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For Giorgio, and Christian and Schlee

And Big Marc and Black Johnny,

And the others in the unmarked graves.

At least we tried.
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‘Cry “Havoc” and let slip the dogs of war.’

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

‘That … be not told of my death,

Or made to grieve on account of me,

And that I be not buried in consecrated ground,

And that no sexton be asked to toll the bell,

And that nobody is wished to see my dead body,

And that no mourners walk behind me at my funeral,

And that no flowers be planted on my grave,

And that no man remember me,

To this I put my name.’

THOMAS HARDY


PROLOGUE

There were no stars that night on the bush airstrip, nor any moon; just the West African darkness wrapping round the scattered groups like warm, wet velvet. The cloud cover was lying hardly off the tops of the iroko trees and the waiting men prayed it would stay a while longer to shield them from the bombers.

At the end of the runway the battered old DC-4, which had just slipped in for a landing by runway lights that stayed alight for just the last fifteen seconds of final approach, turned and coughed its way blindly towards the palm-thatch huts.

A Federal MIG-17 night fighter, probably flown by one of the six East German pilots sent down over the past three months, to replace the Egyptians who had a horror of flying at night, moaned across the sky to the west. It was out of sight above the cloud layer, as was the runway also hidden from the pilot’s eyes. He was seeking the tell-tale flicker of the landing lights going on to bring in a landing plane, but the lights were out.

The pilot of the taxiing DC-4, unable to hear the scream of the jet above him, flicked on his own lights to see where he was going, and from the darkness a voice cried uselessly, ‘Kill de lights!’ They went out anyway when the pilot had got his bearings, and the fighter above was miles away. To the south there was a rumble of artillery where the front had finally crumbled as men who had had neither food nor bullets for two months threw down their guns and headed for the protecting bush forest.

The pilot of the DC-4 brought his plane to a halt twenty yards from the Super Constellation already parked on the apron, killed the engines and climbed down to the concrete. An African ran over to him and there was a muttered conversation. The two men walked through the darkness towards one of the larger groups of men, a blob of darkness against the darkness of the palm forest. The group parted as the two from the tarmac approached, until the white man who had flown in the DC-4 was face to face with the one who stood in the centre. The white man had never seen him before, but he knew of him, and even in the darkness, dimly illumined by a few cigarettes, he could recognise the man he had come to see.

The pilot wore no cap, so instead of saluting he inclined his head slightly. He had never done that before, not to a black, and could not have explained why he did it.

‘My name is Captain Van Cleef,’ he said in English, accented in the Afrikaner manner.

The African nodded his acknowledgement, his bushy black beard brushing the front of his striped camouflage uniform as he did so.

‘It’s a hazardous night for flying, Captain Van Cleef,’ he remarked drily, ‘and a little late for more supplies.’

His voice was deep and slow, the accent more like that of an English public school man, which he was, than an African. Van Cleef felt uncomfortable and again, as a hundred times during his run through the cloud banks from the coast, asked himself why he had come.

‘I didn’t bring any supplies, sir. There weren’t any more to bring.’

Another precedent set. He had sworn he would not call the man ‘sir’. Nor a Kaffir. It had just slipped out. But they were right, the other mercenary pilots in the hotel bar in Libreville, the ones who had met him. This one was different.

‘Then why have you come?’ asked the general softly. ‘The children perhaps? There are a number here the nuns would like to fly out to safety, but no more Caritas planes will come in tonight.’

Van Cleef shook his head, then realised no one could see the gesture. He was embarrassed, and thankful that the darkness hid it. Around him the bodyguards clutched their submachine carbines and stared at him.

‘No. I came to collect you. If you want to come, that is.’

There was a long silence. He could feel the African staring at him through the gloom, occasionally caught a flash of eye-white as one of the attendants raised his cigarette.

‘I see. Did your government instruct you to come in here tonight?’

‘No,’ said Van Cleef. ‘It was my idea.’

There was another long pause. The bearded head was nodding slowly in what could have been comprehension or bewilderment a few feet away from him.

‘I am very grateful,’ said the voice. ‘It must have been quite a trip. Actually I have my own transport. The Constellation. Which I hope will be able to take me away to exile.’

Van Cleef felt relieved. He had no idea what the political repercussions would have been if he had flown back to Libreville with the general in his entourage.

‘I’ll wait till you’re off the ground and gone,’ he said, and nodded again. He felt like holding out his hand to shake, but did not know whether he ought. If he had but known it, the African general was in the same quandary. So he turned and walked back to his aircraft.

There was silence for a while in the group of black men after he had left.

‘Why does a South African, and an Afrikaner, do a thing like that?’ one of the cabinet asked the general. There was a flash of teeth as the leader of the group smiled briefly.

‘I don’t think we shall ever understand that,’ he said.

Further up the apron, also in the lee of a clump of palm, five men sat in a Landrover and watched the dim figures moving from the bush to the plane. The leader sat beside the African driver, and all five were smoking steadily.

‘It must be the South African plane,’ said the leader, and turned to one of the four other whites crouched in the Landrover behind him. ‘Janni, go and ask the skipper if he’ll make room for us.’

A tall, raw-boned, angular man climbed out of the rear of the vehicle. Like the others he was dressed from head to foot in predominantly green jungle camouflage uniform, slashed with streaks of brown. He wore green canvas jackboots on his feet, the trousers tucked into them. From his belt hung a water bottle and a Bowie knife, three pouches for magazines for the FAL carbine over his shoulder, and they were all empty. As he came round to the front of the Landrover the leader called him again.

‘Leave the FAL,’ he said, stretching out an arm to take the carbine, ‘and Janni, make it good, huh? Because if we don’t get out of here in that crate, we could get chopped up in a few days.’

The man called Janni nodded, adjusted the beret on his head and ambled towards the DC-4. Captain Van Cleef did not hear the rubber soles moving up behind him.

‘Naand, meneer.’

Van Cleef spun round at the sound of the Afrikaans and took in the shape and size of the man beside him. Even in the darkness he could pick out the black and white skull and crossbones motif on the man’s left shoulder. He nodded warily.

‘Naand. Jy Afrikaans?’

The tall man nodded.

‘Jan Dupree,’ he said and held out his hand.

‘Kobus Van Cleef,’ said the airman and shook.

‘Waar gaan-jy nou?’ asked Dupree.

‘To Libreville. As soon as they finish loading. And you?’

Janni Dupree grinned.

‘I’m a bit stuck, me and my mates. We’ll get the chop for sure if the Federals find us. Can you help us out?’

‘How many of you?’ asked Van Cleef.

‘Five in all.’

As another mercenary, albeit of the air, Van Cleef did not hesitate. Outlaws sometimes need each other.

‘All right, get aboard. But hurry up. As soon as that Connie is off, so are we.’

Dupree nodded his thanks and jog-trotted back to the Landrover. The four other whites were standing in a group round the bonnet.

‘It’s OK, but we have to get aboard,’ the South African told them.

‘Right, dump the hardware in the back and let’s get moving,’ said the group leader. As the rifles and ammunition pouches thumped into the back of the vehicle, he leaned over to the black officer with the Second Lieutenant’s tabs who sat at the wheel.

‘G’bye, Patrick,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it’s over now. Take the Landrover and dump it. Bury the guns and mark the spot. Leave your uniform and go for bush. Understand?’

The lieutenant, who a year ago had been a recruit with the rank of private and had been promoted for his ability to fight rather than eat with a knife and fork, nodded sombrely, taking in the instructions.

‘Good-bye, sah.’

The four other mercenaries called good-bye and walked towards the DC-4.

The leader was about to follow them when two nuns fluttered up to him from the darkness of the bush behind the parking apron.

‘Major.’

The mercenary turned and recognised the first of them as a sister he had first met months earlier, when fighting had raged in the zone where she ran a hospital, and he had been forced to evacuate the whole complex.

‘Sister Mary Joseph? What are you doing here?’

The elderly Irish nun began talking earnestly, holding the stained uniform sleeve of his jacket. He nodded.

‘I’ll try, I can do no more than that,’ he said when she had finished.

He walked across the apron to where the South African pilot was standing under the wing of his DC-4 and a watcher could have seen the two mercenaries in discussion for several minutes. Finally the man in uniform came back to the waiting nuns.

‘He says yes, but you must hurry, Sister. He wants to get his crate off the ground as soon as he can.’

‘God bless you,’ said the figure in the white habit, and gave hurried orders to her companion. The latter ran to the rear of the aircraft and began to climb the short ladder to the passenger door. The other scurried back to the shade of a patch of palm behind the parking apron, from which soon emerged a file of men. Each carried a bundle in his arms. On reaching the DC-4 the bundles were passed up to the waiting nun at the top of the steps. Behind her the co-pilot watched her lay the first three side by side in the beginning of a row down the aircraft’s hull, then began gruffly to help, taking the bundles from the stretching hands beneath the aircraft’s tail and passing them inside.

‘God bless you,’ whispered the Irishwoman. One of the bundles deposited a few ounces of liquid green excrement onto the co-pilot’s sleeve.

‘Bloody hell,’ he hissed, and went on working.

Left alone the leader of the group of mercenaries glanced towards the Super Constellation, up whose rear steps a file of refugees, mainly the relations of the leaders of the defeated people, was climbing. In the dim light emanating from the airplane’s door he caught sight of the man he wanted to see. As he approached, the man was about to mount the steps in turn, while others destined to stay and go into the bush to hide, waited to pull away the steps. One of them called to the man about to go up.

‘Sah. Major Shannon come.’

The general turned as Shannon approached and even at this hour he managed a grin.

‘So, Shannon, do you want to come along?’

Shannon arrived in front of him and brought up a salute. The general acknowledged.

‘No thank you, sir. We have transport to Libreville. I just wanted to say good-bye.’

‘Yes. It was a long fight. Now it’s over, I’m afraid. For some years at any rate. I find it hard to believe my people will continue to live in servitude for ever. By the way, have you and your colleagues been paid up to the contract?’

‘Yes, thank you, sir. We’re all up to date,’ replied the mercenary. The African nodded sombrely.

‘Well, good-bye then. And thank you for all you were able to do.’

He held out his hand and the two men shook.

‘There’s one more thing, sir,’ said Shannon. ‘Me and the boys, we were talking things over, sitting in the jeep. If there’s ever any time … well, if you should ever need us, you only have to let us know. We’ll all come. You only have to call. The boys want you to know that.’

The general stared at him for several seconds.

‘This night is full of surprises,’ he said slowly. ‘You may not know it yet, but half my senior advisers and all of the wealthy ones are crossing the lines tonight to ingratiate themselves with the enemy. Most of the others will follow suit within a month. Thank you for your offer, Mr Shannon. I will remember it. Good-bye again, and good luck.’

He turned and walked up the steps into the dimly lit interior of the Super Constellation just as the first of the four engines coughed into life. Shannon stepped back and gave the man who had employed his services for a year and a half a last salute.

‘Good luck to you,’ he said, half to himself. ‘You’ll need it.’

He turned and walked back to the waiting DC-4. When the door had closed Van Cleef kept the aircraft on the apron, engines turning, as he watched through the gloom the dim droop-nosed shape of the Super Connie rumble down the runway, past his nose and finally lift off. Neither plane carried any lights, but from the cockpit of the Douglas the Afrikaner made out the three fins of the Constellation vanishing over the palm trees to the south and into the welcoming clouds. Only then did he ease the DC-4 with its wailing and whimpering cargo forward to the takeoff point.

It was close to an hour before Van Cleef ordered his co-pilot to switch on the cabin lights, an hour of jinking from cloud-bank to cloud-bank, breaking cover and scooting across low racks of altostratus to find cover again with another denser bank, always seeking to avoid being caught out in the moonlit white plains by a roving MIG. Only when he knew he was far out over the Gulf, with the coast many miles astern, did he allow the lights on.

Behind him they lit up a weird spectacle which could have been drawn by Doré in one of his blacker moods. The floor of the aircraft was carpeted with sodden and fouled blankets, which an hour earlier had been the wrappings of their contents. These contents of the bundles lay writhing in rows down both sides of the cargo space, forty small children, shrunken, wizened, deformed by malnutrition. Sister Mary Joseph rose from her crouch behind the cabin door and began to move among the starvelings, each of whom had a piece of sticking plaster stuck to his or her forehead, just below the line of the hair, long since turned to an ochre red by anaemia. The plaster bore in ball-point letters the relevant information for the orphanage outside Libreville. Name and number, if not rank. They don’t give rank to losers.

In the tail of the plane the five mercenaries blinked in the light and glanced at their fellow passengers. They had seen it all before, many times, over the past months. Each man felt some disgust, but none showed it. You can get used to anything eventually. In the Congo, Yemen, Katanga, Sudan. Always the same story, always the kids. And always nothing you can do about it. So they reasoned, and pulled out their cigarettes.

The cabin lights allowed them to see each other properly for the first time since sundown the previous evening. The uniforms were stained with sweat and the red earth and the faces drawn with fatigue. The leader sat with his back to the lavatory door, feet straight out, facing up the fuselage towards the pilot’s cabin. Carlo Alfred Thomas Shannon, thirty-three, blond hair cropped to a ragged crew-cut. Very short hair is more convenient in the tropics because the sweat runs out easier and the bugs can’t get in. Nicknamed Cat Shannon from his initials, he came originally from County Tyrone in the province of Ulster. Sent by his father to be educated at a minor English public school, he no longer carried the distinctive accent of Northern Ireland in his speech. After five years in the Royal Marines, he had left to try his hand at civilian life, and six years ago had found himself working for a London-based trading company in Uganda. One sunny morning he quietly closed his accounts ledgers, climbed into his Landrover and drove westwards to the Congolese border. A week later he signed on as a mercenary in Mike Hoare’s Fifth Commando at Stanleyville.

He had seen Hoare depart and John-John Peters take over, had quarrelled with Peters and driven north to join Denard at Paulis, had been in the Stanleyville mutiny two years later and, after the Frenchman’s evacuation to Rhodesia with head wounds, had joined Black Jacques Schramme, the Belgian planter-turned-mercenary, on the long march to Bukavu and thence to Kigali. After repatriation by the Red Cross, he had promptly volunteered for another African war and had finally taken command of his own battalion. But too late to win, always too late to win.

To his immediate left sat what was arguably the best mortarman north of the Zambezi. Big Jan Dupree was aged twenty-eight and came from Paarl in Cape Province, a son of the impoverished stock of Huguenot extraction, whose ancestors had fled to the Cape of Good Hope from the wrath of Mazarin after the destruction of religious liberty in France. His hatchet face, dominated by a curved beak of a nose above a thin-lipped mouth, looked even more haggard than usual, his exhaustion furrowing deep lines down each cheek. The eyelids were down over the pale blue eyes, the sandy eyebrows and hair were smudged with dirt. After glancing down at the children lying down the aisle of the plane, he muttered ‘Bliksems’ (bastards) at the world of possession and privilege he held responsible for the ills of this planet, and tried to get to sleep.

By his side sprawled Marc Vlaminck, Tiny Marc, so called because of his vast bulk. A Fleming from Ostend, he stood six feet and three inches in his socks, when he wore any, and weighed eighteen stone. Some people thought it might be fat. It was not. He was regarded with trepidation by the police of Ostend, for the most part peaceable men who prefer to avoid problems rather than seek them out, and was viewed with kindly appreciation by the glaziers and carpenters of that city for the work he provided them. They said you could tell a bar where Tiny Marc had become playful by the number of artisans it needed to put it back together again.

An orphan, he had been brought up in an institution run by the priests, who had tried to beat some sense of respect into the overgrown boy, and so repeatedly that even Marc had finally lost patience and at the age of thirteen laid one of the cane-wielding holy fathers cold along the flagstones with a single punch.

After that it had been a series of reformatories, then approved school, a dose of juvenile prison and an almost communal sigh of relief when he enlisted in the paratroops. He had been one of the 500 men who dropped onto Stanleyville with Colonel Laurent to rescue the missionaries whom the local Simba chief, Christophe Gbenye, threatened to roast alive in the main square.

Within forty minutes of hitting the airfield, Tiny Marc had found his vocation in life. After a week he went AWOL to avoid being repatriated to barracks in Belgium and joined the mercenaries. Apart from his fists and shoulders, Tiny Marc was extremely useful with a bazooka, his favourite weapon, which he handled with the easy nonchalance of a boy with a pea-shooter.

The night he flew out of the enclave towards Libreville he was just thirty.

Across the fuselage from the Belgian sat Jean-Baptiste Langarotti, engaged in his habitual occupation to while away the hours of waiting. Short, compact, lean and olive-skinned, he was a Corsican, born and raised in the town of Calvi. At the age of eighteen he had been called up by France to go and fight as one of the hundred thousand appelés in the Algerian war. Half way through his eighteen months he had signed on as a regular and later had transferred to the 10th Colonial Paratroops, the dreaded red berets commanded by General Massu and known simply as ‘les paras’. He was twenty-one when the crunch came and some units of the professional French colonial army rallied to the cause of an eternally French Algeria, a cause embodied for the moment in the organisation of the OAS. Langarotti went with the OAS, deserted and, after the failure of the April 1961 putsch, went underground. He was caught in France three years later living under a false name and spent four years in prison, eating his heart out in the dark and sunless cells of first the Santé in Paris, then Tours, and finally the Ȋle de Ré. He was a bad prisoner, and two guards would carry marks to prove it until they died.

Beaten half to death several times for attacks on guards, he had served his full time without remission, and emerged in 1968 with only one fear in the world, the fear of small enclosed spaces, cells and holes. He had long since vowed never to return to one, even if staying out cost him his life, and to take half a dozen with him if ‘they’ ever came for him again. Within three months of release he had flown down to Africa by paying his own way, talked himself into a war and joined Shannon as a professional mercenary. He was thirty-one when he flew out that night. Since being released from prison he had practised steadily with the weapon he had learned to use first as a boy in Corsica and with which he had later made himself a reputation in the back streets of Algiers. Round his left wrist he carried a broad leather strap, resembling for all the world the kind of strop used by old-fashioned barbers for honing their razors. It was held in place by two press-studs. In moments of idleness he would take it off, turn it over to the side unmarked by the studs, and wrap it round his left fist. That was where it was as he whiled away the time to Libreville. In his right hand was the knife, the six-inch-bladed bone-handled weapon that he could use so fast it was back in its sleeve-sheath before the victim had realised he was dead. In steady rhythm the blade moved backwards and forwards across the tense leather of the strop, already razor sharp, becoming with each stroke a mite sharper. The movement soothed his nerves. It also annoyed everybody else, but they never complained. Nor did those who knew him ever quarrel with the soft voice or the sad half-smile of the little man.

Sandwiched between Langarotti and Shannon was the oldest man in the party, the German. Kurt Semmler was forty, and it was he who, in the early days back in the enclave, had devised the skull-and-crossbones motif that the mercenaries and their African trainees wore. It was also he who had cleared a five-mile sector of Federal soldiers by marking out the front line with stakes, each bearing the head of one of the previous day’s Federal casualties. For a month after that his was the quietest sector of the campaign. Born in 1930, he had been brought up in Germany through the Hitler period, the son of a Munich engineer who had later died on the Russian front with the Todt Organisation. At the age of fifteen, a fervent Hitler Youth graduate, as indeed was almost the entire youth of the country after twelve years of Hitler, he had commanded a small unit of children younger than himself and old men over seventy. His mission had been to stop the columns of tanks of General George Patton, armed with one Panzerfaust and three bolt-action rifles. Not surprisingly he had failed, and spent his adolescence in a Bavaria under American occupation, which he hated. He also had little time for his mother, a religious maniac who wanted him to become a priest. At seventeen, he ran away, crossed the French frontier at Strasbourg, and signed on in the Foreign Legion at the recruiting office sited in Strasbourg for the purpose of picking up runaway Germans and Belgians. After a year in Sidi-bel-Abbès, he went with the expeditionary force to Indo-China. Eight years and Dien Bien Phu later, with a lung removed by surgeons at Toúrane (Danang), unable fortunately to watch the final humiliation in Hanoi, he was flown back to France. After recuperation he was sent to Algeria in 1958 as a top sergeant in the élite of the élite of the French colonial army, the 1st Regiment Etrangère Parachutiste. He was one of a handful who had already survived the utter destruction of the 1st REP twice in Indo-China, when it was at battalion size and later at regiment size. He revered only two men, Colonel Roger Faulques, who had been in the original Compagnie Etrangère Parachutiste when, at company strength, it had been wiped out the first time, and Commandant Le Bras, another veteran, who now commanded the Garde Republicaine of the Republic of Gabon, and kept that uranium-rich state safe for France. Even Colonel Marc Rodin, who had once commanded him, had lost his respect when the OAS finally crumbled.

Semmler had been in the 1st REP when it marched to a man into perdition in the putsch of Algiers and was later disbanded permanently by Charles de Gaulle. He had followed where his French officers had led, and later, picked up just after Algerian independence in Marseilles in September 1962, had served two years in prison. His four rows of campaign ribbons had saved him worse. Out in Civvy Street for the first time in twenty years in 1964, he had been contacted by a former cell-mate with a proposition—to join him in a smuggling operation in the Mediterranean. For three years, apart from one spent in an Italian jail, he had run spirits, gold, and occasionally arms, from one end of the Mediterranean to the other. Finally he had been making a fortune on the Italy–Yugoslavia cigarette run when his partner had double-crossed the buyers and the sellers at the same time, pointed the finger at Semmler and vanished with the money. Wanted by a lot of belligerent gentlemen, Semmler had hitched a lift by sea to Spain, ridden a series of buses to Lisbon, contacted an arms dealer friend and taken passage to the African war about which he had read in the papers. Shannon had taken him like a shot, for with sixteen years of combat he was more experienced than them all in jungle warfare. He too dozed on the flight to Libreville.

It was two hours before dawn when the DC-4 began to approach the airport. Above the muling of the children another sound could be made out, the sound of a man whistling. It was Shannon. His colleagues knew he always whistled when he was going into action or coming out of it. They also knew the name of the tune, because he had told them once. It was called ‘Spanish Harlem’.

The DC-4 circled the airport at Libreville twice while Van Cleef talked to ground control. As the old cargo plane rolled to a halt at the end of a runway a military jeep carrying two French officers swerved up in front of the nose and they beckoned Van Cleef to follow them round the taxi track.

They led away from the main airport buildings to a cluster of huts on the far side of the airport and it was here that the DC-4 was signalled to halt but keep its engines running. Within seconds a set of steps was up against the rear of the airplane and from the inside the co-pilot heaved open the door. A kepi poked inside and surveyed the interior, the nose beneath it wrinkling in distaste at the smell. The French officer’s eyes came to rest on the five mercenaries, and he beckoned them to follow him down the tarmac. When they were on the ground the officer gestured to the co-pilot to close the door, and without more ado the DC-4 moved forward again to roll round the airport to the main buildings where a team of French Red Cross nurses and doctors was waiting to receive the children and take them away to the pediatric clinic. As the aircraft swung past them the five mercenaries waved their thanks at Van Cleef up in his flight deck, and turned to follow the French officer.

They had to wait an hour in one of the huts, perched uncomfortably on upright wooden chairs, while several other young French servicemen peeked in through the door to take a look at ‘les affreux’, the terrible ones, as they were called in French slang. Finally they heard a jeep squeal to a halt outside and the smack of feet coming to attention in the corridor. When the door finally opened, it was to admit a tanned, hard-faced senior officer in tropical fawn uniform and a kepi with gold braid ringing the peak. Shannon noticed the keen, darting eyes, the iron-grey hair cropped short beneath the kepi, the parachutist’s wings pinned above the five rows of campaign ribbons and the sight of Semmler leaping to ramrod attention, chin up, five fingers pointing straight down what had once been the seams of his combat trousers. Shannon needed no more to tell him who the visitor was, the legendary Le Bras.

The Indo-China/Algeria veteran shook hands with each, pausing in front of Semmler longer.

‘Alors, Semmler?’ he said softly, with a slow smile. ‘Still fighting. But not an adjutant any more. A captain now, I see.’

Semmler was embarrassed.

‘Oui mon commandant, pardon, colonel. Just temporary.’

Le Bras nodded pensively several times. Then he addressed them all.

‘I will have you quartered comfortably. No doubt you will appreciate a bath, a shave and some food. Apparently you have no other clothes; these will be provided. I am afraid for the time being you will have to remain confined to your quarters. This is solely a precaution. There are a lot of Press men in town, and all forms of contact with them must be avoided. As soon as it is feasible we will arrange to fly you back to Europe.’

He had said all he came to say, so he stopped. Raising his right hand to his kepi brim at the five rigid figures, he left.

An hour later, after a journey in a closed van and entrance by the back door, the men were in their quarters, the five bedrooms of the top floor of the Gamba Hotel, a new construction situated only five hundred yards from the airport building across the road, and therefore miles from the centre of town. The young officer who came with them told them they would have to take their meals on the same floor, and remain there until further notice. Within an hour he was back with towels, razors, toothpaste and brushes, soap and sponges. A tray of coffee had already arrived, and each man sank gratefully into a deep, steaming, soap-smelling bath, the first in over six months.

At noon an Army barber came, and a corporal with piles of slacks and shirts, vests, pants and socks, pyjamas and canvas shoes. They tried them on, selected the ones they wanted and the corporal retired with the surplus. The officer was back at one with four waiters bearing lunch, and told them they must stay away from the balconies. If they wanted to exercise in their confinement they would have to do it in their rooms. He would return that evening with a selection of books and magazines, though he could not promise English or Afrikaans.

After eating as never in the previous six months, since their last leave period from the fighting, the five men rolled into bed and slept. While they snored on unaccustomed mattresses and between unbelievable sheets, Van Cleef lifted his DC-4 off the tarmac in the dusk, flew a mile away past the windows of the Gamba Hotel and headed south for Caprivi and Johannesburg. His job too was over.

* * *

In fact the five mercenaries spent four weeks in the top floor of the hotel, while Press interest in them died down and the reporters were all called back to their head offices by editors who saw no point in keeping men in a city where there was no news to be had.

One evening, without warning, a French captain on the staff of Commandant Le Bras came to see them. He grinned broadly.

‘Messieurs, I have news for you. You are flying out tonight. To Paris. You are all booked on the Air Afrique flight at 23.30 hours.’

The five men, bored to distraction by their prolonged confinement, cheered.

The flight to Paris took ten hours, with stops at Douala and Nice. Just before ten the following day they emerged into the blustery cold of Le Bourget airport on a mid-February morning. In the airport coffee lounge they made their good-byes. Dupree elected to take the transit coach to Orly and buy himself a single ticket on the next SAA flight to Johannesburg and Cape Town. Semmler opted to go with him and return to Munich for a visit at least. Vlaminck said he would head for the Gare du Nord and take the first express to Brussels and connect for Ostende. Langarotti was going to the Gare de Lyon to take the train to Marseilles.

‘Let’s stay in touch,’ they said, and looked at Shannon. He was their leader, it would be up to him to look for work, another contract, another war. Similarly, if any of them heard anything that involved a group, he would want to contact one of the group, and Shannon was the obvious one.

‘I’ll stay in Paris for a while,’ said Shannon. ‘There’s more chance of an interim job here than in London.’

So they exchanged addresses, poste restante addresses, or bars where the barman would pass on a message or keep a letter until the addressee dropped in for a drink. And then they parted and went their separate ways.

* * *

The security surrounding their flight back from Africa had been tight, for there were no waiting Press men. But someone had heard of their arrival, and he was waiting for Shannon when, after the others had left, the group’s leader came out of the terminal building.

‘Shannon.’

The voice pronounced the name in the French way, and the tone was not friendly. Shannon turned and his eyes narrowed fractionally as he saw the figure standing ten yards from him. The man was burly, with a down-turned moustache. He wore a heavy coat against the winter cold, and walked forward until the two men faced each other from two feet. To judge by the way they surveyed each other, there was no love lost between them.

‘Roux,’ said Shannon.

‘So, you’re back.’

‘Yes. We’re back.’

The Frenchman sneered. ‘And you lost.’

‘We didn’t have much choice,’ said Shannon.

‘A word of advice, my friend,’ snapped Roux. ‘Go back to your own country. Do not stay here. It would be unwise. This is my city. If there is any contract to be found here, I will hear first news of it, I will conclude it. And I will select those who share in it.’

For answer Shannon walked to the first taxi waiting at the kerb and humped his grip into the back. Roux walked after him, his face mottling with anger.

‘Listen to me, Shannon. I’m warning you …’

The Irishman turned to face him again.

‘No, you listen to me, Roux. I’ll stay in Paris just as long as I want. I was never impressed by you in the Congo, and I’m not now. So get stuffed.’

As the taxi moved away, Roux stared after it angrily. He was muttering to himself as he strode towards the car park and his own automobile.

He switched on, engaged gear and sat for a few moments staring through the windscreen.

‘One day I’ll kill that bastard,’ he murmured to himself. But the thought hardly put him in a better mood.


PART ONE

THE CRYSTAL MOUNTAIN


CHAPTER ONE

Jack Mulrooney shifted his bulk on the canvas and frame cot beneath the mosquito netting and watched the slow lightening of the darkness above the trees to the east. A faint paling, enough to make out the trees towering over the clearing. He drew on his cigarette and cursed the primeval jungle which surrounded him, and like all old Africa hands asked himself once again why he ever returned to the pestiferous continent.

If he had really tried to analyse it, he would have admitted he could not live anywhere else, certainly not in London or even Britain. He couldn’t take the cities, the rules and regulations, the taxes, the cold. Like all old hands, he alternately loved and hated Africa, but conceded it had got into his blood over the past quarter century, along with the malaria, the whisky and the million insect stings and bites.

He had come out from England in 1945 at the age of twenty-five, after five years as a fitter in the Royal Air Force, part of them at Takoradi where he had assembled crated Spitfires for onward flight to East Africa and the Middle East the long way round. That was his first sight of Africa, and on demobilisation he had taken his gratuity, bid good-bye to frozen, rationed London in December 1945 and taken ship for West Africa. Someone had told him there were fortunes to be made in Africa.

He had found no fortunes but after wandering the continent had got himself a small tin concession in the Benue Plateau, eighty miles from Jos in Nigeria. Prices had been good while the Malay emergency was on, and tin was expensive. He had worked alongside his Tiv labourers, and at the English club where the colonial ladies gossiped away the last days of empire they said he had ‘gone native’ and it was a ‘damned bad show’. The truth was, Mulrooney really preferred the African way of life. He liked the bush, he liked the Africans who did not seem to mind that he swore and roared and cuffed them to get more work done. He also sat and took palm wine with them and observed the tribal taboos. He did not patronise them. His tin concession ran out in 1960 around the time of independence and he went to work as a charge-hand for a company running a larger and more efficient concession nearby. It was called Manson Consolidated, and when that concession was also exhausted in 1962 he was signed on the staff.

At fifty he was still a big, powerful man, large-boned and strong as an ox. His hands were enormous, chipped and scarred by years in the mines. He ran one of them through his wild, crinkly grey hair and with the other stubbed out the cigarette in the damp red earth beneath the cot. It was lighter now, soon it would be dawn. He could hear his cook blowing on the beginnings of a fire on the other side of the clearing.

Mulrooney called himself a mining engineer, although he had no degree in mining or engineering. He had done a course in both and added what no university could ever teach—twenty-five years of hard experience. He had burrowed for gold on the Rand and copper outside Ndola; drilled for precious water in Somaliland, grubbed for diamonds in Sierra Leone. He could tell an unsafe mine shaft by instinct and the presence of an ore deposit by the smell. At least, that was his claim and after he had taken his habitual twenty bottles of beer in the shanty town of an evening no one was going to argue the toss. In reality he was one of the last of the old prospectors. He knew that ManCon, as the company was known for short, gave him the little jobs, the ones in the deep bush, the wild hinterlands that were miles from civilisation and still had to be checked out. But he liked it that way. He preferred to work alone; it was his way of life.

The latest job had certainly fulfilled these conditions. For three months he had been prospecting in the foothills of the range called the Crystal Mountains in the hinterland of the republic of Zangaro, a tiny enclave on the coast of West Africa.

He had been told where to concentrate his survey, around the Crystal Mountain itself. The chain of large hills, curved hummocks rising to two or three thousand feet, ran in a line from one side of the republic to the other, parallel to the coast and forty miles from it. The range divided the coastal plain from the hinterland. There was only one gap in the chain and through it ran the only road into the interior, and that was a narrow dirt road, baked like concrete in summer, a quagmire in winter. Beyond the mountains the natives were the Vindu, a tribe of almost Iron Age development, except that their implements were of wood. He had been in some wild places but vowed he had never seen anything as backward as the hinterland of Zangaro.

Set on the further side of the range of hills was the single mountain that gave its name to the rest. It was not even the biggest of them. Forty years earlier a lone missionary, penetrating the hills into the interior, branched to the south after following the gap in the range, and after twenty miles glimpsed a hill set aside from the rest. It had rained the previous night, a torrential downpour, one of the many that gave the area its annual rainfall of 300 inches during five soaking months. As the priest looked he saw that the mountain seemed to be glittering in the morning sun, and he called it the Crystal Mountain. He noted this in his diary. Two days later he was clubbed and eaten. The diary was found by a patrol of colonial soldiers a year later, used as a juju by a local village. The soldiers did their duty and wiped out the village, then returned to the coast and handed the diary to the mission society. Thus the name the priest had given to the mountain lived on, even if nothing else he did for an ungrateful world was remembered. Later the same name was given to the entire range of hills.

What the man had seen in the morning light was not crystal but a myriad of streams caused by the water of the night’s rain cascading off the mountain. Rain was also cascading off all the other mountains, but the sight of it was hidden by the dense jungle vegetation that covered them all like a chunky green blanket when seen from afar and proved to be a steaming hell when penetrated. The one that glittered with a thousand rivulets did so because the vegetation was substantially thinner on the flanks of this hill. It never occurred to him, or to any of the other dozen white men who had never seen it, to wonder why.

After three months living in the steaming hell of the jungles that surrounded Crystal Mountain, Mulrooney knew why.

He had started by encircling the entire mountain and had discovered that there was effectively a gap between the seaward flank and the rest of the chain. This set the Crystal Mountain eastwards of the main chain, standing on its own. Bceause it was lower than the highest peaks to seaward, it was invisible from the other side. Nor was it particularly noticeable in any other way, except that it had more streams running off it per mile of hillside than the other hills to north and south.

Mulrooney counted them all, both on the Crystal Mountain and its companions. There was no doubt of it. The water ran off the other mountains after rain, but a lot of water was soaked up in the soil. The other mountains had twenty feet of topsoil over the basic rock structure beneath, the Crystal Mountain hardly any. He had his native workers, locally recruited Vindu, bore a series of holes with the auger he had with him, and confirmed the difference in depth of the topsoil in twenty places. From these he would work out why.

Over millions of years the earth had been formed by the decomposition of the rock and by dust carried on the wind, and although each rainfall had eroded some of it down the slopes into the streams, and from the streams to the rivers and thence to the shallow, silted estuary, some earth had also remained, lodged in little crannies, left alone by the running water which had bored its own holes in the soft rock. And these holes had become drains, so that part of the rainfall ran off the mountain, finding its own channels and wearing them deeper and deeper, and some had sunk into the mountain, both having the effect of leaving part of the topsoil intact. Thus the earth layer had built up and up, a little thicker each century or millennium. The birds and the wind had brought seeds, which had found the niches of earth and flourished there, their roots contributing to the process of retaining the earth on the hill slopes. When Mulrooney saw the hills, there was enough rich earth to sustain mighty trees and tangled vines which covered the slopes and the summits of all the hills. All except one.

On this one the water could not burrow channels that became streams, nor could it sink into the rock face, especially on the steepest face which was to the east, towards the hinterland. Here the earth had collected in pockets and the pockets had produced clumps of bush, grass and fern. From niche to niche the vegetation had reached out to itself, linking vines and tendrils in a thin screen across bare patches of rock, regularly washed clean by the falling water of the rain season. It was these patches of shimmering water amid the green that the missionary had seen before he died. The reason for the change was simple; the separate hill was of a different rock from the main range, an ancient rock hard as granite as compared to the soft more recent rocks of the main chain of hills.

Mulrooney had completed his circle of the mountain and established this beyond a doubt. It took him a fort night to do it, and to establish that no less than seventy streams ran off the Crystal Mountain. Most of them joined up into three main streams that flowed away eastwards out of the foot hills into the deeper valley. He noticed something else. Along the banks of the streams that came off this mountain the soil colour was different, as was also the vegetation. Some plants appeared unaffected, others were non-existent although they flourished on the other mountains and beside the other streams. In general the vegetation was thinner beside the streams flowing off the Crystal Mountain than beside the others. This could not be explained by lack of soil, for there was plenty.

So there was something different about that earth, something that stunted plant life along the banks of the streams.

Mulrooney set about charting the seventy streams that took his interest, drawing his map as he went. He also took samples of the sand and gravel along the beds of the streams, starting with the surface gravel, then working down to bedrock.

In each case he took two buckets full of gravel, pouring them out onto a tarpaulin and coning and quartering. This is a process of sample-taking. He piled the gravel into a cone, then quartered it with a shovel blade, took the two opposite quarters of his choice, re-mixed them and made another cone. Then quartered that one, working down till he had a cross-section of the sample weighing two to three pounds. This went into a polythene-lined canvas bag after drying, the bag sealed and carefully labelled. In a month he had 1500 pounds of sand and gravel in six hundred bags from the beds of the seventy streams. Then he started on the mountain itself.

He already believed his sacks of gravel would prove to contain, under laboratory examination, quantities of alluvial tin, minute particles washed down from the mountain over tens of thousands of years, showing that there was cassiterite, or tin ore, buried in the Crystal Mountain.

He divided the mountain faces into sections, seeking to identify the birthplaces of the streams and the rock faces that fed them in the wet season. By the end of the week he knew there was no mother lode of tin inside the rock, but suspected what geologists call a disseminated deposit. The signs of mineralisation were everywhere. Beneath the trailing tendrils of vegetation he found faces of rock shot through with stringers, half-inch wide veins like the capillaries in a drinker’s nose, of milky white quartz, lacing yard after yard of bare rock face.

Everything he saw about him said ‘Tin’. He went right round the mountain again three times, and his observations confirmed the disseminated deposit, the ever present stringers of white in the dark grey rock. With hammer and chisel he smashed holes deep in the rock and the picture was still the same. Sometimes he thought he saw dark blurs in the quartz, confirming the presence of tin.

Then he began chipping in earnest, marking his progress as he went. He took samples of the pure white stringers of quartz, and to be on the safe side he also took samples of the country rock, the rock between the veins. Three months after he had entered the primeval forest east of the mountains he was finished. He had another 1500 pounds of rock to carry back to the coast with him. The whole ton and a half of rock and alluvial samples had been carried in portions every three days back from his working camp to the main camp, where he now lay waiting for dawn, and stacked in cones under tarpaulins.

After coffee and breakfast the bearers, whose terms he had negotiated the previous day, would come from the village and carry his trophies back to the track that called itself a road and linked the hinterland with the coast. There, in a roadside village, lay his two-ton truck, immobilised by the lack of the key and distributor rotor that lay in his knapsack. It should still work, if the natives had not hacked it to bits. He had paid the village chief enough to look after it. With his samples aboard the lorry and twenty porters walking ahead to pull the lurching vehicle up the gradients and out of the ditches, he would be back in the capital in three days. After a cable to London he would have to wait several days for the company’s chartered ship to come and take him off. He would have preferred to turn north at the coast highway and drive the extra hundred miles into the neighbouring republic where there was a proper airport, and freight his samples home. But the agreement between ManCon and the Zangaran government specified he would take it back to the capital.

Jack Mulrooney heaved himself out of his cot, swung aside the netting and roared at his cook, ‘Hey, Dingaling, where’s my bloody coffee?’

The Vindu cook who did not understand a word except ‘coffee’ grinned from beside the fire and waved happily. Mulrooney strode across the clearing towards his canvas wash bucket and began scratching as the mosquitoes descended on the sweating torso.

‘Bloody Africa,’ he muttered as he doused his face. But he was content that morning. He was convinced he had found both alluvial tin and tin-bearing rock. The only question was how much tin per rock-ton. With tin standing at about 3300 dollars per ton it would be up to the analysts and mining economists to work out if the quantity of tin per ton of rock merited establishing a mining camp with its complex machinery and teams of workers, not to mention improved access to the coast by a narrow-gauge railway that would have to be built from scratch. And it was certainly a God-forsaken and inaccessible place. As usual, everything would be worked out, taken up or thrown away, on the basis of pounds, shillings and pence. That was the way of the world. He slapped another mosquito off his upper arm and pulled on his tee-shirt.

Six days later Jack Mulrooney leaned over the rail of a small coaster, chartered by his company, and spat over the side as the coast of Zangaro slid away.

‘Bloody bastards.’ he muttered savagely. He carried a series of livid bruises about his chest and back, and a raw graze down one cheek, the outcome of swinging rifle butts when the troops had raided the hotel.

It had taken him two days to bring his samples from the deep bush to the track, and another grunting, sweating day and night to haul the truck along the pitted and rutted earth road from the interior to the coast. In the wet he would never have made it, and in the dry season which had another month to run the concrete-hard mud ridges had nearly smashed the Mercedes to pieces. Three days earlier he had paid and dismissed his Vindu workers and trundled the creaking truck down the last stretch to the tarmac road which started only fourteen miles from the capital. From there it had been an hour to the city and the hotel.

Not that ‘hotel’ was the right word. Since the independence the town’s main hostelry had degenerated into a flop-house, but it had a car park, and here he had parked and locked the truck, then sent his cable. He had only just been in time. Six hours after he sent it, all hell broke loose, and the port, airport and all other communications had been closed by order of the president.

The first he had known about it was when a group of soldiers, dressed like tramps and wielding rifles by the barrels, had burst into the hotel and started to ransack the rooms. There was no point in asking what they wanted, for they only screamed back in a lingo that meant nothing to him, though he thought he recognised the Vindu dialect he had heard his workers using over the past three months.

Being Mulrooney, he had taken two clubbings from rifle butts, then swung a fist. The blow carried the nearest soldier half-way down the hotel corridor on his back, and the rest of the pack had gone wild. It was only by the grace of God no shots were fired, and also due to the fact that the soldiers preferred to use their guns as clubs rather than search for complicated mechanisms like triggers and safety catches.

He had been dragged to the police barracks which were the nearest, and had been alternately screamed at and ignored in a subterranean cell for two days. If he did but know it, he had been lucky. A Swiss businessman, one of the rare foreign visitors to the republic, had witnessed his departure and feared for his life. The man had contacted the Swiss embassy, one of the only six European and North American embassies in the town, and they had contacted ManCon, whose name they had learned from the businessman, who in turn had looked through Mulrooney’s belongings.

Two days later the called-for coaster had arrived from further up the coast and the Swiss consul had negotiated Mulrooney’s release. No doubt a bribe had been paid, and no doubt ManCon would foot the bill. Jack Mulrooney was still aggrieved. On release he had found his lorry broken open and his samples strewn all over the car park. The rocks had all been marked and could be reassembled but the sand, gravel and chippings were mixed up. Fortunately each of the split bags, about fifty in all, had half their contents intact, so he had re-sealed them and taken them to the boat. Even here the customs men, police and soldiers had searched the boat from stem to stern, screamed and shouted at the crew, and all without saying what they were looking for.

The terrified official from the Swiss consulate who had taken Mulrooney back from the barracks to his hotel had told him there had been rumours of an attempt on the president’s life and the troops were looking for a missing senior officer who was presumed to be responsible.

Four days after leaving the port of Clarence, Jack Mulrooney, still nursemaiding his rock samples, arrived back at Luton, England, aboard a chartered aircraft. A truck had taken his samples away for analysis at Watford, and after a checkout by the company doctor he had been allowed to start his three weeks’ leave. He had gone to spend it with his sister in Dulwich, and within a week was thoroughly bored.

* * *

Exactly three weeks later to the day, Sir James Manson, Knight Commander of the British Empire, chairman and managing director of Manso Consolidated Mining Company Limited, leaned back in his leather armchair in the penthouse office suite on the tenth floor of his company’s London headquarters, glanced once more at the report in front of him and breathed, ‘Jesus Christ.’ No one answered.

He rose from behind the broad desk, crossed the room to the picture windows on the south face, and gazed down at the sprawl of the City of London, the inner square mile of the ancient capital and heart of a financial empire that was still worldwide, despite what its detractors said. To some of the scuttling beetles in sombre grey, topped by black bowler hats, it was perhaps a place of employment only, boring, wearisome, exacting its toll of a man, his youth, his manhood, his middle age, until final retirement. For others, young and hopeful, it was a palace of opportunity, where merit and hard work were rewarded with the prizes of advancement and security. To romantics it was no doubt the home of the houses of the great merchant-adventurers, to a pragmatist the biggest market in the world, and to a left-wing trade unionist a place where the idle and worthless rich, born to wealth and privilege, lolled at ease in luxury. James Manson was a cynic and a realist. He knew what the City was; it was a jungle pure and simple, and in it he was one of the panthers.

A born predator, he had nevertheless realised early that there were certain rules that needed to be publicly revered and privately ripped to shreds; that, as in politics, there was only one commandment, the eleventh, ‘Thou shalt not be found out.’ It was by obeying the first requirement that he had acquired his knighthood in the New Year’s Honours List a month before. This had been proposed by the Conservative Party (ostensibly for services to industry, but in reality for secret contributions to party funds for the general election), and accepted by the Wilson government because of his support for their policy on Nigeria. And it was by fulfilling the second requirement that he had made his fortune and why, holding twenty-five per cent of the stock of his own mining corporation, and occupying the penthouse floor, he was a millionaire several times over.

He was sixty-one, short, aggressive, built like a tank, with a thrusting vigour and a piratical ruthlessness that women found attractive and competitors feared. He had enough cunning to pretend to show respect for the establishments of both the City and the Realm, of commercial and political life, even though he was aware that both organs were riven through with men of almost complete moral unscrupulousness behind the public image. He had collected a few on his board of directors, including two former ministers in previous Conservative administrations. Neither was averse to a fat supplementary fee over and above director’s salary, payable in the Cayman Islands or Grand Bahama, and one to his knowledge enjoyed the private diversion of waiting at table upon three or four leather-clad tarts, himself dressed in a maid’s cap, a pinafore and a bright smile. Manson regarded both men as useful, possessing the advantage of considerable influence and superb connections without the inconvenience of integrity. The rest of the public knew both men as distinguished public servants. So James Manson was respectable within the set of rules of the City, a set of rules that had nothing whatever to do with the rest of humanity.

It had not always been so, which was why enquirers into his background found themselves up against one blank wall after another. Very little was known of his first start in life, and he knew enough to keep it that way. He would let it be known that he was the son of a Rhodesian train driver, brought up not far from the sprawling copper mines of Ndola, Northern Rhodesia, now Zambia. He would even let it be known that he had started work at the minehead as a boy, and later had made his first fortune in copper. But never how he had made it.

In fact he had quit the mines quite early, before he was twenty, and had realised that the men who risked their lives below ground amid roaring machinery would never make money, not big money. That lay above ground, and not even in mine management. As a teenager he had studied finance, the using and manipulating of money, and his nightly studies had taught him that more was made in shares in copper in a week than a miner made in his whole life.

He had started as a share-pusher on the Rand, had peddled a few illicit diamonds in his time, started a few rumours that set the punters reaching into their pockets, and sold a few worked-out claims to the gullible. That was where the first fortune came from. Just after the Second World War, at thirty-five, he was in London with the right connections for a copper-hungry Britain trying to get its industries back to work, and in 1948 had founded his own mining company. It had gone public in the mid-fifties and in fifteen years had developed worldwide interests. He was one of the first to see Harold Macmillan’s wind of change blowing through Africa as independence for the black republics approached, and he took the trouble to meet and know most of the new power-hungry African politicians while most City businessmen were still deploring independence in the former colonies.

When he met the new men, it was a good match. They could see through his success story and he could see through their professed concern for their fellow blacks. They knew what he wanted and he knew what they wanted. So he fed their Swiss bank accounts and they gave Manson Consolidated mining concessions at prices below par for the course. ManCon prospered.

James Manson had also made several fortunes on the side. His latest was in the shares of the nickel-mining company in Australia called Poseidon. When Poseidon shares in late summer 1969 had been standing at four shillings, he had got a whisper that a survey team in central Australia might have found something on a stretch of land whose mining rights were owned by Poseidon. He had taken a gamble and paid out a very hefty sum to have a sneak preview of the first reports coming out of the interior. These reports said nickel, and lots of it. In fact nickel was not in shortage on the world market, but that never deterred the punters, and it was they who sent share prices spiralling, not investors.

He contacted his Swiss bank, an establishment so discreet that its only way of announcing its presence to the world was a small gold plate no larger than a visiting card, set into the wall beside a solid oak door in a small street in Zürich. Switzerland has no stockbrokers; the banks do all the investments. Manson instructed Dr Martin Steinhofer, the head of the Investments section of the Zwingli Bank, to buy on his behalf 5000 Poseidon shares. The Swiss banker contacted the prestigious London firm of Joseph Sebag & Co., in the name of Zwingli, and placed the order. Poseidon stood at five shillings a share when the deal was concluded.

The storm broke in late September when the size of the Australian nickel deposit became known. The shares began to rise, and, assisted by helpful rumours, the rising spiral became a rush. Sir James Manson had intended to start to sell when they reached £50 a share, but so vast was the rise that he held on. Finally he estimated the peak would be £115, and ordered Dr Steinhofer to start selling at £100 a share. This the discreet Swiss banker did, and had cleared the lot at an average of £103 for each share. In fact the peak was reached at £120 a share, before common sense began to prevail and the shares slid back to £10. Manson did not mind the extra £20, for he knew the time to sell was just before the peak when buyers were still plentiful. With all fees paid, he netted a cool £500,000, which was still stashed in the Zwingli Bank.

It happens to be illegal for a British citizen and resident to have a foreign bank account without informing the Treasury, and also to make half a million sterling profit in sixty days without paying capital gains tax on it. But Dr Steinhofer was a Swiss resident, and Dr Steinhofer would keep his mouth shut. That was what Swiss banks were for.

On that mid-February afternoon Sir James Manson strolled back to his desk, sat back in the lush leather chair behind the desk and glanced again at the report that lay on the blotter. It had arrived in a large envelope, sealed with wax and marked for his eyes only. It was signed at the bottom by Dr Gordon Chalmers, the head of ManCon’s Department of Study, Research, Geo-Mapping and Sample Analysis, situated outside London. It was the analyst’s report on tests conducted on the samples a man called Mulrooney had apparently brought back from a place called Zangaro three weeks earlier.

Dr Chalmers did not waste words. The summary of the report was brief and to the point. Mulrooney had found a mountain, or a hill, with a peak some 1800 high above ground level and close to 1000 yards across the base. It was set slightly apart from a range of such mountains in the hinterland of Zangaro. The hill contained a widely disseminated deposit of mineral in apparently evenly consistent presence throughout the rock, which was of igneous type and millions of years older than the sandstone and ragstone of the mountains that surrounded it.

Mulrooney had found numerous and ubiquitous stringers of quartz and had predicated the presence of tin. He had returned with samples of the quartz, the country rock surrounding it, and shingle from the beds of the streams surrounding the hill. The quartz stringers did indeed contain small quantities of tin. But it was the country rock that was interesting. Repeated and varied tests showed that this country rock, and the gravel samples, contained minor quantities of low-grade nickel. They also contained remarkable quantities of platinum. It was present in all the samples and was fairly evenly distributed. The richest rock in platinum known in this world was in the Rustenberg mines in South Africa, where concentrations or ‘grades’ ran as high as Point Two Five of a Troy ounce per rock ton. The average concentration in the Mulrooney samples was Point Eight One. ‘I have the honour to remain, Sir, Yours etc …’

Sir James Manson knew as well as anyone in mining that platinum was the third most precious metal in the world, and stood at a market price of 130 dollars a Troy ounce as he sat in his chair. He was also aware that with the growing world hunger for the stuff it had to rise to at least 150 dollars an ounce over the next three years, probably to 200 dollars within five years. It would be unlikely to rise to the 1968 peak price of 300 dollars again, because that was ridiculous.

He did some calculations on a scratch pad. Two hundred and fifty million cubic yards of rock at two tons per cubic yard was five hundred million tons. At even half an ounce per rock ton that was two hundred and fifty million ounces. If the revelation of a new world source dragged the price down to ninety dollars an ounce, and even if the inaccessibility of the place meant a cost of fifty dollars an ounce to get it out and refined, that still meant …

Sir James Manson leaned back in his chair again and whistled softly.

‘Jesus Christ. A ten-billion-dollar mountain.’
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