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CHAPTER ONE

Tunisstill bore the scars of World War 11. In the harbor the hulks of dead ships were serving as
breakwaters. From the docks the last survivors of Rommel's Afrika Korps had tried to escape under the
guns of the Allied forces. Few made it back to Germany. Most of the shell holes pockmarking the streets
had been filled, but many buildings still stood as gutted ruins inhabited only by rats, scor-pions, and some
occasond human vermin.

Gustof Beidemann sat, contentedly enough on the surface, stuffing his mouth with dates and seet
rice, using hisfingers as agpoon. His com-panion was more silent. The last months had been exceedingly
boring. Their last job had been merely that of shotgun riders on convoys taking supplies out to where
some American and British companies had been putting up drilling rigs. Not much action, only aplenitude
of sun, flies, and bad water when you could get it.

Carl Langersrinsed his mouth with sips of wine grown from French cuttingsin Algeria It was good.

"GUS?'

The chewing stopped only long enough for the bear of aman to quickly respond, " Ja?"

"Where do we go from here? Central Africa?"

The bear belched, drawing an appreciative look from the other customers of the harbor-side bistro.

"l don't know. There are the Gulf Emirates. | would prefer them to working in Central Africa. There
aretoo many uncertaintiesthere, and it is not dways easy to get your money.”

Langersleaned back in the chair of woven reeds. To the north he could see the Mediterra-nean, the
calm blue sea as clear as glass, but the sense of peacefulnessthat it inspired was only temporary. He had
long ago determined that con-flict, not peace, was the natural order of man, for peace and cam were
awaystrangtory thingsfor Carl Langers aka Casca Rufio Longinus. Since that fateful moment 2,000
years ago when he had sunk his spear into the crucified body of Christ, Casca had been denied the rest
of the weary, dying countlesstimes only to wake once again in theworld of theliving. Eterna desth
would have been sweet salvation for Cascadias Langers. But he was destined to live the hell of one
damned to immortaity until the Second Coming would re-prieve him.

He and hisgiant friend would have preferred to bein Algiers, but the memory of that notorioustime
in the Legion Etrangere there was il too fresh. Too many knew them by sight and old grudges die hard.
That had been abad and bloody time when he and Gus had come back from In-dochina after thefall of
Dien Bien Phu, avery bad and bloody time. They had taken their discharges as soon astheir timewas
up, not wishing to participate any further in the seemingly random and insane daughter that had taken
place between the French Colonials and the Algerian Nationalists. It was one of those cases where
everyone was the bad guy and there was no abso-lute right or wrong—only the fanatics.

Gus opened histhroat to take in ahandful of couscous, then farted with satisfaction. Several nearby
diners promptly left their tables, med s uneaten.

"Don't beimpatient, Carl. Monpelier said he would meet us here and he will. He said only that he



would arrive by the fifteenth. It isas of yet only the thirteenth. Two daysis not such along time to wait.
Perhaps, as he said, he will have somework for us."

Claude Monpdlier had been their boss when they were working the supply lines. He had had the job
of contracting and locating specidists for many companiesin North Africa. Prior to that, the Belgian-born
Monpelier had served as sergent chef with the Troiseme Battalion Parachutiste des Etrangere. It was
from there he knew Langers and Beidemann.

"Well, I hope he comes soon. The way you eat up our money, it won't last much longer."”

Gus gulped down haf aliter of wineto top off hismeal. "Carl, | am surprised at you. Y ou never
have any faith in our luck. Something will hap-pen. It dways does.”

Sourly Langers grunted back, "1 know, but when you're around it usualy meanstrouble.”

Gusfinished hiswine, blithdy ignoring the dander. Suddenly he rose from his seat, beaming with
smugness. "See! | told you hewould come. Trust me, | know that he brings our fortune with him. Claude
IS not one to waste talent such as ours.”

Looking over his shoulder in the direction Guswasfacing, Carl did indeed see Monpelier coming
toward them: sunburned, hair and eyebrows bleached by yearsin the desert sun to an albino white. He
gtill had the look of the Legion to him, straight back, strong, spare body. His face might have once been
handsome, but too many fights had rearranged the bone structure. A once-proud Gallic nose now rested
between his cheekbones like a mutilated piece of sausage.

Gus swept him into achair, gurgling happily, "We come, mon vieux. What isit you have for us?'

Claude merdly gave Gus one of thelooks he normally reserved for jackds, vultures, and other vile
things that crawled upon the face of the earth. Carl ignored both of them. It was an old and time-honored
ritual between them.

"Wl fird, you great hulking beast, can you not seethat | am faint from lack of wine?'

"Good idea!" Gusroared out loud enough that the snakes living in the ruins of nearby Carthage
could hear. "Wine, do you hear? Winefor the troops. Weve been raping and ravaging al day and we
thirs." He collared aterrified waiter with afez on his curly head and barked, "Bring wine, and while
you'reat it water my mule." The waiter started to ask the effendi, or master, where his mule was, but a
playful dap on his shoulder sent him redling toward the kitchen.

Claude sighed weerily and cast adoleful look at Langers. "Can't you put aleash or at least amuzzle
on thisfoul cresture?'

Langerssmiled for thefirst time. "No, but | give you permission to do so if you want to try."

Claude knew he was being outmaneuvered and as any wise, old soldier would do, he ignored the
remarks completely and got straight to business once he was certain that the other tables were not
ligeningin.

"If you can lower your voicesto anorma level, we will get on with what | wish to spesk to you
about, my friends," he said.

The timid approach of the waiter bearing aliter of the Algerian wine gave them amoment's pause
before Claude continued, leaving Gusto pour for them. Gus had no redl interest in the details of the job
at thispoint. If Langersliked it, then they would do it, so why bother himsdlf with superflu-ous did ogue?
Hewas, after all, amost practica man.

Sipping hiswine after first testing the bouquet, Claude began.

"Am | not correct in saying that before | had the dubious honor of serving with you, you and your
anima herewere stationed for atime out of Fort Lapperrinein the Ahaggar Mountains, and from there
went on severd raidsinto the territory of the Azbine Tuaregs, the Berber Modems who inhabit the land
between the Tdak Air Plains and the Tenere Desert?"

Carl nodded. "Y es, we spent some time there. Bad country, hard people. Why?*

"Well, my friends" he touched hisforefinger to the side of his noseto indicate amatter of great
confidence, "I have an acquaintance in need of men who know the area and are not afraid to take asmall
risk." That worried Carl abit. When Claude referred to anything asa"smdll risk," he meant the
equivaent of trying to mount abayonet attack across quicksand with sixty-pound packs on your back.

"Just what isthissmal risk, Sergent Chef?" Carl automatically went back into addressng Monpdlier



by hisold rank.

"Y ou know that snce we were'invited' to leave Algeria, there have been many troubles. One of
them hasto do with a chieftain of the Azbini. Heistrying to form an aliance with the other Tuareg tribes,
the Allimideni, Ifora, Azjeri, and Ahaggerni, and even those of the Bedouin. He wishesto form an
autonomous state of their own. Y ou and | know thiswill not happen, but it takes only afew fanaticsto
cause great trouble. And thetroubleisthis." He paused to refresh his paate. "One of the Azbine
chieftainswho cals himsdf Sunni Ali has captives. The son of arich man and the son'swife, an American
girl. They arebeing held for ransom.”

Langerstook adrink of hisown wine. Thiswas beginning to get interesting. "What do they want,
money?"

Claude shook his head. "No, my old one. The son'sfather isan arms manufacturer. They want
weapons, many weapons. machine guns, mortars, anti-aircraft guns. But the father cannot supply them.
His government has found out about the ransom and will not permit the exchange for as you know, it
does not take much to start aguerrillawar and keep it going for some years with afew thousand modern
riflesand machine guns.

" S0, as he cannot give them what they ask for, he has come to me to find men who will attempt a
rescue. That isdl. Youjust goin, get the boy and hiswife, and bring them out. Tres Smple, n' est-ce
pas?’

"That'sall! You know that country. It's hell out there. How do we get in and how do we get out?
There's nothing but thousands of miles of nothing out there!™

Claude affected awounded look. "Ah, but that iswhy the father will pay so well. However, if you
fed itisbeyond your talents and do not have the need for twenty-five thousand American dollars, | will
go dsewhere, en?' he said, shrugging his shoulders matter-of -factly.

Carl pushed him back down in his chair. "Knock the crap off, Claude. Were interested, but we
need to know more before making a deci-sion.”

Monpelier knew he had them or he would not have been stopped from leaving. "Very well. Thisis
what | can tell you now. Our weaponsmaker isavery rich man, and while he cannot get gunsto trade for
his son, he can supply you with whatever else you may require in terms of equipment. Airplanes, vehicles,
communica-tions equipment. His government knows what we wish to try and they have no objection to
it. Aslong asthe Tuaregs receive no weapons, we can do as we wish in the matter."

"You did say we, didn't you, Claude? Are you going in with us?"

Claude hid behind hiswine glass. "Alas, no, my friends, | am afraid that | have other dutieswhich
will prevent me from accompanying you on thisminor excursion. | dowish that | could attend the
fedtivities. | know you and your creature. | am confident the desert will never be the same after you two
leave™

Gus ordered two more bottles of wine, making certain the waiter knew to put them on Claudes bill.

Langers went back to the subject. "Okay! The priceisal right for me and Gus but therelll be other
expenses, and we may haveto hire afew more men. Infact, | know wewill."

"l have anticipated your needs, my friends. And if we have, asthe Americans say, ‘aded,’ | will
leave you with advance funds now so that you may begin to plan the operation. But know that it must be
done quickly. The Tuaregs can be stdled in the matter for only ashort time. Then they will do horrible
things to the boy and worse to the girl. Remember Medea?'

Langers remembered. There had been gresat evil done there, torture and daughter on both sides that
would have left the Nazi Gestapo in awe. "All right, how much time do we have?"

"Two, perhaps three weeks. No more."

Sitting silently Langerstried to recal al he could of the terrain between the Tdak and the Tenere.
None of it was good. "I need morein-formation,” he said. "Do you have any idea of just wherethey are
being held and by how many tribesmen?”

Claude gave Gus another dirty look as the sec-ond order for two more liters of wine was given to
thewaliter, before replying, "Y es, of course we have someinformation and | hopeto acquiremoreina
few days. For now concern yourself with transport and finding the other men you will require—I may be



ableto help you there. Also, the chieftain who has the prisoners has at best three hundred men, but
probably lessthan haf will be with him asthe otherswill be needed to tend their flocks. So you will have
to ded with perhaps only one to two hundred Tuaregs.”

Carl groaned. Oneto two hundred of some of the meanest and toughest men the desert had ever
spawned. Speculating more to himself than to anyone else, he mumbled, "I'll give odds that they're holed
up on Mt. Baguezane northeast of Agadez.”

Claude nodded in agreement. "Y ou are proba-bly correct. But it isnot such agreat mountain; it only
risesto about Sx thousand feet. As| said, | have some more information coming. It should give usthe
exact location where they are being held. There cannot be too many places up there with enough water
to sustain them. So we will find them.

"Have confidencein me. | will contact you again in two days, three at the most. By thistime you will
have considered the worst possible condi-tions and will be able to give me your require-mentsin men
and materid.”

Thiswas going to be abit rough. But if it went down right the money was good for afew days
work. What was the name Claude had called the Azbine chief? Sunni Ali? To Claude he asked, " Sunni
Ali? Waant that the name of the king of the old Songhai Empirein the fifteenth century?'

Claude rose, leaving a stuffed envelope on the table. "But of courseit was. | am so glad to see that
you, unlike your pet gpe, are not acompleteilliterate. It makes me fedl so much more reas-sured that |
have been correct, as| dwaysam, in my decisions. | will see you here at the sametimein two or three
days, no more. If | do not appear, then the money in the envelopeisyours. Au revoir, mes amis.”

"Y eah. Good-bye, Claude."

Monpelier was headed for the door when Gus yelled to the waiter, "Be sure to collect for the wine
from thelittle shit before he gets away.”

Claude Monpdier shrugged his shoulders as only the French can do and paid the waiter. He left the
cafe murmuring theword merde over and over.

CHAPTER TWO

Leaving the cafe they wandered back into the streets. They were laid with cobblestones hun-dreds of
years old, many taken from buildings that had seen the coming and the passing of Crusaders. The faces
that watched the backs of the two feringi, asthe foreigners were disdainfully re-ferred to, could have
bel onged to that distant time.

In the envel ope was enough money, amixture of enough dinars and American dollars, to last them
for aweek or two, or to buy passage to another placeif the ded with Monpdier didn't work out. Either
way they were better off than they were before. But there was one thing about Monpelier: he didn't pass
out money unless he wanted you committed. Asfar as Carl was con-cerned, this job wasago.

A change of residence to a hotel which had tel ephone service and showers was ther first move.
Tunis was baking beneath the hammer of the North African sun. It was near the midday hour and, asin
all hot climes, activity dowed down. Those that could found shade to take naps or ate dow lunches and
Spped sweet mint tea served from brass pots. Carl and Gus took the opportunity to avail themselves of
the hotel's shower. There was no hot water but it didn't matter. The water temperature was warmer than
blood, anyway, yet it still cooled the skin.

Gus settled on his single bed by the window where he could catch what little breeze existed. Carl lay
back on his bed, naked save for shorts, his eyes closed as he felt the moisture left on his skin from his
shower evaporate. Soon it would be gone, then his own body fluids would replace the water from the
shower.



A horrible rasping, gurgling noise broke through the hum of flies swarming outside the screened
window. Guswas snoring. Squeezing his eyestightly shut, Langers thought for amo-ment about
gtrangling the deeping giant, but the desire passed quickly. It was much too warm to keep such hostile
thoughts for very long. It smply required too much effort. Besides which, Gus did have some good
qudities. One day, Langers promised himsdaf when he had time he would take afew hoursand try to
think of one.

Outside he heard the plaintive cry of an Arab water vendor wandering the narrow streets, filling the
cups of the thirsty with water he promised was as pure asthe tears of avirgin, but smelled likethe
bladder of adead camel. Herolled over to get on adry spot. Beneath him the thin cover was already
soaked with his swest.

Godsd! It had been along time since he and Gus had frozen on the steppes of Russia. There had
been theice and the snow winds that peeled frosthitten skin from the face and froze the ddli-cate tissuein
the lungs. He aimost wished they were back. No! That was alie. There was no way he could ever wish
for that time to return. The Twenty-sixth Panzer Regiment. He and Gustaf Beldemann were the last
survivors of their tank crew. All the others were long dead, left on the frozen fields of Mother Russia
along with hun-dreds of thousands of others who had fought and died—for what? An ideology of some
sort.

Memories overcame the present. Once more Langers smelled diesel fumes and cordite, heard the
rasping rumble of tank treads as they crashed into each other during the Battle of Kursk. Therethe
smoke of battle was so thick, tanks couldn't see each other at a distance of thirty meters and a hundred
thousand men aday were killed or wounded. Kursk! The Dnieper River Line! Red Guards, SS,
Kamuks, and partisans. Trainsfilled with munitions and living cargo that was to be taken to extermination
centers. German soldiers with shell casings hammered into the backs of their necks or left crucified on
battlefields. On both sides such an incredible madness.

Mind half-awake, half-numb he dreamed. Faces passed before and around him, hundreds of dead
men. Storms of lightning, caused by thousands of heavy guns, crashed, ripping open the earth to receive
the dead. Faces, faces ...

His eyes jerked open. He couldn't take any-more. Through his nightmare Gus had dept the deep of
achild. Hewasthe only trueinnocent Carl had ever known. Nothing bothered him. Hismemories of pain
were short, therefore he could sleep when others cried out in the night.

Carl dept no more, afraid of what might come. It was easier to just put hismind at a distance and
wait for the sun to begin its decline. When the shadows at |ast grew longer, he rose and showered again,
changed into his cleanest dirty shirt, and shook Gus back into the red world.

"C'mon, let's go out for awhile, maybe get something to drink or est.”

"Eat! Drink! Beright with you, comrade.”

By the time they hit the Streets the temperature had dropped into the nineties, dmost comforta-ble.
There were people everywhere: Arabs, ven-dors, women with the vell and without, children runningin
packs among stalls, wilted Europeans with red, sweety eyes. One and al seemed to be on the Streets
now that the worst heat of the day had passed. Near the bazaar they stopped for Gusto refud. Spiced
mests and wine once more dis-appeared down his maw.

"Let'sgo over to the Club Chat Rose. | want to seeif there's anyone around we might be able to
use," Carl sad.

Gustook thelead, cutting through the throngs; he was ahuman battering ram that ignored al inits
path. Dirty looks and curses describing his parentage for ten generations dipped off of him. But no one
stood in his path. Leaving awake behind him of frustrated, angry people, they pass-ed the street of
coppersmiths, cut over near the old mosque where muezzins still called the faithful to prayer, madea
sharp |eft by the dyers streets, walked three more blocks, and they were there.

It was the good time, too. The sun was near setting and the streets were growing darker with the
creeping shadows, which at dusk took over the city. Vendors were taking down their sals, clos-ing till
therise of the new sun, but other shops were just preparing to open. It was shift changein Tunis.

The Chat Rose, or Pink Pussy, as Gusliked to call it, was one of the watering holes for the leftovers



of adozen nations. The smdll of acohol drove Gus through the door first. Carl let him go. It was never
wiseto get in front of Gus when he was after food, booze, or pussy. One might get trampled,
unintentionally of course, but the pain-ful end result would be the same.

Gus cast hiseyes over the motley crew which the Chat Rose catered to. A few limeys, severa
Germans, a couple of Polish sailors without good senseto stay closer to the harbor. And in the corner
spping Pernod quietly, his hands holding the smdl glass between them, was the one they sought.

"Dominic!"

At Gussgreeting severd of the customers started to dive under their tableslooking for cover,
mistaking the explosion of sortsfor amor-tar attack.

Dominic showed no response; it was a saluta-tion he was long used to.

Slowly raising his eyes from the table he looked up to seethe dark hulk of Gus coming toward him,
followed by ashorter but not much less squarer form.

"Ciao, Gus, Carl. What brings you to the ass-hole of the world?"

Gustook Dominic Ciardello's glass from him, tossed the remains down negtly, made aface, and
ordered a bottle of scotch to be brought to the table. Carl sat on hisleft, Gus on hisright, letting their
chairsface the door and inner room.

Carl worried about Dominic. Hisface, though gtill handsome, was drawn. Thick black, curly hair cut
short framed his old-young face. His body was dight, dmost boyish, but very strong and quick. Carl
knew hisalment. He had falen vic-tim to the sckness called killing. Since Dien Bien Phu and then
Algeriahe had seen the sickness eat up the Italian. Dominic knew it, too. He was not stupid and the need
to kill made him sick of himself. He knew what his problem was but had no way to resst it.

The bottle was brought by atavern wench of mixed ancestry. For centuries Tunis had been a
stopping placefor every ship that plied the Mediterranean. The girl was only the long-term genetic result
of such vidits. Deftly she avoided Gus's paws as she placed the bottle on the table with three semi-clean
tumblers and a pitcher of water. She stood back out of rangetill Carl paid her and then quickly put
distance between her and the beast-man.

Carl did the honors, pouring drinks al around, leaving the othersto add water if they pleased.

"How isit for you, Dominic?

The Itaian Spped hiswhiskey dowly between fingerswhich held only atrace of tremble to them.

"It goesthe same, my friends, but it doesn't matter. Like you two, | wait."

Carl nodded in understanding. "Well, perhaps the waiting is about over. Y ou remember Sergent
Chef Monpdlier?!

Not waiting for Dominic to answer—he aready knew they had met—he continued, "He says he has
work for us. Do you wish to hear what the job is?*

Dominic shook his head. "It makes no differ-ence. If you have accepted then | do too.” The
response was not unusua. They had fought many times side by side.

His eyes showed their first spark of life. He needed to get back into the field again. He could have
taken many jobs as an assassin. There was much work of that kind to be had, but he hadn't taken any of
it. He ill had some of his pride left. He was not a murderer, only one who enjoyed thekill, if abit
excessvely.

For afew minutesthey sat quietly. Even Gus seemed to dow down abit as they worked their way
through the bottle of whiskey. With the true dark of night on the streets, the Chat Rose began to dowly
fill with ex-soldiers, mercenaries, ded-ersin opium, heroin, and daves, and with smugglers and thieves.

The lights were turned on to provide what fee-ble illumination forty-watt bulbs could give. From a
phonograph behind the bar the girls played records that somehow al sounded the same whether French,
Itdian, or American. Among the clientele were afew Arabswith their robes cover-ing expensive suits
madein Paris or Rome. Being good Modemsthey did not drink the whiskey or wine, leaving that to the
men they bargained with, men with hot, hungry looksin their eyes.

Carl knew some of them and knew what they did. Sitting with aman wearing the striped robes of a
Berber, though the mixed blood in his face showed he was not, was Alexis Sulman, aspecidist inthe
sling of flesh, usudly that of young girls, none older than fourteen, for the brothelsin Marsaille or



Hamburg. He had once approached Carl about working for him. Now when he saw the scar-faced
man's eyes on him he fdt his ssomach nearly turn over. The ex-legionnaire's response to his propostion
had been somewhat less than friendly; Sulman had not been able to enjoy sampling any of his stock for
severa weeks.

Gus saw where Carl waslooking and spat on the floor. "Now, there is one who needs to be
removed from thisvale of tears. | have no argu-ment with honest whores who are old enough to make up
their own minds, but that swine sdlls children. One of these days| think I'll kill him."

Neither Carl nor Dominic commented; it was unnecessary. Sinceit had been said, it was now only a
matter of when Sulman would die. Gus used his chunky forefinger to point straight at Sulman's face.
Closing one eye, he sghted over it and whispered bang! loud enough for the girlsin the back of the bar
to hear. Sulman left the customer at histable hurriedly, saying they would meet on the morrow in amore
civilized environ-ment.

The cafe girls plied their ancient trade among the clientele, approaching al but the table where the
hard-looking man sat. The girls knew them and understood thiswas not anight to disturb them. The men
were |eft done. The bottle at their table grew empty.

At lagt, bored with the Chat Rose, Langers |eft them, handing Dominic ahundred dinars from theroll
Monpdlier had given him. "Y ou move over to where me and Gus are staying. I'll see you in the morning.
Gus, no trouble for now. Behave your-sdf. | don't want you in jail. If Monpdier comesthrough, we
could move out a anytime. So be good and keep away from Sulman. We can dways settle with him
leter.”

Gus affected a pout which didn't work. Mockingly hereplied, "Ah! Y ou are a hard master, effendi,
but thislowly one hears you and will obey. | shdl, in an atempt to gain merit, take thislost child,” he
nudged Dominic, ‘into my protec-tion until the morrow."

Langersjust shook his head. Gus never changed. Paying the bill, he left them sitting, knowing they
would be okay. After dl the jokes and bullshit were done with, Gus was reliable where it counted.

Langers wanted to get outsde and be done for atime. The city wastoo heavy, confining. Letting his
feet pick their path, he wandered through the streets filled with the smells that can only be found in acity
of the East. Smdlls of cinnamon and curry, sandlewood and musk mingled with that of industria
chemicasand DDT. Mounds of trash moved asthough they had alife of their own from the maggots that
bred in them. There was nothing new; he had seen and smelled the same ten thousand times before.

Hisfeet led him at last to the outskirts of the city. The night was clear as only the desert night can be.
Moisture from the sea had been pushed back by winds from the desert. Resting his hip on aboulder,
Carl looked back to see the way he had come.

Hewas on arise outsde of the city. In front of him lay the main town and harbor where ship lights
rose and fell with the dight movement of the Mediterranean waters. To his back were the rocky hillsand
mountains, passes and gorges. In those hills and beyond lived, by Western standards, barbarian tribes,
Berbers, and some members of the Tuareg tribe if you went far enough. In those same passeslay the
bones of Romans and Carth-aginians, Vandas and Byzantines, Americans, English, Italians, and
Germans. For adry land it had been well watered over the centuries with blood.

Watching the stars run their eternal course overhead, Carl thought of the land to the south. A harsh,
unforgiving land. Thejob itself sounded smple enough, but few things were ever what they appeared to
be. There would be unseen, unknown problems which would end up killing someone. Even that wasn't of
any great import. The men they would take with them knew what the odds were.

A breeze from the hillsrolled over him. It was good. There would not be many cool breezeswhen
they passed over the mountains. Until they came out, by day it would be an oven designed by ashaitan,
an evil spirit, to bake the souls of men in their own shellsand by night amost freezing.



CHAPTER THREE

It was with dawn that Carl returned. He had needed the night in the desert to think and feel. Dominic had
done as held asked and had gone with Gusto their hotel. He was deeping in Carl's bed, no grest
surprise. Gus had opened one red eye when held come in and been told to go back to deep, an order
promptly obeyed.

After taking aquick shower, Carl went out to breskfast. Until it wastime for him to go to the
waterfront cafe he just walked. The sounds of the city washed over him: crying children, beggars,
muezzins calling out from their minaretsfor the faithful to come to morning prayer. He moved asideto
make room for agroup of Coptic priests with tangled beards walking in orderly squads, swinging censers
of incense on their way to some place or other.

The appointed time found Langers at the same table as he'd been at the previous day with Gus.
Monpdlier was rdlieved to find him sitting aone. Gus aways made things so difficult.

"l am glad to see that you are on time, my friend. It isgood. Fortunately, | have been most
productive and have most of the information we require, but morewill be coming shortly.” Carl nodded
for him to continue.

"It'sas we thought. Sunni Ali has made his camp at Mt. Baguezane. The last word isthat the boy
and girl arewdl. At his camp he has only perhapsforty armed men full time. The others are with the
animasor their families, but they can be summoned within an hour or two. At the massf Ali uses some of
the large cavesfor his strong-hold. They control three or four spring-fed pondsfor their water. The
springs usudly flow al year. From here to the massif we can go one of two ways. we can drive the whole
way or fly to the strip at Fort Laperrinein the Ahaggar Mountains, where | can have transport and
supplieswaiting. From thereit isnot far to the Talak Air Plains and stronghold of our friend Sunni Ali and
his Azbine tribesmen. Getting out, well, that leaves us with the same problems. By ground or by air?"

They spoke around the attentions of the waiter and passing customers. "What about the other men?'
Carl asked. "If it'sas you say, then we are going to need at least nine or ten more. | found Dominic
yesterday and will be taking him. Do you have any othersin mind that we can get?

Monpelier removed afolded piece of paper from his pocket. "I have already found ten more. Like
you and your friends, they are al former legionnaires or combat-experienced men. | think they will do
quitewell for our purposes.”

He handed Langersthelist and leaned back while it was read. Refolding the paper, Langers handed
it back to Monpdlier.

"l think you'reright. | know a couple of the men on your list; they are good. And if the othersare
just as good then we should have no problems. Now what about equipment? WEIl need abit of
everything just for contingencies.

Monpdlier ordered a coffee and cakes. His ssomach was beginning to rumble abit. "I can get dmost
anything you need. Just make up your list. But let ustake thingsin order. What isyour first requirement?”

Langersleaned forward. "More information. | want pictures of the massf, moreinfo on the
background and history of Sunni Ali and the time frame we have to work in.

"Asfor what trangport we need, thisistheway | think we should approach it at thistime. Well fly
into Fort Laperrine, but only to refud. First well send afew of our men on ahead with the vehicles.
They'll meet usin the desert as close to Baguezane as we can get without spooking any-one. If we pulled
into any of the villagesin agroup, the Tuaregs would know of it im-mediately. Well take al wegpons and
heavy gear with us on the plane. There are plenty of sdt flats out there that can be used asalanding strip.
Well have the advance party select one and notify us by radio which one we areto use.

"Once the advance party gets clear of the Ahaggar Mountains, they shouldn't have any problems
getting out to . . .1 would say some-where. . . ," he searched his memory, "to some place between
Tarazit and the oasis at Bilma. Dead between them are severa places suitable for our purposes. Also,
that would put usin back of Mt. Baguezane. We may want to go after the boy and girl that way. Sunni
Ali would mogt probably not expect arescue to come at him from the Tenere Desert. Get me dl the



photos you can on the areaand just what section of the moun-tain heis keeping hiscamp in. That might
change afew things asfar as equipment is concerned.”

Monpdlier agreed. He gave the impression that he had just started putting things together in the last
couple of dayswhen, in truth, he had been on the job for the last three weeks. And most of that had been
gpent in gathering intelligence for just such an operation. "Very good, my friend. | will meet you at
Ghudamisin three days. At that time | will bring the rest of your team with me. With your agreement | will
go ahead and arrange for air trangport to be waiting to take usto Fort Laperrine.”

Carl agreed, glad that they wouldn't have to make the 2,000-kilometer drive out there,

Taking another envelope from his jacket pock-et, Monpelier handed it acrossthetable, "in here are
what sdient facts you may need about the hostages and aprofile of Sunni Ali, or at least asmuch as|
was ableto find out. The Tuaregs, as you know, are amost secretive people. | wish that | had aphoto
for you but then, it wouldn't do much good since the Tuaregs nearly dways keep their faces covered. But
he doeswear adigtinctive jellaba, the traditiona cloak, and has gray-blue eyes much like yours.”

Rising from the table Monpelier said, "Well, that isdl | havefor now. Three days, then, and | will
seeyou in Ghudamis. Stay at the Hotel Saharienne. Y ou might be able to pick up some more current
information as to what conditions prevail among the Tuareg tribes. | know that you did have some
contacts among some Berbers and Arabs in that area. Perhaps they will know some-thing.”

Langersrose with him. There was no longer any need to St therein the heet of the day. "All right.
Three days. And bring more money. WEell need to have it for the unexpected expensesthat ways arise.
And bring me at least ten thousand in gold. The contacts | used to have al had one thing in common, they
like the sound of gold better than paper.”

Carl |eft with Monpdlier. Outside the cafe Monpdier handed him a set of keys.

"These areyours. Thereisared and white Land Rover at the end of the block. It isfully equipped:
extragas cans, water, some rations, blankets, etc. Just what you need for the trip to Ghudamis. | didn't
include any wegpons. They comelater. | don't want you caught with anything that could give the
authorities any reason to detain you. | presume you till have some money left. So I'll leave you here.”

Langers had thought about taking one of theloca busesto Ghudamis. It was with relief that he now
had an aternate form of transport. Bustravel in North Africawas an experience most would much rather
do without.

At the hotel he rounded up Ciardello and Gus. "Get your thingswhile | pay the bill. We're moving
out. Monpelier got back to mein ahurry, soit lookslikeago."

Gus stuffed hisfew belongingsinto an over-sized musette bag. Dominic had had hisready to go
since the previous night. Neither asked where they were heading till they were settled in the Land Rover
and on theway out of Tunis.

Dominic looked around him and then & the mountainsin the distance. "Where are we head-ing?'

"Ghudamisfor now. From there well just have to see. Monpdier will join usin three days with the
rest of theteam.”

Traffic was sparse. There were only afew buses, which were jam-packed with people and animals
ranging from goats to chickens. More common were carts pulled by weary donkeys and small,
thin-haired horses. Their masters urged them aong loaded for the marketplaces with hesps of dead
wood gleaned from the mountainside to be used asfuel for cooking fires. The only change Carl could see
in the carts from 500 years past was that some of them had on old truck or automobile tires instead of
wooden whedls.

They had to take the coastal road through Sfax, then around the Gulf of Gabes to the border of
Libya They were eyed with suspicion asthey passed over the border, the numbers of their vehi-cle
carefully noted to be passed on later. Carl had decided to take the route that was the better road, in fact
the only road. There were trails they could have taken to intercept the road from Tripoli to Ghudamis, but
that could have taken them two or even three days to travel. Ghudamis was on the Tunisian side of the
border nestling at the point where Tunisia, Libya, and Algeriajoined. He figured that they might aswell
get it over with asfar as passing through the border was concerned. Guards at heavily trafficked sites
were not nearly asjumpy asthosein the moreisolated regions. Once they had the Libyan stamp on their



passports, it should help them if they ran into any problems before reaching Ghudamis.

Monpelier had it about right. It would take them two daysto reach their destination if they didn't run
into any problems, and in this part of the world it was arare excurson when you did not. At Sabratha
they took atrail south to intersect the road from Tripoli. They had passed three military patrols since
they'd crossed the frontier. The looks they'd received from the crews made Carl uneasy. Best to play it
safe.

Fifty kilometers on adonkey trail and they picked up the main road. By then night wasfull on them.
Carl and Dominic switched places, leaving Gusin the back to eat on dates and figs they had picked up
from aroadside vendor. At the village of Nalut they spent the night, taking the vehicle into an enclosed
areathat served asapatio for the hostel. Theirs was the only motor vehicle in evi-dence.

Insde they were greeted profusely by the owner, aman with Arab features. Not unusud, thiswas
one of those places where the Bedouin Arabs and the Berbers lands merged. Mogt of the clientele were
Arabswho kept to themsaves. They sat in smal groups sipping their teaor coffee mixed with cardomon,
aspice which Arabs have agresat fondnessfor.

The common room was a spare areawith afireplace at the sound end of onewall for cooking.
Raisad areasfor eating rimmed the room which waslit by cod oil lamps. Electricity wasfifty kilometers
to the south and would have been too expensiveif it had been available.

Carl cdled the innkeeper over as Gus went to inspect what was cooking on the spit over the codsin
the fireplace. Dominic looked around uninterestedly.

"Wewant oneroom for dl of us," Carl told the innkeeper. "And | would advise against any-one
getting too closeto our vehicle. It would upset meterribly if anything were wrong with it tomor-row." His
fingers dug into the muscle running from the neck to the shoulder of the tavern magter. "We do
understand each other, do we not?"

"Ohyes, effendi. It ismost clearly under-stood. | have great love for the English and the French. All
will bewdl. Please be at ease. | give you my word."

Carl released the pressure. "Very well. But if things are not asyou say, | will take from you more
than your word. Now show me to our room."

Cdling Gus away from thefireplace, they fol-lowed the innkeeper up to the second floor and were
shown into aroom with two cots and awash basin, nothing more.

"Thisisthe best in my establishment, good sirs, the very best. But there are three of you. Will you
not wish another accommodation?”

Carl pushed him out the door. "No! Thiswill do."

Guslooked around and opened the window to let in some air. From their window they could see
the Land Rover parked closeto thewall. "Why just one room, Carl?*

"Because, you great ape, we are going to take turns staying with the Land Rover so we know it will
be therein the morning. Y ou and Ciarddlo go and bring our thingsin. I'm going to hit the rack first,
seeing ashow | did most of the driving. Dominic, you and Gus settle on who takesfirst watch in the Land
Rover."

Carl was adeep before they made it to the Land Rover and back with their gear. He opened one
eye when they came back in, then closed it im-mediately after first looking out the window at the night.
Hedidn't want to go to deep with the face of Gustaf Beildemann asthe last thing he saw. It was just too
depressing.

Gusgracioudy took thejob of deeping in the Land Rover. After dl, he could degp anywhere as
long as he had afull ssomach, and he'd seen to that by taking half of the goat the innkeeper was
pre-paring for his other sSix guests with him as amidnight snack.

Severd of the hotel guests had looked with lust &t the Land Rover, knowing its worth. When the
shock absorbers groaned under the weight of Gus as he climbed in, and was obvioudy not going to
leave, there were several silent moans of frustra-tion. None would go near the Land Rover this night, not
unless they wanted to use guns and that would wake the city.

Thetrio was on the road at dawn, not waiting to take bregkfast. They preferred their own cold
ra-tionsto thefare of theinn. All ate except Gus, who dept peacefully until they were another fifty



kilometers along the way. The wet regions of the coast had long since been left behind.

They were now in the Sahara Desert, climbing over ranges of brown rocks which had been shaped
by the millennia of winds, heet, and cold.

Harsh and foreboding, the Sahara welcomed no one and only those as harsh as it had any chance of
surviving in it. Between stone monoliths they drove on. Sunglasses hel ped to cut the glare but their eyes
gtill turned red and gritty from the strain. Twice they had to stop to shove boulders out of the road.

At midday they pulled over to seek the shade of arock wall. The Land Rover needed the ret, too.
The surface temperature of the sand was over 130 degrees and they had hundreds of milesto go yet
before they reached the worst of it.

Each of them tried to take what rest they could from the heat. For four hoursthey didn't move, not
until the sun had long since passed overhead and the earth had had adight chanceto cool.

They wouldn't make it to Ghudamis until long after dark, and that was dl right with them. They
would take the cold of the desert over the hest.

Somewhat rested, Carl took the whedl again, navigating over aroad that had seen little traffic and
even less maintenance. But it was the only road to Ghudamis.

Inthelight of the Land Rover's headlamps, animals which came out at night to hunt crossed the
road, eyes bright and glowing but blinded by the glare. There were desert jackals, large-eared foxes, and
griped hyenas. All came out in the night to compete for food.

Unseen to the west and south, the dunes waited, stretching for hundreds of miles. The Saharaitself
wasthree and ahaf million square miles of hell. Carl thought those dimensionswould fit Hades perfectly.

Shoulders cramped, muscles burning from the tedious drive, it was with relief that they at last saw
dim lights glowing in afew brown mud-brick houses. They were coming into Ghudamis. It was about
time. In the last hour the temperature had dropped to thirty-five degrees from the day's peak of 108. The
Saharadid not have cloud cover enough to retain any of the heet of the day.

Gus pointed to agrove of trees outside of the village. "Isn't that where the Hotel Saharienneis?"

"l think s0," Carl said. "WEell find out in afew minutes.” Pulling into a pam-lined driveway which led
up to athree-story stuccoed building, they cameto ahat gratefully.

The passenger door of the Land Rover was opened by a smiling black man wearing a gold-trimmed
red jacket and afez. Despite their road-filthy and dust-encrusted appearance, he greeted them asif they
were vigting royalty. Upon the clap of hishands, porters appeared out of the dark to carry their gear into
the lobby, which could have come from aHollywood movie sat: potted pams and plants, rotating
overhead fans, furni-ture which belonged in the attics and cellars of ahundred years ago.

The Saharienne had once been somebody's dream, built by an Englishman who'd thought that when
oil was found, Ghudamis would become amgjor crossroads. It had gone through several hands since
then. It was now owned by aHindu family who kept the pukka sahib attitude: pa-tiently they had waited
for theflood of tourists and travelersto come for two generations now, and with the calm resignation of
the Orient, they were ready to wait two more generations or however long they had to. Meanwhile, they
would keep the hotel ready and fully staffed. Of its one hundred rooms, only four were occupied, three
of those by ageologica survey crew from Belgium and the other by a permanent resident—one of those
|eft-overs from the colonid dayswho had chosen to stay and die.

"Welcome, Srs. Have you areservation?”

Carl admitted that they did not. The Hindu clerk gave them adightly distasteful ook through his
wire-rimmed glasses, asif to say their parents should have taught them better. He went through theritua
of checking his guest register, then with great satisfaction at being able to squeeze themin, replied aoofly,
"Ah, yes, good drs. Y ou are most fortunate. | see that we will be able to ac-commodate you. Please Sign
theregiger.”

They did asthey were bade. Even Gus seemed a bit subdued by the clerk, asif he recognized one
who had even more fantastic dreams than he did.

Carl gavethe car keysto aporter. They were requested to please wait amoment. The clerk
vanished to the rear office. A few seconds passed.

Then they heard a coughing that changed to a steady chug and lights came on in the lobby, electric



lights from overhead chanddliers. For some reason it made the place seem even more odd than it was
when lit only by lampsand can-dles.

Proudly the desk clerk announced, "Y ou may go to your rooms now, good sirs, and have a pleasant
dtay at the Hotel Saharienne.”

A red-fezzed bellboy took them to alift, mak-ing a ceremony out of turning the bronze handle
forward till power gave the winch enough strength to lift the cage up to thefirst floor, where they were
shown to two rooms. Carl had put Gus with Dominic, thinking that it was best that neither of them were
left donetoo long. Besides, he needed some space to himsdlf to think for atime. The roomswere like
thelobby. A touch of old England seventy years ago. After accepting his gratuity, the bellboy announced
that the electricity would be turned off upon hisreturn to the lobby but every evening a dinner it was
turned on again for two hours.

The shower was hot. On the roof was a holding tank painted black to absorb the heat of the already
searing sun. Water came nearly steaming from the pipes. The only good thing about hot showersin
tropical climateswasthat it felt cool for afew minutes after you got out.

A light medl of boiled eggs and toast served with English tea and marmalade sarted the day off fairly
well. Gus had four orders.

Looking at Dominic over his cup, Langers was concerned about him. Since they'd gone on the road
Langers had been keeping awatch on Dominic. He seemed a bit more at ease. Gus was alwaysthe
same; he hadn't changed since thefirst day they'd met in Russia. Seven long years of fighting together and
the only time he'd ever seen him down was when young Manny Ertl died in the winter of '44 on the
Dnieper River Line. Hed lost track of Gus during the retreat from Russiaand found him again in the
Legion, where thousands of former members of the Wehrmacht ended up after the war was over. France
had needed trained soldiersto fight her warsin Indochina and she found many of them in the defeated
armies of her former enemy.

Langers shook the past off again. They had thingsto do today.

CHAPTER FOUR

Carl had Gus and Dominic service the Land Rover. They used their spare gear and went about replacing
theair and ail filters. While they did this Langerstook the time to go over the report Monpelier had given
him.

Insde the envel ope were pictures of the two hostages. For the first time he had names. Jason S.
Johns and hisbride, Jeannine. There was astriking resemblance between them. Both werein their early
twenties. From the black and white photos he guessed they both had dishwater blond or sun-bleached
hair. A good-looking couple, in-telligent faces. Both were well educated, she at schoolsin Switzerland
and France, heat Yale. It appeared that Sunni Ali had picked them up while they were on their
honeymoon taking a motor safari across Africa. The boy's father was Andrew St. Johns, an international
arms broker who had mega-dollars and only one heir.

Asfor Sunni Ali, there was nothing new. He was till amystery. He had just appeared among the
tribes one day and had risen to leader of the Azbnel Tuaregs—all thisin thelast two years. The only
known fact about him was that he dways did what he said he would do. If he said held kill the hostages,
then that was exactly what would take place. It was known that he spoke French and English fluently, as
well as Arabic and Tamahag, the Tuareg diaect.

The rest of the envel ope contained pictures of the Mt. Baguezane region. All of them were aerid
views, some of which had been torn out of old magazines. That was okay; nothing there would change
very muchinjust afew years.



That wasit. Not much! Hed have to do like Monpelier had suggested and try to contact some of
those he had dedlt with during the troublesome past. The one man he needed in particular was Sharif
Mamud ibn-Hassani, an old desert fox who was the master of Wadi Jebel, only afew hours drive from
Ghudamis. He'd makeinquiries. If the sharif was il dive, he would go and see him. During the Algerian
operation, Sharif Mamud had supplied him with information about the rebel terrorigts. As often asthe
French Colo-nias had been attacked by them, so had his people, the Bedouin Arabs. Sharif Mamud had
explained hisinforming by saying that if he was going to be conquered, he would prefer it to be by people
who at least knew how to cook.

Returning to the hotel, Carl found Gus on the porch sipping iced lemonade. "L ooks good, Gus." He
ordered one from the attending waiter, who stood waiting politely just out of earshot. When it was
brought to him, before drinking it he placed the glass between hiseyes. The cold a-most hurt. Heran it
over the outside of hisface. The chill was delicious. Only then did he drink, taking haf the glassin one
long swallow.

Gus smiled with approval. "Good shit, huh? Comes from their own groves.”

"Yes, it'sgood. Now ligten, if he's still around we're going over to see old Sharif Mamud
tomor-row."

Gus nodded. "1 wondered if we'd see the old goat thief while we werein the area. If anyone knows
anything itll be him. Aninformation ser-vice, that'swhat heis, aregular encyclopedia”

Looking around, Langers asked, "Wheres Dominic at?'

Gus pointed his glassto the road. "In the vil-lage taking alook around. He should be back soon.”

"The Land Rover?'

"Everything'sin order. It's watered and gassed and the spare cans have been refilled. We 're ready
togo."

Carl grunted "Good" as he drained the last of hisglass. The waiter gpproached him bearing adip of
paper on asilver salver, saying, "Master Langers, Sir. Thisisfor you." Carl took the note and gave the
man what must have been hisfirg tip in weeks.

After reading it, he put the paper in his pocket.

"Monpelier will be here tomorrow night. | want you to go and find Dominic, then check around to
seeif Sharif Mamud is at the Wadi Jebel. No sense making thetrip if he's dead.”

With resignation for an unpleasant task, Gus hauled his carcass from the comfortable chair.

"Zu Befehl, Herr Feldwebel." He gave amock saute. "Y es, Sir, Herr Sergeant.”

Carl ignored him,

He watched Gus's back as he trundled off to-ward the sun-baked bricks of the village, then went
back ingdeto wait. He knew that if Sharif Mamud was till dive Guswould find out. Not many could
refuse him. Just hisimposing Size started most tongues wagging fredly.

Dominic came back in and joined him, placing histhin frame gratefully on the cushions. He wiped
perspiration from hisface and the back of his neck. "I forgot how damned hot it was out here, and we're
not anywhere near the bad part yet." Snapping hisfingers he ordered lemonade. " Gus told me about you
wanting to go and see the old sharif. Good idea. Which of usisgoing to stay here and wait for
Monpdier?'

Carl didn't have to think about it very much. Gus drove Monpdlier crazy, and he and Dominic knew
it. "It would probably be better if you were here, Dominic. Y ou know how Gus gets under Monpelier's
in."

Dominic gave one of hisrare smiles. "Gus could get under the skin of arhino. It'sdl right with me. |
have no love for riding in that machine any morethan | haveto. Y ou two go and have the fun. I'll hold
things down heretill you get back.”

It was nearly dark before Gus returned. "The old goat's still at Wadi Jebdl," he reported. "Now let's
go and get something to eat before | faint from hunger.”

Neither Carl nor Dominic felt any sympathy for Guss hunger. Grease stains on his shirt told the story
of why it had taken him so long to get back. The beast had been feeding again.



From Ghudamisthey cut over to the east, tak-ing the road to Messouda on the Algerian side of the
border. At acheckpoint Carl and Gus showed their papersto bored guards who were more in-terested
in the two cartons of American cigarettes they had impounded than they werein thetwo men in the Land
Rover.

Dropping down off the mountain, they could see the sun-baked brick wall of thetown in the
distance. Small patches of green dotted the coun-tryside, patches where vegetation had taken root. Here
rain from the mountains fell to the basin, gathering in underwater reservoirs formed in the past millenia.

Three kilometers from Messouda they turned back to the northwest, driving on anarrow rutted trail
till they saw what they had come for, the oasis of Wadi Jebel.

* * *

"Wecome and may Allah protect you. Share my tent and sdt. Be welcome.”

Sharif Mamud gave his guests greetingsin the traditional manner of hisrace. Ingtinctively he knew
that their visit meant silver or gold for his purse. He had dedlt with the scarface in the past. He trusted him
to live up to any agreement they cameto. Thisforeigner was an honorable man—if somewhat
disconcerting. He knew not where the name for him originated, but from his persona knowledgeit was
accurate. Al-Katte ... thekiller.

During the troubles the L egion had many hard men but no one who struck so much fear into the
hearts of enemies as had this gray-eyed one. Sharif Mamud knew that he had been one who never failed
when sent to kill. Ah! That had been abloody time. And profitable for one who was not bothered by
such things as nationd loydty or political passions. It was Sharif Mamud who had been the eyesand ears
of a-Katte and upon payment, the voice. And now he had returned with the big ugly one who stood as
the mountain had stood before the prophet Mohammed. The one whose name sounded like the gurgling
of the somach of acamd in heat. Gusss. A most ugly sound yet it suited the bearer well.

The sdes of the tent were raised, closed flaps invited unwelcome listeners. Sharif Mamud waved
away abothersome fly with ahorsetail whisk. "It has been along time, effendi, sSince these eyes have
seen you and your so large shadow.”

Carl sat on cushions, face-to-face with Sharif Mamud. Gus kept an eye on the outsde. Waiting till
tea had been brought and the server departed, Carl findly said, "I have need of your long nose and sharp
ears, my friend."

Sharif Mamud nearly glowed. He was right, there would be gold. Restraining his excitement he
responded with calculated disinterest. "Ah, but what may this old one know that would be of interest to
one such asyoursdf? Thereisno longer any war. The lands are quiet, the tribes are at peace, the French
are gone. What could it be that you wish to know?"

Sipping the tea with sucking sounds to show his appreciation, Carl waded through Sharif Mamud's
ritud foreplay. "True, Shaif, things are different and the land is quiet. But that may change soon. Thereis
trouble coming from the south.”

"Not from my people surdly, a-Kattel—" Thetitle dipped out. Sharif Mamud recovered quickly.
"—FEffendi.”

Carl waved it away. "That does not matter. | do not take offense. In my years| have been called
much worse. But let us keep that name between us; it's not for outsde ears.”

Sharif Mamud bowed his head dightly, the folds of histurban framing hisface. "Asyou wish. Now
back to how | may be of service. What isthistrouble you spesk of ?*

"Sunni Ali of the Azbnel Tuaregs.”

Sharif Mamud sucked the back of histeeth. "Aiii! | presume you do not mean the Sunni Ali of old
but the new one."

Carl nodded. "Of course. Tell mewhat you know of him."

Sharif Mamud poured moretea, giving himself timeto collect histhoughts and cd culate how much
to give away for free.

"Itissaid, by whom | do not know, but it issaid that this new Sunni Ali would beatorchinthe



night. He isaman without vice or tolerance. A most hard and unforgiving person trapped in the sands of
yesteryear, to which hewishesareturn.”

Sharif Mamud paused. Significantly hisright hand lay palm open, casudly, on theinlaid table. Carl
smiled. His own hand was dready filled. Over Sharif Mamud's pam he let loose a stream of gold coins
until the palm wasfilled, then he said, "My old friend, even | know that words must be given nourishment
that they might ripen into truth and wisdom.”

Mamud knew within a centime exactly how much had been put into his palm by the weight of it. It
was enough.

"It isgood to speak with one who has not blinded himself with philosophies or dreams. Re-dity can
be so much more rewarding." The coins disappeared into the folds of hisjelaba.

"Moretea, d-Kattel?' Carl accepted with grace, and waited.

Picking up where he had |eft off Sharif con-tinued, "As| said, my friend, this Sunni Ali isamost
strange man, and it has been whispered by afew that heis not of the Azbini or even of the Tuareg. But
no one knows from whence he came. One day he was there, that isal that is known. He has taken for
his own many young men from different tribesincluding my own."

Leaning closer he hissed, "It isgood that you have come. Too long have these |ands been wartered
with blood and tears. This Sunni Ali isevil. If perchance you happen to meet him, gain favor with Allah
and kill him without hesitation or con-science. | take your gold for such is my weakness of spirit, but |
would have told you without pay-ment, such ismy distaste for the velled man."

Carl knew what he meant. Those bad years were still fresh to the memory. That they would come
again he never doubted, but they didn 't have to come so soon.

"Y ou said that perhaps he is not of the Azbini. Then what ishe?'Y ou have sharp ears, old one. Have
there not been rumors of hisorigin?"

Mamud scratched at his beard. "Rumors, yes. Some have said that he is one of those desert-loving
Engles who has gone mad and become more Arab than the Arab, more Berber than the Berber, and
more Tuareg than the Tuareg. Others clam heisalegionnaire who, when he deserted, wastaken in by
the Tuaregs, for he speaks several languages, something most unusud for a Tuareg. There are many
stories. Take your choice of them. Onewill serve aswell as another.

"One other thing | know is of the guests he keeps at his camp by the mountain known as Baguezane.
If my feeble mind has not completdy lost its ability to do Smple mathematics, | would conclude that they
are the reason you are asking these questions. Isit not so?"

"Yes, that is correct, you desert jackal. It has fallen to me and those under me to take the two, as
you cdled them, 'guests from the hospitdity of Sunni Ali."

Sharif Mamud rose from his cushions. "Come with me. We shal wak and tak during this the most
pleasant time of the day when the sun givesway to the night and the air iscool.”

Gus started to trail after them but was detoured by Mamud. "No, my large one. Remain and dine.
Lamb roasted with mint jelly and grape leaves and sweet rice is being brought to you now. Stay and do
that which you do best, and leave thinking to those who are the thinkers. Feed, thou offspring of an
elephant, feed.”

Guswould have been indignant but the mention of lamb roasted with mint jelly was too much,
especidly asthe platterswere at that moment being brought to him by the women of Sharif Mamud's
household. The aromaremoved any thought of insult or retdiation from histhick brow. Carl smiled a him
asaparent would smile at adow but well-loved child.

Mamud led the way between rows of date palmsto the edge of the oasis where they climbed to a
rocky ridge and sat upon the stones. These craggy ridges, on the horizon beyond the Sahara, kept the
moisture of the seafrom being dissipated by the desert, giving lifeto athin green strip along the North
African coas..

The day was giving way reluctantly as the shadows grew longer and darker across the land. Mamud
looked to the south, his eyes going beyond the mountains. "It ishard out there, my friend. Thereisa
saying which has much truth to it. And that is: if you crossthe Sahara, to stay on thetrail look for the
bones of those who have died. They mark the trail. When you cannot find them, you are truly and forever



log."

Carl knew that even though the danger that he spoke of wasred, in the deep caverns of his soul
Mamud gtill longed for the freedom he had known of the desert before he became master of Wadi Jebd!.
Out there in the great silence was the only true freedom for one such as he.

"Al-Kattel, | will go with you inyour quest. If you will cross the Baguezane, you will have need of
one who knowstheway. Once, when | was young, my sire pitched our tents at the base of the mountain.
My boyhood friends and | spent many months learning its secrets. | know how to get to the camp of
Sunni Ali. Y ou must come from the east over the mountain. No one will look for you to come out of the
desert.”

Mamud was not a young man but Carl knew that he had hidden reserves of strength. And hewas
right, he would be needed. Perhaps he would even make the difference. "Very well, graybeard. If you
would go once more into the desert, then come with us asfriend and compan-ion.”

Mamud faced toward the mountains, now only afaint, soon to beinvisble line against the rim of
heaven. "Good. Itisright that | go with you. | have been too long away. The soft life has taken much
from me, and now | havelittlel€ft to give. My days grow short and | am not needed as | once was. My
sons have sons. They are not of the desert anymore. Soon they will want cars and planes, vacationsin
Europe. That iswell enough for them, but | wish to return one more time to the furnace that once made
my people gresat in the eyes of God."

Turning hiseyesto Carl he bresthed deeply, "Ah, yes| know. | ramble too much. Dream too much.
But you know that when only the stars separate one from the face of God, when the djinns, the spirits,
ride the winds and great dunes move as oceans over the land, it is easy to dream. To dream of those
years past when my people rode out of the furnace as hard as stedl, pure of mind and eye. With the
sword and the Koran they cleansed the earth.”

Carl thought he saw atear in Mamud's eye. "And then, my friend?'

Mamud looked toward the north." Then we fell from favor and became like those we conquered.
The citiestook us and with the taking we were corrupted in the eyes of Allah, may His name be praised.
For thisdid he turn hisfavor from us, and now for such along time we have been asmall people who
fight among oursaves and ac-complish nothing. We havelittle left and that is one reason why | wish to go
with you. This Sunni Ali must be stopped. The ways of old are not to be brought back. The world istoo
different. All that he would accomplish would be to speed up the dying. | would have the old ways die
like mysdlf, with time and as much grace aspossible.”

Carl understood dl too well. Casca Rufio Longinus had seen nationsrise and fall, men and religions
grow old and unneeded. He shook the thoughts from him. Cascadias Carl Langerswasto livein this
time. Yet if he could have he would return to the other time aso.

A chill ran over Langers. In only afew minutes the temperature had dropped twenty degrees. "Let's
go back now," he said. There is much to do. Wewill meet again perhapsin one or two days. At that time
be ready to go. Also, if you find out anything more about Sunni Ali, contact meimmediately.”

Mamud led the way back. Carl watched him carefully. His steps were strong, sure, hisback still as
graight asajirad, aspear. He knew the old man would carry hisweight, more than carry it. When one
was ready to die as he was, the last reserves of strength from body and soul stood by to be called on. He
envied Sharif Mamud his death. For he knew that the hand of Allah had touched the old man. Hewas
ready for paradise. Carl wished himwell inthe afterlife. In sha' Allah, thewill of God.

Guswas ready for them. Nothing remained save the bones, which had been well picked, sucked,
and smacked over by the fleshy lips of the big German. When they returned, Gus was wan-dering around
outsde of Sharif Mamud's tent eating a handful of sweet dates for dessert.

Carl left Sharif Mamud at the door of histent, telling him "Rest well and dream the dreams of old.
For | know that they will cometo you again and thistime your dream of freedom will be redized, for that
iswhat you seek and what you shall find."

Mamud nodded his head. It was good to speak to one who understood. The scar-faced feringi was
more than he seemed. There were depths to the man's soul that were deep, very deep, and in those
depths were grest sorrows. Mamud wished for him, too, to one day find peace.



"Salaam aleikum, my friend." He spoke the parting words.

"Aletkum salaam, Sharif Mamud ibn-Hassani. Peace be with you. Till we meet again.” To hislarge
friend he said, "Come on, Gus, let's get going. Monpdier should be there by now."

Gus climbed into the driver's seat and started up the Land Rover. Theride back to the fort seemed
much longer. Or perhapsit wasjust that Carl felt very, very old.

CHAPTER FIVE

Hedid not like the caves; they choked him with their closeness. Holes in the earth were the do-main of
the dead. The walls were stained with smoke ten thousand years old and covered in partswith
prehigtoric paintings. It stank insde of stae death, not of the invigorating purity of the desert.

Guards at the entrance to the caves bowed as he passed, their faces, like his, kept hidden beneath
the black indigo-dyed veils. He was their master and they were his dogsto do hisbidding. Their only
reason for existing wasto obey and serve. Sunni Ali felt the same discontent for them: the warriors of the
Tuareg had too long been con-fined. Soon it would be timeto set his dogslooseto reclaim their ancient
heritage.

Striding across a cleared area between larger-than-man-si zed boul ders he went to histent, ig-noring
therest of his encampment whose tents had been set to take advantage of what shade was cast by the
boulders of the mountain. But his eyes missed nothing. Sentries stood on high pointsto observe dl that
passed in front of their eyes, eyes which could see much farther than those of ordi-nary men, eyeswhich
had been trained in the congtant glare of the Saharan sun. Hiswomen he had sent away. Therewas no
place for women in the affairs of men. They were adigtraction at thistime. He would be served only by
the men of histribe,

Resting on cushions of woven horse hair, Sunni Ali crossed hislegs and removed hisveil. Hisface
was stark, surprisingly pale where the sun had not touched it. The bones of his cheeks were promi-nent,
giving him the gaunt and intense look of a desert falcon. He wished nothing at thistime and waved away
his attendants. He wanted only to think.

When the weapons came he would gather to him the tribes of the desert and make war. He did not
have any illusions about being able to win amgjor war, but he could make it so expensve for the enemy
interms of life and cost that his people would be granted their freedom. Freedom from artificia
boundaries, freedom to ride asthey had for athousand years, obeying only the laws of Allah, blessed be
His name, and those of the desert. Let the rest of theworld do asit wished. Let them destroy themselves
intheir quest for power. He wanted only that which was theirs and the return of their way of life without
interference. If it meant that thousands would die, that too would be in the hands of God.

Once he had possession of the weapons the boy's father had promised, Sunni Ali would then call a
great gathering of the tribesto him. Already he had sent emissaries to the Bedouin and the other Berber.
He heard back from them that they would wait and seeif he could deliver on his promise. Riflesalone
were not enough to fight tanks and airplanes. Courage they had, but too many timesin the past they had
seen the bravery of their fighting men destroyed by the more mod-ern weapons of the invaders. To wage
war they had to know that they had at |east afighting chance. That isal. No onewould have believed a
guarantee of victory, but afighting chance was dl that was required for them to gather their warriorsand
once more come out of the desert to drive the invaders and infidels from their lands. Who knew? If they
were successful in their first attempt then it might be that the other tribes of the Berbers and even some of
the Arabs would come to ride with them and declare agrest jihad, aholy war.

Sunni Ali saw dl thisclearly. In the remote regions of his mind there was the thought that perhaps,
just perhaps, he could be the flame which would raly al the followers of the prophet together and once



and for dl rid themsdlves of the feringi. Then the tribes could go back to settling their differences among
themsdlves as they d-ways had.

Legend and prophecy had forecast the birth of agreat one who would raly Idam. It was possible
that it could be him. He did have the space between histeeth that the prophets had said would mark the
Mahdi.

Sunni Ali lost Sight of redlity in his dreams, dreams he had as a child reborn. He had listened to the
sorytelerstak of the past when they were free men, of the great warriors who with sword and fire
brought the word of Allah to the unbe-liever. He believed in dreams. Oft times at night he would go deep
into the desert, his eyes|ocked upon the heavensiif he waited long enough he could see the passing of
gtars, comets, and con-gtdlations. In them were his dreams.

Theferingi had two weeks, not one minute longer, more to give him that which he had de-manded.
Then the boy would watch hiswife die dowly, adice of her being taken away every day. Once there
was nothing left of her but madness, he would start on the son of the arms dealer. Unless, of course, the
old man reconsidered once he knew what had happened to the girl.

Taking apath up the side of the mountain, he passed sentries whose eyes sparkled with the fire of
devotion above thefolds of their vells.

"El kher ghas."

He acknowledged that al waswell.

Sunni Ali found what he desired, a place where he could look out into the distance to where the
hand of God touched the sky and the earth as one. It was good to let the great quiet seep into hissoul. It
was pure, clean. That isdl that he wished for. He knew of the citiesto the West and the Orient, of their
sckness of soul and heart. Hewas no fool .

L et the outside world think of him as only another madman of the desert. He knew what he was
doing. If the desert was to be returned to its rightful owners, now wasthetime.

The nations around them were weak. Recent wars of independence had taken al of the energiesand
resources of the colonia powers. They could not afford awar in the desert. Europe had its own
problems and war and was weary. They had no interest in the Sahara, only initsoil. Even that could be
negotiated. France was emotiondly crippled by her long warsin Asiaand North Af-rica. England had
her own problemsin Kenyaand Egypt.

On his sde also were many liberd organiza-tions with over-worked socia consciencesto whom the
return of the landsto their origina peoples would seem afine and good thing. All thishe had asallies, and
most of al he had the desert.

Towagewar at thistime, Sunni Ali could raly an army that would cost hundreds of millionsto
match, money which would not be easly forth-coming. From the Tuareg done he could call on 70,000
warriors. If the Bedouin and rest of the Berber joined with him, they would number over 150,000 fighting
men. A mgjor force, aforcelarger than the combined armies of Algeria, Libya, and Tunisa.

Hewould leave theferingi their coastlines and green valleys, and make the cost of one hectare of his
desert so high no man in hisright mind would wish to pay the pricefor it. But it had to be now before the
climate of the outside world changed and too many of the desert peoples were drawn into the citiesand
ruined by the corruption which was bred there,

It was agreat dream, one he had first had when he became a convert to the ways of Allah, may His
name be praised. Idam wasthe light, the flame which he would use to unite the tribes. His people, the
Tuareg, were dready devout Modems. Among those who had come to him, he had dowly enforced the
Idamic law of old by increasing the discipline alittle every day. The pure faith of Mohammed would be
vitd to his plans, to give his men the singleness of thought and purpose which could unite them againgt the
outsders.

A wind blew from the southwest. He knew where it originated. On the ocean currents off the Ivory
Coadt. Inhismind it ill had the smell of the seato it. Beyond this range the winds would be sucked dry
as hewould suck dry the bodies of any who came againgt him.

Removing hisvell Sunni Ali bared hisfaceto the crystd clear night, exposing histrue self. If it had
not been for the blue cast given it by theindigo dye, hisface would have been asfair asthe day his



mother had given birth to him faraway in the green valey of the Rhine River.

The years had been long since the day he had escaped from the American prisoner of war camp
outside of Tunis. He made hisway into the desert and wandered about haf-mad until he wasfound by a
band of Tuaregs heading south across the Sahara away from the war. He had gone with them. He had
been brought into the clan by their master, Bukush, a member of the Imahren, the upper caste of the
Tuareg, through marriage to one of his daughters.

They taught him their ways and he aided them with his modern mind. He could make machinery
work. He knew modern weapons and tactics. He should know, having once been acolond in Rommd's
AfrikaKorps. He knew how to fight in the desert against the West.

Once Bukush died, Sunni Ali had dowly taken over guidance of the Azbine clan into which he had
married and been adopted. By his command the Azbini had gone to the north and brought back items
which had been abandoned on adozen battlefields. He had repaired the vehicles, two Hanamog
half-tracks and three American jeeps. These had been kept stored in the caves where he now held his
captives.

For eleven long yearsthey had waited. Their smal stockpile of wegpons and ammunition was not
enough for hismission, but it was enough to secure hisleadership. And Sunni Ali had a great advantage: a
modern, trained mind to command warriorswho still had the raw courage of the savage in their breasts.
Hewould guide them, be their father, and make them a great people once more.

Yes, it was agood dream, one that he would follow to the end. For such wasthe will of God. In
sha' Allah!

CHAPTER SIX

Monpdier and Dominic were waiting for Langers when he and Gus returned from Wadi Jebdl. At two
other tableswere what Carl presumed to be the rest of the team.

He was glad he made it back at the time when the eectricity was on and the celling fans were
turning. Leaving the bar, Dominic and Monpelier joined him and Gus at atable directly under one of the
rotating fans. To Dominic and Gus, Carl said, "Just to be on the safe Side, spread out where you can
keep an eyeon things.”

Dominic went to where he could see the lobby. Gus went to the bar, sationing himself behind the
new arrivas. Carl faced off with Monpdlier. Drinkswere ordered, then Carl filled him in on what he had
found out from Sharif Mamud.

Monpdlier frowned. "1 have heard the same. It bears out what | have learned. In essence, | have
nothing elseto add at this point. | wish we had time to plan this more carefully but were running out of
time. Planning ahead, | have already sent vehiclesto Fort Laperrine. If you have no objectionsto the rest
of the team, well pull out tomor-row by plane. We should arrive a about the same time, maybe a day
earlier than thosedriving."

"Looks like you have thelogigtics pretty well in hand. Y ou must be getting ahell of abonusif we pull
thisoff.”

Monpdlier shrugged. "Y ou know me, mon vieux. | am ahumanitarian, interested only in returning
those youngstersto the arms of their families.”

Carl couldn't have cared less. Aslong as hisend of the bargain waslived up to, whatever side dedl
Monpdier had was hisbusiness.

"All right. What kind of aircraft do we have and what about wegpons?' Carl asked.

Monpdlier leaned over thetable. "I have a Dakota C-47 in excellent flying condition. Asfor



weapons. grenades, Browning 9 mm pistols for everyone, four Mats-49 submachine guns. Therest of the
armsare American. They consst of one Browning automatic rifle and one 30 ca LMG. Therest of the
team will be outfitted with Garand rifles. That way al the ammunition will be inter-changeable except for
the SMGs and pistals. | dso have a60 mortar with fifty rounds, and a bazooka. All the weapons are on
the plane, which will be touching down here a dawn tomorrow."

Onething Carl had dwaysliked about working with Monpelier was that the man planned ahead and
did it right. He had no doubt that al the equipment would be in excellent condition and ready for use.

"Good enough. Now fill mein on the team. Then | want to meet the men you have here. | presume
the others are taking the vehicles south?"

"Yes, you are correct. Very well," Monpdier began. "The small, nervous-looking one with the
thinning hair and mustache is Gerome Sims. He's English. He will be your medic; heisaso profi-cient
with mosgt small arms. His prior service, former British eighth Army, then abit of time with the Rhodesians
and South Africans. He has some desert experience, naturdly.”

Carl knew what he meant. The eighth Army had been Fidld Marshdl Montgomery'smeninthe
North African Campaign. "The others?' he asked.

Monpelier spped hisdrink. "They are of our sort, former legionnaireswith no placeto go. Oneis
German, the other is, | believe, Spanish or possibly South American. | don't know for cer-tain , but he
calshimsdf a Spaniard, so that'sthat. His name is Roman Portrillo. Heis awegpons man, aspecidist
with automatics. | would suggest giving him the BAR or the LMG.

"Asfor the German, Egon Stzchdl. Ex-Wehrmacht. | believe he might have been an officer a one
time; he hasthelook. At any rate, heis good with just about everything. A bit pushy but agood man
when the shit gets deep. Like you and your animal, heisan alumnus of Russa. He haslittle redl desert
experience though, only what he got during training at Sidi Slimane. He was dis-charged for woundsin
Indochina. Since then, | believe he has spent mogt of histimein the Orient.”

Monpdlier ordered one more bottle of wine. "The others with the transport are much the same; you
will meet them at Fort Laperrine.”

Carl poured aglass of wine from the bottle. "There will be one other going with us. Sharif Mamud. |
want him and he wantsto go. He knows the mountain and away over it from the Tenere side.”

Monpdlier glanced a the men at the table. "Why does he want to go? Isn 't he abit long in the tooth
for suchajob?’

Carl nodded. "Let'sjust say he has hisreasons and | understand them. Asfor being long in the
tooth, he can still out-march most men half hisage and, like | said, he knowsthe area. That can be very
important. It might make the differencein getting in and out dive.”

"C'est bien. If that'sthe way you warnt it, then | have no objections.”

"Good. I'll send Gus and Dominic over to get him in the morning. They should be back by dark.”

Monpdlier drained the last of hisglass. "That will work out. When Mamud gets here well head out
to the strip and load up. If we pull out at, say, four in the morning, we should be at the strip in Fort
Laperrine around noon. It istwelve hundred kilometers, give or take afew.”

Carl put hisglass down. "What about landing at Laperrine. Are we going to have any prob-lems?’

Monpdlier rose, yawning. "Excuse me, my friend. My eyesfed like sand pits. But asto your
question, there will be no trouble; we will have plenty of cooperation. That is onething great wealth can
usudly buy. Wewill go in and refuel under the guise of being ageologica survey crew looking for oil.
And if anyonein authority thinks any different, they have but to radio their head-quartersto be putin a
cooperative mood. All has been prepared.”

Carl agreed. "It seemslike you've pretty well covered al bases. Go ahead and get some deep. I'll
introduce mysdf to the others.”

"Very well. But pleasetry not to pissthem off until we are operationdl. It istoo late to look for
replacements. Therefore be tolerant and don't let Gus play games with them.”

Carl laughed. "All right, Sergeant Chef. Well be good. Now go on and get out of my way. | haveto
meet them sooner or later.”

Monpdlier left the lounge feding abit uneasy as he saw Gustake down aliter of winein one



draught. But he had made Langers the boss. He would have to go dong with him. Thiswas no timeto
gart asplit in the leadership and, of course, he was not going al the way with them. His job was, for the
most part, complete once he had them in their trangport and on their way into the desert. After that, the
next time he saw them would be when they were picked up and brought back, hopefully successful. But
if they were not? He shrugged mentally. That waslife, or death, whichever the case turned out to be.

The three recruits sat quietly, knowing they had been discussed. Now they waited to meet their
leader and size him up. The two former legion-naires had heard of Gus and Langers, and Roman had
even met Dominic at Sidi Bel Abbes.

Egon Stachd was a serious-looking man, hair sun-bleached, eyes very pae blue. His mouth had
once been sengtive; now it was only a dash through which he took sustenance and spoke. He had grown
dry with war. Roman was tall, hand-some with a proud nose and dark eyes. He stood over six feet and
moved gracefully like one of the famed dancers of Seville. Langersliked him on the spot. Sms, the
medic, sat patiently drinking straight gin. A filthy habit, Carl thought, but then no one had ever figured the
English out. Smsdidn't seemto beat dl interested in what was going down.

"Gentlemen, | am Carl Langers. Monpelier hastold you about me. | am to be in command of the
actua operation. | only want one thing from you and that's to do the job and do it right. Supposedly
you've al been around the horn, so | don't haveto explain basics. Do as| say when | say it, that's all.
Once we 're committed, there will not be time for arguments. If you have anything to contribute, do it
before we move out into the desert. I'll listen, but | make the final decisions and they are not debatable.

"l have known Monpdlier for years. He is one of the best organizersin the business. If he sayshe
has something then he does. All the equipment is ready and will be on ste when we need it. Therewill be
one other going with us, an Arab shelk who knowstheterrain. | trust him, therefore you will trust him."

He ran his eyes over them as he spoke, looking for any signs of nervousness or fear. There were
none. Roman's face was a bit flushed but Carl put that down to excitement, not fear. The German looked
intense but not upset. Carl knew that he and Egon would haveto have atak in private later. Simsjust
smiled in acceptance of whatever conditions were to be imposed. He didn't like respongbility anyway,
and whoever was in com-mand was fine with him, aslong as he knew hisjob. And it certainly appeared
that this scar-faced man did. Therefore he was satisfied.

Egon spokefirgt. "What isto be the chain of command?”

Carl eyed him. "Weéll sttle that when | meet the rest of the team.”

Gus and Dominic came over to stand casudly behind Langers. They said nothing, but their presence
reinforced hisauthority in Egon 'smind. "Asyou say, Sr," Egon toasted him with an empty glass. "What
are our ordersfor now?'

Todl of them Carl said, "Just be ready to move out when | say so. It could be anytime, so don't
bother unpacking your gear. Stay off the booze and leave thelocasalone. You are dl redtricted to the
hotel unless| tell you otherwise. No phone calls and no trouble. As of now we have had our last drink
until thejobisover."

Egon stood. Hisframe was dender but well muscled. He bowed his head dightly, accepting the
commands. Roman put the cork back into the bottle of wine he'd been sipping and Sims sighed with
deep regret as he neatly tossed off the last of the gin.

"That'sit for now. Once we have the rest of the team together well go over the actual misson and
the time schedule. Till we pull out, stay together when you 're out of your rooms and if any tourists show
up, were going out on asurvey job for an oil company. If they get any noser, tell them the company
doesn't like you talking about your work. They'll understand that. If they persist refer them to me.

"That'sit. I'll seeyou dl tomorrow. | am sureyou are dl tired after the day'strip. Rest well."

They accepted their dismissal with good grace. Egon looked back asthey |eft the bar and saw Gus
gtarting to pour another drink.

"That goesfor you too, Gus," Carl snapped. "No more boozetill were through." Gus granted
something obscene and carefully poured the drink back into its bottle and screwed the cap on.

Egon amiled. Heliked what he saw. Langers would enforce the same rules on everyone. That was
good. It saved problemsin the future. Y es, Langers would probably do quite well. He won-dered if they



'd served on the ssme front in Russa

CHAPTER SEVEN

Sharif Mamud was picked up by Gus and Dominic early in the morning. Trueto hisword, the old man
was ready to go, waiting in front of histent with hissingle sack of persona effects. They promptly headed
back to Ghudamis. It was nearly threein the afternoon when they returned to the Saharienne.

Monpdier had requisitioned the town's only taxi to take Egon, Roman, and Sims over to the airgtrip.
The other four followed in the Land Rover. Monpelier's Dakota was inside one of the strip'stwo
hangars. The pilot and copilot, Brown-ing 9 mm automatics on their hips, were guarding the cargo insde
the plane, which was worth afortune. They stayed with the aircraft while Mon-pdlier paid the taxi and
assembled histeam.

"l know it'sabit early in the game but | would rather have you dl here" he explained. "That way, if
anything goes down wrong well adl be together and not spread out. Insde the planeis the equipment:
wespons, uniforms, medica supplies, aswell asradios, rations, and water.

From thistime on, guard this plane with your life. That'sal from me. Y our pilots, Captain Parrish
and Cocaptain Rigsby, have been briefed. They know what they areto do. In theair your captainisthe
boss. Other than that you will, of course, do as| said earlier and take your ordersfrom Mr. Lan-gers.”

Parrish looked over his passengers with ajaded eye. They were arough-looking crew, especialy
the gorillabeside the one called Langers. Parrish was not unimpressive himself. With wavy, pre-mature
pure siiver hair, he stood six feet Six at 227 pounds. He could carry his own weight in most
circumstances, but Gus bothered him. The beast fit no category he had ever seen before. When he
watched the big German move he had a sudden urge to offer him abanana, but he wisdly resisted the
temptation when Gus casudly picked up afifty-five galon oil drum and moved it over to where he could
gt onit inthe shade. The drum wasfull.

Carl called Monpdier over to him. "'l want to take alook at the gear. Do you have an inventory list
with you?"

"Goright ahead. Thereisalist in the box marked medica. I'll just wait out here with the others. It's
too hot insdethe plane.”

Before climbing insde the Dakota, Carl told Dominic, " Take Stachel with you and keep an eye
posted outside. Let me know if anything looks suspicious or if were going to have any com-pany.”

Boxes lined the center of the plane, tied down with retaining straps. Looking them over he found the
one marked medica. Releasing it from its strap, he opened the box up. On top wasthelist. Heread it
over. Monpdlier had done good. Crack-ing the lids on the boxes containing the weapons, he examined
every piece. All were brand new. A voice behind him coughed politely.

"l say, would you mind terribly if | had aquick look a my kit? | want to make certain that nothing
we might need later has been left out.”

Carl nodded at Sms and pointed out the medic box. Smsfluttered over it, humming as he
un-packed it, carefully laying everything out in order: antibiotics, battle dressings, salt tablets, aminor
surgery kit, and even severa |V setups. When he was done he carefully placed everything back in proper
order.

"Well now, it seemsasif it'sal here. | do hopethat | don't haveto put any of it to use but then, it is
better to be prepared, what?"

Carl sat down on abox of anmo and said, "Tell me abit about yourself, Mr. Sms."

The medic cocked an eye and sat down by the open cargo door. "Not much to say redly. I've



kicked about a bit. Africawith Monty, then aturn or two in the south, Rhodesia and the Congo. Y ou
know that wherever you types go, there dways has to be someone like meto try and patch you up abit.
| did have two years of medical school, but circumstances dictated that | depart from those hallowed
halls. Though | would one day liketo go back.” He sighed deeply. "Ah, but life takesits own hand in the
game and who knows? | am content enough. That's about it, Sir."

Carl lit up asmoke, offered one to Sims but was politely refused.

"Y ou ever work with any of the others here?' Carl asked.

Sims nodded his head. "Only with Egon. Herr Stachdl is not abad sort. He looks like a bloody
Prussian, but he'sal right. Does his job and is selective about who he works for. Won't just take anything
for money. We were in the south to-gether for afew months. He's steady and will be where you need
him. | don't redlly think he cares much about whether he lives or dies. Some men, you know, are dways
ready for the last game, even anticipating it. He is one of those, but he won't do anything that jeopardizes
therest of theteam.”

Carl was glad to hear that. The last thing he needed was a hard-headed former Nazi with something
to prove.

"The Spaniard?’

Sims shook his head in the negative. "Don't know athing about him, love. But he ssemsagood sort.
| only hope he's not one of those hot-blooded L atins who aways settles minor quarrelswith knives.” He
shuddered at the thought.

Carl got up. "Good enough. WEell all get achance to know each other abit better beforethisjobis
over."

Back in the hangar Gus and Stachdl were speak-ing in German, finding that they had only one thing
in common and that was the Russian front. Caling Gus over to him Carl said, "Take it easy on these
boys, Gus. | don't want any broken bones. Like Monpelier said, it'stoo late to get any replacements.”

Guslaughed. "Uncle Gus wouldn't harm the hair on afly'shead. Y ou know that. Besdeswhich, |
like Herr Stachel, even if he was once amember of the officer class. May dl their children have termina
hemorrhoids.”

Carl just shook his head. There smply wasn't much that could be done with Gus. Going over to
Sharif Mamud, he took his bag and removed the photos that Monpelier had given him fromit.

"Want to take alook at these?"

Sharif Mamud took the pictures and examined them closaly. When he came to the one Monpelier
had said he thought was the areawhere Sunni Ali had the captives held, Carl pointed it out to Mamud.
"Know this place?’

Squinting his eyes, Mamud moved closer to the hangar door for a better look. "Y es. | have been
there. It isagood place with water insde the caves and many tunnelsto hidein. Itisvery old. Insgde are
pictures of many animals who have long since left the desert. They were drawn when the Saharawas
covered with grass. Very, very old indeed.”

Carl took the photo from him. It was one taken before the war. That didn't bother him. It wasn't
likely that things had changed. He took his map out and he handed it over to Mamud. " Show me exactly
wherethiscaveislocated.”

Mamud spread the map on the floor of the hangar. Taking a moment to orient himsdlf, he touched
the map with aforefinger. "There, near the southern end. It isaplace well suited for defense. If | were
you | would consider the possi-hility of coming in from some place on the other Side, as | told you earlier.
It will take longer but you will have abetter chance. Sunni Ali and the Tuaregs think thereis no one but
them who can survivein the desert or cross the mountains. It isavanity of theirswhich has, in the padt,
proved fatal more than once."

Carl nodded. "Let's hopethisisone moretime.”

Parrish was talking to Monpdlier, who nodded agreement and announced, "All right, gentle-men,
let's get aboard. It'stime to move out. Our captain said that the weether report indicatesthereisastrong
head wind approaching which may dow usup abit. If he'sright, then well haveto leave now in order to



makeit to the strip outside of Fort Laperrine by dawn.”

Asthey climbed on board, Parrish told them to secure their persond effectsin the rear of the plane
and then St down. There were only canvas segts of the military type, not very comfortable for along
haul. But after they were airborne, they'd be able to move about or even liedown intheaideto deep if
they choseto.

The copilot opened the hangar doors al the way and climbed back in to take hisplacein the
copilot's seat. Thetwin engine arted smoothly with no hesitation. That always made onefed abit better
about flying. Parrish taxied out to the runway, checked the wind sock, faced into it, and took off without
further ceremony. There was no tower control. Y ou just camein and left when you thought you could
makeit. Carl took a seet in front of the wing on the port side. The plane gained dtitude easly heading its
nose south, deep into the heartland of the sea of dunes.

The flight was long and monotonous. Parrish turned on the heaters. At 11,000 feet it was near the
freezing point when the sun fell. The night was clear; the winds were yet in front of them. Below Carl
could see the dunes, dark waves of sand that moved with the winds. Some were hundreds of feet high.
There was nothing but the mountains to resist the movement of the sands and even thosewould in time be
worn away by the hard, polished grains that came every day, century after century, to chip away at the
stones.

Parrish knew the areawell, at least from the sky, anyway. Held been flying the African circuit for the
last ten years, from Pretoriato Benghazi. Checking the time, he knew exactly where they were, the
southern edge of the Great Eastern Erg. The sand waves were less dominant here and he couldn't see
them anymore. The earth below was scarred by pale brown ridges and gorges, sandstone and granite
ranges that expanded and contracted under the dternating heat and cold of the Sahara. If front of them
wasthe Tassli N'Aj-jers, alow range of mountains where thousands of wall paintings had been found.
Another hour and half from there and they would come to the Ahag-gar range with Mount Tahat risng up
over 9,000 fest.

Hewould swing around the range. If histiming wasright, they would hit the head winds before then.
Hedidn't want to get caught in the upper air currents, which raged at times over the high peaks. Parrish
would play it safe. HEd swing a bit to the left and come from the south into Fort Lapperine, or asthe
nomads called the city by the fort, Tamanrasset. From the south two roads led into the city, one from
Niger and the other from Mdli. He had used them as guides more than once and was glad that he never
had to make thetrip by land.

Theingde of the planewaslit by ared light. Parrish looked back at the men sitting or lying aslegp on
the deck and wondered how many of them he would be taking back out. He had been on jobslike this
before and knew that when he returned his plane would be lighter than when he had come. Some of them
back there were proba-bly dead men.

"Rigsby, take her for awhile. I'm going to get some shut-eye. Wake me when we get near the
Ahaggar Mountains.”

Rigsby grunted an affirmative reply, which was about al he ever did. Hewas a short, dark,
barrel-chested, taciturn man of Irish descent who had little use for any conversation that wasn't absolutely
necessary.

After taking onelast look at the gauges and instruments, Parrish shut his eyes and leaned his head
back againgt the cushions of his seet. Rigsby didn't say much, but hewas ahell of pilot. Asgood ashe
was. Well, dmogt.

Thosein the rear had their own thoughts, al except Gus, who had as near to acomplete vac-uum as
the human mind could produce. Therest haf-dept as the Dakota sailed through the wine-colored skies
of the African night. Nowhere on earth were the nights so clear and the stars so bright.

Carl leaned his head againgt the side of the plane, |etting the vibrations seep into hisflesh. It was
deady, dmost comforting in itstrembling rhythm. He knew thisland, too. In hismind he could hear the
trampling of the Roman Legions as they formed the battle square, the war cries of Crusaders who fought
for the glory of Jesus and plunder. And the nomads: Moors, Berbers, Tuaregs, and Arabs who had
swept out of the deserts crying out for al to hear: "Lailah illa’ Allah: Muhammad rasul Allah. There



isno god but Allah: Mohammed is his prophet.”

The only way the sand below could have ever bloomed would have been if blood were as
nourishing as water. Rivers of blood had flowed from those who had tried to claim the desert, floods that
had claimed millions of livesingtead. So what difference would afew more drops spil-led onto the sands
in the next few days make? Carl answered the question before deep hit him: None. Malesh.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Dakota C-47 lurched a bit when Parrish banked it to the port. The head winds had reached them,
dowing the plane's ground speed down to alittle over ahundred miles per hour. For the next hour the
plane bucked and rocked, swayed and dipped. Those lying on the floor woke up and sat back in their
seats where they had the comfort of safety belts.

Parrish would have liked to go higher but his plane wasn't pressurized. Still he took it up to 12,000
feet. That wasit. He had oxygen for him-sdf and Rigsby but if he went any higher some of the guysin the
back would start to pass out.

Gaining 1,000 feet helped a bit. At least he'd gotten above the sandstorm. Below him it was as
though the floor of the desert had come up to meet him. It was a solid sheet of darkness sweeping past
him. If he had stayed down lower it would have sandblasted his plane down to the frame.

Hetold Rigshy to tunein Radio Niamey for the westher report.

"L ooks like the storm should be over in another hour or two, boss.”

Parrish was glad. The plane was kept in good repair, but one never knew. The remote possibil-ity of
having to go down in winds of over fifty miles per hour with zero visibility was less than gppeding.

"Glad to hear that. WEIl just rideit out till it passes, then go in. By then we should havefirst light. |
don't want to go down till then, anyway."

Rigsby jerked his head to the rear. "What do you think about those guys back there?"

Parrish shrugged his shoulders. "Who knows. I'm just glad we're not going with them. It's bad
enough hauling this crate around for aliving.”

Rigshy grunted in agreement. "Y eah, but it still seemsabit strange. Y ou know, taking these guysin
and knowing that not al of them will be coming back. Strange, kinda like we're ahearse rented in
advance."

Parrish leaned back to get more comfortable. "Knock it off, Rigsby. They got their job to do and we
got ours. Don't think too much about them. They're expendable. That'swhy they're here, and they know
it. But I would like to think that we're not, so just keep this bucket's nose in the wind and off the deck till
then. | 'm going to try and catch afew winks."

"You got it, boss. I'll wakeyou at first light. That should be in about two more hours.” Rigsby took
over theyoke.

Carl watched the faces of hismen asthey tried to deep through the buffeting of the air currents. Gus
was the only one who dept peacefully, his head bobbing and jerking from side to side as the plane rode
the bumps. Sharif Mamud looked a bit green, maybe had atouch of airsickness. Carl checked hiswatch.
Dawn would be coming soon. His eyes closed.

The winds below began to dacken until they didn't have enough force to keep the grains of sand
flying. The sorm was dying with the new day. The earth was till dark but to the west Rigshy saw the sun
edging up over the rim of the world.

"Wake up, boss." He nudged Parrish. "Timeto put this crate down."



Parrish stretched in his sedt, trying to work out the kinksin his back. He extended hislong arms,
nearly hitting his copilot in the Face. "' Sorry about that. Okay, | got her. Now let'stake her in." They
were 100 miles off course, which was no big dedl. The Ahaggar Mountains could easily be seen off to
the starboard.

Parrish banked to the port and lined up on the southern end of the range. "One hour till touch-down.
Hope they got some coffee at the strip.”

Carl's eyes came open when he heard the land-ing gear being lowered. The plane shuddered abit,
then steadied.

The sky was crystd clear, vishility unlimited. Parrish made one pass over the runway to check the
wind sock. It was cam, though sudden gusts could blow up at any time. The strip had been cut by
bulldozersleveling off asmal mountaintop during the time when Fort Laperrine had been one of colonid
France's southernmost outposts. No-thing had changed since the last time Parrish had been there: afew
huts with metal roofs, a couple of frame hangars, some fuel tanks, and abuilding that had once housed a
poor-man's control center. Now it was abandoned.

Lining the nose up he lowered hisflapsto full and cut back on the throttle. One good thing about the
C-47 wasthat it had ahell of agood glide factor with the cool morning air. He set it down easy,
smoothly cut the power, and taxied straight to one of the hangars. Off to the side of the runway werea
few goats under the care of shepherd boys, their eyes large with wonder as the plane coasted in.

Asthey taxied Rigsby hit the intercom mike, announcing to his passengersin therear: "Ladiesand
gentlemen, welcometo lovely Fort Laper-rine, onetime romantic outpost of the Foreign Legion, now host
to an unknown number of ghosts and goatherds. While our captain taxies usin, please remain in your
segts and observe the no smoking sign until we have come to acomplete stop, a which time stay where
you are, pending further ingtructions. Thank you for flying with us, and we hope we have made your trip
asmuch apleasurefor you asit has been for usto serve you." Parrish looked at Rigsby with raised
eye-brows. He hadn't said that much at one time since Parrish had known him. Rigsby just shrugged.

Rigshy'simpression of an airline sewardess did much to set agood mood. It lightened the moment.
Asthey taxied down the runway Carl looked out the porthole. There were three other aircraft visible,
another Dakota and a couple of single-engine Cessnas. None of them had military or government
markings

Monpelier went to the cargo door and pulled it open, then leaned out to get alook around. Carl
wondered who he was expecting. He didn't think the other crew in the Land Rovers could have made it
inthat fast, not with the slorm of last night.

When they cameto astop in front of the open doors of aframe hangar with atin roof and pedling
gray paint, he heard ahail from the ground.

"Marhava yessun. Welcome, effendis, to Tamanraset.”

Monpdlier greeted the turbaned man in a threadbare white suit, with:

"Allah maak, Youssf."

"And God be with you aso, Mr. Monpdier. All isas you requested. Please to leave your transport
and fed at ease”

Monpelier pulled his head back inside "It's okay, he worksfor me." Carl saw him adjust abulge
under his shirt the size of one of the 9 mm before jumping down to the ground. Gus looked at Carl who
gave him the nod. Gustook one of the Mats-49 SMGs out of its box and dapped aloaded magazinein
it. When he did this, therest of the crew instantly cleared any fog from their brains and were on the edge
of their sedts, ready to move.

"Sitill. I'mjust playing it safe,” Carl said. Gus moved to where he could keegp an eye on Monpelier
and Y ousef, who was escorting Mon-pelier into the hangar.

Gus kept the submachine gun out of sight but ready to fireif needed. Monpelier went over to afew
crates and drums, inspecting them, nodding his head up and down, then waved for the rest of them to
comeonin.

Carl gretched hislegs before leaving. To the rest of the men he ordered, "Break out the pistals. Fill
clips and take them with you but keep them out of sight. When you leave the aircraft, move loose and



easy but place yourselves where we can keep an eye out for afull 360 degrees. Like | said earlier, I'm
just playing it safe. Gus, you stay with the plane until | send someoneto rdieve you. | wouldn 't want any
of our cargo to disgppear or get into the wrong hands."

The men did as he ordered and casudly spread out. Carl followed Monpdlier insde the hangar and
found him talking to the Arab who had greeted him, atall, thin man with hot eyes and long ddlicate
fingers, wearing hiswhite tropical business suit which had long since seen better days.

"Thisis Y ousef, an old acquaintance of mine, Carl. Heisavery useful man aslong asyou can outbid
your competition. But at least he doesn't make any bones about it. Y ou dways know where you stand
withhim."

Carl nodded to the Arab. "Then he won't have any hard fedingsif | let him know that if he does
anything that screws up our job | will find him and kill him in away that his ancestors would have
appreciated.”

Monpdlier grinned widdly. He dways liked to provoke a reaction where he could. It made the job
S0 much moreinteresting. Y ousef had awary ook to him as he tried and failed to meet the gaze of the
scar-faced man.

"Hemeansit, Yousef. Hewill find you and do exactly as he has said he would. Perhaps you heard
of him during the troubles. Some of your people gave him anickname, d-Kaitel, the killer. Doesthat ring
abdl, old boy?'

Monpelier was obvioudy delighted with Y ousef's reaction. Suddenly swesat beads ap-peared on his
brow and upper lip. A dight nervous tremor shook the hand that wiped the sweat away with ayellowish
handkerchief. He had heard of d-Kattdl.

"La, ya akhi! Youmigudge me, srs. | am an honorable man doing only my very best for my
friends. | assure you that | am here only to serve your needs. See, have | not delivered to this most
difficult and lonely place dl that you asked of me?' Heindicated the fuel drumsand supplies. "In the
office| have dso ingaled, as per your ingtructions, theradio. It isamost fineradio, sr. With it you can
speak to the whole world if you should so desire. Please do not think that | would break our long
friendship by ahasty act.”

Monpdlier had to control aburst of laughter that had started low in his gut and threatened to explode
out his mouth. He swallowed to keep it down and said quite serioudly, "'l know that, old friend. And now
| am certain that your new ac-quaintance will become agood friend to you a so, providing you both live
long enough to learn to appreciate each other's good points.”

Nodding his head at what had once been the hangar office he said, "Come with me. We might as
well get as comfortable as possible.”

Asthey headed for the office, Parrish and Rigsby were dready checking over ther plane, getting it
ready for the next flight. They wouldn't lie down until that was done. They'd learned from past experience
that it was best to be ready for an instant takeoff.

The office ftill held some furniture, arolltop desk, two cane chairs, and a couch whose leather
cushions had cracked and dried. Carl chose achair.

Monpelier went to the desk, on which sat the radio. He turned it on to check it out. Satisfied, he
turned it back off. "Thisisso | can keep in contact with you for most of the time and perhaps be able to
provide any extra ass stance you might need. Therewill be one morelike thiswith the Land Rovers.”

They were interrupted by Sims sticking his head in the door. "I say, Sr. Y our man, you know, the
big brute, is asking about food and drink. What should | tell him?”

Carl looked a Monpelier, who said, "Tell him to comeonin. Y ousef has provided for that aswell.
Find him and tell him to get everyonefed.”

Simslooked a Carl for confirmation. After al, hewastheir [eader now.

Carl nodded in agreement. "Go ahead, Sims, and tell the othersto take it easy but keep an eye out.
Also, | want the crates with the weapons brought inside. The rest of the gear can stay on the plane.”

"Very good, sr.”

Sims disappeared to do as hewastold.

Monpelier grunted. "Very conscientious, that one, n' est-ce pas?"



"Yes, | think hell dodl right. But right now | would like to know when the rest of the team will be
in. That storm will probably have dowed them down.”

Monpelier agreed. "Y ou areright, of course, but if they haven't had any motor trouble, even with the
storm they should bein by nightfall or early morning at the latest. If you want to rest some more therell
be some degping bags among the gear that Y ousef brought. They're good ones—American army.”

"Not right now. I'll wait awhile”

Carl Ieft Monpdier in the office. He wanted to get outside for awhile. Herein the Ahaggarsthe air
was cooler. At night it would drop to freezing quite often. Just out of sight behind aridge was Fort
Laperrine. He had been there before, years ago when they had fought the Tuaregs and Riff raiders that
had been driven from the Atlas Moun-tainsinto the desert. The town was like dl the others. For
centuriesit had been ajuncture where caravans could rest and water. Whoever control-led the Ahaggars
controlled accessto the heart of the Algerian Sahara. "Vive la Legion."”

He nearly laughed. When he thought about it he had enough time in the Legion to collect a
half-dozen pensions. A shiver rippled over hisforearms. The Ahaggars had never meant any-thing but
trouble, and now he was back. He wanted to get out of them as soon as possible.

Nothing to do but wait for the othersto show up. If they didn't makeit in time then what? Would he
be able to go in with what he had? Not likely but not impossible, if they had a death wish. It washard as
hell to scare men who were ready to die. He knew he had at least one, Dominic ... and maybe Sharif
Mamud.

CHAPTER NINE

They spent the night in the hangar, Carl and Dominic questioning Sharif Mamud about the mountain. It
was an hour after dawn when the Land Rovers showed up. The passengers were heavily coated with
Saharan dust. They looked more like ghosts than mercenaries.

Monpdier had them pull the Land Roversin-side the hangar. Carl didn't envy them their jour-ney. It
had to have been aball-buster. From the way they moved he knew they had the same opin-ion.

The stiff-legged arrivals accepted Monpdlier'sinvitation and headed for some water cansto rinse off
before getting down to business. Among them was Abdul K hanas. He was one Carl had met before, a
Sudanese veteran of Indochina, agood, solid man with strong hands and a quick smile. The only other
one he knew was Jacques Foche, a Belgian mercenary who had been with nearly al theworld'sarmies
at onetime or another. He was without conscience or loydty to anyone or any-thing except the job he
wason a thetime.

Therest of the team consisted of two Brits, Felix Marline and Kitchner, an American named Alan
Graves, and Saul Voorheesfrom Pretoria.

It was obvious that some of them had worked together before. Abdul greeted Roman warmly and
gave Egon anod of recognition. Dominic made the rest of the introductions.

Carl told them to rack out for awhile. After that ride they were sureto need it and he didn't want
anyone faling adeep when he outlined the job.

At four in the afternoon the men had been fed and their coffee poured. They found seats on boxes
and crates, and were waiting.

"Some of you know me," Carl began. "We have worked together before. Those of you who have
guestions about me, go with them to those that have worked with me. | don't have time for individua
consultations.

"Monpdlier hastold you the purpose of thejob: to get in, snatch two people, and get back out. Let's



try to do it and return with everyone that we started out with. Tomorrow the Land Rovers will move out
again with new crews." There was an audible 9gh of rdief from those who had just driven over 1,000
miles acrossthe desert. "They'll have radios with them so welll know when they're on Site. They areto
find alanding zonefor the rest of usto set down on. Thosein the Land Roverswill have only onerifle
and their pistolsfor persona protection. If they carried any more with them they'd be too tempting a
tar-get for bandits. When they are on site they’ll sgna and well move out. Till then everyoneis restricted
to the strip and this hangar. No one goesinto town. If one word leaks out about the job then the whole
thing will be blown and someone's definitely going to die.” He waited to give them time to digest what he
was saying.

"All right, then. A lot of thisis going to have to be played by ear. We know where the hostages are
being held and we have a guide who knows the terrain and will lead usin. Once on Site, anything can
happen. At last word there were about forty to fifty armed Tuaregs at the target area. | don't think that
should dow us up any. They're tough, brave men, but | think we have experience and training on our Sde
plusthe advantage of surpriseif we move fast enough. Just remember when we do goin follow orders
and well have agood chance of pulling it off. There are till some detailsto be worked out and I'll fill you
in on them when the time comes. As of right now, no one backs out. Everyone hereisgoing dl the way.
Any ques-tions?'

Egon stood up. "What is our time frame?'

Carl looked a Dominic, who held up his hand. "We have five days max. Then Sunni Ali isgoing to
gtart sending little pieces of the girl to her father-in-law. We want to get to them before that happens.”

"All right," Carl said, "let merunit down. Asit stands now we go in from the desert side of the
mountain. We hit them before dawn. Grab the boy and girl, and run for it. The Land Roverswill be
waiting to rendezvous and pick us up. WEell ride to where the plane can set down, load up, and get out.
That'sit. Smple and easy if nothing goes down wrong, which will depend agreat deal on you people.
That'sit for now. No more questionstill later.

"l want Dominic, Stachel, Roman, and Smsto come with meto the office.

The group broke up. The men he called off followed him into the hangar office and sat on the couch
and chairs.

"Okay, you guysareit,” Carl told them. "Y ou 're going for alittle ride. Dominic, you 'rein charge."
He spread out a map of the area and showed Dominic where he wanted him to be. "1 need two landing
zones, one somewhere around here," he pointed to the western side of Mt. Baguezane, "and the other
landing zone here near the road leading from Agadez to the Ahaggars.”

Hefolded up the map and gaveit to Dominic. "I want you to go out and check out the Land Rovers.
Tdk to the new guysand seeif they had any problemswith them. Give them the full trestment. Oil
change and filters, and don't take any chances with them on the road. We can't afford any breakdowns.
If you're wondering why I'm sending you, | think that's obvious. Y ou're rested; those guys out there are
beet. I'm keeping Gus with me because held attract too much atten-tion out there. He's just too damned
noticesble.”

They dl had to admit that wastrue. To Egon, Carl said, "Monpelier told methat you had radio
training. Isthat right?'

"Yes, | can handle mogt kinds of communica-tion equipment,” Egon replied.

"Good. | want acheck-in every eight hours, beginning at 0800 hours around the clock. Sims, I'm
sending you because | want these men in good shape when the rest of us get there. So take care of them.
Roman, from what Dominic hastold me you're the best shooter, but try to avoid any trou-ble. If it comes
| don't want anyone getting out to tell. If you have to shoot, then kill.

"Right now | want you men to do like | said, check out the vehicles and draw supplies. Check
everything out yoursdlves, then report back to me. That'sit for now. Get onwithiit."

When Carl opened the door to let them out, he saw Y ousef standing by the Land Roverstalking
with the new arrivals. He had not been present at the meeting and that was at Carl's request. Y ousef had
no ideawhat the details of the job were and Carl preferred to keep it that way.

"Yousef! Come here" he ordered.



Theframein the white suit visbly shrank at the sound of his name. Scuttling over to Carl hetried to
affect an open, friendly stance. "Ah yes, ef-fendi, isthere something | may do for you?'

"Y es, keep the hell away from those men. Don't talk to them, don't ask questions, and if you hear
anything, forget it. Also, you will not be going anywhere for the next few days. Y oull be staying right here
withus”

"But, Effendi, | have much businessto attend. Things which require my attention. | cannot re-main
herefor such atime.”

Langers grasped him by thewrist and applied pressure. Y ousef felt the bones begin to give way.
Through tearswelling up in his eyes he croaked out, "But of course, Sir. If you think it isbest, then | shall
certainly do asyou request.”

"Order, Yousef, not request.” He released the wrist and left Y ousef standing aone rubbing his
injured limb with tender fingers, his eyes shooting daggers at Langers's back.

Monpdlier had watched the scene and said while lighting asmoke, ™Y ou didn't make afriend with
thet routine.”

"| redly don't give adamn, Monpdier. Theré's something about him that | don't like."

Monpelier blew asmokering. "All | can say isthat I've worked with him before and aslong as he
waswdl paid, | never had any trouble with him."

"Any trouble you knew about." Carl left him to chew that over.

For hours Dominic and the otherstoiled over the Land Rovers. It was near midnight before they
turned in. Carl wanted them to have agood night's deep before they headed out. The night's sentry duties
were broken down among the new arrivas, with Gustaking first turn. Carl chosethelast watch so he
could see Dominic and the others off.

Monpelier had taken off with Parrish and the plane, saying he'd be back in a couple of days. He had
businessin Tripali to attend to. That was all right. Carl needed a couple of daysto get familiar with the
new men, to watch them and |ocate trouble spots before they sprang up. One good thing wasthat this
job was moving so fast there wouldn't be much time for persondity conflictsto develop.

The new men had hit the rack early, trying to catch up on deep, each taking a deeping bag and
making aplaceto lie down. Langerswandered around until alittle after midnight, then lay down himself in
the office. Rank did have its privileges, he took the couch.

V oorhees, the South African, woke Langers by tapping him lightly on the bottom of hisfoot. "Time
to get up, Sr." Langers grunted and rolled out shaking the kinks out of his back. Taking the submachine
gun from V oorhees, helet him have the couch.

Dominic and the others were dready up and ready. "All set, Carl. Isthere anything else we need to
know?'

Langers yawned widely before answering, "No. Just make sure you check in. Your cal signisGold
and I'm Silver. That ought to keep it Ssmple enough. Remember we have to be on the deck in three days,
no more. So don't fart around out there, and good luck."

Dominic took thelead, Smsdrovethetrailing vehicle, Egon wasin the center with Roman. Their
Land Rovers were loaded with extra gas and water cans aswell as spare parts for those most likely to
break down. Each vehicle had a power winch and cable on its front. These would be needed in the days
to come when one would have to pull the other out of ruts and deep sand.

Langers watched them move out across the runway and out onto the road leading down the
mountain to the flat lands. Three days, no more. If anything at al went wrong and dowed them up,
thered be hell to pay. Hed be glad when Monpelier got back. Gus was dl right, but he wanted someone
abit more discreet on hand to keep an eye on Y ousef. Gus had all the subtlety of an eephant in hest.

Hewaswaiting by the radio when thefirst call camein right on time. The transmission wasloud and
Clear.

"Silver, thisis Gold. How do you read me? Over."

Langershit thetalk button. "I got you five by five. Everything okay?'

"Roger that, Siver. Making good time. Theroad is clear but it's getting hot as hdll out here. Will
check in again on schedule. Out.”



Langersfet relief. It was good to get thefirst cdl, but he knew that from now until they
rendezvoused he would wait impatiently for each check-in and worry like hell when they were aminute
late.

During the next two days Y ousef made it apoint to keep out of hisway. He found odd jobsto do
and made no further requests of Langersfor anything, knowing they would be refused. He was not going
to be permitted to leave and that was that.

Langerstalked with the rest of the team and, satisfied that each knew hisjob, left them pretty much
to their own devices, cards, and talk of women. But no booze. From now until the job was over they
would have adry camp.

It quickly became aritual for the men to hang around at check-in time. So far they'd had no
problemsto dow them down. The wesather had been good and the vehicles performed perfectly. They
had turned off the road on the Algerian side of the border to avoid the border checkpoint at Guezzam
where Sunni Ali was certain to have eyes. They headed cross-country to passinto Niger, then turned
back to the south to enter the Tenere depression. They were on time.

Carl wasrdieved when Monpelier returned with the plane. The only thing hed been ableto doin
the last two days was have the men go over the gear, and you could only clean aweapon so many times.
The reports from Dominic were the only red entertainment he had.

When Monpdlier came back Carl collared him.

"It looks like ago. Dominic will find a place to set down and well go in tomorrow.”

Monpdlier wiped his face with the back of his deeve. The day was warming up even here, 5,000
feet above sealeve. "Very good. How have the men been behaving?'

"No problems, but | wouldn't want to keep them locked up here much longer. Did you find out
anything dse?'

"Yes, but | don't think it's going to please you. Understand that it isjust arumor, but Sunni Alli is
supposed to have some kind of motor trangport with him. Just what it is| don't know, and | also don't
know whereit's kept. So once you get the hostages out, don't waste any time. Move out fast."

"You can bank onit,” Carl answered sourly. "I'll tell the men that we go in tomorrow morning after
we hear from Dominic.”

CHAPTER TEN

The sdt flat shimmered. Heat waves rose in un-dulating crests, creating updrafts on which vul-tures rode
with wide-spread wings. Dominic looked to the skies, checking thetime. It should be any minute. To the
south, dust devils whirled and rose, dancing across the furnace of heaven. Out on the flat there was even
lesslife. Scorpions and snakes tended to avoid it. Few plants were hardy enough to survive. It wasa
place as dead as could be found anywhere on the planet.

At the north end the other two heavy-duty Land Roverswaited. Only Dominic stood at the
south-ern end of the flat. He had driven over the landing site, making certain there was no unseen boulder
that would burst atire, no hidden ditch that could cause the plane to crash. He needn't have bothered.
Theflat was nearly as smooth as tarmac and amost as hard. The team of Land Rovers had spread out to
provide security for thelanding site. It wasn't likely anyone would be watching them but then again, who
could tell. In clear, dry air, vishility was nearly unlimited. A man twenty miles away with sharp eyes could
have focused on them.

Thetrip had been long, hot, and difficult over trailsthat even goatswould avoid. Severa timesthey
'd had to stop to either pull one of the vehicles out of asand trap or use the strips of perforated steel
plating they had brought with them to dig down under thetires and pull themselves out.



Dominic would have liked to take his shirt off but that would have been foolish. Histender skin
would have devel oped second-degree burnsin ameatter of minutes. The glare of the st flatswas eye
piercing and the sun was only reflected and amplified by itswhiteness.

His body tried to cool itself by sweeting; it did no good. As soon as moisture appeared on hislipsor
face it was gone, evaporated. The swest that reached his shirt lasted little longer. When it was gone it | eft
white streaks from his own body sats soaked into the material.

Dominic put on dark glassesto ease the strain under the brim of his hat. He liked the desert; it felt
good. The aching white was a comfort. For many the silence that could come to the barren lands was
maddening. Not for him. It felt good. Clean.

He felt better now that he was going to work. That was what he needed, and the desert was agood
placefor killing. And for dying. It had been too long since he was operationa. He knew that something
had started to go wrong with him in Indochinaat Dien Bien Phu. A need to fight, not just kill, though that
was an important part of it. Even his strong desire for women had diminished. Though he till enjoyed a
little ass, it didn't have the same satisfaction to it unless he had been in battle. He knew that Carl and Gus
were worried about him. But there was no need for such con-cern. He would not last much longer. Like
Carl and Gus, he too had known men like himsalf who had become infected with the same disease he
now carried in hissoul. They had al died sooner than their compatriots. And it was dmost dwaysa
violent death.

He laughed out loud. The sound startled him; it was so unnaturd in this place of silence. Maybe he
would diethistime. Thethought of hisown termination didn't upset Dominic a al. It gave himonly a
vague feding of curiogty asto what would come next, if anything. Either way it didn 't matter. He didn't
matter anymore. He was like the others with the desth sickness. Hewasjust wait-ing, waiting for atime
and placeto die.... One more check of hiswatch. It wastimeto try and make contact. Getting on the
radio he ad-justed the squelch, set the frequency, and hit the talk button.

"Silver. Thisis Gold. Do you read me? Over.” Only static responded. He fine-tuned the fre-quency
and turned up the volume.

"Silver, thisis Gold. Do you read me? Over.” Thistime the response was awelcome voice,
crackling a bit, requiring him to adjust the squelch.

"Roger that, Gold. Thisis Slver. We are on our approach. How isit there?"

"Wind from the south about ten to fifteen. The deck is clear. Come on in, the party'swaiting.”

"Roger on that, Gold. Wind from the south ten to fifteen. Party isready to play. Should be on the
deck in ten. Do you roger that? Over."

"Roger, on deck in ten. Out."

Switching channel s he spoke to the rest of the crew, reaching them on the wakie-talkies. "Okay out
there, keep your eyes and ears open. Silver iscoming in. Let's not get careless. Keep your eyes off the
strip and on the desert. We could still get company. Some of you never dedt with Tuaregs before. They
can be sitting under your ass before you know they 're there. So keep sharp and keep off the air till | call
you."

One by one they responded, acknowledging Dominic's orders. They would do asthey weretold.
Those that had fought the Tuaregs before knew he wasright. The serious manner in which they took
Dominic's orders had the desired effect on the others who had had no experience with the nomads. All
eyesfaced out from the st flat, fingers on the safeties of their weapons though the meta was so hot it
was painful to touch. One of the men new to the desert wondered how hot it had to get before the bullets
in the magazine would explode.

Dominic saw the glint of silver in the sky before he heard the motors. The plane was making its
approach. It rode just above the heat waves, com-ing straight on. The pilot must have had the salt flat
lined up perfectly.

The shape of the aircraft was visble for amin-ute, then it vanished asit dropped into the heat waves
and was|ogt in the shimmering brightness. Then it wasthere again. The engines were out of placein the
land of silence and desert winds. Landing gear down, the plane was only ahundred feet off the deck,
gliding in smoathly. It touched down gently, rubber tires pushing into the salt crust. Hapsfull, throttles cut



back, it dowed to anear stop, then taxied over to where the Land Rovers waited. The side door was
already open.

Dominic climbed into the cab of hisvehicle and drove acrossthe sdlt flat to meet them. The arri-vals
were out of the plane and off-loading gear when he reached them.

Gus greeted him as he got out of the Land Rover. "Well Dominic, you pretty bastard, where are the
girls?1 send you to this beach and now you don't have a proper welcome for Uncle Gus. Shame on you.”

"Knock it off, Gus, and give the othersahand,” Langers barked.

Langers had come from behind the plane fol-lowed by Sharif Mamud ibn-Hassani. Dominic
brightened up. It was good to see him and the huge German. Mamud wore his usua ouitfit of jellabaand
turban while Langers, like the others, was in battle dress, French camouflage splinter pattern, aMats-49
dung at hissde, full-battle fit. Dominic picked his pack out of the pile and dug out his own uniform.
Changing into it made him fed good. It waslike the old days, Indochina, Algeria.

Gusdid as Langers had ordered and hel ped the other men with the last of their gear. As soon asthe
cargo bay was clear Parrish moved out, taxiing to the southernmost end of the strip, pointing his noseinto
the wind, and taking off without further ceremony. Hisjob was done and now he wanted out. In afew
hours he would be drinking cold beer and wondering if the men he took out to the "devil's hammer™
would ever be seen again. In the event that they did not make it back, he prom-ised himsdlf to have at
least one cold beer in each man's memory.

Sims, their gay British medic, was handing out sdlt tablets and chiding the men to be careful about
insect stings and snake bites.

"Get the gear loaded and let's move out!" Langers ordered. "Dominic, where do we go from here?’
He knew that Dominic had made hisrecon of the areaso he let him take over.

Dominic pointed to the west across the desert to where a dark shape rose up seventy miles away.
Anidand in aseaof sand, their destination, Mt. Baguezane.

"We go southwest for abouit fifty kilometers,” he explained, “then follow awadi back to the north for
another two until it turnsamost due west. We can stay in the wadi till we are about five or six kilometers
from the base of the mountain. Then it getstoo rough and well haveto pull out of it."

"Good," Carl said. "I likethat the wadi will give us some cover. WEll hole up when we get to within
five or ax kilometers of the base. By then it'll be dark. Well rest for awhile before going on, just to play
it safe” To Mamud he queried, "What do you say, old one? Isthat the way to goin?'

Stroking his beard between long fingers, Sharif Mamud looked toward the mountain. He had never
cometo it from exactly thisdirection. It took only amoment for him to redlign hisinternal compass, then
al wasclear.

"It'sthe best way at thistime. Once we are near the base of the mountain it will be more clear to me.
But we should hope to be near to the southern half of it.”

Dominic referred to hismap. "That'swhere well be, near arock formation that lookslike acamd's

Sharif Mamud knew the place. "That will be good.”

"All right then," Carl said. "Let'sgettoit.”

Sharif Mamud and Carl sat with Dominicin thelead vehicle, putting Gusin the rear to bring up drag.
They headed out into the desert, leaving the white death behind them. Langers made them take their time.
To hurry in the desert wasto invite disaster. If one of the Land Rovers broke down they'd have to
abandon it. They would takeit essy.

For the firgt five hours the mountain never seemed to get any closer. Langers knew that it would be
near nightfall before they were close enough to fed its presence.

Therewaslittle talk from any of the men. Dust coated their facesand lips. It wasn't long before dl of
them had the long scarves of the Legion wrapped around their faces to keep out the cloying dust. To
open your mouth wasto dry it out. It was easier to just try and let your body go with the movement of
the Land Rover and nod, half-adeep, which would eat up minutes of heavy time.

They cameto the wadi formed by the infrequent rains which gathered on Mt. Baguezane, ran off in
floodsto barely feed the sands, and then vanished, soaked up asif they had never been. But over the



centuriesthe rains had cut away at the kalichi oil.

The wadi was wide enough at most places for two or even three vehiclesto drive aoreast init.
Boulders appeared more frequently. They had to steer around them, constantly changing gearsto
navigate through the wadi's maze of twists and turns, soft sand, and chock holes. The Land Rov-ersdid
noble duty. Asthey neared the mountain, the terrain outsde the wadi became more rocky. Larger
patches of brush and cactus spotted the landscape and inside the gully the going was even rougher. But
they were getting closer.

Suddenly Mt, Baguezane loomed ahead of them. Heavy, ominous, it stood out of place. From a
distance it had looked smooth and soft. Now it was clear that the mountain was anything but soft. It
stood naked, daring them to cometoiit.

At last they came to where Dominic said they were to stop. Bodies ached. Every muscle had its
own specid pain. Gratefully the crew stretched legs and arms, twisting their backs to loosen them of the
gtiffnessthat had set in. Gus spread his arms out and bresthed in deep, thumping his chest.

"By God, alittle drive in the country does make one fed just marvelous.”

Hewas roundly cursed by the rest of the party but only under their breaths. Carl felt the same way
astherest. Sometimes Gus could be areal painintheass.

"Okay, men," Carl commanded, "wewait here. Cold camp. No fires. Gus, set out a perime-ter and
see that everyone gets fed and watered. The rest of you stay out of the sun and if you want to lie down,
scrape away thetop layer of sand. It'sso hot it'll pull the moisture out of your body, but underneath the
top layer it's cooler. Find cover and rest. Drink your fill but do it dow so you don't get sick. If you fall out
you'll beleft to get back on your own, and you know .what the chance of that is. None!"

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Langerscdled Sharif Mamud to him. Taking the old man by the arm, he led him to arocky rise that
looked toward Mt. Baguezane.

"Well gart over it inthe morning,” Langerstold him. "The Land Roverswill be sent on ahead. You
said it would take two days to make the crossing, but | want to get there before night-fall so | can get a
look at the layout. Also, at some place on the way when we come across a setup smilar to Sunni Ali's
camp, | want to run arehearsal with the men.”

Sharif Mamud clasped hisarmstogether. "It grows cold, a-Kattel. The chill of the night sets deep
into the bones, but it isagood cold. Y ou know thisis not an easy thing for me to do. In many ways my
heart iswith Sunni Ali and hisdesires. It isapleasant dream, afantasy mogt inviting. Butitisonly a
dream, He cannot win. If | thought for one moment that he had areal chance to succeed, | would not be
herewith you. | would bewith him. | do thisonly to savelivesand pain. Y et it ismost hard to give up the
past and even harder to lose one's dreams.”

Carl looked to the mountain. His voice distant he said, "I know, my friend, what it isto lose dreams.
More than you would believe, | know."

Sharif Mamud watched the face of his compan-ion. Softly he touched the scar-faced man'sarm.
"Yes, | do think you understand.”

Gus had sent out the sentries, Stachdl and Smstaking first watch. The temperature was dropping
quickly. It would be along, cold night but Carl had known nightslonger and colder. He would survive.

Roman and Dominic had drawn the last watch. At firgt light they roused the rest of the team. Carl
gave permission for ahot med to befixed if they used the sterno stove. If anyone waswatching, in afew



minutes the movements of the Land Rovers pulling out would give their position away any-way, S0 it
didn't make much difference.

When they finished egting he ordered them to Sterilize the area. All trash wasto be put in the Land
Rovers and any sign of their night in the wadi to be erased as much as possible. It was, of course,
impossible to completely wipe out their presence, but he didn't want to give anything away about their
numbersif he didn't haveto.

When they cleaned up he told them: " Get out the gear and divide up the heavy stuff. Everyone
shares the load. Wegpons on safety till | say otherwise. | don't want any accidenta shots going off this
ealy inthegame.”

Thiswasthe quiet time, when wegpons and ammo were distributed. Jokes stopped as the tool s of
battle were put into their new master's hands: grenades, clips of ammo, magazines, battle dres-sings, and
rations. Roman took the 30 ca light machine gun with the shoulder stock and bipod, with Abdul acting as
hisloader. Between them they divided up the machine gun ammo. They were ready now, waiting for the
word from Lan-gers.

"All right, thisishow it plays. Sims, | want you, Graves, and Felix to take the Land Rovers and head
back north around Baguezane." On their map he pointed to the location he wanted them to reach. "'l want
you to be at this point in Mt. Baguezane, where the letter 'E' is on the map. WEIl make radio contact with
you when we've got the hostages and it's time to move out. Well need you to be on timeif we're going to
break contact with the Tuaregs and make it to the LZ where Parrish isto pick us up. Stay away from
anyone you see—nomads, goatherds, tourists. Don't let anybody get closeto you. If Sunni Ali hasword
about our geologicd expedition, | don't want him to get adifferent count on the number of men involved
with it. He's probably going to be suspicious anyway if he just hears of acouple of ferengi vehicles
roaming around the desert within ahundred miles of him. | would be."

Simsinterjected, "Wouldn't it be best, love, if | went with the main party? Y ou might have need of
my tender touch, wouldn't you now?"

Carl shook hishead. "No. | want you with the Land Rovers. | told you before that anyone who
couldn't keep up was dead meat. Any minor in-jurieswell be ableto ded with. Anything mgor and you
wouldn't havetimeto treat it anyway. | want you where | know you'll be able to help after we make the
rad."

Sims pouted abit. "Well, if that's the way you want it, love, then that'stheway it'll be. But dotry to
get as many back to me as possible. | have grown attached to you bleeding rotters just abit, you know?"

Carl walked them over to the Land Rovers.

"Well be on theradios at 1200 hours and again at 1800 hours every day. Captain Parrish will
choose one or the other of those timesto make aradio link to you. So keep your ears on them. Inthe
mountains we might have some trouble with communication but don't worry about it. Once were on the
western dope we should have no problems. However, if by the fourth night you don't hear from us, get
out. Make your way back to Fort Laperrine or into Mali."

Felix showed no sign of emation. If anything he felt atouch of relief. He knew that he, Graves, and
Sims had the best chance of living out the week, and one did not question providence when it worked in
your favor.

A wind was starting to rise. Carl looked to the south. "Good, that will help cover our tracks and
those of the Land Rovers. That'sit. Get going and good luck.”

Simsled the way in the head vehicle. It was going to be along drive. The rest of the team watched
the Land Rovers disappear from sight, then turned to look toward Mt. Baguezane.

"Get your gear on," Carl ingtructed. "From thistime on there will be patrol discipline. No smoking
because someone will leave butts lying around. If you eat, put the wrappings back in your packs. Leave
nothing on the ground, and stay out of your canteens. Well dl drink at the sametime and the same
amount. Sharif Mamud says there are water holes up there, but no one knowsfor certain. If you run out
then you go dry, for I'll let no man give another any from his share—think about it. Now let'sform up, we
have alot of distanceto cover.”

He turned things over to Sharif Mamud who took point, taking the first steps to guide them through



the labyrinths of gullies, canyons, and crevices that was Mt. Baguezane. They weren't much asfar as
numbers went: ten men in snglefile. They began the long climb to the pass which Sharif Mamud said
waited for them at the 7,000-foot level.

Oncethey hit thetrail Sharif Mamud wanted, Carl had him point out the way. Then he moved back
from the point and turned it over to Dominic. Asthey climbed Dominic set agood pace, not too fast not
too dow. Carl tried to get afed for their rate of movement. They probably would be on the way down
before their legs got used to the gtrain.

After an hour's climb Langers stopped on acliff, looking back down to the desert. Heat wavesrose
and wavered as far as the eye could see. Sand dunes were broken by reefs of stone beds worn smooth
by the passing of centuries. Squinting his eyes, miles away he saw athin tendril of dust risng into the air,
then another, and another. The Land Rovers, most likely.

After thefirgt hour they had switched off on point, giving each achanceto set the pace. Breathing
was heavy and hard. Even asthey climbed it didn't seem any cooler. The rocks were hot enough to cook
meet on. Thin patches of scrub brush poked out between granite boulders, pathet-ically seeking enough
moidtureto sugtain life.

Sharif Mamud held up better than most of the others. His body was acclimated to the desert hest.
Steadily and with sure feet he climbed s-lently now as they moved up the narrow trailsto the pass. The
rest of them were quiet except for gasps of labored breathing. Flies had come to buzz over them,
swarming on their backsto suck at the salty swest that had begun to turn their tunicswhite, adding a
lighter pattern to the brown and green camouflage.

All breaks were set by Sharif Mamud. Only he knew how long it would actudly take to reach their
kickoff point. Theteam did well, no grum-bling, no bitching; they had settled in. Once more Monpdlier
had proved his accurate judgment of men. They al helped each other, giving someone ahand or taking a
load from another over the rough spots.

At midday they rested, taking shelter in the shade of sun-splintered boulders. They would wait now
for afew hoursand try to deep. Most put scarves around their faces, leaving only their eyes uncovered.
Exposed skin drew theflies.

Sharif Mamud sguatted on his haunches, rock-ing back and forth for atime asthough trying to
reconcile great problems. It wasin these lands that the great philosophers and prophets of the Mos-lem
world had been inspired. Here where the supernatural djinns of the desert and God were aways close at
hand, to touch them one had only to reach out and fed the wind.

When the sun began its descent they moved once more. Loads became heavier with each kilometer.
With the dark Sharif Mamud took the lead again, guiding the way through gullies and canyonsthat he had
not seenin forty years. They were il fresh in hismind and here nothing had changed. They would march
all night. It would be easier to keep warm that way and once they set foot on Baguezane, Carl would
permit no fires. When they stopped it would be acold camp.

Near midnight Mamud cdled ahdt. Gratefully men did to the earth, easing the pack straps from
sore shoulders. Boots were taken off and feet rubbed to rid them of the thousands of tiny grains of sand
that had worked their way indgde. Can-teens were drunk from sparingly, though each man wanted to
open histhroat and let the water flow. Some opened cans of fruit to suck at the sweetness of tinned
peaches or pears.

Sharif Mamud ate nothing and only once had Carl seen him take asmall drink of water. He knew it
was the barren rocks and dry winds which fed something deep inside the old man and gave him strength.
Carl cameto st beside him while Egon and Gus stood watch, one at each end of thetrail.

Sharif Mamud stared into the distance. His nostrils flared, breathing in the cool air.

"What do you seein the night, old one?’

Mamud didnt move.

"| seethe past and the present. | see timesyet to come when my people will belost. Bit by bit they
will change, becoming less and less until they are no more.”

Carl knew he wastaking about their souls. This, the desert, was the true home of his Bedouin

people.



Resting his back againgt the smooth hardness of aboulder, Sharif Mamud spoke softly. "Why do
you do this, d-Katte? | know that it isnot for gold. | have read your eyestoo many timesin the past to
bdievethat."

Carl scratched at the dirt with afingernail. " Sharif Mamud, my friend. Has it not been writ-ten that
one has no control over the path his stepswill take? All has been written long before we drew our first
breath or nursed at our mother's breast. | am no more than what has been ordained for me and do not
control it. | an what God has made me. In sha’ Allah!"

Mamud nodded his head in understanding. "Asyou have said, dl isin the hands of God. Y et that
troublesme. If it is S0, then why do we attempt to change anything? Ah, | am ready for paradise. The
questions of thislife plague me more with each passing year. When one loses the passions of youth, the
disease of thinking too much takes over." He paused. "Will you kill Sunni Ali, my friend?"

Carl shrugged his shoulders. "That depends on circumstances. | have no ordersto that effect. If we
could, I would prefer not to kill anyone. But | wouldn't bet on that happening, and from what little we
know of Sunni Ali, | think that it will be very hard not to kill him. He may demand it."

Mamud understood. "Y es, thereisatimeto die. If onelives on dreams then what has oneto live for
when the dreams are dead? For such aoneit is best that he go with his dreams. It would be akindness.”
Carl roseto make the rounds. "Rest now for atime. We till have along way to go before that

judgment hasto be made. Rest well. | will be close by if you need me."

He left Sharif Mamud in the same position as he had found him. He had the fedling that the old man
had not only been talking about Sunni All; he had been speaking of hisown dreams. Even in that Carl
wished him well, for indeed there was timeto die. For most men, anyway....

Leaving the camp behind, Carl climbed to the edge of agranite outcrop. From there he could look
out over the endlesswasteland stretching to forever. Forever ... How long was that? For someit was
minutes, for others, eternity. But dl things must end. He believed that, though at times he had difficulty
bdieving that about himsdf.

Cold windswashed over him, causing ripples over and through the myriad scars on his body.
Closing his eyes he stood and swayed back and forth on thelip of the ridge. He dmost let himself fall
forward, but it would have done no good. Death was denied him now as it had been for two thousand
years.

Two thousand years ... From the time of Golgothato now he, Casca Rufio Longinus, had marched
and fought under the banners of innum-erable armies and kings. Time and again he had been dave and
soldier, and more often a dave to his own weaknesses. He was trapped in the pat-tern of his past and
there was no escape. He was on the endless wheel which the ancient sage Shiu Lao had spoken of on
the gdlley heading for Rome, the great whed of eternity which turned upon itsdf, ways repesating
never-ending cy-cles.

The worst were the dreams. For weeks at atime he would fear degp and the dreamsthat came with
it. Thelost faces, thelost loves. Futile to ques-tion, usdessto fight against, he would go on as he dways
had, even though for him there was no purpose in doing so.

From the south the winds howled through the clefts and cracks of the massif. Hismind asked, asit
had athousand times past, "When can | rest?' And the winds replied as aways, "When we meet

again....

CHAPTER TWELVE

Before dawn Langersroused his crew.



"Let'sdoit. Timeto move out.” There were the expected groans of frustration from the men, whose
tired bodies were not yet ready to rise. Eyeswere fticky, legs and arms tiff.

In acouple of hoursit would be timeto try and contact Sims and his group. He hadn't been able to
raisethem at thelast call. That didn't bother him agreat dedl; one call missed was no problem. If they
missed the next one, however, he would start to be concerned.

Carl had Abdul take the point with Mamud behind him, then he was next and the rest trailed single
filewith Gus bringing up drag.

It was alittle after 0700 hours when Mamud called ahdt. "We are dmost &t the pass. From there it
will be downhill."

Wecomewords. "All right, Dominic. Send out sentries, then take abreak and eat if you want to."
Rations were broken ouit.

Asthey ate, Mamud spread his jacket on the earth to serve as a prayer rug and faced toward
Mecca The rest stopped their chewing and talk-ing. The relationship between an old man and his god
were to be respected, even by those who didn't believe or understand.

Their passing was observed mainly by mottled gekko lizards crawling on the rocks to sun
them-salves before the heet of the day forced them back into the shade. They made one stop at midday
by a spring with cool water bubbling out from the mountain depths. There they waited for an hour,
luxuriating in theincredible sensation of a cold wet rag on the face.

Langers kept an eye out for any signs of weak-ness. When you laid off for awhileit normaly took a
few daysto get your legs back. His group seemed to be doing well enough. The loads were evenly
distributed, so no one could bitch much about thét.

Mamud came to Langers after his prayers. He had scouted the countryside. "1 have found aplace
amilar to the camp of Sunni Ali. If you wish to do arehearsd it will have to be now, for soon we will be
too close to the camp to do so.”

Heled Carl over ahill to where they looked down into a shalow gorge. Mamud wasright; it wasa
good spot, with the exception of the missing caves. But there was no way to rehearse that part anyway.

"Good, my friend. Go and get the others. Thiswill do just fing" Carl said.

It took about fifteen minutes before Mamud returned. Carl had gone down into the gorge to look at
the layout, comparing its features with those from the photos. When the men arrived he walked them
around, pointing out what didn't belong and what did. Step by step he walked them through their jobs.
Using alarge boulder asthe entrance of the caves, he guessed what the place-ment of sentries would be.

Then thefirg rehearsd commenced, dry fire naturdly. They went through the escgpe using afire
team's maneuver for cover, then legpfrogged back. They went through it at aquarter of the actua speed
at firg, thenfinaly at full speed. Three more timesthey ran through the exercise until at last Carl was
satisfied. 1t wasless than perfect. There would have to be some modifica-tions made once they were on
dteand got alook at thered thing. But it was important to get the men to move together, to let them get
the fed of each other and what was going to be required of them.

Everyone was sweat-soaked and pale-faced by the time the exercise was over. But they felt good,
more comfortable. At least now they had arough idea of what was to go down.

Gus wiped sweat from his brow with a bear-szed paw. "God, what | wouldn't give for aliter or two
of good Russian vodka. Y ou know, just ataste to cut the dust from my sensitive paate!”

"All right, gentlemen,” Carl announced, "you can take abreak now. But remember, when we hit we
have to move fast and sure. There won't be time for usto screw around any. As soon as we have the
hostages, we bug out. Give each other as much cover as you can and maybe well come out of this clean.
If not, you know the score. Anyone that goes down and can't move under his own power is shit out of
luck. So be careful, but not too careful .

Egon asked Gusdryly, "Is he dways so cheer-ful ?*

Gusgrunted an affirmative reply. "Yes, but I'll tell you this. He will not leave anyone behind if thereis
any way a dl to get him out."

Egon sghed as he rubbed his aching feet. "Well, that's something anyway."



An hour before sunfal Sharif Mamud told them to hole up in acleft in the rocks. He wanted to go
on ahead to the camp. Sunni Ali was not far now and there would be sentries set.

"Do you want anyone to go with you?' Carl asked him.

"No. | would prefer to go aone. | do not wish to sound officious, but | do make less noise mov-ing
than you and your men do with al of your equipment.”

Carl thought they had been pretty quiet, but he conceded. "All right, Mamud, as you wish. Well
wait here”

Gus sat in the shade, leaned back, eyes half-closed. At first Carl thought he was mumbling to
himsdf, till he caught the words. Guswassing-ing, "Vor die kaserne, vor die grossen tur,” theold
soldier'ssong of Lilli Marlene. That meant Gustaf was content, though it did seem to upset thelizards,
who scuttled for cover at thefirst off note. Gusjust dismissed them as unappreciative critics.

It wasfully dark before Sharif Mamud returned to squat beside Langers.

"] have seen the camp. Sunni Ali hasit well guarded with severa men at the entrance to the caves
and more spread out around it in the rocks. They do not seem to be overly dert. Here, let me show you.
On the hard-packed earth, with hisfingernail, Mamud drew amap of the layout of the camp and where
he had seen sentries placed.

"ItisasMonpdier sad. | would estimate forty to fifty men in theimmediate vicinity, but most of
those are camped by a spring haf akilometer away. If we can remove the sentries without adert-ing the
others, then we will have a chance of getting in and out. | heard some of the Tuaregs spesking. The
hostages are there.”

Carl thought about what Mamud had said. The layout wasn't very good. It meant he had to break
hismen up in order to have any cover fireat dl. It wouldn't leave him much to hit the tunnelswith and
there was no tdling what they'd run into insde them. He gave the men around him the layout, described
his plan of action, then said, "'If anyone has any suggestions I'm ready to listen.”

They looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and shook their head in the negative.

"All right then, that's the way welll play it. | know it looks tough but | can't think of any other way to
doit. I'll give each of you your assgnment and well moveinto position an hour before dawn. Till then get
what rest you can. Tomorrow prom-isesto be abit rough.

"Gus, keep an eye on things. I'm going with Mamud for awhile. | want to take alook-see a atrail
he told me about that we may want to use when we make our break."

Gus grunted agreeably as he opened a can of spaghetti.

Sharif Mamud led the way, taking Langers down to where atrail branched, onefork going back the
way they had come and another leading north and south.

"Have you been on the northern path before, Mamud?*

"Yes, it will take us north for about ten kilometers, then we can cut back to the west and leave the
mountain. It will bring us out near to where you want the Land Roversto meet us."

Simswiped the dust off hisface and hands with adamp rag. God! Thiswaswhat he bloody well
hated the most. It was so dirty. Unsanitary. How-ever, in spite of the best that nature could do to deter
the team of Land Rovers—snakes, sandstorms, gullies, and fields of boulders—they were where they
were supposed to be. He hoped that the others hadn't had any difficulties in mak-ing the crossing.

He amost wished hel'd gone with them. He'd had about enough of the Land Rover jerking his
backside out of kilter at every hole and rock it cameinto contact with. The shocks were about gone.
Also, it had been abit lonely. He was aways known as the sociable type. Thelong ride by himsdf wasa
bit depressing. But it had to be done and he was a good sort who would not bother the other chapswith
his unhappiness.

The moon was out bright and clear. It wastime for his check-in cal. Turning on theradio Sms
walited. At precisely midnight it camein, clear asabell. Hewas using Dominic'sformer cal sign, Gold.

"Right'o Silver. | read you quite clear. Yes, we are on site and in position.” Pause. "Very good, gir.
Wewill beready. Best of luck and do take care, hear?!



Cdling Graves and Felix over to him, hetold them, "It's going down in the morning, chappies, so
better fag out for a couple of hours. Wewill have abit of away to go but | don't want to move out till
therés more light. We can't take a chance on losing one of the Land Rovers now, can we?'

Langerss eyes came open. His mental clock wasworking. Stiff, he rose and stretched out. Gus was
watching him. "About that time, Herr Feldwebd ?'

"Yes get'emup.”

Gusroused the rest of the team. They gathered around Carl.

"Let'sdo thisright, men. | don't want anything on you that makes noise. Tape everything down.
Don't dump any water from your canteens though. Well leave them, our packs, and the radio where well
pick them up on the way out. Once we're ready to make the hit, | don't want you to have anything on
you but your weapons. Kitchner, | want you on the mortar. Y ou'll have plenty of time to gauge your
distance so | don't want many misses. We're going to need you for cover when we make our getaway.
Oncethat isdone you'll destroy the tube, so use al the rounds you can. When we take out the sentries I'll
use mysdlf, Dominic, and Egon.”

Sharif Mamud interrupted. "It would be best if | were aso included in case we are spotted. My
being able to speak the language might buy us afew seconds.”

Langerswould have preferred to leave him out of it, but he did need all the help he could get. "All
right, Mamud. Y ou work with Dominic. At thistime | want the sllencers put on. If we run into any
unexpected vigtors going down thetrail, let them do the shooting. No noise, that is vital!"

Kitchner asked, "What about the Land Rovers, sir? Will they be on time?'

"Yes. | spokewith Simsat midnight. They'll be ready and where we want them. Don't worry about
them. Just do your job and everything will work out. Once more I'm going to tell you: Be careful and
don't take chances. A bad hit and you're out of the game forever. Unlessyou'd prefer that we leave that
to the Tuaregs." From the expressions on their faces he knew there wasn't anyone who preferred that
fateto aquick clean death.

"All right. Y ou have ten minutes to get ready, then we go."

They were slent enough now to please even Sharif Mamud. Keeping to the shadows, they moved
down thetrail. At the junction where thetrail branched off Langers had them stow their excess gear. He
gave them one last bregk. From here it was only one more kilometer to the caves. He wanted them
rested.

Mamud went ahead a hundred meters. His eyes and ears might have been old but they were till the
sharpest there. Carl came next. The men spread out with ten meters between each of them. In case of
ambush they wouldn't be bunched up.

They reached aring of boulders from where they could look down on Sunni Ali's camp. It was
amost time. Mamud pointed out the guards, dark shadows in desert robes. Carl caled Egon, Dominic,
and Mamud to him and gave them their targets, then indicated to Kitchner where he wasto set up the
mortar. The men stacked the mortar shells they'd been carrying beside the tube. Kitchner took along
look at the target area, mak-ing mental cal culations on the angle and the number of chargesto use for
propellant.

He gave Langers athumbs-up sign. "Piece of cake, Sir.”

Weapons were given one last check-over. The time to move was now. They began their descent to
the caves.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Sunni Ali wastaking his easein histent; the caves were too confining. He sat cross-legged on cush-ions
of woven camd hair, Spping coffee with seeds of cardomon added for spice. Pungent, aromatic, the
thick brew soothed histhoughts.

Things were going well. He had recelved a communication from his agent: St. Johnswas ready to
comply with hisdemands. He asked only for time to work out the details of trangport, adifficulty which
Ali understood. Shipping large quantities of weaponry from one continent to another would require some
planning. He had no doubt that St. Johns could accomplish the task. The old bandit had been doing
exactly that since the end of World War 1.

Allah had been good to Sunni Ali, giving into his hands the one thing which &. Johns valued more
than hisweslth—his son. For one such as he, this son was the continuation of hisname, hisonly link to
immortality—a powerful inducement to make areca citrant personality see reason. If there were no
unforeseen difficulties, Sunni Ali estimated that he should receive the firgt shipment of aramsin no more
than five weeks.

Hewas glad that he did not have to live up to histhreat to dismember the boy and hiswife one piece
at atime. He had no use for sensaless cruelty and gained no pleasure from it. Sadism was a weak-ness of
the spirit, something he would not tolerate in himsdlf. He sipped his brew, smacking hislips over it. That
he would have done so if it had been required, there was no doubt. But he took satisfac-tion in the
thought that he would not have enjoyed it.

Once he had his weapons he would live up to hisend of the bargain and rel ease the hostages
unharmed. He would have no further use for them. He also wanted the world to know that Sunni Ali was
aman of hisword. A man of honor. That was important. All must know that he would do exactly ashe
said. There was nothing like the truth; it was the sharpest of swords. A sword which could set his people
free or dice thethroats of those who tried to keep him from fulfilling his destiny.

Outsde he could hear the whinny of horses and the movement of his men around their campfires.
Good, familiar sounds. Natura sounds. In the shadow of the massif the winds were softened, giving them
shelter from the whirling sand devils of the open desert.

Five weeks. Then he would send out his mes-sengersto dl thetribes, cdling them to raly with him
inhisjihad, hisholy war againg those who would take their heritage from them. In time they would come
to him. They would haveto or they would die. In awar such as he planned there was no place for
sentiment. Only the true, the righ-teous, deserved to survive. Those who opposed him must fal. There
was no other way. Allah akbar! God is grest!

It was with adeep feding of satisfaction that Sunni Ali lay down upon the pallet which served as his
bed. He would deep wedll this night. For the stars were in their proper course and each coming dawn
brought him closer to fulfillment. All waswell.

Dominic felt histemples begin to pound, his paAmsto swest, his heart to race. Anticipation. God, it
felt good. For thefirgt timein months he felt dive. Holding hisknife closeto hisside, he crawled closer
and closer, taking histime. There was no need to rush things now. The pace had settled into a pattern.
Like sex, it should not be rushed or it would be spoiled. He knew the rest of the team was with him
though they couldn't be seen. Histotal concentration was on what he wasto do in the next few moments.

Turning his head at awhisper of the night wind, the sentry's eyes ran over the dark. Then he turned
back to watch the campfire where his brothers sat about the burning coas. Soon it would be histurn to
st by the firesand listen to the rhythmic pulse of the allun as each of the warriorstook their turn at telling
dories.

Dominic did closer, letting hismind project itself forward. He knew beforehand every movethe
Tuareg would make.

Above him Roman waited with Abdul, the Sudanese. He placed the light machine gun in the best
position for covering fire. They had the hard part, the waiting. Not being able to do anything but wait for
the othersto move.

Gus kept closeto Carl's hedls. They had to wait aso. Thiswas Dominic'swork. They knew, from



the months during the sSege of Dien Bien Phu when time and again they had gone out into the Viet Minh
positions, that Dominic was the best, the most dependable. The sentry had to be taken out silently if they
wereto get insde the caves before the Tuaregs knew of their presence, and such ajob required their
best man.

The sentry adjusted the Mauser rifle on his shoulder. He did not like this business of standing watch
but Sunni Ali ordered it, so it would be done. He knew that no harm would come to them at this place,
far from the power of the feringi. If anyone had approached, their outlying scouts would have let them
know hours before they could get to the caves. But in sha Allah, God'swill. He reconciled himsdlf to the
londly, boring hours of standing watch.

His boredom came to a sudden hat. Dominic moved. Gathering hislegs under him, he cameto
within ten feet of hisquarry. Hetook adeep bresth and held it in, compressing the air down degp inside
his abdomen. He moved again, left hand leading. The Tuareg's back was inches awvay. Dominic's hand
did around, going for the sen-try 'sthroat. It missed and hit the mouth. Instantly the Tuareg bit down
hard. Dominic forced his hand more solidly againgt the man's mouth to stifle any outcry ashisknife came
down at the junction of neck and collarbone, heading for the carotid artery. The Tuareg tried to scream
as hefdt the stedl turn and twist in his neck asit searched for the mgjor artery that sent blood to the
brain. It found it. The knife punctured, then sev-ered the thick vessdl, probing deeper asthe blade cut a
three-inch opening in the upper 1obe of theright lung. The Tuareg began to bleed, blood pouring out in
gouts and spurts as Dominic held him close. He desperately wanted to cry out awarning. Then he
wanted to plead for mercy but knew it wastoo late. He was dying and there was nothing on this earth
that could save him. Hislast thoughtswere Lailahilla’ Allah: Muhammad rasul Allah. Thereisno god
but Allah: Moham-med is His prophet.

Dominic let the body dide easily to the earth, then grabbed it by its robes and dragged it behind the
boulder to where Sharif Mamud waited. Swiftly the old man put on the Tuareg'sjellaba, wrapping the
veil over hisfaceto leave only his eyes uncovered. Disguiseintact, Mamud took the Tuareg's place as
Dominic did back into the shadows.

Squeatting behind a patch of brush, Carl waited for the next victim to come near. The sentry wasin
the most exposed position. He patrolled the fringe of the light cast by the campfire. Carl would haveto
be quick and silent. Twice the sentry passed him but each time there were too many eyesfrom the
campfirelooking hisway. It was hard to get s&t, be ready, then not be able to move, only to have to wait
again. The man came close. Then from the cave came acdl. Automatically dl eyesturned to the
entrance. Carl moved, rising up from the patch of brush which conceded him. His hand grasped the
Tuareg'sthroat and he squeezed hisfingers, going deep into the cartilage of the esophagus, crushing it as
he dragged the body back into the shadows. Another change of cloth-ing and Egon had taken the
Tuareg's place. By thetime dl eyes had returned to the campfire, Carl had two menin critical positions,
one on each side of the cave entrance. It was amost time.

Carl clicked hisfingers once, then again. Sharif Mamud moved closer to thering of men sitting and
nodding to the best of the skin drum. Egon did the same. At their waists their wegpons were held in the
horizonta pogtion, barrels pointing casu-aly forward. Their Mats-49s had longer snouts than usudl.
Silencers. Twenty feet away, then ten, Sharif Mamud came near the fire, A man turned to him, hislips
forming aquestion. The question was never spoken. He died too quickly. Sharif Mamud'sfirst burst took
out three men ingtantly, pumping fifteen subsonic 9 mm'sinto their bodies. Less than a heartbeat behind
him came Egon's burst of fire, cutting down the others, who had no opportunity thistime to make their
peace with God. The only sound from the sub-machine guns was that of the bolts dapping back and
forth. Eight men died. Carl and the rest of the team emerged from the shadows, leaving Egon and Sharif
Mamud to guard the cave entrance.

Carl moved out into the open. From behind him came the rest of the team. Weapons at the ready,
they hit the entrance to the cave. Asthey moved inside Sharif Mamud and Egon dragged the dead away
from the campfire into the dark, then took up positions on each side of the mouth of the cave.

Following Mamud's directions they split into two units where the cave mouth separated. Carl and
Gus went to the left while Dominic and Foche took the tunnel to the right. They ran in acrouch. Two men



lay on their Sdes, blankets about them. Carl passed them by, leaving them to Gus and the others. Swift
cuts taking less than five seconds and Gus was on Carl's hedls, putting his knife back into its sheath ashe
ran.

Ahead of Carl wasabrighter guiding light. He dowed to a hdt. Gus nearly knocked him down
coming to astop. Carl listened. V oices spesking Tamahag. Then he heard onein English ask for
something. He couldn't make out what it wanted, but the voice was definitely that of agirl. He pointed to
the other side of the tunnd, indicating to Gus and one other to move over there. They waited amoment,
then began to move closer to thelight.

Carl knew the others could sense the timing. They didn't have to be told. Instincts were work-ing .
He knew that each of them took a breath at the same moment he did. They burst into the light, fingers
taking up trigger dack to the width of ahair. They each picked out their targets.

Dark eyes had little time to register darm be-fore bullets began smashing into faces and bodies. In
the cavern the sound was deafening as the submachine guns roared and jerked. Carl moved to hisleft,
keeping thewall to his back.

The girl and her hushand were at the far end on hisside. Therewas only one way out. "Lie down
and don't movel" he screamed at them over the deafening echoes of gunfire. They did asthey were
ordered. Face down, hands over their heads, they lay ill. Only one Tuareg managed to get off awild
shot that clipped Gus on the ear, taking with it adime Sze plug. The rest went down.

Jumping over bodies Carl grabbed the girl by her arm and jerked her to her feet, then did the same
to the boy. "Get up and move. Stay behind meand do as | say."

He ran back to the cavern entrance, telling Gus, "Y ou bring up drag."

They moved back out. Reverberations echoing through the tunnelstold Carl the other group had
made contact. Probably their shots had set off the Tuaregs. If the other group wasn't pinned down, they
would be doing as he had ordered and head-ing back to the entrance where Egon and Sharif Mamud
were on guard. Cries of pain came with the gunfire. Cursesin Arabic, Tamahag, and French were al
mixed together. He knew men were dying and could only hope that they weren't his.

Sharif Mamud and Egon heard the noise. Mov-ing out of the light they knelt down, recognizing the
sound of gunfire coming from insgde the cave. Asmuted asit was, it would bring more warriors.

Roman and Abdul strained their eyes againgt the dark. They could hear voices. They couldn't
understand them but they knew that men were coming. Roman adjusted the metal shoulder stock more
securdly. Abdul held the shiny brass bt of linked ammo ddlicately in his hand, ready to move with
Roman and keep the belt feeding smoothly, hisfingersready to fed for any twist init that could cause a
stoppage.

Inside the cave amgor firefight had started. Dominic had run into the section of tunnel used as
deegping quartersfor Sunni Ali's guards. These were the men Ali had trained persondly. Even though
Dominic and Foche had gotten off the first shots, the Tuaregs responded quickly. Foche went down. Gut
shot. Dominic changed magazines lying down aong the tunnd as sparks ricocheted off the sonewalls.

Dominic looked down at Foche. Blood was coming from his ssomach and his back. Hewas a
goner. Foche knew it too. Blood bubbling be-tween hislips, he choked out, "Well, get on withit. You
know what has to be done. Y ou wouldn't leave me dive for them to play with, would you?' He coughed,
apiece of torn flesh from his somach coming up to his mouth. He spat the bloody clot out and looked
up, waiting. Dominic knew hewasright. He glanced down the tunnel. Men were gathering there and
there was no way he could hold them by himsdlf. Without any hesita-tion or warning he pointed his
submachine gun down and blew the top of Foche's head off. In-stant death, freedom from pain.

Dominic moved back taking Foche's weapon with him. Now he wasjust trying to keep them off his
back as he fought hisway to the entrance of the cave. At the junction he met with Carl and Gus. He
answered the unspoken question.

"Focheisdead.”

Sparksricocheted off granite walls. Sparkles of light from both sides searched for soft tissue to
enter. The superior firepower of the raiders gave them an advantage. Changing magazines asfast they
could, barrelswere aready heating up to ared glow in the dark.



"Grenades by series!” Carl commanded.

Pinswere pulled and the bombs were tossed into the dark asfar as they were capable of throwing
them. Carl used the grenades as a delaying tactic. Throw a couple, then retreet, throw acouple, then
retreat. They leapfrogged back to the entrance of the caves.

The voices outsde had come together in amass. Cries of anger and confusion were closer. Egon
and Mamud could hear them clearly. The dull thumps of the grenadesin the tunnel told them they were
about to get into deep shit. If the Tuaregs boxed them in a the mouth of the cave they would be trapped.

Roman's mouth grew dry and sticky. He looked at Abdul, hisblack face oily in the dark. They knew
that their waiting for action was about to end. Abdul smiled gently at the Spaniard asif to say, "Itisinthe
hands of God."

Sunni Ali heard the muted gunfire. Rising from his bed he rushed out of histent, caling hismento
him. He had no doubt asto what was taking place. From their dumbers confused men gathered clutching
their wegpons.

"Tothe caved" he cried. "They are after my hostages. Go! Run! They must be stopped.”

Tuaregs swarmed in the dark running, Sunni Ali whipping them on. Thiswas no time for tac-tics. He
didn't careif hismen ran into an ambush aslong asthey dowed up the raiders. He yelled to his senior
radio operator, "Reach al you can. Have them on aert and ready to ride!" Then he raced after his men,
jacking around into the chamber of his SMG. He was only fifteen seconds behind them.

Thefirst ragged group of eleven Tuaregs en-tered the light of the campfire. Roman took up the
dack. Between the rapid fire of the machine gun and the Mats-49s of Sharif Mamud and Egon, they dll
went down.

Carl came out of the cave dragging the girl behind him. Her husbhand bent over to take aweapon
from adead Tuareg. Carl saw. A good sigh this, the young man was ready to fight. Turn-ing the hostages
over to Egon and Sharif Mamud hetold them, "Get them away. Well dow things up here.” Sharif
Mamud led the way past Roman and Abdul, taking them into the dark and remov-ing their Tuareg robes
asthey went.

Carl gavetherest of theteam their orders. "Into the shadows by Roman. Form aperimeter. Let the
main body get into thelight by the cave. Wait for my ordersto fire" Heknew it wasn't likely that the next
body of Tuaregsto reach them would take off blindly into the dark. They would wait for someonein
authority to tell them what to do.

Carl could hear them coming. " Get grenades ready and pass the word to the others," he whis-pered
to Gus. Pinswere straightened out and the small bombs set where they were easy to reach.

Sunni Ali cameto the entrance of the cave. He didn't haveto go inside. He knew his captives were
gone. The bodies of the dead did not concern him. What he wanted to know was which way had they
gone and how many werethere. To hismen he cried out, " Spread out and search for their trail!™

Carl couldn 't let them do that. He sighted on the man giving the orders and took up the trigger
dack. Asthelast thousandth of an inch was reached, a Tuareg warrior ran in front of hisleader and took
five rounds meant for Sunni Ali. Carl cursed hisluck. When hefired, the rest of the team camein with
rapid fire, no fancy shooting. It didn't matter whether what they hit waskilled or wounded aslong asit
stopped them from being ableto follow.

"Grenades. Now!"

While the bombswerein the air hetold Roman and Abdul, "Take your guns and move out. Set up
in the canyon where you can give us cover fire at firgt light. Well be right behind you."

Confusion was on their Sde. Theragpid fire from the submachine guns gave them an edge they used
to its maximum effectiveness. The sole sur-viving Tuareg moved away from the glow of the campfire.

Sunni Ali burned up two magazines firing a the ring of boulders. He thought held hit one. Who-ever
it wasin therocks, they were good. They had waited for him to be in an exposed position with his men,
when most would have just taken their prize and runfor it.

To hislieutenants he ordered, " Take men, spread out, and keep firing. There can't be too many of
them.”



Mamud led theway back into the rocks. Then he turned to cover a section of rough ground, leaving
atrail which, if they werelucky, the Tuaregs would think they had taken.

"Let'sdoit!" Carl yeled asloud as he could over theincreasing crescendo of gunfire. "Legp-frog it
out by twos and threes.”

The rest of the team was doing good, steady work, giving each other cover asthey withdrew. When
thefirst men passed Kitchner he started dropping rounds down the tube. He placed the first rounds on
the far sde away from Carl and his men, then started walking them in to the front of the cave.

Sunni Ali ran into the mouth of the cave to take cover. He knew the firewouldn't last long. The one
advantage he had wastime. The raiders could not stand and fight. They would have to run, and that was
when he would catch them. But right now he had to check on hisvehiclesto seeif they had been
damaged or destroyed. His men would pick up their trail and stay on them the rest of the night. With
dawn he'd know which way to move and have a better idea of how many of the enemy therewereto
dedl with.

With Gus on his hedls, Carl wasthelast to break contact when the mortar rounds started coming in.
The Tuareg went into ingtant panic and confusion. They weren't used to that kind of firepower coming a
them. But Carl didn't fool himself by thinking thiswasthe end of it. He knew they had along way to go.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When they reached Kitchner dropping shells down the mortar tube, Carl yelled out, "Pack it up, blow the
rest of your ammo, and get gone!™

Kitchner dropped a grenade down the tube, then another by hisremaining rounds—no sensein
leaving the enemy anything that might be ussful—and took off after Langersand Gus.

They pushed it hard for an hour. Contact was broken with the Tuaregs but he knew it wouldn't stay
that way long. When dawn came the nomads would be after them.

"Takefive" Carl ordered. "Dominic, set out sometrip wires on the back trail. The rest of you
spread out where you can rest and still see what's going on. Let's not get careless now.

"Egon, get Smson theradio. Tell him to move out. WEI be at the rendezvous point by 1100 hours
and well check in again with him at 0900. Then have him relay the info to Monpelier. Got it?' Egon
repeated the message, took the radio, and began to send word.

Sunni Ali wasrelieved to seethat at least the raiders had not gotten far enough back in the tunnelsto
find hisvehicles. They would be needed shortly, but first he had to do some think-ing.

Retiring to histent, he took from amahogany case his own maps of the region. Time and movement
were the keys. Once he had the direc-tion of the enemy's route confirmed, then he'd be able to plan.
Logic was now needed. Eyes poring over the map, he checked it against his mind and memory.

The raiders were on foot and had gone back into the mountain. They must have transport waiting for
them somewhere. Their commander must know that if they stayed even one day in the areathey would
be found. Their job wasto get in and get out as fast as possible with their prize. There-fore they must be
heading to a place where they would be retrieved by either ground transport or aircraft.

Congdering their rate of movement and the maximum distance they could travel in agiven period of
time, and he would give heavy odds that he was right about the time factor, it was incon-ceivable that the
raiders would plan on spending more than twenty-four hoursin hisland. The optionswould be severdly
reduced once he had their direction confirmed. There could only be so many placesfrom which to leave
the mountain and reach a Site where transport could pick them up. When they arrived there, Sunni Ali



would be waiting for them with his own armored cars and heavy weapons.

The lone Tuareg moved between the ancient boulders. For abrief moment his eyesroseto the
distant horizon. That was his mistake. The trip wire was broken and a grenade blew his|eft leg off at the
knee. Sunni Ali hed hisdirection.

While hewaswaiting for such information, he had given orders that the Hanamogs and Ameri-can
jeeps be made ready. Their crews stood by. These men he had trained as carefully asthe panzer crews
had been trained in Germany during the early days of the war. They knew their jobs.

On hismap Sunni Ali made a check mark where the booby trap had exploded. Soon he would have
another mark on his map and with each one he would be closer to reclaiming that which was his. His
radiomen had been given the order to contact al outposts. They were put on the dert for any ferengi in
the area and were told to stop al forms of motor transport. Nothing was to go through or get out.

Simswas pushing it. Three times held had to stop and pull one of the Land Rovers out of sand traps.
Wiping hisgoggles clean he stared hate-fully at the mass of Mt.Baguezane. The great bloody thing
seemed to go on forever. Graves pulled up dongside of him, yelling out through hiswindow, "Hey limey,
did you see them?'

Wearily resigned to such verbal abuse, Sims responded sardonicaly, "Of course | saw them, you
great bleeding clot. Do you think I'm blind? What's bloody more important, I'm sure they saw us aso.
And if they did, we could beinfor ared pisser, what?"

Shifting into low to climb the side of thewadi Graves ydled back, "So what do you say we forgo
thisbit of pleasantry and try to reach our destination on time?"

Langers had moved to the rear. The explosion of a grenade had been clearly heard. It had echoed
off the stonesfor miles. He wished they'd had moretimeto leave afdsetrail or take better effortsto
conced their movements but they didntt.

Mamud joined him. Shading his eyes with ahand, helooked back the way they had come. "They
are there and they are getting closer.”

Langers nodded. "I know. How are the kids holding up?’

Mamud inclined his head down thetrail they weretaking. "They are doing well enough. The boy is
strong and eager, and the girl has agood heart but her legs are weak."

Carl wasn't too concerned about that. If neces-sary he would have Gus carry them out on his back.

"I'm getting a bit worried about the time, Sharif. It would be best if we could dow up the pursuit a
bit."

Mamud knew what he was thinking, that the time could come very soon when someone would have
to stay behind and fight a delaying action so the others could escape. That would, of course, be their last
resort. But it was not yet necessary for such athing to be done. They till had sometime | ft.

Hedidn't tell Langers he had seen the figure of aman on their trail in the distance and another to
their [eft flanking them. Langers had enough on his mind and there was nothing he could do about it
anyway. Both were a least three kilometers away.

Sunni Ali took the lead half-track, which held hisradio, and began to move out to the north, flanking
the mountain. He had to make a haf-circle to reach clear ground before he could straighten out hisangle
and run pardld. He didn't push it. To rush was to make mistakes.

He had another call from his scouts on Mt. Baguezane. Theraiding party was still heading north.
They had come across severa other boobytraps, but these had been avoided now that they were aware
of them. Half an hour later another call camein from one of his scouting partiesto the north, and he knew
he was correct. Three Land Rovers had been seen heading south. From the route of the Land Rovers,
the direction of the raiding party, and the few places a which they would come together, Sunni Ali began
to reduce his options one by one.

Moving to the back of the Hanamog, he stood up behind the machine gun mount. An MG-34. It
smelled of new ail. For afew minutes his heart sped up. He had a sense of dgavu, ataste of those great
dayswhen they'd first fought the British in Libya. The Afrika Korps had performed bril-liantly. Though



outnumbered, and with thin supplies, they had pushed the English back across the desert to the borders
of Egypt.

It was good to fedl the vibrations of the war machine benesth hisfeet again. To be on the hunt for
the best of al game, men. In front of him, scouting in afan, were histhree American jeeps, useful little
things which could go dmost any-where, but it was the haf-tracks which were his babies. With him were
twenty of his best men who, though they wore the robes of the nomad, had the discipline of the Afrika
Korpsingilled in them. They would follow ordersto the end.

It was good: hot wind on hisface, clear skies, and ahunt. He was almost thankful to whoever they
were that they had come. He needed thiskind of challengeto set hisblood moving and to test himsdlf.
He would meet the challenge head-on.

Carl had not missed the Tuaregstrailing them. He turned to Mamud. "Let's go, old friend. We have
away totravel yet before we canrest.”

They trotted till they caught up with the small column. The girl was weakening. It occurred to Carl
for the first time that he had not taken agood look at the couple. Now that he had them, they were less
important than before. The girl ssum-bled. A huge paw helped her gently to her feet. Carl called out to
Gus. "If shefdlsagan, carry her."

Carl moved up behind the young woman. Shelooked over her shoulder at the man who had
rescued her and her husband from the cave. Timidly she attempted a smile, which failed. Even under the
coating of dust the man'sface had a qudity to it, a detachment which frightened her somehow. Not thet it
was threatening; she didn't fed that. It wasjust ... something.

Carl passed her, going up to the head of the column. As he did, he looked carefully at each of his
men. They were breathing hard. Swesat streaks on their faces had cut through the dugt, giving them an
aged appearance.

Overhead he saw apair of hungry vulturesriding the air currents. "Not today, if | can helpit. Youll
haveto look elsawhere for food," he re-marked.

Mamud went to the point again, guiding the men through the labyrinth of turns. Twice more Langers
saw distant figures. Thistime one of them was on hisright flank, standing on acrest. Men to their l€ft,
right, and rear. He didn't like that very much at dl.

Taking advantage of the fact that he had no oneto avoid, Sunni Ali was able to make good time.
Coming to asmadl plain near the base of the mountain, he called ahdt. It was time now to make yet
another move on this vast checkerboard. He took the radio and made calls, sending the signal out to the
desert. At hiscommand, bands of men began to converge. From his men on the mountain Sunni Ali knew
he had the raiders right where he wanted them. He would keep the pres-sure on. He gave his people
drict orders not to do any shooting unlessit looked like the raiders had a chance of making good their
escape. The fleeing prisoners were much too vauable. He wouldn't take chances on a stray bullet ending
their useful-nessto him. No, thiswas the time to begin chan-nelizing them. He would present enough
subtle yet viable obstacles to force them to move in the direction he wanted.

Sims saw them too. He didn't need Graves nervousfinger to point them out. Riders on the horizon.
Through hisbinoculars he saw there were at least twenty mounted men on horses with each party, one
coming behind them from the north and the other to the west. They were making no effort to closein.
The riders kept their distance, moving steady but unrushed. Smsdidn't like it. He wished that he could
have taken some evasive moves but there wasn't time. If he was to be at the rendezvous on schedule, he
had no choice but to go on. At the 0900 check-in he would tell Langers what was going on. Maybe he
would have some strategy that would help.

Carl placed the mike back on its hanger. To the others gathered around him he said flatly, "L ooks
likewereinfor abit more shit. This Sunni Ali knows his stuff. He's channelizing us. For those of you who
haven't noticed, we have had com-pany for the last couple of hours—Tuareg trailing us on three Sides,



leaving us only oneway to go. Now it looks like he's doing the same thing to Sims. He's boxing usin.
From here on out it's double-time. Take nothing but ammo and water; drop everything else. Every
second countsif we're going to get out of thisin one piece. Gus, thegirl isyour responsbility.”

He turned to her husband. "How are you hold-ing up? Can you go the distance? We have another
two hours, maybe less, till were supposed to meet with the Land Rovers. Can you keep up that long?!

"l can makeit," the youth assured him. "1 know what's waiting for me back there. Just give me
something to shoot with. It'll make mefed like I'm doing something, and | do know how to shoot.”

Langersliked the way the young St. Johns spoke, and he did have an extraweapon. "Dominic, give
him Foche's piece and an extramagazine."

The men around him were beginning to get that specid ook of uncertainty around the edges of their
eyes. No oneliked to run. It was always easier to attack than defend.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

From his outriders Sunni All knew the exact pos-tion and direction the Land Roverswere taking. On his
map he began to rule out possihilities of escape. Giving it some thought, he tried to figure out what he
would do if he was given the assign-ment the raiders were on.

Themost likely choice of optionswould be for the raiders to meet with the Land Roversat agiven
spot and then make it to someplace a plane could set down to fetch them. Checking hismap again
agangt hismemory of the area, he touched a spot with hisfingernall. "1t will be here, and | will bewaiting
for them."

Felix spotted them first, coming out of the rocks. "Therethey are!" he cried out. Smshad hiskit in
hand, ready to take care of any wounds.

Langerswasin the lead. He waved Sims back. "No time for that shit now. We have company tailing
us. Let's get loaded and get out of here. No oneis hurt too badly. Mostly just blisters and sunburn.”

Under the coating of fine dust it was hard to tell how badly anyone was sunburned. They al looked
the same.

"Sims, | want you and the othersto keep driv-ing. Y ou know what the ground islike better than we
do. Just get usto the LZ. Monpelier did get the signd, didn't he?!

Simsanswered him dryly, dightly offended at the implied question of his competence. "Of course |l
did. Andif I haveit timed right, they should be over the LZ within minutes of our own arrival.”

"Good. Now let's get gone.”

Langers put the girl and her husband in the same Land Rover with Gus. Therest of the crew just
climbed gratefully into the vehicles wherever there was room. It was with no regrets that they were
leaving Baguezane behind them. They 'd had enough of the mountain and were quite content to leaveit to
the lizards, snakes, and vultures.

It looked as though they might have had it made, but Carl till didn't like the fegling of being herded.
"Sims, wherewasthe last place you saw riders?’

"Oh, about twenty kilometers from here. They were heading southwest away from me. Probably just
acaravan of some sort, though | was abit concerned for atime. They were the third group | had seen
snce yesterday. Why, do you think they're trouble?"

Carl leaned his head back against the seet, trying to ignore the jolting of the Land Rover as Sms
maneuvered it between, over, and around obstacles.

"l don't know and that's what bothers me," he admitted. " Those Tuaregs should have been more



confused, more disoriented. We hit them pretty hard. Caught them with their pants down. But they came
back just as hard, and fast, too. Very professona. They didn't act like nomads. They responded like
regular army troops, and damned good ones. We were lucky to get out with no morelosses. Very
lucky."

Closing his eyes he made one last comment. "Try to keep thisthing level. | 'm going to try and get
some shut-eye. Wake meif you see anything or if we get within five kilometers of the LZ."

"Right'o, love. You got it."

Three dust trails marked their passage as they raced across the scrublands to where the plane would
come to get them. Somehow it didn't seem possible that al this had started just ashort time before. It
seemed much longer than that.

Monpelier leaned over between Parrish and Rigsby. "How much longer?

Parrish checked hiswatch. "About an hour, give or take five minutes.”

Sunni Ali wasready. Thetiming was nearly perfect. His horsemen and his vehicles awaited his
command. Hidden behind rocks and in wadis, they had camouflaged their positions very care-fully,
especialy s0 as not to be seen from the air. If the pilot was worth adamn, he would make at least one
quick flight over to check out the area. Ali had reason to be satisfied. He had called the progression of
the game perfectly. A bit of pres-sure here, atouch there, nothing too sinister, but it did force them to
reved what he wished to know. That and the process of €limination gave him the location of the landing
zone,

He had kept just enough pressure on the raiders to make them believe they had the edge, but not
enough to waste any time. They would be anxious to get away. He knew he could have forced the issue
at any time, but he wanted to see if he wasright. Now the Land Rovers were at the end of what would
bethe LZ, alake bed gone dry and baked as hard as concrete. They were at the south end. That meant
the plane would comein from the north. Then they would load there, do aturn around, taxi back to the
north, and take off into the wind. He would hit them when they began to load and perhaps, if he was
lucky, gain aplanein the bargain.

Sunni Ali had given hiswarriorstheir orders. As soon as the plane began to throttle, back on the
ground they were to shoot for thetires. His haf-tracks would block the runway to prevent the possibility
of them taking off, while his jeeps and horsemen would take care of the Land Roversand their crews.
Now it wastime for just a bit more patience.

"Silver to Copper. Do you read me? Over." Carl was contacting the plane.

"Roger that, Silver. Weve got you five by five. What doesit look like down there? Over.”

Thelooks of relief were obvious on al faces except those of Gus, Dominic, and Sharif Mamud.
They didn't seem to care one way or the other.

"From wherewere at it looks clear. The wind is from the south to north, about ten knots with light
gusts”

"l read you. Well make aflyover and orbit the areafor alook-see. Then well comeonin. Beready
to get on. | don't want to waste any time getting our ass out of here. Over and out."

Parrish took the C-47 into awide spird, work-ing toward the center. He saw nothing. Moving off a
few milesto the north he turned the nose of the plane, put down his landing gear, lowered hisflaps, and
garted coming in. "Should be easy," he said to Rigsby who merdly grunted, his usua response.

The whedl s touched down, throwing up a stream of dust behind them. Opening the cargo door,
Monpdier stood ready with a Browning autometic rifle. Thiswas no timeto get doppy. Mogt things, if
they went wrong, did so at the last moment.

Langersand his party were ready, but Langers had had abad fedling for the last fifteen minutes.
"Gus! Take acouple of men and one of the Land Rovers and circle the strip. Keep an eye out. There's
something wrong. | hopeit'sjust my imagination. If everything's okay well meet a the far end. Graves,
you and Abdul comewith me."

Gus had seen Langerss hunches prove right too many timesin the past to argue about it. " Check



your wegpons, put onein the spout if you haven't already. Were going to take alook-see.” Obe-diently
they climbed in, weapons out the win-dows, ready to fireif need be.

They moved out rapidly. Halfway down the LZ they passed the plane. Guswaved a Parrishin the
cockpit, then turned the nose of the Land Rover to avoid arock and saw aflash to hisleft.

"Oh shit!" If there was an ambush set up, the only thing he could do wastry and spring it before the
attackers were ready. He headed straight for the spot where he'd seen the brief sparkle of light behind a
screen of brush. "Dominic, watch the right front. | saw something.”

Sunni Ali saw the Land Rover. No! It was not yet time. He hoped that his men would hold therr fire
just one more minute. Then it would make no difference.

The sight of the Land Rover coming straight for them was too much for one young Tuareg. Thiswas
hisfirst time on an ambush. Fingers swesat-ing, only his eyes showed the fear and anxiety astherest of his
fourteen-year-old face was covered by the folds of hisvell. He didn't know the exact moment when his
finger took up the last of the trigger dack. Hisrifle suddenly bucked againgt his shoulder; he had fired.
The back of hisfather's hand knocking him from his horse told him he had screwed up.

Dominic returned firewith his SMG spraying wildly, not redly planning on hitting anything. But it
would let the rest of his party know that some shit was going down bad. Gus whipped the whedl around
and headed back to the others. Bul-lets snapped off twigs and branches from the dried brush and severa
rounds punched holesin the Land Rover.

Ali wasfurious. There was nothing else to do now but attack.

"Allah akbar!™

Hisdriver turned out of the wadi, crashing out of the covering of brush they had been using for
camouflage. Therest of his men moved at the same time. Horses, half-tracks, and jegps hit the dirip,
gpreading out in aline from the north end to the south.

Langers piled everyone back in the Land Rov-ers. He stood at the end of the LZ trying to wave
Parrish off. Gus came screeching up to him.

"What do we do?' Gusyeled. "A hdf-track with amachine gun was on an intercept course with the
Dakota. Behind it were jegps and another half-track, and now horsemen are coming out of the brush.”

"We haveto get the plane back intheair,” Langersreplied. "If it goes down were in deep shit. Get
it up and we can try for another rendez-vous somewhere ese.”

Parrish saw the smal figure a the end of the runway waving him off. From his open cargo door
Monpdier waslaying down fire, aming to the rear over thetail at the pursuing line of Tuaregs. Lines of
bullets stitched their way up the side of the plane, their holesletting in the desert light. Parrish estimated
the amount of ground he had |eft: no way to take off again. Hed have to turn around. Rigsby opened his
window, pulled a9 mm Browning out from under his seat, and opened fire, knocking a horseman down.

Parrish had to brake to turn and as he did he got hisfirst good look at what was coming after him. "I
don't think thisisgoing to be anice day,” he quipped.

Rigdby grunted again and fired off hdf aclip.

From their end of the landing zone Langers had the Land Rovers move out after the planeto try and
keep the Tuaregs away until it was airborne again.

Sunni Ali found himsdlf in linewith the plane. With atouch of regret he aimed the MG-34 &t the
cockpit. Plexiglass exploded and Parrish's face became ared mask. Rigsby tried to regain control of the
plane but Parrish 's body had draped over the yoke. The Dakotawent into aspin, angling over sharply till
her left wing tip touched down.

The movement threw Monpdlier out the door to hit the dirt, breaking hisright leg. Cursing in three
tongues a his own stupidity for coming on the flight in the first place, he squatted in the dirt, snatched up
hisBAR, and tried to blow away the man with the MG-34. He didn't make it. The half-track ran over
him, treads crushing his chest to the thickness of apack of smokes.

When Sunni Ali opened direct fire on the air-craft so did the rest of hismen. A tire blew, then thick
whisps of black smoke came from the port cowling. Rigsby fought to regain control. He had the plane
just about level when the back of his head erupted. Bullets coming through the fusdl-age flattened out
before hitting him. It wasjust aswell. The plane burst into flames only seconds later.



Langers pulled his men away, angling off to the northwest. There was nothing they could do now.
Firing from their windows they punched holesin the Tuareg horsemen. V oorhees took awild round
through histemple. Abdul opened the door and dropped him out. All weaponsfiring, they broke away.
All they could do now wasrun for it. Langers sgnaded for Simsto take the lead.

It was an hour later before they broke contact with the Tuaregs and stopped to gauge their
gtuation. Graves and Kitchner were done for aswas the Land Rover they wereriding in, taking a
barrage of Tuareg fire miles back. Felix had taken one too, catching around in his back. When Sims got
out of the Land Rover hewas limping badly, having to hold onto the Land Rover to support hisweight.
Blood came from his pants leg and adark spot was spreading at hiswaist. Gus was about to punch
Dominic playfully in the Sde and started to make some remark. He never finished it. Dominic's face was
pae, lipsdrawn tight.

"You hit, Dominic?' Gus asked.

Dominic nodded. Under hisright arm, from his side, blood was flowing fredy. Gently Gus hel ped
him out of the vehicle. Smslimped over with hismedic kit. He and Dominic looked at each other. They
knew. After treating Dominic, Sims bandaged himself, took a couple of pain pills, and said flatly, "I think
someone else should drive and try to take it easy. Up ahead about thirty kilometersisanarrow mountain
pass. | do believe we should try and get through it before the bloody madman can haveit blocked.”

Langersdidnt likeit a al. HEd seen too many wounds not to know that Sims and Dominic were
badly hurt. The Tuaregs had done them good. The plane was gone, its crew was dead. Kicking one of
thetiresin frugtration, he cursed their luck. A thin hiss of seam was coming from one of the Land Rover's
radiators. It had been punctured.

Therewas nothing elseto do. "All right, let's load up and try and get some distance between us.
Abdul, you take over driving for Sims. | don't know how far this machineis going to go but we can't top
to worry about it. Load up and let's get out of here. Maybe we will make it to the pass.™

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sims propped his back against aboulder for sup-port. "Listen to me, love. | am the bloody medic, what?
| bedievethat | am the best judge of the current condition of my health. The leg is shat-tered and | have
interna bleeding. Even if there was room, | wouldn't survive the ride back, what with the bumpsand dl."

Those gathered around him knew he wasright. There wasn't redly anything that could be said. Sms
knew it, too.

"Right then, thisishow it shall be done," he continued. "I will wait here with one of the machine guns
and do abit of stitching. If nothing eseit will buy you abit moretime.”

Silently Roman placed hisweapon beside the medic, laying severd ammo beltswherethey 'd be
easy to reach. Sims nodded casualy.

Langerslooked over his survivors, then at the remaining Land Rover. There was dtill aproblem. Too
many people for one vehicleto makeit. The extraload would dow them down drastically. Before he
could think about it, Sharif Mamud stepped over to Sit beside Sims.

"| think that thisisagood place, Mr. Sms. Like you, | have no great love for mechanical things.
They weary me and put many achesinto my ancient bones. | believe | will rest awhilewith you." He
looked up at the canyon walls, raw, ragged, as old asthe Sahara. "Y es, thisisagood placeto rest.”" He
jacked around into the chamber of his Mats-49 and faced to the south.

There was silence from the group, afed of awkwardness. No one knew exactly what to say.

Another figure joined the two. Dominic coughed, wiping away afleck of blood from hislips. He said



nothing but hisintent was clear. He, too, had picked histime and place to die.

That was enough. Abdul started to step for-ward. Langers stopped him.

"No more." Abdul's dusty black face began to tighten.

"No more," Langers repeated. "It would serve no purpose save death, and you are not ready. They
are. Don't go where you are not wanted, Abdul. Thisistheir moment. Y ourswill come, but it isnot

Dominic smiled. "Heisright, Abdul. And he may need you later. Get the rest of what you need off
the broken Land Rover and put it in the other one. Leave us some ammo and a bit of water. | don't think
we will havetimeto eat dinner. Oh yes, find us some bottles. | know Guswill have afew stashed and we
could useagdlon of petrol. That will be dl we need. But makeit quick.” He nodded to the south a a
spira of dust risng around the bend of the canyon.

"You heard him. Let'sdoit!" Langers com-manded, breaking the tension with adirect order. Now
therewere six: Langers, Abdul, Roman, Gus, and the young couple. It would be crowded but they had a
chanceif they left now.

To keep Gus from getting too sentimental, Langers had him go to work on storing the extra water
and ammo on the remaining vehicle. It wastimeto leave. If they waited any longer, then they took the
chance of losing their only way oui.

Moving up to the three, Langers knew that what they were doing was right, and he envied them their
desth. What more can aman do than pick histime and placeto die and know it was right. Dominic had
been in the process of dying for along time. His soul had been leaving him in tiny piecesfor years. Sharif
Mamud was old, wishing to return to the past of hisfathers. This was the place where he belonged. And
Sims, well, hewasjust being practicd. If thered been any other way, hed have madethe little
Englishman get back in the Land Rover. But there wasn't. Smswasright. Y ou could seeit in hiseyes.
He was badly hurt. There was no way he could survive the journey back to the Ahaggar Mountains.

The girl and her husband watched in fascination. It was aien to everything they had ever learned.
The girl wanted to say something to force Langersinto taking them dong even if it meant overloading. It
wasn't the expression on his face that stopped her words, it was that of the three men. The old Arab,
Sims, Dominic, al of them. Their faces were at peace. There was no fear in them. If anything, they
looked abit anxious, asif they wanted the rest of them to get loaded and go away, leaving them to finish
their business. Tak-ing her hand, her husband led hiswife over to the Land Rover.

Hesad, "I know. Let'sjust let them do thingstheir way. This has nothing to do with us."

She knew he wasright. Even though the three had come to rescue them, it had been for their own
reasons. She and her husband had been incidental. For these men it had been just ajob.

Gustook the whed. He and Dominic gave each other along look. Dominic nodded his head up and
down asif to say it's okay, then turned his back on the Land Rover and |ooked to the south. Guss face
was stone. For once he had no quick words. Carl took the seat beside him. Therest piled in as best they
could in the back, Abdul facing out the rear with arifle.

It was hard to leave them but it had to be done. Fate dways dedlt al the cards and no matter what
kind of hand you held, when she wanted to, she would awayswin.

That wasit. They pulled out, heading deeper into the canyon.

Sunni Ali had his haf-track cometo ahdt. Taking hisfield glasses he looked ahead. The men he
was chasing had cost him much. They were not to be underestimated. Adjusting the focus, he brought the
abandoned Land Rover into clear view. The doors were open, the spare fuel cans were gone, no one
wasin sight. Carefully he scanned the gorge on both sides. Nothing. If they had dll transferred into one
vehicle then he would catch them. Still hefelt uneasy, but there was no time | eft to play awaiting game.
Hehad to go on.

Behind their cover Dominic finished stuffing ragsinto the necks of three petrol-filled bottles. The
half-track would have to passthe Land Rover on the right Side. The other side wastoo rocky. When it
did pass and they could hit it with Molotov cocktails, it would block the pass, buy-ing the others a bit



moretime,

He could see Sunni Ali searching theterrain with hisfidd glasses. Dominic hunched alittle lower
behind hisrock. Patience. They would come to him. The sound of the haf-track shifting into gear brought
everyone's head up abit. Sims moved to where he could set the LM G up, using arock as abipod. Sharif
Mamud stayed where he was. The range would be too far for his SMG to be of much use until the
enemy was near the Land Rover. Overhead the sun hammered at them. Flies buzzed trying to suck
moisture. Lizards and ser-pents observed the proceedings with expression-less eyes.

Sunni Ali sgnded for hisvehiclesto move out dowly. The haf-track edged closer to the Land
Rover. Hisfingerstightened on the trigger of his MG-34. His eyes were eager. Somehow he knew that
there were men in the rocks around him. He couldn't see them, he could fed them. Thiswas akilling zone
and he had to go through it. That was good. The tension, the quiet was good. It fed his soul. The Tuaregs
sensed hisfedings. Ther dark eyes adso scanned the rocks, hands tightening on their wegpons.

The haf-track dug its treads into the rocky path, grinding over aroad that had once been atrail for
caravans. Sunni Ali motioned to the two jeeps behind him. Obeying, the Tuaregs off-loaded and spread
out, packing the vehicles. If they were ambushed, he didn't want his men bunched up where they could
be taken out by asingle blow.

"Goddamn that son of a bitch, he must have read my mind," Dominic grumbled to Mamud. He had
to choke back a cough. Hislungs werefilling with heavy black blood, making it even harder to breath in
the furnace air of the canyon.

Crawling closer to Sims he whispered, "When they get close enough, Mamud and | will heave the
cocktails at the half-track. When we do, lay fire on the Tuaregs out of the jeeps. They'll be the hardest to
hit later. Then cut loose on the jegps and knock them out. If we can do that, ther€lll be no way they'll
ever catch up to Langers and the others.”

"Right you are, love. That'sjust what well do." The sun had reached its apex. Brushing flies away from
his mouth and eyes, Simsremarked drally, ™Y ou know, I'll be glad when thisis over. It's getting beastly
hot. Most uncomfortable.”

Mamud and Dominic grinned through cracked lips at the little man's humor. Dominic patted him on
the shoulder. "Sims, you might be queer, but you've got more balsthan anyone | ever met. It'sapleasure
and honor to diewith you."

Simsblushed. "Why, thank you, and the fed-ings are mutual, | assure you. But now we had better
keep an eye on those gentlemen below or al our efforts will have been for naught.”

Hewasright. Sunni Ali in histrundling ar-mored beast was dmogt at the Land Rover.

Flicking hislighter into life, Dominic grinned. "In case| don't havetimeto say it later, good-bye
Sims, Sharif Mamud." He lit the gas-soaked rags.

"Go with God my friends. Allah maak.” Mamud took one of the torches. Dominic lit the last one.
Holding onein each hand he peered over the rocks. The half-track wasthere.

"Now!" Dominic cried, tossng the two petrol bombsin an overhand arc. Mamud followed with his
as Sims opened up with the machine gun, sending a stream of bullets out to hunt down the Tuareg
flankers.

Sunni Ali saw the fire bombs asthey arced inthe air, trailing adark plume of smoke. Without even
thinking about it he reacted. Throwing his body out of the half-track on the far side, he hit the ground
rolling. He was twenty feet away when the first bomb hit the open back of the haf-track, exploding
among the men there and setting them on fire.

The next hit the hood of the half-track, burgting into flames. Theliquid fire spilled onto the driver,
bathing hisfacein flames. In his pain, he released the steering whed to tear a his eyes so he could
guench the fires egting at them. The haf-track rolled up against the Land Rover and ground to a hdlt.
Some of the flames found their way ingde the motor, burning wires and melting fuel lines. In secondsthe
entire machinewason fire.



Only the shotgun rider escaped death. He had covered his eyes with an arm when the bomb
exploded. Screaming, he broke out into the open, jumping from the cab and rolling on the ground to
smother the fires consuming hisrobes.

Sims had taken out two of the flankers when he opened fire. The driver of the trailing jegp went
ingtantly into reverse, racing his small machine back behind the cover of the curve in the road. The other
was rendered useless by aburst of machine gun rounds to the radiator. It would go no farther.

The Tuaregs had reacted quickly by hitting the deck, seeking cover, and immediately returning fire.
Sunni Ali ran from his exposed pogition by the burning half-track and joined them, taking arifle from one
of hismen and giving him hispistal. "Stay with me," he ordered. To the rest he cried, " Spread out and
keep firing. Legpfrog forward.” To the man with him he asked, "Where is the tube?!

"In the rear jeep, master.”

"Gofor it. Bring it to me. Run and we will cover you.

"Listento me," he commanded his men. "They arein therocksto the left of the haf-track, about
twenty meters up. When | say to fire, aim there even if you can't see anyone. | want you to keep them
down. There can't be too many of them." He waited to make certain his words were understood by all.

"Ready. Openfirel"

The Tuaregs cut loose with al they had. Sunni Ali dapped the man on his shoulder. "Go! Now!" The
Tuareg obeyed. He hunched over as he raced back to where the rear jeep was sheltered.

Sparks bounced off granite, ricocheting as they sought softer things to touch. One of them buried
itself in Smssgood leg, fracturing the femur.

Simscursed, "Now that tearsit! My last good trouser leg shot to hell." Heraised up and re-turned
fire, hitting another Tuareg lying in a prone position behind a.clump of dried brush. He wasright on target.
The stream of bullets walked down the man's back, beginning at his neck and ending at his pelvis.

Sunni Ali picked histargets carefully, trying to bounce rounds off the rocks where they would have a
chance of hitting the ambushers. A scuffling by hisside let him know that his man had returned from the
jeep, carrying with him what he had been sent for, an American bazooka and abag of rocketsfor it.

From where he was positioned, it would take sheer luck to fire around that would do much
damage, and he didn't have any ammo to waste. He had to get to where he could get aclear shot at
them.

"Cover me. Draw their fire. When | move, | want dl of you to attack. Move forward to the ditch
twenty meters ahead and take cover. When you do, keep firing. | am going to try and get above them."

The Tuaregs moved out, firing asfast asfingers could pull triggers and change magazines. Hun-dreds
of bullets bounced off the rocks, forcing the trio to keep their heads down. Sunni Ali jumped, rolled,
crawled, and dodged from one shelter to the next, always heading up, clambering over rockslike a
North African mountain goat. He scratched, clawed, and pulled hisway over the burning stonestill his
fingers bled where finger-nails had been torn loose.

Three more of hismen died in their advance. He was being bled dry. He had to get them now. If he
could get back to the jeep with the other radio in it, he could still catch theraiders by calling ahead to
have them intercepted.

At last he was above them, resting in aring of boulders. Peering between two rocks he could see
who was holding him up and costing him so many men. There were three of them. It looked like two of
them were wounded. He tried to judge the distance and glide factor. He was firing downhill so there
wasn't too much to compensate for.

Shoving around into the tube, he pulled the arming cord on the rocket and set it to his shoul-der,
making sure the back blast had afree path. He sghted on the target, his eye firmly againgt the rubber
housing of the Sight, and pulled the trigger. The rocket |eft the tube, traveling nearly in adraight line.
Dominic saw it coming.

"Take cover!" he cried. He and Sharif Mamud were able to find partia protection but Sims couldn't
move. Undaunted, Simsturned his back on the missile heading for him, and calmly shot another Tuaregin
the head. At the very same moment the missile struck three feet awvay from him, tearing hisbody nearly in
haf. Splinters hit Sharif Mamud and Dominic.



Another round from Sunni Ali blasted achunk of meet the Size of apear from Dominic'sthigh. He
didn't move. Nether did Sharif Mamud. Sunni Ali rose. He couldn't see but he signded hismen to
advance. Perhaps one of them was still alive and could be questioned.

Two of hismen scrambled up the rocks, legping over the boulders where the ambusherslay. When
thefirst man came over, Sharif Mamud rose with hisknifein hishand crying " Allah akbar" and sunk it to
the hilt in the man's chest. Reaching the heart, hetoreit in haf. The other Tuareg shot the old man in the
throat, then crawled over him in time to meet Dominic coming up from behind hisrock on one knee,
pistol in hishand. He and the Tuareg fired a the sametime. Sunni Ali could see the bullets sirike as puffs
of dust rose from their bodies. Both went down.

L eaving the bazooka, Sunni Ali climbed down to examine them. He had an urgeto look at them up
close. Once he was on the same level with them he strode over to examine them, hisrobesflowing loose
inthe dry breeze. One a atime he turned each of the bodies over to look at the faces. First wasthe old
Arab. He didn't know him, but vaguely wondered why one so old would go on such ahard mission.
Next was the small man with the soft face and delicate hands. He had fought well. His body seemed even
smdller close up. There was something about death that lessens one. There was also the dark one which
his man had shot, putting at least four roundsin the chest and stomach. It had dammed him up against a
boulder. Sliding off it, he had goneto his knees, face to the earth like agood Modem at his prayers.

Stepping over the body of Sims, he saw that hisrocket shell had torn ahole the sze of man'sfistin
the other man's body. There were also severa holes where bullets had exited. The blood was aready
turning dark brown asit dried. Flies had begun to gather in swarms on the dead men's wounds, forming
black moving clots.

Sunni Ali bent over to grab the dark man by histunic. He wanted to see thisoné'sface, also. It was
important to him to see each of them in order to understand why they had chosen to stand and die, for
surely they had known that desth would be their fate.

Shoving the body to whereit would roll over onitsside, Sunni Ali tried to jerk back hishand
in-gtinctively but it was caught. Held.

Dominic pulled Sunni Ali to the earth with him. His face was covered with afine layer of dust. Blood
mottled and dried on cracked lips, he was a picture of hell. He had the face of a djinn or amadman.
Only hiseyeswere sane. He hdd Sunni Ali closeto hisface, holding him down under him. Sunni Al
ydled for help ashe struck at his captor's face with hisfist. The cregture holding him laughed, hacking out
blood clots from his ruptured lungs.

Sunni Ali had one quick look before he fet astrange, hard weight on his chest. The creature had
stuffed ahand grenade in hisjellaba. Frantic, hetried to gouge out the devil's eyes. But it would not let
go. He had only seconds before the grenade would explode. His hand did his curved dagger fromiits
ornate sheath held in the waistband of hisrobes. Oncel Twice!l A third time he sank the knifefull to its hilt
inthe maniac's Side, back, and neck, but ill it would not let go.

Thelr time was up. Dominic's hands loosened a split second before the blast. He smiled at Sunni Alli,
who had begun his prayer. "Allah is God, the only God, and Mohammed is His proph—" He never
finished. The grenade ended his pless.

The muffled sounds of fighting followed them through the pass. The survivors avoided each other's
eyes. Gus drove on, stone-faced. They would not stop till they reached Fort Laperrine in the Ahaggar
Mountains. There wasn't anything back thereto wait for.

Langersfet numb. It was dwaysthisway. Others died but he went on. Dominic, Sharif Mamud,
Monpelier, the others ...

Opening a crusted eydid, he watched Gus's face for amoment. One day Gus, too, would die. And
dill he, Cascadlias Langersdias. . . would continue. When that day came it would hurt agreet dedl, for
hewould truly be alone again.

Outside the Land Rover desert winds whistled, shifting grains of sand. The Saharawaited also,
timeless, patient.

Bitterly Langers shook his head to clear it. Men spoke of killing time. That waswrong. It wastime



that killed. And no one knew that better than Casca Rufio Longinus, or, as he was known to some,
d-Kate—thekiller.

-end-



