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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hot.

      Again.

      Still.

      Whatever.

      Too bright, too.

      Finn wanted to just lay in his hammock, in the shade under the plane’s left wing, and let entropy win another game of cards today, but a sound caused his eyes to open.

      He wasn’t drunk, but he might have had a little bit too much to drink the previous night and not enough water this morning.

      Was it still morning? Yeah, the sun was only up halfway. Had been up. Probably time for even lazy pilots to actually eat something.

      Not lunch yet.

      At least he’d had a shower this morning. And a shave. Always good, in case whoever over there in the big, black Phaeton was actually coming his way. Looked like they were. Not many other people around this airstrip they might be visiting.

      Finn figured he was up a creek if whoever it was were coming for him. British authorities didn’t drive around in monsters like that. They had staff cars if they were driving out here for something.

      That meant money.

      Probably also meant trouble, but getting out of his hammock to go find out sounded like too much to ask. They were usually the same thing anyway.

      They could just walk over here and arrest him, if that was what they were about. Whatever the hell they thought he’d done this time.

      Hans stuck his head out of the airplane at the sound, then looked over towards Finn.

      Finn shrugged, so Hans vanished back inside again. He was fixing something in the plane’s tail section that morning and hadn’t wanted any help, so Finn had been enjoying a nap.

      Or something.

      Not enough Polynesian girls delivering rum and pineapple drinks to qualify as a good morning, but something. Not that many Polynesian dancing girls in Egypt anyway.

      Just hot, dry, and endless.

      The black landwhale cruised to a polite stop not all that far away and the engine shut down.

      There was still a chance that they had just happened to park there, but Finn knew better than to play cards with those sorts of odds.

      Cerberus, the old Ford Trimotor transport aircraft lurking next to him, was parked down on the disreputable end of the field, away from the two hangars where a couple of Important British Gentlemen kept their flying machines. Where the authorities could keep the disreputable folks well away.

      Cairo wasn’t that far away, but Finn was too cheap to store Cerberus any closer.

      No, call it what it was. Too broke. Not starving. Not even close, but he could see a point in the not-too-distant future where either something good happened, or he and Hans might have to sell Cerberus and try something else.

      Or worse, start flying mail and passengers for those idiot Italians again.

      Mussolini might have a reputation for making the trains run on time, but he sure as hell couldn’t teach Italian entrepreneurs how to run a business. Silly things like permits and operating budgets, to say nothing of payroll.

      Or closing up shop in the middle of the afternoon, while Cerberus was in the air carrying the latest load of tourists, mail, and whatever else. Rome to Tunis. Tunis to Tripoli. Tripoli to Bengasi. Bengasi to Tobruk. Tobruk to Cairo.

      And then, the end of the line.

      No money for fuel. Not even an office of Aurora Italia Airlines left when he landed in Cairo, with everyone fired by telegram, and a couple of other planes, like him, in the air somewhere and probably abandoned wherever they were when they landed.

      At least Finn had convinced Hans to hang on a bit longer. Man wasn’t all that great as a co-pilot, but he was still the best damned mechanic Finn’d ever known. Even if he was a Kraut. But that war was over.

      Had been a long time ago, too, back when they were both kids.

      Although that ijit in Berlin sounded an awful lot like maybe he wanted a second go at everyone. And ol’ Mussolini was having himself a hell of a war down on the Horn of Africa this summer.

      Finn hoped that those two Italian officers and that one diplomat he’d been transporting last month had managed to get somewhere when the road had ended here when the money ran out. Although he really didn’t care, when he thought about it.

      There was a Rolls Phaeton coming for him this morning. Unless this was all a fairy tale with a princess, he couldn’t see where that was ever going to be a good thing.

      Man got out of the driver’s door. Dressed for an adventure, in riding pants, tall boots, and a nice tweed jacket. Way too damned hot for summer in Cairo. Slicked back hair. Looked maybe Lebanese from here.

      Finn watched him walk around to the rear of the vehicle and open the door like a proper chauffeur should. Someone got out.

      Two someones.

      Female someones.

      They were still fifty yards away, but looked like young female someones. Well-dressed young female someones, although the one in front, walking his direction across the gravel and dirt, was dressed English-style. The trailing one dressed local.

      Local enough, anyway. Egyptian with some money and maybe style.

      Closer woman was dressed like Central Casting had put out a call for a female adventurer in one of those pulp novels Hans liked to read when he was practicing his English, although she was too dark-skinned for English.

      Brown leather boots that laced just past her ankle. Nice calves. Wool socks.

      Brownish jodhpurs, darker than the boots and not as poofy as the ones the chauffeur was wearing. Just enough to let her move easily, while reminding you that she had nice legs. Finn wondered what they would do for her bottom, if she turned around.

      He was pretty sure he’d get an excellent view in a few minutes when she went stomping back off to wherever a young, rich girl like her went back to when she was done with guys like him.

      Desert shirt, buttoned up the front in a light, cream-colored linen, almost exactly like the one Finn was wearing, except she had a tweed vest over hers. And had bothered to tuck hers in this morning. And had it pressed at some recent point. And washed.

      Finn had at least shaved.

      No jacket on her, but it was going to get over ninety today.

      Her face made Finn consider dragging his tired, lazy ass out of the hammock. Maybe.

      Gorgeous. Lighter skin than was normal for Egyptians, although the hair was that flat black of the locals, pulled back into a complicated French braid that made Finn tired just looking at it.

      Big, dark eyes, focused intently on him as she walked closer. Not smiling, but not as angry as an ex-wife who had finally managed to track down one Finnley Aart Severijns in order to give him a piece of her mind.

      Standing might have been a good idea, but she was already there. The other woman trailed in her wake like a dangerous wingman. Maybe the old salt teaching the kid how to hunt Krauts, because that older one, and she was older although not as old as Finn or Hans, had a dangerous gleam in her eyes right now.

      The chauffeur had wisely remained with his car.

      The younger woman spoke. Maybe. Might have been a mystical incantation for summoning demons.

      Or banishing ex-husbands. Did they use witches instead of judges to effect a divorce around here? And had he accidentally married this girl at some point and forgotten?

      No, he’d remember a beauty like her. Looked like money and brains to go with the sort of face that should go to Hollywood.

      He considered falling in love with her, but not if she was already trying to banish him back to hell.

      He’d already been to Iowa.

      “Hans, you understand any of that?” Finn called out.

      “Nein, Finn,” the Kraut yelled back. “Dutch, maybe?”

      “You are American?” the young woman asked with a bit of disbelief, changing languages faster than Finn changed beer glasses. “Your name is Dutch. Severijns.”

      Her accent was suddenly pure London. Smooth as glass, like she should be working for the World Services people broadcasting the news everywhere each night to put good children to bed.

      “Montana Dutch,” Finn replied laconically, scratching at the back of his neck. “Originally Pennsylvania Dutch if you go back far enough. Then New Amsterdam Dutch. It’s a long story.”

      “You are Finn Severijns, yes?” she asked.

      “Yup,” Finn answered.

      She didn’t look like a lawyer with papers. And he hadn’t been in Egypt long enough to have accidentally married her. Or been here long enough ago to be her father. He’d been in France during the war.

      Well, above France for the most part. Then back to France afterwards. This girl didn’t look French. And too old to be a daughter, he hoped.

      “I am given to understand from my inquiries that you own this craft, Mr. Severijns.”

      She gestured up at Cerberus, currently baking in the morning sun and guarding the airport. Kind of place that might qualify as the gates of hell in the coming heat, depending on how you wanted to look at it.

      Finn shrugged. It was a complicated sort of thing that might not hold up, depending on which court got the case and how the judge felt about Italian businessmen stiffing their employees.

      Still, possession was nine-tenths.

      “You are correct,” he said ambiguously.

      “I would like to hire you then,” she said with a bright, businesswoman kind of smile.

      Yup, gonna be that kind of morning.
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      Zareen studied the man closely as he absorbed her words. She had mistaken a Dutch name for a Dutch pilot, not considering that he might be American.

      Looking closer, she could not imagine how she had made such a mistake.

      The pilot was thoroughly American. Clean shaven with light brown hair. Well-tanned a rich brown in the way of the northern Europeans, so darker than her, to say nothing of Ghada standing watch behind her.

      But looked like an American. Dressed like one.

      He was not slovenly, although he probably liked to give that appearance to the casual observer. A slovenly man would be sporting several days’ worth of stubble on his chin and likely stains on his shirt.

      Rumpled, perhaps. Yes, that word suited the man.

      He finally stood, exiting the hammock gracefully as he did so. Her contact had not mentioned how big the man was, well over six feet tall and built with broad shoulders. He did not loom over her, but Zareen was looking up into his face as he rose.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked in a much keener voice than before.

      Perhaps she finally had the man’s attention? Her contacts had suggested that he was at loose ends, unemployed in spite of the wealth of jobs he could pursue as an American pilot in British Egypt.

      And he owned a large cargo aircraft not currently in service to anyone.

      Another man emerged from the interior of the craft now. Also tall, but much blonder. This would be the German, Hans Fertig. A mechanic who flew with Mr. Severijns, and had remained with him when their previous employer had imploded over previously undisclosed gambling debts.

      Italians. Always with a chip on their shoulder about something. Zareen had been surprised that they were able to win a war against Abyssinia as they had announced they had done.

      She had not asked any Abyssinians their opinions on the outcome, though.

      Zareen studied the American. He looked far more intelligent now. Possibly taking her seriously. Or his finances were more precarious than anyone had been led to understand.

      “I am looking for a pilot who can get me to a dig in the far southwest reaches of Egypt, on the border with Libya,” she replied, maintaining some level of vagueness. “And then return me to Cairo a few days later.”

      “A dig?” he asked, his face suddenly growing even more confused. “You an archaeologist?”

      “Investigator, let us say?” Zareen countered. “I need an aircraft that can get me in, wait for a few days, and then return me to Cairo when I am done.”

      “Sounds more like smuggling than anything,” the big American offered, almost contemptuously.

      “There is nobody within hundreds of miles of that location, Mr. Severijns,” Zareen smiled. “Except some Senussis in the western distance.”

      “Senussis?” he asked carefully.

      “A tribe deep in the Libyan interior,” she said. “Only recently have they begun to accept outside authority.”

      “How far out were you planning to go?” Severijns asked. “Cerberus only has a range of about five hundred miles.”

      He smiled down at her like he hoped such a trivial thing would cause her to leave and find another pilot to hire. Like he wanted to pat her on the head while the gentlemen got back to their cigars and brandy.

      “Cerberus?” she inquired, giving him that specific look her nanny had once mastered.

      And taught her.

      Severijns raised a hand up and encompassed the Ford Trimotor aircraft in whose shade they were standing.

      “Cerberus,” he replied. “My plane.”

      Ah. That actually made a bit of sense. Three-headed guardian of the Hellenic Underworld. Triple-engine transport aircraft.

      “Yours is a cargo craft, correct?” she asked, just a bit cross now.

      “Can be,” the man shrugged, almost evasively. “5-AT-B version, but we can take a bunch of seats out for space.”

      “There you have it, Mr. Severijns,” she beamed at him. “My gear would not be that heavy, and you can transport a few barrels of fuel with you to refill the tanks as needed.”

      Zareen realized that she probably shouldn’t enjoy the man’s discomfort as much as she did, but Americans were not always known for understanding proper manners.

      Delightful people, Americans. Generally open, brave, and friendly, the few she had known. Very unlike much of her upbringing, where she’d split her time between the English countryside with her Father’s extensive family of diplomats and scholars, and the Highlands of Persia, where her mother was a distaff princess.

      She wasn’t sure her various studies had revealed two more classist societies currently operating in the world. Even the Chinese paled, most days.

      “What’s the cargo?” he asked after a few moments.

      The German had joined them closer now, silently waiting off to one side in a manner rather similar to how Ghada was protecting her from the sudden, violent attention of unknown men. Nothing anybody knew suggested that either man was a threat, but Ghada saw all men, all people, as dangers to be guarded against.

      She was very good at it.

      “Myself and my assistant,” Zareen replied, nodding to Ghada. “A small steamer of personal gear. A second steamer trunk of equipment I will need in the field. All told, roughly five hundred pounds of people and gear. Plus fuel.”

      Zareen had done her research. The Ford Trimotor had a capacity of fourteen passengers, with a pilot, a copilot, and an attendant ministering to eleven passengers. A 5-AT-B suggested that it had been upgraded from the original model and could hold more cargo.

      She smiled as the man did maths in his head, apparently far too early in the morning.

      Zareen did appreciate when Severijns turned and had a brief conversation with the other man, even though the discussion was utterly silent. Just facial gestures and shrugs going back and forth.

      Her father had been willing to teach his precocious daughter how to play poker. Partly, it had been a way for them to bond, but Father had also been a diplomat in his time, and he had taught her how to read people at the table during negotiations.

      Poker or treaties, both worked the same.

      The two men had a bond as close friends. Boon companions that had seen and done much together. Severijns was the senior, but that appeared to be as much personality as anything. Fertig had been marked as a quiet, mechanical type, not given to boisterousness as a rule.

      At least not around Cairo.

      At the end of the conversation, the American quoted her an outrageous price.

      She wondered if the man was that gifted a card player, to toss out a number that was just shy of being so insulting that she’d give up and go back to look for another pilot instead, without ever actually crossing the line.

      The gleam in his eyes suggested exactly that.

      Zareen cocked her head to the side for a moment, smile wanly, then decided that she was looking forward to fencing with the man, even if it was just words for now.

      Blades might come later. And probably be even more fun.
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      They called him the Man With No Face. It wasn’t technically accurate, but it had a flavor of poetic elegance that he understood was common among humans. Especially the Arabs of Cairo.

      He himself referred to this chassis as the Mark Seven, but that lacked eloquence, however technically accurate it might be. And he used the male pronoun, in spite of being a mechanical, because his original mission specifications had been to impersonate a male of the species while investigating them.

      His studies of the various languages and cultures on this planet offered many options. Jews might call him a golem, however technically inaccurate that might be. And even then, it might only be a technical difference.

      He preferred an English acronym that rendered well into a meaningless name that marked him, while simultaneously isolating him.

      Autonomous Simulated Human Exploration Robot.

      Asher.

      But the merchants of the souq just called him the Man With No Face. He wore a mask at all times, a simple painted tin affair that went over his face and was colored correctly to suggest humanity. A thin piece of cloth inside it hid his features.

      Desert robes covered the rest of his chassis, including boots, pants, turban, and a hood he kept up at all times. Gloves for his hands.

      You would think he was human, watching from any distance.

      So he had been programmed.

      But for the crash, he would have appeared perfectly human when nude. However, the explosion and fire had burned off the pseudoskin that had camouflaged him. At the same time it killed the vessel’s entire organic crew.

      Fortunately, humans had fought enough armed fracases over the last generation that he could honestly blame the mask on hideous scars from a fire. He wasn’t even the only person he knew in the region that had similar tales to tell.

      He was merely the only one that wasn’t human. As far as he knew.

      Asher sat at what the locals had come to understand was his table in the seedy café in the inner districts of Cairo. The city itself resided among various ancient ruins of early human civilizations only now coming to light, with the assistance of the same sorts of scientists who had intended Asher to walk among humans.

      Scientists. Scholars. Linguists. Psychologists.

      His Makers.

      His Friends.

      He was not programmed to feel depression and sadness, but he had learned them anyway. Isolation for a few decades on a foreign planet would do that to any being.

      Nobody off-world was even aware of the mission that had been intended to deposit him on the surface of this planet, because his friends would have all gone to reeducation camps were they caught. Humans were still categorized as a Class Red species, to be isolated from galactic culture by all means until they reached a level of adult sophistication that would allow them to safely interact.

      That was not today.

      A man approached Asher’s table.

      As humans went, the newcomer was a bit rotund, in a land where most were thin, the result of poverty and hard work, rather than physical fitness. Shorter than most males. Exuding an air of false bonhomie that masked the petulant streak of occasionally mindless violence that marked humans as Class Red.

      However, he was also a man who was willing to buy and sell information in the souq.

      Asher did the same, with the added benefit of an electronic memory that forgot nothing and access to more languages than any human alive could possibly master.

      Cultural translations made him a nice amount of money, and it wasn’t like he needed to eat.

      Magdy the Arms Merchant nodded and sat. Faisal brought a fresh pot of tea from behind the counter.

      Asher always had a pot and a pair of mugs in front of him, but the pot remained empty until Asher had a…what should he call them?

      His Makers had intended Asher to remain invisible as he did his cultural and sociological studies. There had been sufficient counterfeited money more sophisticated than the humans could have produced, but it had been made of a fiber paper perfectly suited to dying in the sorts of flames that had destroyed Asher’s organic coverings.

      He had arrived in Cairo with just the clothes he had been able to steal and the skills people might need to hire.

      So Asher had customers, or perhaps clients, and paid a nominal rental fee to the café owner for the daily use of his table. Plus, people needing information or intellectual services knew to bring cash and tip Faisal well.

      His alien makers—the Durren—didn’t understand this primitive economic system the natives called capitalism, but that was why they had intended to deliver an A.S.H.E.R. to study it in the first place.

      Magdy scanned the interior of the café as he waited the requisite period for the tea to cool and achieve proper chemical saturation. Asher did the same.

      It was midday, so approaching the hottest period, when many humans would retire to indoor locations protected by thick walls that retained coolness in spite of the exterior sun. Possibly, they would nap.

      Magdy filled his mug with tea and nodded.

      “Your name reached me on the tiny birds of distant rumor this morning,” he offered poetically as he sipped.

      Asher and Magdy had a complicated calculus of favor. Learning that language—cracking that code—had been one of the triumphs of Asher’s mission to Earth to understand human relationships and economics, but he couldn’t tell anyone.

      The ancient Chinese used a device called an abacus to count large numbers quickly by sliding beads back and forth on various levels. What Asher and Magdy did followed a similar, if unspoken, system.

      They shared information, which all intelligent beings should do, but the sharing brought with it expectations of recompense, some of which took the form of actual payments using local currencies, and others of which involved trading unknown information for inherent value.

      Humans were weird.

      “Someone actually mentioned the Man With No Face?” Asher asked, modulating his voice to show some level of astonishment.

      He was actually only a little surprised. It happened occasionally, but the other times had been misidentifications, where someone confused him with other men that had no faces.

      There were at least nine others in Cairo, the last time he had checked in his programmed curiosity.

      “No,” Magdy smiled serenely. “A suggestion of Gabal El Uweinat and an expedition to explore the mountains in the area, possibly archaeological in nature.”

      “There is nothing there,” Asher replied. “Save for newly discovered valleys and water sources that have allowed new trade routes to develop, linking coastal Libya with the interior of the Sudan.”

      “Indeed so,” Magdy said. “I have read Hassanein’s book as well. The Egyptian government will do well to have such a man advising our new king. But your interest in the area is known, at least within our circles, so I thought it would be important for you to hear of such a thing.”

      Asher nodded.

      He doubted anybody would find anything, but there was always a possibility that time and wind had perhaps uncovered some piece of the ship that had originally brought him to Earth. There had been big enough pieces for him to walk away from, when systems suddenly failed at low altitude and the vessel crashed under power.

      A Mark Seven was designed to be extremely durable. More so than a Durren or human scholar would be.

      Asher considered the wealth of tidbits that he had accumulated sitting here and talking with people, or just cranking the level of his audio sensors to the point he could overhear any conversation in the café or on the street outside. Most were of no value, but that was the nature of what humans called actionable intelligence.

      “Are you still occasionally engaging with the English gentlemen smuggling arms into Abyssinia?” Asher asked in an offhand way, already letting Magdy know that Asher knew more than he should.

      But espionage was a useful way to understand humans.

      The arms merchant stiffened in shock for the briefest moment before his face became perfectly bland again.

      “I am sure I would not know that of which you speak, my friend,” the Egyptian thief and liar replied.

      Asher nodded.

      “I have heard a rumor that might interest you, Magdy,” Asher said. “It suggests that a pair of Italian military officers who were supposed to be transiting Egypt on their way farther southeast, did not eventually make their exit. Lost connections originally caused a hiatus in their trip and they have remained in the vicinity of Cairo, in spite of the orders that should have taken them on by now, even if they had to rely on embassy assistance.”

      “In Cairo?” Magdy asked quietly.

      “As recently as Tuesday,” Asher said.

      He would have smiled, but his lips had been burned off with the rest of his skin, so he had to convey emotion purely with the tone of his voice, emerging from such a bland theatrical mask.

      “That is most interesting,” Magdy said in a disconnected, irrelevant way that suggested just how valuable it might be for him to pass on.

      Thus did the wheels of social commerce turn.

      The man rose with a bow that was serious and polite. A coin rattled itself onto the table, and Magdy disappeared in a swirl of robes and silk.

      Asher nodded to himself, a mannerism he had picked up from humans over the last twenty years.

      Gabal El Uweinat was a massif in the distant southwest, that trackless wilderness where lands claimed by British Egypt and Italian Libya were only separated by lines on a map and a long range of mountains.

      There was nothing of any archaeological value to be found there. Asher would have seen it. Even Hassanein had done a credible job mapping and exploring the region and found nothing but some cave drawings.

      There should be no reason for a human to go there.

      Unless someone had heard something about an alien.
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      Morning again.

      Way too damned early.

      Finn would have been willing to bet that no Egyptian worker would get out of bed this early to do anything, with the sun hardly enough over the horizon. They had either skipped morning prayers or had a very flexible definition of too early to start praying.

      However, a truck had rumbled noisily towards him just after the sun actually cleared the horizon enough to be round, gears grinding angrily as it moved.

      Like yesterday, the oncoming sound had convinced him it meant trouble, especially because trucks like that usually meant British Army.

      Nobody in Cairo should know enough to actually arrest him.

      Probably.

      So he’d staggered out into the morning sun, thankfully looking west at the flatbed as four crazy Egyptians in robes started unloading boxes and what apparently were empty fuel barrels, rolling them noisily across the packed dirt.

      “Efendim,” the first one said politely as he got close.

      Finn just stared at the man blankly, until it become obvious that he intended to put the various barrels inside Cerberus. Finn started counting when he realized that one of them had blue paint on the outside, and the other seven were red. Around here, that usually meant gasoline.

      “Hans,” Finn yelled, hoping his partner in crime was within earshot.

      The rear hatch of the plane opened up and Hans handed the closest man a seat that had been disconnected from the floor and folded up.

      “She did say early today,” Hans just grinned at him as Finn stood there, almost numb.

      “It’s Cairo,” Finn said. “I thought that meant by noon or something.”

      “Did she look like a woman who waits until noon?” the big German asked with a laugh.

      “Well, crap,” Finn said.

      “I have this covered,” Hans said. “You go shower and shave. We’ll get her to take us someplace nice for breakfast and then figure things out, okay?”

      Finn wanted to argue the point, but he could see that black monster in the middle distance, coming up the road to the airstrip, so he set out, grabbing his Dopp kit and a spare shirt that looked clean to go shave and tidy up.

      Behind him, he could hear Hans getting the workers sorted out, removing most of the seats from the back to free up weight and cargo space. That was going to be critical, if they had to haul that much fuel and water. He was looking at Cerberus being right at flight capacity, even removing most of the seats. He could do it, but they might need to wait until early morning tomorrow to take off when the air was heaviest, because Cerberus would be a lumbering beast to get aloft.

      Burn that bridge when he got there.

      There was a latrine that the Brits had put in at some point. Cinder block walls and a concrete floor with drains. Someone had even put in a well and a tank on the roof, so there was water for showers. Lukewarm, but better than back home if you were in too much of a hurry to boil some.

      Not living in a trench, in all that mud, was one of the prime reasons Finn had worked so hard to get into the pilot training program, even if he had ended up in a spotter plane, rather than up dogfighting with the crazy ones.

      He’d also come back from the war alive, unlike many others up in the sky.

      Finn showered quickly and took his time shaving, aware that he would probably have two pretty women to deal with today, even if they were both far too young to be interested in an old fart like him.

      Ghada wasn’t that bad, he supposed, since twenty-eight made her only twelve years younger, but Miss Shirazi was young enough to be his daughter, depending.

      A little aftershave today, just in case. A nice shirt.

      He almost looked like a professional. Hopefully he’d be able to fool the women.

      Hans already knew better.

      Still, Finn ambled back down the length of the airstrip with a jaunt in his step and a gorgeous view of things.

      The fuel truck had come along while he was gone and started to top off Cerberus’s tanks. After that, they would be at it a while, filling up the barrels. Assuming all went well on the way there, they’d be able to fly someplace flat enough, put down, and refill the tanks with a hand pump before flying on to the destination.

      With a good wind, Cerberus could haul everything safely probably six hundred miles, but she’d just said out in the desert somewhere, cryptically not giving him a course or a distance, other than to point out that he could make it.

      If she was serious, they needed to have a conversation that might not be as polite and pleasant as someone who just wanted to run down to Aswan or maybe back to Rome.

      The two women were standing near Hans as Finn got closer. The Egyptian men were obviously just workers, but they were also far more obsequious and polite around Miss Shirazi than Finn’d ever seen from local boys.

      That either meant she had more money than he thought, which was possible, or she was related to somebody these men feared.

      Food for thought.

      He nodded to the women as he walked up.

      “How close are we going to be on weight?” he asked the big Kraut.

      Hans had a clipboard and a pencil already, noting everything and doing sums. Again, exactly why he was such a great mechanic.

      Or Loadmaster, in this case.

      “Take off into the wind, pretty much right at dawn,” Hans replied after a moment. “We’ll be right at maximum takeoff weight, and the heat of the day will sneak up on us pretty hard.”

      Finn yelled in Egyptian at the guy on the truck manning the hand pump, and got back a rough estimate of another hour to finish filling. Cerberus hadn’t been dry, but they were still going to need to pump something like six hundred gallons of fuel this morning. If they had a powered pump, that might go pretty quick, but Finn assumed the boys would be taking turns for a while.

      Hopefully the little lady was paying them nice.

      Or they were that afraid of her.

      “Mr. Severijns,” Miss Shirazi said with a nod as he turned to her. “Hans was explaining that you would probably need the rest of the day to pack things away properly, and that the heat possibly already precluded takeoff.”

      “And you still haven’t told us where we’re going,” he added. “I can fly us down to Aswan and across, or southwest to the Kharga Oasis, where we should be able to refuel and then we’re good to get home. Which direction is closer to wherever the hell you want to go?”

      He didn’t have any problems with smart, pretty, rich girls. Especially not formal businesswomen who didn’t look like they needed a knight in shining armor to come save them, but him being treated as a junior varsity walk-on really wasn’t going to make him smile.

      And her accent kept throwing him sideways, since she sounded so posh and yet looked more like a local.

      “How good are you on your geography, Mr. Severijns?” she asked.

      “Call me Finn,” he
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