’s face seemed to collapse and he fell backward over her feet, his arms spread wide in crucifixion.


Rat-face was so intent on smothering the life from Eva that he didn’t notice his friend had fallen away. Then for one second, maybe two, he froze as a pair of large hands materialized and tightly clamped around his chin and the top of his head. Eva felt the pressure over her nose and lips die as her assassin threw up his arms and furiously tore at the hands that were gripping his skull. The utter unexpectedness of this new development only added to the unreality of the nightmarish shock in Eva’s mind.


Before blackness closed over her, she heard a crunching sound, like a person biting down on an ice cube, and she had a fleeting glimpse of the killer’s eyes, wide open, protruding, staring sightlessly out of a head that had been twisted around in a full 360-degree circle.
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Eva awoke with the hot sun on her face. She awoke to the sound of the waves pounding the African shore. When she blinked open her eyes, it was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen.


She groaned and stirred, squinting at the dazzling beach, the peaceful sun-splashed panorama of scenic beauty. She sat up suddenly, her eyes widening in fear, terrorized by the sharp recall of the attack. But her killers were gone. Had they really existed? She began to wonder if she had been hallucinating.


‘Welcome back,’ said a man’s voice. ‘For a while there I was afraid you lapsed into a coma.’


Eva turned and looked up into the smiling face of the spear-fisherman who was kneeling behind her.


‘Where are the men who tried to kill me?’ she asked in a frightened voice.


‘They left with the tide,’ the stranger answered with an icy cheerfulness.


‘Tide?’


‘I was taught never to litter a beach. I towed their bodies beyond the surf. When I last saw them, they were drifting toward Greece.’


She stared at him as a chill swept through her. ‘You killed them.’


‘They were not nice people.’


‘You killed them,’ she echoed dumbly. Her face was ashen and she looked as if she was going to be sick. ‘You’re as cold-blooded a murderer as they were.’


He could see she was still in shock and not reasoning sensibly. Her eyes were filled with revulsion. He shrugged and said simply, ‘Would you have preferred I hadn’t become involved?’


The fear and revulsion slowly left her eyes and was replaced with apprehension. It took a minute for Eva to realize that the stranger had saved her from a violent death. ‘No please, forgive me. I’m acting stupidly. I owe you my life and I don’t even know your name.’


‘It’s Dirk Pitt.’


‘I’m Eva Rojas.’ She felt oddly flustered as he smiled warmly and gently grasped her hand in his. She saw only concern in his eyes and all her apprehension fled. ‘You’re American.’


‘Yes, I’m with the National Underwater and Marine Agency. We’re doing an archaeological survey of the Nile River.’


‘I thought you had driven off before I was attacked.’


‘Almost, but your friends made me curious. It struck me odd that they parked their car a good kilometre away and then walked across a deserted beach directly toward you. So I hung around to see what they had in mind.’


‘Lucky for me you’re the suspicious type.’


‘Do you have any idea of why they tried to kill you?’ Pitt asked.


‘They must have been bandits who murder and rob tourists.’


He shook his head. ‘Robbery wasn’t their motive. They carried no weapons. The one who was smothering you used his hands instead of tape or a cloth. And they made no attempt at rape. They were not professional assassins or we’d both be dead. Most unusual. I’d bet a month’s pay they were only hired hands for someone who wanted you dead. They followed you to a secluded spot intending to murder you, and then force salt water down your nose and throat. Afterward, your body would be left at the high-tide line to make it look like a drowning. Which would explain why they tried to smother you.’


She said hesitatingly, ‘I can’t believe any of this. It seems so purposeless and makes no sense at all. I’m only a biochemist, specializing in the effects of toxic materials on humans. I have no enemies. Why on earth should anyone want to kill me?’


‘Having only just met you, I can’t even guess.’


Eva lightly massaged her bruised lips. ‘It’s all so crazy.’


‘How long have you been in Egypt?’


‘Only a few days.’


‘You must have done something to make somebody pretty mad.’


‘Certainly not to any North Africans,’ she said doubtfully. ‘If anything I’m here to help them.’


He stared thoughtfully into the sand. ‘Then you’re not on vacation.’


‘My work brought me here,’ Eva answered. ‘Rumours of strange physical abnormalities and psychological disorders among the nomadic peoples of the southern Sahara were brought to the attention of the World Health Organization. I’m a member of an international team of scientists who have been sent to investigate.’


‘Hardly fodder for a murder,’ Pitt admitted.


‘All the more puzzling. My colleagues and I are here to save lives. We pose no threat.’


‘You think the plague in the desert is due to toxins?’


‘We don’t have the answers yet. There isn’t enough data to draw conclusions. On the surface the cause appears to be contamination sickness, but the source is a mystery. No known chemical manufacturing or hazardous waste sites lie within hundreds of kilometres of the areas reporting the symptoms.’


‘How widespread is the problem?’


‘Over eight thousand cases have erupted across the African nations of Mali and Niger in the past ten days.’


Pitt’s eyebrows lifted. ‘An incredible number for so short a time. How do you know bacteria or a virus isn’t the cause?’


‘Like I said, the source is a mystery.’


‘Odd that it hasn’t been covered by the news media.’


‘The World Health Organization has insisted on a news blackout until a cause has been determined. I suppose to prevent sensationalism and panic.’


Pitt had been glancing around the beach from time to time. He spotted a movement beyond the low dunes bordering the road. ‘What are your plans?’


‘My scientific team leaves for the Sahara tomorrow to begin field investigations.’


‘You know, I hope, that Mali is on the verge of what could be a bloody civil war.’


She shrugged unconcernedly. ‘The government has agreed to keep a heavy guard around our researchers at all times.’ She paused and looked at him for a long moment. ‘Why are you asking me all these questions? You act like a secret agent.’


Pitt laughed. ‘Only a nosy marine engineer with dislike for anyone who goes around murdering beautiful women.’


‘Maybe it was a case of mistaken identity?’ she said hopefully.


Pitt’s eyes travelled over her body and stopped at her eyes. ‘Somehow, I don’t think that’s possible –’ Pitt tensed suddenly and stood, staring at the dunes. His muscles tightened. He reached down and grabbed Eva by the wrist and pulled her upright. ‘Time to go,’ he said, dragging her at a run across the beach.


‘What are you doing?’ she demanded, stumbling after him.


Pitt didn’t answer. The movement behind the dunes had become a wisp of smoke that was thickening as it rose in the desert sky. He knew immediately that another killer, or perhaps more, had set fire to Eva’s rental car in an effort to trap them until reinforcements could arrive.


He could see the flames now. If he had picked up his speargun …? No. He didn’t fool himself. It was no weapon against a firearm. His only slim hope was that the assassin’s comrade was also unarmed and hadn’t seen Pitt’s Jeep.


He was right on the first count, wrong on the second. As they crested the last dune, he saw a dark-skinned man holding a burning newspaper in one hand that was rolled up in a torch. The intruder was absorbed in kicking out the windshield in preparation of incinerating the interior of the Jeep. This one was not dressed like the others. He wore an intricate white headdress that was swathed in such a way that only his eyes showed. His body was draped in a flowing caftan-like robe that swirled around his sandalled ankles. He failed to notice Pitt bearing down on him with Eva in tow.


Pitt halted and breathed the words into Eva’s ear. ‘If I screw up, run like hell for the road and stop a passing car.’ Aloud he shouted, ‘Freeze!’


Startled, the man twisted around, his eyes wide but menacing. In the same breath as his shout, Pitt lowered his head and charged. The man thrust the burning paper in front of him, but Pitt’s head had already driven into his chest, breaking the sternum with the accompanying sharp snap of cracking ribs. At the same time, Pitt’s right fist swung up into the man’s crotch.


The menace in the man’s eyes bulged into a look of shock. Then a strangling, tortured gasp escaped his gaping mouth as the wind burst from his lungs. He was thrust backward, and his feet left the sand as Pitt’s wild attack lifted him in the air.


The lighted torch flew over Pitt’s back and landed in the sand. The man’s expression went from shock to pain and terror. His face congested and flushed crimson as he was thrown backward and collapsed. Pitt quickly knelt over him and searched his pockets. There was nothing, no weapons, no identification. Not even a few loose coins or a comb.


‘Who sent you, pal?’ Pitt demanded, grabbing the man by the neck and shaking him like a Doberman with a rat.


The reaction was not what Pitt expected. Through the torment and agony, the man gave Pitt a sinister stare – a stare, Pitt thought, curiously like a man who had had the last laugh. Then the dark-skinned man grinned, showing a set of white teeth with one missing. His jaw dropped open slightly, and then appeared to clamp down. Too late Pitt realized that his adversary had bitten into a lethal rubber-coated cyanide pill. It had been concealed in the man’s mouth as a false tooth.


Foam seeped from the man’s lips. The poisonous pill was very powerful and death came quickly. Pitt and Eva watched helplessly as the strength melted from the man’s body. The eyes remained open, blank and glazed in death.


‘Is he –?’ Eva broke off and then tried again. ‘Is he dead?’


‘I think it’s safe to say he’s expired,’ Pitt said without a shred of remorse.


Eva held Pitt’s arm for support. Her hands felt cold under the African heat and she was shivering from shock. Her eyes were stricken. She had never watched anyone die before. She began to feel sick but somehow managed to control her stomach.


‘But why kill himself?’ she murmured. ‘For what purpose?’


‘To protect others connected with your failed murder attempt,’ Pitt answered.


‘He’d willingly take his own life to remain silent?’ she asked with disbelief.


‘A loyal fanatic to his boss,’ Pitt said quietly. ‘I suspect that if he hadn’t taken cyanide on his own, he’d have had help.’


Eva shook her head. ‘This is insane. You’re talking a conspiracy.’


‘Face facts, lady, someone went to a lot of trouble to eliminate you.’ Pitt stared at Eva. She looked like a small girl who was lost in a department store. ‘You have an enemy who doesn’t want you in Africa, and if you expect to go on living, I suggest you take the next plane back to the States.’


She looked dazed. ‘No, not while people are dying.’


‘You’re tough to convince,’ he said.


‘Put yourself in my place.’


‘Better yet, your colleagues’ shoes. They may be on a hit list too. We’d better get back to Cairo and warn them. If any of this is tied to your research and investigation, their lives are also in danger.’


Eva looked down at the dead man. ‘What do you intend to do with him?’


Pitt shrugged. ‘Throw him in the Med with his friends.’ Then a devilish smile rode his craggy face. ‘I’d love to see the face of their ringleader when he learns his assassins have gone missing without a trace and you’re still walking around as if nothing happened.’
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Company officials at the Backworld Expeditions offices in Cairo realized something was wrong when the desert safari group failed to arrive in the fabled city of Timbuktu on schedule. Twenty-four hours later, pilots of the aircraft that was chartered to return the tourists to Marrakech, Morocco, flew a search pattern to the north but saw no sign of the vehicles.


Fears intensified after three days passed and Major Fairweather had still failed to report in. Mali government authorities were alerted and they cooperated fully, sending out military air and motorized vehicle patrols to backtrack the safari’s known route across the desert.


Panic began to reign after the Malians failed to find any sighting of people or the Land Rovers during a concentrated search lasting four days. An army helicopter flew over Asselar and reported seeing nothing but a dead and abandoned village.


Then on the seventh day, a French oil prospecting team, pushing south along the Trans-Saharan Motor Track, discovered Major Ian Fairweather. The sky over the flat, rock-strewn plain was open and empty. The sun burned down and baked the sand so that the heat waves shimmered and danced. The French geologists were astonished when a distorted apparition suddenly appeared through a wavering heat mirage. One moment the image seemed to float free, and then expand and retract to grotesque proportions in the hot, freakish air.


As the range closed they distinguished a figure waving his arms like a crazy man and stumbling directly toward them. Then he staggered to a stop, swayed like a small whirlwind, and slowly crumpled into the sand face first. The shocked driver of the Renault truck nearly braked too late and was forced to swerve around the fallen man, halting in a flurry of dust.


Fairweather was more dead than alive. He was badly dehydrated and the sweat on his body had crusted into a fine layer of white salt crystals. He soon regained consciousness as the French oil men slowly trickled water past his swollen tongue. Four hours later, his body fluids restored after drinking almost 2 gallons of water, Fairweather thickly croaked out the story of his escape from the massacre at Asselar.


To the one Frenchman on the prospecting team who understood English, Fairweather’s tale sounded like a drunken fabrication, but it also rang with urgent conviction. After a brief discussion, the rescuers carefully lifted Fairweather into the back of the truck and headed toward the city of Gao on the Niger River. They arrived just before dark and drove straight to the city hospital.


After kindly seeing that Fairweather was comfortably bedded down and attended by a doctor and nurse, the French thought it wise to inform the Chief of the local Malian Security Forces. They were asked to write a lengthy report while the Colonel in command of Gao headquarters apprised his superiors in the capital city of Bamako.


To the Frenchmen’s surprise and indignation they were detained and jailed. In the morning an interrogation team arrived from Bamako and grilled them separately about their discovery of Fairweather. Demands to contact their consulate were ignored. When the oil geologists refused to cooperate, the interrogation turned ugly.


The French were not the first men to enter the city’s security building and not be seen again.


When supervisors at the oil company headquarters in Marseilles received no word from their oil exploration team, they became concerned and requested a search. The Malian Security Forces made a show of sweeping the desert again but claimed to have found nothing but the oil company’s abandoned Renault truck.


The names of the French geologists and the missing tourists from Backworld Expeditions were simply added to the list of outsiders who disappeared and perished in the vast desert.


Dr Haroun Madani stood on the steps of the Gao hospital, beneath the brick portico with its unfathomable designs running around the top of the walls. He stared nervously down the dusty street running between the seedy old colonial buildings and the single-storey mud brick houses. A breeze from the north blew a light coating of sand over the city, once the capital of three great empires but now a decaying relic of French colonial days.


The call to evening prayers drifted over the city from the high-towered minarets that rose above the mosque. The faithful were no longer summoned to prayer by a Muslim holy man, or muezzin, who climbed the narrow steps inside the minarets and wailed from the balcony. Now the muezzin stayed on the ground and offered the prayers to Allah and the Prophet Muhammad through microphones and loudspeakers.


A short distance from the mosque, a three-quarter moon reflected its beam on the Niger River. Wide, scenic, its current slow and gentle, the Niger is a mere shadow of its former course. Once mighty and deep, decades of drought had lowered it to a shallow stream, plied by fleets of small sailing ships called pinnaces. Its waters once lapped at the base of the mosque. Now they sluggishly flowed nearly two city blocks away.


The Malian people are a mixture of the lighter-skinned descendants of the French and Berbers, the dark brown of the desert Arabs and Moors, and the black Africans. Dr Madani was coal black. His facial features were Negroid with deep-set ebony eyes and a wide flattened nose. He was a big bull of a man in his late forties, beefy around the middle, with a wide square-jawed head.


His ancestors had been Mandingo slaves who were brought north by the Moroccans who overran the country in 1591. His parents had farmed the lush lands south of the Niger when he was a boy. He was raised by a major in the French Foreign Legion, educated and sent through medical school in Paris. Why or how this came about he was never told.


The doctor stiffened as the yellow headlights of an old and unique automobile swung into view. The car rolled quietly down the uneven street, its elegant rose-magenta-coloured body oddly out of sync amid the dismal and austere mud structures. There was an aura of dignified elegance about the 1936 Avions Voisin sedan. The design of the coachwork was an odd combination of pre-World War II aerodynamics, cubist art, and Frank Lloyd Wright. It was powered by a six-cylinder sleeve-valve engine that provided smooth silence and simple endurance. A masterwork of uncompromising engineering standards, it once belonged to the Governor General when Mali was a territory of French West Africa.


Madani knew the car. Almost every city dweller of Mali knew the car and its owner, and they shrank in nervous foreboding whenever it passed. The doctor observed that the car was followed by a military ambulance and he feared a problem. He stepped forward and opened the rear door as the driver braked to a perfectly noiseless stop.


A high-ranking military officer rose from the backseat and unlimbered a lean body inside a tailor-made uniform whose creases could have cut cold butter. Unlike other African leaders who listed to port under a mass of decorated hardware, General Zateb Kazim wore only one green and gold ribbon on the breast of his army jacket. Around his head, he wore an abbreviated version of the litham, the indigo veil of the Tuaregs. His face bore the dark cocoa shade and sculpted features of a Moor, and the eyes were tiny topaz dots surrounded by oceans of white. He might have been borderline handsome if it hadn’t been for his nose. Instead of being straight and even, it rounded to a point, overhanging a sparse moustache that stretched off to the sides of his cheeks.


General Zateb Kazim looked like a benign villain out of an old Warner Brothers cartoon. There was no other way to describe him.


He oozed self-importance as he pompously brushed an imaginary speck of dust from his uniform. He acknowledged Dr Madani’s presence with a slight nod.


‘He is ready to be moved?’ he asked in a measured tone.


‘Mr Fairweather has fully recovered from his ordeal,’ Madani answered, ‘and is under strong sedation, as you ordered.’


‘He’s seen and talked to no one since being carried in by the Frenchmen?’


‘Fairweather has only been tended by myself and a nurse from a tribe of Tukulor who speaks only in a Fulah dialect. He’s had no other contact. I also carried out your instructions and admitted him to a private room away from the open wards. I might add that all records of his stay have been destroyed.’


Kazim appeared satisfied. ‘Thank you, Doctor. I’m grateful for your cooperation.’


‘May I ask where you’re taking him?’


Kazim flashed a death’s head grin. ‘To Tebezza.’


‘Not that!’ Madani muttered thickly. ‘Not the gold mines at the penal settlement of Tebezza. Only political traitors and murderers are condemned to die there. This man is a foreign national. What has he done to deserve a slow death in the mines?’


‘It matters little.’


‘What crime has he committed?’


Kazim looked Madani up and down as if the doctor was merely an annoying insect. ‘Do not ask,’ Kazim said coldly.


A dreadful thought crossed Madani’s mind. ‘And the Frenchmen who found Fairweather and brought him here?’


‘The same fate.’


‘None will last more than a few weeks in the mines.’


‘Better than simply executing them,’ shrugged Kazim. ‘Let them work out the little time left of their pitiful lives doing something useful. A stockpile of gold is good for our economy.’


‘You’re a very sensible man, General,’ said Madani, tasting the bile of his servile words. Kazim’s sadistic power as a judge, jury, and hangman was a fact of Malian life.


‘I’m happy you agree, Doctor.’ He stared at Madani as though he was a prisoner in the dock. ‘In the interests of our country’s security I suggest you forget Mr Fairweather and erase all memory of his visit.’


Madani nodded. ‘As you wish.’


‘May no evil befall your people and goods.’


Kazim’s thoughts were clear to the doctor. The words from the nomad-greeting ritual struck home. Madani had a large family. So long as he kept his silence they would live in peace. The alternative was not a vision he wished to dwell upon.


A few minutes later, an unconscious Fairweather was carried out of the hospital on a stretcher by two of Kazim’s security guards and placed in the ambulance. The general gave Madani a casual salute and stepped into the Avions Voisin.


As the two vehicles moved off into the night, a chilling fear coursed through Dr Madani’s veins, and he found himself wondering what terrible tragedy he had unwillingly participated in. Then he prayed that he would never know.
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In one of the mural-walled suites of the Nile Hilton, Dr Frank Hopper listened attentively from a leather sofa. Seated in a nearby matching chair on the opposite side of a coffee table, Ismail Yerli puffed pensively on a meerschaum pipe whose bowl was carved in the likeness of the head of a turbaned sultan.
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