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			When I was doing the research for Fall of Giants I was shocked to realize that the First World War was a war that nobody wanted. No European leader on either side intended it to happen. But the emperors and prime ministers, one by one, made decisions—logical, moderate decisions—each of which took us a small step closer to the most terrible conflict the world had ever known. I came to believe that it was all a tragic accident.

			And I wondered: could that happen again?

		

	
		
			
			Two tigers cannot share the same mountain.

			Chinese proverb

		

	
		
			MUNCHKIN COUNTRY

		

	
		
			Prologue

			For many years James Madison held the title of the shortest-ever United States president, at five feet four inches. Then President Green broke his record. Pauline Green was four feet eleven inches. She liked to point out that Madison had defeated DeWitt Clinton, who was six feet three.

			She had twice postponed her visit to Munchkin Country. It had been scheduled once every year she had been in office, but there was always something more important to do. This time she felt she had to go. It was a mild September morning in the third year of her presidency.

			This exercise was a Rehearsal of Concept Drill, used to familiarize senior government figures with what they had to do in an emergency. Pretending that the United States was under attack, she walked rapidly out of the Oval Office to the South Lawn of the White House.

			Hurrying behind her was a handful of key people who were rarely far from her side: her national security advisor, her senior secretary, two Secret Service bodyguards, and a young army captain carrying a leather-covered briefcase called the atomic football, which contained everything she needed to start a nuclear war.

			Her helicopter was part of a fleet, and whichever one she was aboard was called Marine One. As always, a marine in blue dress uniform stood at attention as the president approached and ran lightly up the steps.

			The first time Pauline had flown in a helicopter, something like twenty-five years ago, it had been an uncomfortable experience, she recalled, with hard metal seats in a cramped interior, and so noisy it was impossible to talk. This was different. The inside of the aircraft was like a private jet, with comfortable seats upholstered in pale tan leather, air-conditioning, and a small bathroom.

			The national security advisor, Gus Blake, sat next to her. A retired general, he was a big man, African American, with short gray hair. He exuded an air of reassuring strength. At fifty-five he was five years older than Pauline. He had been a key member of her team in the presidential election campaign, and now he was her closest colleague.

			“Thank you for doing this,” he said as they took off. “I know you didn’t want to.”

			He was right. She resented the distraction and felt impatient to get it over with. “One of those chores that just has to be done,” she said.

			It was a short journey. As the helicopter descended she checked her appearance in a hand mirror. Her short blond bob was tidy, her makeup light. She had nice hazel eyes that showed the compassion she often felt, although her lips could set in a straight line that made her look remorselessly determined. She closed the mirror with a snap.

			They landed at a warehouse complex in a suburb in Maryland. Its official name was U.S. Government Archive Overflow Storage Facility No. 2, but those few people who knew its real function called it Munchkin Country, after the place where Dorothy went during the tornado in The Wizard of Oz.

			Munchkin Country was a secret. Everyone knew about the Raven Rock Complex in Colorado, the underground nuclear bunker where military leaders planned to shelter during a nuclear war. That was a real facility that would be important, but it was not where the president would go. A lot of people also knew that underneath the East Wing of the White House was the Presidential Emergency Operations Center, used in crises such as 9/11. However, that was not designed for long-term post-apocalypse use.

			Munchkin Country would keep a hundred people alive for a year.

			President Green was met by a General Whitfield. In his late fifties, he was round faced and plump, with an amiable manner and a marked lack of military aggression. Pauline felt quite sure he was not in the least interested in killing enemies—which was, after all, what soldiers were for. His lack of bellicosity would be why he had ended up in this job.

			It was a genuine storage facility, and signs directed deliveries to a loading dock. Whitfield led the party through a small side door, and that was where the atmosphere changed.

			They were confronted by a massive double door that would have looked appropriate at the entrance to a maximum-security prison.

			The room it led to felt suffocating. It had a low ceiling, and its walls seemed nearer, as if they were several feet thick. The air had a bottled taste.

			“This blast-proof room exists mainly to protect the elevators,” Whitfield said.

			As they entered the elevator, Pauline quickly lost the impatient sense that she was engaged in an exercise that was barely necessary. This began to feel portentous.

			Whitfield said: “With your permission, Madam President, we’ll go all the way down and work back up.”

			“That will be fine, thank you, General.”

			As the elevator descended he said proudly: “Ma’am, this facility offers you one hundred percent protection if the United States should suffer any of the following: a pandemic or plague; a natural disaster such as a large meteorite hitting the Earth; riot and major civil disorder; a successful invasion by conventional military forces; cyberattack; or nuclear war.”

			If this list of potential catastrophes was meant to reassure Pauline, it failed. It reminded her that the end of civilization was possible and she might have to shelter in this hole in the ground so that she could try to save a remnant of the human race.

			She thought she might prefer to die on the surface.

			The elevator was falling fast and seemed to go a long way down before slowing. When at last it stopped, Whitfield said: “In case of elevator trouble, there is a staircase.”

			It was a witticism, and the younger members of the party laughed, thinking about how many steps there might be, but Pauline remembered how long it had taken people to descend the stairs in the burning World Trade Center, and she did not crack a smile. Nor did Gus, she noticed.

			The walls were painted restful green, soothing creamy white, and relaxing pale pink, but it was still an underground bunker. The creepy feeling remained with her as she was shown the Presidential Suite, the barracks with lines of cots, the hospital, gym, cafeteria, and supermarket.

			The Situation Room was a replica of the one in the basement of the White House, with a long table down the center and chairs at the sides for aides. There were large screens on the walls. “We can provide all the visual data you get at the White House, and just as fast,” Whitfield said. “We can look at any city in the world by hacking into traffic cameras and security surveillance. We get military radar in real time. Satellite photos take a couple of hours to reach the Earth, as you know, but we get them at the same time as the Pentagon. We can pick up any television station, which can be useful on those rare occasions when CNN or Al Jazeera get a story before the security services. And we will have a team of linguists to provide instant subtitles for news programs in foreign languages.”

			The facilities floor had a power plant with a diesel fuel reservoir the size of a lake, a heating and cooling system, and a five-million-gallon water tank fed by an underground spring. Pauline was not particularly claustrophobic, but she felt stifled by the idea of being stuck in here while the world outside was devastated. She became conscious of her own breathing.

			As if reading her mind, Whitfield said: “Our air supply comes in from outside through a set of blast filters that, as well as resisting explosion damage, will capture airborne contaminants, whether chemical, biological, or radioactive.”

			Fine, Pauline thought, but what about the millions of people on the surface who would have no protection?

			At the end of the tour Whitfield said: “Madam President, your office indicated that you would not wish to have lunch before leaving, but we have prepared something in case you should change your mind.”

			This always happened. Everyone liked the idea of an hour or so of informal conversation with the president. She felt a pang of sympathy for Whitfield, stuck underground in this important but unseen post, but she had to repress this urge as always and stick to her timetable.

			Pauline rarely wasted time eating with people other than her family. She held meetings at which information was exchanged and decisions were made, then she moved on to the next meeting. She had slashed the number of formal banquets the president attended. “I’m the leader of the free world,” she had said. “Why would I spend three hours talking to the king of Belgium?”

			Now she said: “That’s very kind of you, General, but I have to get back to the White House.”

			Back in the helicopter she fastened her seat belt, then took from her pocket a plastic container the size of a small wallet or billfold. This was known as the Biscuit. It could be opened only by breaking the plastic. Inside was a card with a series of letters and numbers: the codes for authorizing a nuclear attack. The president had to carry the Biscuit all day and keep it beside the bed all night.

			Gus saw what she was doing and said: “Thank heaven the Cold War is over.”

			She said: “That ghastly place has reminded me that we still live on the edge.”

			“We just have to make sure it’s never used.”

			And Pauline, more than anyone else in the world, had that responsibility. Some days she felt the weight on her shoulders. Today it was heavy.

			She said: “If I ever come back to Munchkin Country, it will be because I have failed.”

		

	
		
			DEFCON 5

			Lowest state of readiness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Seen from a plane, the car would have looked like a slow beetle creeping across an endless beach, the sun glinting off its polished black armor. In fact it was doing thirty miles per hour, the maximum safe speed on a road that had unexpected potholes and cracks. No one wanted to get a flat tire in the Sahara Desert.

			The road led north from N’Djamena, capital city of Chad, through the desert toward Lake Chad, the biggest oasis in the Sahara. The landscape was a long, flat vista of sand and rock with a few pale yellow dried-up bushes and a random scatter of large and small stones, everything the same shade of mid-tan, as bleak as a moonscape.

			The desert was unnervingly like outer space, Tamara Levit thought, with the car as a rocket ship. If anything went wrong with her space suit she could die. The comparison was fanciful and made her smile. All the same she glanced into the back of the car, where there were two reassuringly large plastic demijohns of water, enough to keep them all alive in an emergency until help arrived, probably.

			The car was American. It was designed for difficult terrain, with high clearance and low gearing. It had tinted windows, and Tamara was wearing sunglasses, but even so the light glared off the concrete road and hurt her eyes.

			All four people in the car wore shades. The driver, Ali, was a local man, born and raised here in Chad. In the city he wore blue jeans and a T-shirt, but today he had on a floor-length robe called a galabiya, with a loose cotton scarf wound around his head, traditional clothing for protection from the merciless sun.

			Next to Ali in the front was an American soldier, Corporal Peter Ackerman. The rifle held loosely across his knees was a US Army standard-issue short-barreled lightweight carbine. He was about twenty years old, one of those young men who seemed to overflow with chirpy friendliness. To Tamara, who was almost thirty, he seemed ridiculously young to be carrying a lethal weapon. But he had no lack of confidence—one time he had even had the cheek to ask her for a date. “I like you, Pete, but you’re much too young for me,” she had said.

			Beside Tamara in the rear seat was Tabdar “Tab” Sadoul, an attaché at the European Union mission in N’Djamena. Tab’s glossy mid-brown hair was fashionably long, but otherwise he looked like an off-duty business executive, in khakis and a sky-blue button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled to show brown wrists.

			She was attached to the American embassy in N’Djamena, and she wore her regular working clothes, a long-sleeved dress over trousers, with her dark hair tucked into a headscarf. It was a practical outfit that complied with tradition, and with her brown eyes and olive skin she did not even look like a foreigner. In a high-crime country such as Chad it was safer not to stand out, especially for a woman.

			She was keeping an eye on the odometer. They had been on the road a couple of hours but now they were close to their destination. Tamara was tense about the meeting ahead. A lot hung on it, including her own career.

			“Our cover story is a fact-finding mission,” she said. “Do you know much about the lake?”

			“Enough, I think,” Tab said. “The Chari River rises in central Africa, runs eight hundred and seventy miles, and stops here. Lake Chad sustains several million people in four countries: Niger, Nigeria, Cameroon, and Chad. They’re small farmers, graziers, and fishermen. Their favorite fish is the Nile perch, which can grow to six feet long and four hundred pounds.”

			Frenchmen speaking English always sounded as if they were trying to get you into bed, Tamara thought. Perhaps they always were. She said: “I guess they don’t catch many Nile perch now that the water is so shallow.”

			“You’re right. And the lake used to cover ten thousand square miles, but now it’s only about five hundred. A lot of these people are on the edge of starvation.”

			“What do you think of the Chinese plan?”

			“A canal one thousand five hundred miles long, bringing water from the river Congo? Chad’s president is keen on it, not surprisingly. It might even happen—the Chinese do amazing things—but it won’t be cheap, and it won’t be soon.”

			China’s investments in Africa were regarded, by Tamara’s bosses in Washington and Tab’s in Paris, with the same mixture of awestruck admiration and deep mistrust. Beijing spent billions, and got things done, but what were they really after?

			Out of the corner of her eye Tamara saw a flash in the distance, a gleam as of sunlight on water. “Are we approaching the lake?” she asked Tab. “Or was that a mirage?”

			“We must be close,” he said.

			“Look out for a turning on the left,” she said to Ali, and then she repeated it in Arabic. Both Tamara and Tab were fluent in Arabic and French, the two main languages of Chad.

			“Le voilà,” Ali replied in French. Here it is.

			The car slowed as it approached a junction marked only by a pile of stones.

			They turned off the road onto a track across gravelly sand. In places it was hard to distinguish the track from the desert around it, but Ali seemed confident. In the distance Tamara glimpsed patches of green, smudged by heat haze, presumably trees and bushes growing by the water.

			Beside the road Tamara saw the skeleton of a long-dead Peugeot pickup truck, a rusting body with no wheels or windows, and soon there were other signs of human habitation: a camel tied to a bush, a mongrel dog with a rat in its mouth, and a scatter of beer cans, bald tires, and ripped polythene.

			They passed a vegetable patch, plants in neat straight lines being irrigated by a man with a watering can, then they came to a village, fifty or sixty houses spread randomly, with no pattern of streets. Most of the dwellings were traditional one-room huts, with circular mud-brick walls and tall pointed roofs of palm leaves. Ali drove at walking pace, threading the car between the houses, avoiding barefoot children and horned goats and outdoor cooking fires.

			He stopped the car and said: “Nous sommes arrivés.” We have arrived.

			Tamara said: “Pete, would you please put the carbine on the floor? We want to look like students of ecology.”

			“Sure thing, Ms. Levit.” He put the gun by his feet, with its stock hidden under his seat.

			Tab said: “This used to be a prosperous fishing village, but look how far away the water is now—a mile, at least.”

			The settlement was heartbreakingly poor, the poorest place Tamara had ever seen. It bordered a long, flat beach that had presumably been underwater once. Windmills that had pumped water to the fields now stood far from the lake, derelict, their sails turning pointlessly. A herd of skinny sheep grazed a patch of scrub, watched by a little girl with a stick in her hand. Tamara could see the lake glittering in the distance. Raffia palms and moshi bushes grew on the near shore. Low islets dotted the lake. Tamara knew that the larger islands served as hideouts for the terrorist gangs who plagued the inhabitants, stealing what little they had and beating any who tried to stop them. People who were already impoverished were made absolutely destitute.

			Tab said: “What are those people doing in the lake, do you know?”

			There were half a dozen women standing in the shallows, scooping the surface with bowls, and Tamara knew the answer to Tab’s question. “They’re skimming edible algae from the surface. We call it spirulina but their word is dihé. They filter it, then dry it in the sun.”

			“Have you tried it?”

			She nodded. “It tastes awful but apparently it’s nutritious. You can buy it in health food shops.”

			“I’ve never heard of it. It doesn’t sound like the kind of thing that appeals to the French palate.”

			“You know it.” Tamara opened the door and stepped out. Away from the car’s air-conditioning, the atmosphere struck her like a burn. She pulled her scarf forward on her head to shade her face. Then she took a photo of the beach with her phone.

			Tab got out of the car, putting a wide-brimmed straw hat on his head, and stood beside her. The hat did not suit him—in fact it looked a bit comical—but he did not seem to care. He was well-dressed but not vain. She liked that.

			They both studied the village. Among the houses were cultivated plots striped with irrigation channels. The water had to be brought a long way, Tamara realized, and she felt depressingly sure that it was the women who carried it. A man in a galabiya seemed to be selling cigarettes, chatting amiably with the men, flirting a little with the women. Tamara recognized the white packet with the gold-colored sphinx head: it identified an Egyptian brand called Cleopatra, the most popular in Africa. The cigarettes were probably smuggled or stolen. Several motorcycles and motor scooters were parked outside the houses, and one very old Volkswagen Beetle. In this country the motorcycle was the most popular form of personal transport. Tamara took more pictures.

			Perspiration trickled down her sides under her clothes. She wiped her forehead with the end of her cotton headscarf. Tab took out a red handkerchief with white spots and mopped under the collar of his button-down.

			“Half these houses are unoccupied,” Tab said.

			Tamara looked more closely and saw that some of the buildings were decaying. There were holes in the palm-leaf roofs and some of the mud bricks were crumbling away.

			“Huge numbers of people have left the area,” Tab said. “I guess everyone who has somewhere to go has gone. But there are millions left behind. This whole place is a disaster area.”

			“And it’s not just here, is it?” said Tamara. “This process, desertification at the southern edge of the Sahara, is happening all across Africa, from the Red Sea to the Atlantic Ocean.”

			“In French we call that region le Sahel.”

			“Same word in English, the Sahel.” She glanced back at the car. Its engine was still turning over. “I guess Ali and Pete are going to stay in the air-conditioning.”

			“If they have any sense.” Tab looked worried. “I don’t see our man.”

			Tamara was worried, too. He could have been dead. But she spoke calmly. “Our instructions are that he will find us. Meanwhile we have to stay in character, so let’s dip and look around.”

			“What?”

			“Let’s go and look around.”

			“But what did you say before? Dip?”

			“Sorry. I guess it’s Chicago slang.”

			“Now I could be the only French person who knows that expression.” He grinned. “But first we should pay a courtesy call on the village elders.”

			“Why don’t you do that? They never take any notice of a woman anyway.”

			“Sure.”

			Tab went off and Tamara walked around, trying to remain unflustered, taking pictures and talking to people in Arabic. Most villagers either cultivated a small piece of arid land or had a few sheep or a cow. One woman specialized in mending nets, but there were few fishermen left; a man owned a furnace and made pots, but not many people had any money to buy them. Everyone was more or less desperate.

			A ramshackle structure of four posts holding up a network of twigs served as a clothes dryer, and a young woman was pinning up laundry, watched by a boy of about two. Her clothes were the vivid shades of orange and yellow that the people of Chad loved. She hung up her last item, put the child on her hip, then spoke to Tamara in careful schoolgirl French with a strong Arabic accent and invited her into her house.

			The woman’s name was Kiah, her son was Naji, and she was a widow, she said. She looked about twenty. She was strikingly beautiful, with black eyebrows and bold cheekbones and a curved nose, and the look in her dark eyes suggested determination and strength. She could be useful, Tamara thought.

			She followed Kiah through the low arched doorway, taking off her shades as she moved from the glare of the sun into deep shadow. The inside of the hut was dim and close and scented. Tamara felt a heavy rug under her feet and smelled cinnamon and turmeric. As her eyes adjusted she saw low tables, a couple of baskets for storage, and cushions on the floor, but nothing she recognized as regular furniture, no chairs or cupboards. To one side were two canvas palliasses for beds and a neat pile of thick wool blankets, brightly striped in red and blue, for the cold desert nights.

			Most Americans would see this as a desperately poor home, but Tamara knew that it was not only comfortable but a touch more affluent than the average. Kiah looked proud as she offered a bottle of local beer called Gala that she had cooling in a bowl of water. Tamara thought it would be polite to accept hospitality—and anyway she was thirsty.

			A picture of the Virgin Mary in a cheap frame on the wall indicated that Kiah was Christian, as were some 40 percent of the people of Chad. Tamara said: “You went to a school run by nuns, I suppose. That’s how you learned French.”

			“Yes.”

			“You speak it very well.” This was not really true, but Tamara was being nice.

			Kiah invited her to sit on the rug. Before doing so, Tamara went back to the door and glanced out nervously, screwing up her eyes against the sudden brightness. She looked toward the car. The cigarette vendor was bending down by the driver’s-side window with a carton of Cleopatras in his hand. She saw Ali behind the window, his scarf wound around his head, making a contemptuous flicking-away gesture with his fingers, evidently not wanting to buy cheap cigarettes. Then the vendor said something that altered Ali’s attitude dramatically. Ali jumped out of the car, looking apologetic, and opened the rear door. The vendor got into the car and Ali quickly closed the door.

			So that’s him, Tamara thought. Well, the disguise is certainly effective. It fooled me.

			She was relieved. At least he was still alive.

			She looked around. No one in the village had taken any notice of the vendor’s getting into the car. He was now out of sight, hidden by the tinted windows.

			Tamara nodded with satisfaction and went back inside Kiah’s house.

			Kiah asked her: “Is it true that all white women have seven dresses and a maid to wash a different one every day?”

			Tamara decided to answer in Arabic, as Kiah’s French might not be good enough. After a moment’s thought she said: “Many American and European women have a lot of clothes. Exactly how many depends on whether the woman is rich or poor. Seven dresses wouldn’t be unusual. A poor woman would have only two or three. A rich woman might have fifty.”

			“And do they all have maids?”

			“Poor families don’t have maids. A woman with a well-paid job, such as doctor or lawyer, will usually have someone to clean the house. Rich families have many maids. Why do you want to know all this?”

			“I am thinking of going to live in France.”

			Tamara had guessed as much. “Tell me why.”

			Kiah paused, collecting her thoughts. She silently offered Tamara another bottle of beer. Tamara shook her head. She needed to stay alert.

			Kiah said: “My husband, Salim, was a fisherman with his own boat. He would go out with three or four other men, and they would share the catch, but Salim took half, because it was his boat, and he knew where the fish were. That is why we were better off than most of our neighbors.” She lifted her head proudly.

			Tamara said: “What happened?”

			“One day the jihadis came to take Salim’s catch. He should have let them have it. But he had caught a Nile perch and he refused to let them take it. So they killed him and took it anyway.” Kiah’s composure was shaken, and her noble face twisted in grief. She paused, suppressing emotion. “His friends brought me his body.”

			Tamara was angered but not surprised. The jihadis were Islamist terrorists, but they were also criminal gangsters. The two things went together. And they preyed on some of the poorest people in the world. It made her mad.

			Kiah went on: “When I had buried my husband I asked myself what I should do. I can’t sail a boat, I can’t tell where the fish are, and even if I could do both of those things the men would not accept me as their leader. So I sold the boat.” She looked fierce for a moment. “Some people tried to get it for less than it’s worth, but I wouldn’t do business with them.”

			Tamara began to sense a core of steely determination within Kiah.

			There was a touch of desperation in Kiah’s voice as she went on: “But the money from the boat won’t last forever.”

			Tamara knew that family was important in this country. “What about your parents?” she said.

			“My parents are dead. My brothers went to Sudan—they work on a coffee plantation there. Salim had a sister, and her husband said that if I let him have my boat cheap he would always take care of me and Naji.” She shrugged.

			“You didn’t trust him,” said Tamara.

			“I didn’t want to sell my boat for a promise.”

			Determined, and no fool, Tamara thought.

			Kiah added: “Now my in-laws hate me.”

			“So you want to go to Europe—illegally.”

			“People do it all the time,” Kiah said.

			This was true. As the desert spread southward, hundreds of thousands of desperate people left the Sahel looking for work, and many attempted the perilous journey to southern Europe.

			“It’s expensive,” she went on, “but the money from the boat will pay my fare.”

			The money was not the real issue. Tamara could tell, from Kiah’s voice, that she was frightened.

			Kiah said: “They usually go to Italy. I can’t speak Italian but I’ve heard that once you are in Italy you can easily go to France. Is that true?”

			“Yes.” Tamara was now in a hurry to get back to the car, but she felt she had to answer Kiah’s questions. “You just drive across the border. Or take a train. But what you’re planning is terribly dangerous. People smugglers are criminals. They may just take your money and disappear.”

			Kiah paused, thinking, perhaps seeking a way to explain her life to this privileged Western visitor. After a moment she said: “I know what happens when there is not enough food. I have seen it.” She looked away, remembering, and her voice went quieter. “The baby gets thinner, but at first that doesn’t seem too serious. Then he gets sick. It’s a childhood infection such as many children catch, with spots or a runny nose or diarrhea, but the hungry child takes a long time to recover, then he gets another illness. He is tired all the time and grizzles a lot and he doesn’t play much, just lies still and coughs. And then one day he closes his eyes and doesn’t open them again. And sometimes the mother is too tired to weep.”

			Tamara looked at her through eyes full of tears. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I wish you luck.”

			Kiah became brisk again. “It is kind of you to answer my questions.”

			Tamara stood up. “I need to get going,” she said awkwardly. “Thank you for the beer. And please try to find out more about the people smugglers before you give them your money.”

			Kiah smiled and nodded, responding politely to a platitude. She understands the need to be cautious about money better than I ever will, Tamara thought ruefully.

			Tamara went outside and found Tab heading back toward the car. It was close to noon, and the villagers were no longer in sight. The livestock had found shade under makeshift shelters evidently built for that purpose.

			When she stood close to Tab she noticed a light aroma of fresh sweat on clean skin, and a hint of sandalwood. She said: “He’s in the car.”

			“Where was he hiding?”

			“He was the cigarette vendor.”

			“He fooled me.”

			They reached the car and got in. The air-conditioning felt like an Arctic sea. Tamara and Tab sat on either side of the cigarette vendor, who smelled as if he had not showered for many days. He held a carton of cigarettes in his hand.

			Tamara could not contain herself. “So,” she said, “did you find Hufra?”
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			The cigarette vendor’s name was Abdul John Haddad, and he was twenty-five years old. He had been born in Lebanon and raised in New Jersey, and he was an American citizen and an officer of the Central Intelligence Agency.

			Four days ago he had been in the adjacent country of Niger, driving a battered but mechanically sound off-road Ford up a long hill in the desert north of the town of Maradi.

			He wore thick-soled boots. They were new, but they had been treated to look old, the uppers artificially worn and scratched, the laces mismatched, and the leather carefully stained to appear much used. Each deep sole had a hidden compartment. One was for a state-of-the-art phone, the other for a device that picked up only one special signal. Abdul carried in his pocket a cheap phone as a diversion.

			The device was now on the seat beside him, and he looked at it every few minutes. It confirmed that the consignment of cocaine he had been following seemed to have come to a halt somewhere ahead. It might simply have stopped at an oasis where there was a gas station. But Abdul hoped it might be at an encampment belonging to ISGS, the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara.

			The CIA was interested in terrorists more than drug smugglers, but they were the same people in this part of the world. A string of local groups, loosely associated as ISGS, financed their political activities by the lucrative twin businesses of drug smuggling and people smuggling. Abdul’s mission was to establish the route taken by the drugs in the hope that it would lead him to ISGS hideouts.

			The man believed to be the leading figure in ISGS—and one of the worst mass murderers in the world today—was known as al-Farabi. This was almost certainly a pseudonym: al-Farabi was the name of a medieval philosopher. The ISGS leader was also called “the Afghan” because he was a veteran of the war in Afghanistan. His reach was long, if the reports were to be believed: while based in Afghanistan he had traveled through Pakistan into the rebellious Chinese province of Xinjiang, where he had made contact with the East Turkestan Independence Party, a terrorist group seeking autonomy for the ethnic Uighurs, who were predominantly Muslim.

			Al-Farabi was now somewhere in North Africa, and if Abdul could find him it would strike a blow at ISGS that might even be mortal.

			Abdul had studied fuzzy long-distance photographs, artists’ penciled impressions, Photofit composites, and written descriptions, and he felt sure he would know al-Farabi if he saw him: a tall man with gray hair and a black beard, often described as having a piercing gaze and an air of authority. If Abdul could get close enough he might be able to confirm identification by al-Farabi’s most distinctive feature: an American bullet had taken away half his left thumb, leaving a stump he often showed off proudly, telling people that God had protected him from death but at the same time warned him to be more careful.

			Whatever happened, Abdul must not try to capture al-Farabi, just pin down his location and report. It was said the man had a hideout called Hufra, which meant Hole, but its location was not known to anyone in the entire intelligence community of the West.

			Abdul came to the top of the rise and slowed the car to a halt on the other side.

			In front of him a long downslope led to a wide plain that shimmered in the heat. He squinted against the glare: he did not wear sunglasses, because local people thought of them as an unnecessary Western accessory, and he needed to look like one of them. In the distance, some miles away, he thought he could see a village. Turning in his seat, he removed a panel in the door and took out a pair of field glasses. Then he got out of the car.

			The glasses brought the distance into sharp relief, and what he saw made his heart beat faster.

			It was a settlement of tents and makeshift wooden huts. There were numerous vehicles, most of them in ramshackle shelters that would screen them from satellite cameras. Other vehicles were shrouded in covers patterned with desert camouflage, and by their shape might have been truck-mounted artillery. A few palm trees indicated a water source somewhere.

			There was no mystery here. This was a paramilitary base.

			And an important one, he felt. He guessed it would house several hundred men, and if he was right about the artillery, those men were formidably well armed.

			This might even be the legendary Hufra.

			He lifted his right foot to remove the phone from his boot so that he could take a photograph, but before he could do so he heard from behind the sound of a truck, distant but approaching fast.

			Since leaving the made-up road he had seen no other traffic. This was almost certainly an ISGS vehicle heading for the encampment.

			He looked around. There was nowhere to hide himself, let alone a car. For three weeks he had risked being spotted by the people he was spying on, and now it was about to happen.

			He had his story ready. All he could do was tell it and hope.

			He looked at his cheap watch. It was now two o’clock in the afternoon. He figured the jihadis might be less likely to kill a man at his prayers.

			He moved quickly. He returned the binoculars to their hiding place behind the door panel. He opened the trunk and took out an old, worn prayer rug, then slammed the lid and spread the rug on the ground. He had been raised Christian, but he knew enough about Muslim prayer to fake it.

			The second prayer of the day was called zuhr and was said after the sun passed its zenith, which could be stretched to mean any time from midday to midafternoon. He prostrated himself in the correct position, touching the rug with his nose, hands, knees, and toes. He closed his eyes.

			The truck roared closer, laboring up the slope on the far side of the ridge.

			Abdul suddenly remembered the device. It was on the passenger seat. He cursed: it would give him away instantly.

			He jumped to his feet, flung open the passenger-side door, and snatched up the device. With a two-fingered grip he released the catch of the hidden drawer in the sole of his left boot. In his haste he dropped the device onto the sand. He picked it up and lodged it in the shoe. He closed the compartment and hurried back to the rug.

			He knelt down again.

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw the truck climb the rise and come to a sudden stop alongside his car. He closed his eyes.

			He did not know the prayers by heart, but he had heard them often enough to mumble an approximation.

			He heard the doors of the truck open and close, then heavy footsteps approaching.

			A voice said in Arabic: “Get up.”

			Abdul opened his eyes. There were two men. One held a rifle, the other had a holstered pistol. Behind them was a pickup truck loaded with sacks that might have been full of flour—food for the jihadis, no doubt.

			The one with the rifle was younger, with a wispy beard. He wore camouflage trousers and a blue anorak that would have been more suited to a rainy day in New York. He said harshly: “Who are you?”

			Abdul quickly assumed the hail-fellow-well-met persona of a traveling salesman. He smiled and said: “My friends, why do you disturb a man at prayer?” He spoke fluent colloquial Arabic with a Lebanese accent: he had lived in Beirut until age six and his parents had continued to use Arabic at home after they moved to the USA.

			The man with the pistol had graying hair. He spoke calmly. “We ask God’s forgiveness for interrupting your devotions,” he said. “But what are you doing here, on this desert track? Where are you going?”

			“I’m selling cigarettes,” Abdul said. “Would you like to buy some? They’re half price.” In most African countries a pack of twenty Cleopatras cost the equivalent, in local currency, of a dollar. Abdul sold them for half that.

			The younger man threw open the trunk of Abdul’s car. It was full of cartons of Cleopatras. “Where did you get them?” he said.

			“From a Sudanese army captain called Bilel.” It was a plausible story: everyone knew the Sudanese officers were corrupt.

			There was a silence. The older jihadi looked thoughtful. The younger man looked as if he could hardly wait to use his rifle, and Abdul wondered if he had ever before fired it at a human being. But the older man was less tense. He would be slower to shoot but more accurate.

			Abdul knew that his life was at stake. These two would either believe him or try to kill him. If it came to a fight, he would go for the older man first. The younger one would fire, but he would probably miss. Then again, at this range he might not.

			The older man said: “But why are you here? Where do you think you’re going?”

			“There’s a village up ahead, isn’t there?” said Abdul. “I can’t see it yet, but a man in a café told me I would find customers there.”

			“A man in a café.”

			“I’m always looking for customers.”

			The older man said to the younger: “Search him.”

			The young man slung his rifle across his back, which gave Abdul a moment’s relief. But the older man drew a nine-millimeter pistol and pointed it at Abdul’s head while Abdul was patted down.

			The young man found Abdul’s cheap phone and handed it to his companion.

			The older man turned it on and pressed buttons confidently. Abdul guessed he was looking at the contact directory and the list of recent calls. What he found would support Abdul’s cover: cheap hotels, car repair workshops, currency changers, and a couple of hookers.

			The older man said: “Search the car.”

			Abdul stood watching. The man began with the open trunk. He picked up Abdul’s small traveling bag and emptied its contents onto the road. There was not much: a towel, a Koran, a few simple toiletries, a phone charger. He threw all the cigarettes out and lifted the floor panel to reveal the spare wheel and the tool kit. Without replacing anything, he opened the rear doors. He thrust his hands between the back and the flat of the seats and bent to peer underneath.

			In the front he looked under the dashboard, inside the glove box, and into the door pockets. He noticed the loose panel in the driver’s door and removed it. “Binoculars,” he said triumphantly, and Abdul felt a chill of fear. Binoculars were not as incriminating as a gun, but they were costly, and why would a vendor of cigarettes need them?

			“Very useful in the desert,” Abdul said, beginning to feel desperate. “You’re probably carrying a pair yourselves.”

			“These look expensive.” The older man examined the glasses. “ ‘Made in Kunming,’ ” he read. “They’re Chinese.”

			“Exactly,” said Abdul. “I got them from the Sudanese captain who sold me the cigarettes. They were a bargain.”

			Again his story was plausible. The Sudanese Armed Forces bought a lot from China, which was their country’s biggest trading partner. Much of the equipment ended up on the black market.

			The older man said shrewdly: “Were you using these when we came along?”

			“I was going to, after my prayers. I wanted to know how big the village is. What do you think—fifty people? A hundred?” It was a deliberate underestimate, to give the impression that he had not looked.

			“Never mind,” said the man. “You’re not going there.” He gave Abdul a long, hard stare, probably making up his mind whether to believe Abdul or kill him. Suddenly he said: “Where’s your gun?”

			“Gun? I have no gun.” Abdul did not carry one. Firearms got an undercover officer into trouble more often than they got him out, and here was a dramatic example. If a weapon had been found now, they would have felt sure Abdul was not an innocent vendor of cigarettes.

			“Open the hood,” the older man said to the younger.

			He obeyed. As Abdul knew, there was nothing hidden in the engine compartment. “All clear,” he reported.

			“You don’t seem very scared,” the older man said to Abdul. “You can see we’re jihadis. We might decide to kill you.”

			Abdul stared back but allowed himself to tremble slightly.

			The man nodded, making a decision, and handed the cheap phone back to Abdul. “Turn your car around,” he said. “Go back the way you came.”

			Abdul decided not to look too relieved. “But I was hoping to sell—” He pretended to think better of his protest. “Would you like a carton?”

			“As a gift?”

			Abdul was tempted to agree, but the character he was playing would not have been so generous. “I’m a poor man,” he said. “I’m sorry. . . .”

			“Go back,” the jihadi repeated.

			Abdul gave a disappointed shrug, pretending to give up hope of sales. “As you wish,” he said.

			The man beckoned his comrade, and the two of them returned to the truck.

			Abdul began to pick up his scattered possessions.

			The truck roared away.

			He watched it disappear into the desert. Then at last he spoke, in English. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he breathed. “That was close.”
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			Tamara had joined the CIA because of people like Kiah.

			With all her heart she believed in freedom, democracy, and justice, but those values were under attack all around the world, and Kiah was one of the victims. Tamara knew that the things she cherished had to be fought for. She often thought of the words of a traditional song: “If I should die and my soul gets lost, it’s nobody’s fault but mine.” Everybody was responsible. It was a gospel song, and Tamara was Jewish, but the message was for everyone.

			Here in North Africa, American forces were fighting against terrorists whose values were violence, bigotry, and fear. The armed gangs associated with the Islamic State murdered, kidnapped, and raped Africans whose religion or ethnicity did not meet with the approval of fundamentalist warlords. Their violence, plus the southward creep of the Sahara Desert, was driving people like Kiah to risk their lives crossing the Mediterranean in inflatable dinghies.

			The US Army, allied with the French and with national armies, attacked and destroyed terrorist encampments whenever they could find them.

			Finding them was the problem.

			The Sahara Desert was the size of the United States. And that was where Tamara came in. The CIA cooperated with other nations to provide intelligence for attacking armies. Tab was attached to the European Union mission but was in truth an officer of the DGSE, the Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure, which was the French CIA. Abdul was a part of the same effort.

			So far the project had had little impact. The jihadis continued to ravage much of North Africa more or less freely.

			Tamara was hoping Abdul would change that.

			She had never met him before, though she had spoken to him on the phone. However, this was not the first time the CIA had sent an undercover agent to spy out ISGS camps. Tamara had known Abdul’s predecessor, Omar. She had been the one who discovered Omar’s body, a corpse without hands or feet dumped in the desert. She had found the missing hands and feet a hundred yards away. That was how far the dying man had crawled on his elbows and knees while he bled to death. Tamara knew she would never get over that.

			And now Abdul was following in Omar’s footsteps.

			He had been in touch intermittently, whenever he could get a phone signal. Then, two days ago, he had called to say he had arrived in Chad and had some good news that he would report in person. He had requested some supplies and given precise directions to this location.

			And now they knew what he had been doing.

			Tamara was electrified but keeping her excitement under control. “It might be Hufra,” she said. “Even if not, it’s a fantastic discovery. Five hundred men, with truck-mounted artillery? It’s a major establishment!”

			Abdul said: “When will you move?”

			“Two days, three at the most,” she said. The armed forces of the United States, France, and Niger would flatten the encampment. They would burn the tents and huts, confiscate the weapons, and interrogate any jihadis who survived the battle. In a matter of days the wind would blow away the ashes, the sun would bleach the garbage, and the desert would begin to reconquer the area.

			And Africa would be a bit safer for people like Kiah and Naji.

			Abdul gave precise directions to the encampment.

			Both Tamara and Tab had notebooks on their knees and wrote down everything he said. Tamara was awestruck. She could hardly digest the fact that she was talking to a man who had taken such risks with his own life and achieved such a coup. As he talked, and she made notes, she took every chance of studying him. He had dark skin and a trim black beard and unusual light brown eyes that had a flinty look. His face was taut with strain, and he appeared older than twenty-five. He was tall and broad shouldered: she recalled that while attending the State University of New York he had been a mixed-martial-arts fighter.

			It seemed strange that he was also the vendor of cigarettes. That man had been easygoing, garrulous, talking to everyone, touching the men on the arm, winking at the women, lighting everyone’s cigarettes with a red plastic lighter. This man, by contrast, was quietly dangerous. She felt a bit afraid of him.

			He gave full details of the route followed by the consignment of cocaine. It had passed through the hands of several gangs and had been transferred to different vehicles three times. As well as the paramilitary base, he had located two smaller encampments and several city addresses for ISGS groups.

			“This is gold dust,” Tab said. Tamara agreed. The results were more than she had hoped for, and she felt jubilant.

			“Good,” said Abdul briskly. “Did you bring my stuff?”

			“Of course.” He had asked for money in local currencies, pills for the gastric ailments that often afflicted visitors to North Africa, a simple compass—and one thing that had puzzled her: a yard of narrow-gauge titanium wire, fixed to wooden handles at each end, the whole ensemble sewn inside a cotton sash of the type worn by men as a belt around a traditional robe. She wondered if he would explain that.

			She handed everything over. He thanked her but made no comment. He looked around, studying the view in every direction. “All clear,” he said. “Are we done?”

			Tamara looked at Tab, who said: “All done.”

			Tamara said: “Have you got everything you need, Abdul?”

			“Yes.” He opened the car door.

			“Good luck,” said Tamara. It was a heartfelt wish.

			Tab said: “Bonne chance.”

			Abdul pulled his scarf forward to shade his face, then got out, closed the door, and walked back into the village, the carton of Cleopatras still in his hand.

			Tamara watched him go and noticed his gait. He did not stride out the way most American men would, as if they owned the place. Instead he adopted the desert shuffle, keeping his face down and shaded, using minimum effort to avoid generating heat.

			She was awestruck by his courage. She shuddered to think what would happen to him if he were caught. Beheading would be the best he could hope for.

			When he had disappeared from sight she leaned forward and spoke to Ali. “Yalla,” she said. Let’s go.

			The car left the village and followed the track to the road, where it turned south, heading back to N’Djamena.

			Tab was reading his notes. “This is amazing,” he said.

			“We should do a joint report,” Tamara said, thinking ahead.

			“Good plan. Let’s write it together when we get back, then we can submit it in two languages simultaneously.”

			They seemed to work together well, she thought. A lot of men would have tried to take charge this morning. But Tab had not tried to dominate the conversation. She was beginning to like him.

			She closed her eyes. Slowly her elation subsided. She had gotten up early, and the drive home would take two to three hours. For a while she just saw visions of the nameless village they had visited: the mud-brick homes, the pathetic vegetable gardens, the long walk to the water. But the drone of the car’s engine and the tire noise reminded her of long trips in her childhood, driving in the family Chevrolet from Chicago to St. Louis to see her grandparents, slumping next to her brother in the wide backseat, and eventually, now as then, she dozed.

			She fell into a deep sleep and was startled awake when the car braked sharply. She heard Tab say: “Putain,” which was the French equivalent of “Fuck.” She saw that the road ahead was obstructed by a truck parked sideways. Around it were half a dozen men wearing odd articles of army uniform mixed with traditional garments: a military tunic with a cotton headdress, a long robe over army pants.

			They were paramilitaries, and they all had firearms.

			Ali was forced to stop the car.

			Tamara said: “What the hell?”

			Tab said: “This is what the government calls an informal roadblock. They’re retired or serving soldiers making money on the side. It’s a shakedown.”

			Tamara had heard of informal roadblocks but this was her first experience of one. She said: “What’s the price?”

			“We’re about to find out.”

			One of the paramilitaries approached the driver’s window, yelling fiercely. Ali rolled down his window and yelled back in dialect. Pete picked up his carbine from the floor but kept it low in his lap. The man at the window waved his gun in the air.

			Tab seemed calm, but to Tamara this looked like an explosive situation.

			An older man in an army cap and a denim shirt with holes in it pointed a rifle at the windshield.

			Pete responded by bringing his carbine to his shoulder.

			Tab said: “Easy, Pete.”

			“I won’t fire first,” Pete said.

			Tab reached over the back of the seat into the rear of the car and pulled a T-shirt out of a cardboard box. Then he got out of the car.

			Tamara said anxiously: “What are you doing?”

			Tab did not answer.

			He walked forward, with several guns trained on him, and Tamara put her fist in her mouth.

			But Tab did not seem scared. He approached the denim shirt, who pointed his rifle straight at Tab’s chest.

			Speaking Arabic, Tab said: “Good day to you, Captain. I am with these foreigners today.” He was pretending to be some kind of guide or escort. “Please allow them to pass.” Then he turned back to the car and shouted, still in Arabic: “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! These are my brothers!” Switching to English, he shouted: “Pete, lower the gun.”

			Reluctantly Pete moved the rifle butt from his shoulder and held the gun diagonally across his chest.

			After a pause, the denim shirt lowered his rifle.

			Tab handed the T-shirt to the man, who unfolded it. It was dark blue with a red-and-white vertical stripe, and after a moment’s thought Tamara figured it was the uniform shirt of Paris Saint-Germain, the most popular soccer team in France. The man beamed delightedly.

			Tamara had wondered why Tab had brought that cardboard box with him. Now she knew.

			The man took off his old shirt and pulled the new one over his head.

			The atmosphere changed. The soldiers crowded around, admiring the shirt, then looked expectantly at Tab. Tab turned to the car and said: “Tamara, pass me the box, please?”

			She reached into the rear and picked up the box, then handed it through the open car door. Tab gave them all a shirt.

			The soldiers all looked thrilled and several of them put the shirts on.

			Tab shook the hand of the man he had called “Captain,” saying: “Ma’a as-salaama,” good-bye. He returned to the car with the nearly empty box, got in, slammed the door, and said: “Go, Ali, but slowly.”

			The car crept forward. The happy gangsters waved Ali to a prepared route along the verge of the road, skirting the parked truck. On the far side Ali steered back to the road.

			As soon as the tires touched the concrete surface, Ali floored the pedal and the car roared away from the roadblock.

			Tab put his box into the rear.

			Tamara let out a long breath of relief. She turned to Tab and said: “You were so cool! Weren’t you scared?”

			He shook his head. “They’re scary, but they don’t usually kill people.”

			“Good to know,” said Tamara.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Four weeks earlier Abdul had been two thousand miles away in the lawless West African country of Guinea-Bissau, classified a narco state by the United Nations. It was a hot, wet place with a monsoon season that poured and dripped and steamed for half the year.

			Abdul had been in the capital city, Bissau. He was in an apartment with a room overlooking the docks. There was no air-conditioning, and his shirt clung to his sweaty skin.

			His companion was Phil Doyle, twenty years older, a senior officer of the CIA, a bald guy in a baseball cap. Doyle was based at the American embassy in Cairo, Egypt, and was in charge of Abdul’s mission.

			Both men were using binoculars. The room was in darkness. If they should be spotted they would be tortured and killed. By the light coming in from outside Abdul could just about make out the furniture around him: a sofa, a coffee table, a TV set.

			Their glasses were focused on a waterfront scene. Three stevedores were working hard and sweating copiously, stripped to the waist under arc lights. They were unloading a container, lifting big sacks made of heavy-duty polythene and transferring them to a panel van.

			Abdul spoke in a low voice even though there was no one other than Doyle to hear him. “How much do those sacks weigh?”

			“Twenty kilos,” said Doyle. He spoke with a clipped Boston accent. “Forty-five pounds, near as damn it.”

			“Hard work in this weather.”

			“In any weather.”

			Abdul frowned. “I can’t read what’s printed on the sacks.”

			“It says: ‘Caution—dangerous chemicals,’ in several languages.”

			“You’ve seen those sacks before.”

			Doyle nodded. “I watched them being loaded into that container by the gang that controls the Colombian port of Buenaventura. I tracked them across the Atlantic. From here on, they’re yours.”

			“I guess the label’s not wrong: pure cocaine is a very dangerous chemical.”

			“Bet your ass.”

			The van was not large enough to take all the contents of a full-size container, but Abdul guessed that the cocaine had been a part load, perhaps concealed within a hidden compartment.

			The work was being supervised by a big man in a dress shirt who kept counting and recounting the sacks. There were also three black-clad guards carrying assault rifles. A limousine waited nearby, its engine idling. Every few minutes the stevedores stopped to drink from giant plastic bottles of soda pop. Abdul wondered whether they had any conception of the value of the cargo they were handling. He guessed not. The man who kept counting did, though. And so did whoever was in the limo.

			Doyle said: “Inside three of those sacks are miniature radio transmitters—three, just in case one or two sacks get stolen or otherwise removed from the consignment.” He took from his pocket a small black device. “You switch them on remotely with this gizmo. The screen tells you how far away they are and in what direction. Don’t forget to switch off, to save the batteries in the transmitters. You could do all that with a phone, but you’re going to places where there’s no connectivity, so it has to be a radio signal.”

			“Got it.”

			“You can follow at a distance, but you’ll have to get close sometimes. Your mission is to identify the people who handle the consignment and the places it goes. Those people are terrorists, and the places are their hideouts. We need to know how many jihadis are in a place and how well armed they are, so that our forces know what to expect when they go in there to wipe the bastards out.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll get close enough.”

			They were silent for a minute or two, then Doyle said: “I guess your family doesn’t really know what you do.”

			“I have no family,” Abdul said. “Both my parents are dead, and my sister.” He pointed at the waterfront scene. “They’ve finished.”

			The stevedores closed up the container and the truck, banging the metal doors cheerfully, clearly seeing no reason to be surreptitious, having no fear of the police, who were undoubtedly well bribed. They lit cigarettes and stood around, talking and laughing. The guards shouldered their weapons and joined in the conversation.

			The driver of the limo got out and opened the passenger door. The man who emerged from the backseat was dressed as if to go to a nightclub, with a T-shirt under a tuxedo jacket that had a gold design on the back. He spoke to the man in the dress shirt, then they both took out their phones.

			Doyle said: “Right now the money’s being transferred from one Swiss bank account to another.”

			“How much?”

			“Something like twenty million dollars.”

			Abdul was surprised. “Even more than I thought.”

			“It will be worth double that when it gets to Tripoli, double again in Europe, and double again on the street.”

			The phone calls ended and the two men shook hands. The one in the tux reached back into his car and drew out a plastic bag marked dubai duty free in English and Arabic. It appeared to be full of banknotes packed in banded bricks. He handed a brick to each of the three stevedores and three guards. The men were all smiles: clearly they were being paid well. Finally he opened the trunk of his car and gave each of them a carton of Cleopatra cigarettes—a kind of bonus, Abdul supposed.

			The man disappeared into his limo and it drove off. The stevedores and the guards drifted away. The truck full of cocaine departed.

			Abdul said: “I’m out of here.”

			Doyle held out his hand and Abdul shook it.

			“You’re a brave man,” said Doyle. “Good luck.”
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			For days Kiah agonized over her conversation with the white woman.

			As a little girl Kiah had imagined that all European women were nuns, since nuns were the only white women she ever saw. The first time she had come across an ordinary French woman, wearing a knee-length dress and stockings and carrying a handbag, she had been as shocked as if she had met a ghost.

			But she was used to them now, and she instinctively trusted Tamara, who had a frank, open face with no hint of guile.

			She understood now that wealthy European women did man-type jobs and so did not have time to clean their own houses, so they paid maids, from Chad and other poor countries, to do the housework. Kiah was reassured. There was a role for her in France, a life she could live, a way she could feed her child.

			Kiah was not sure why rich women would want to be lawyers and doctors. Why did they not spend their days playing with their children and talking to their friends? She still had much to learn about Europeans. But she knew the most important fact, that they wanted to employ migrants from Africa.

			By contrast, what Tamara had said about people smugglers had been the opposite of reassuring. She had looked horrified. And this was what was causing Kiah to agonize. She could not deny the logic of what Tamara had said. She was planning to put herself in the hands of criminals: why would they not rob her?

			She had a few minutes to reflect on these questions while Naji was taking his afternoon nap. She
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