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PART ONE

HUBRIS







ONE

29 August 2028: thirty kilometers off the Tanzanian coast

“Keep going,” said Joseph Matenga. The driller gave him a dubious look, but turned back to his console. More than six kilometers below them, the drill bit chewed its way through rock.

Matenga turned away from the console, though there wasn't far he could go. Windows on three sides of the cramped little control room showed the girders and gear of a drilling platform and, beyond them, blue ocean out to the horizon. The fourth side looked down on the drill floor, where the roustabouts were hauling another length of riser pipe to add to the drill string—the long shaft of hollow steel connecting the drilling rig with the bottom of the ocean and the hole he'd spent years convincing the onshore execs to drill.

Down there, past a thousand meters of sea water and more rock than Matenga wanted to think about, there should be oil, plenty of it. Blurred patterns deep down in the seismic surveys, biomarkers in the scant oil from that fault zone further west: all of it spoke to him of black gold somewhere down below the Upper Cretaceous plays they'd been drilling for years, trapped under a fold of impermeable shale that might stretch for a hundred kilometers or more, a petroleum geologist's dream if it told the truth. If not—well, with drilling costs well on the upside of five million renminbi a day, and two months of that already spent, the chance that he would be given another try was really too small to worry about.

He heard the driller's breath catch, turned back. Half a dozen computer screens faced him, but the one that mattered showed data from instruments downhole, just behind the drill head. Porosity was up, electrical resistance headed the right way, hydrocarbons detected—

“There it is,” Matenga said. “Now, a core sample.”

“Yes, sir.” That meant pulling up all six thousand meters of the drill string so a coring bit could go onto the business end, but the driller didn't argue. Back in the bustling ports of newly oil-rich Tanzania, they said that oil came to old man Matenga in his dreams and told him where it could be found. The driller knew that such things didn't happen, or so he would have said most other days. The numbers on the screen whispered otherwise.

It was noon before the first fragments of rock from the new formation had come back up with the drilling mud. By then everyone on the drilling rig, from the company men all the way down to the roughnecks who hauled trash and chipped paint down in the pontoons, knew that something was up. As he stood in the geology lab, waiting for his assistant to wash the last of the drilling mud off the rock chips and get them under a microscope, Matenga could hear muffled voices outside the door. He bent over the microscope when the assistant waved him over, saw what he'd hoped to see: porous sandstone with the sheen of oil on it.

Another three hours passed before the core sample came in, and by then the whole rig was tensed, waiting. Matenga was waiting on the drilling floor when the drill string came up. When the sample reached the geology lab minutes later, he slid it out of its tube and let out a long whistle. It was everything he'd hoped for, a good coarse sandstone full of pores, with the sweet stink of crude oil impossible to miss. As soon as he finished examining it he was on the radio with corporate headquarters back in Dar es Salaam to give them the news, and get the core flown in right away for laboratory analysis.

It would take many months and much more drilling, he knew, before anyone could be sure just how much oil was down there, but it was good to be proved right, good to know that his luck had not yet turned its back on him and that his career would end with a success and not a failure.

“God grant that there be much oil,” he murmured, turning back to his work.

It would be early the next year before he found out just how abundantly that prayer had been granted.

6 February 2029: Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

The customs clerk finished with the papers and smiled a broad insincere smile. “Welcome to Tanzania, Mr. McGaffney. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

“Thanks, mate.” Tommy McGaffney nodded to the man and left the visa desk.

A few minutes later he was crossing the main concourse at Julius Nyerere Airport, shapeless leather bag swinging from his shoulder as he weaved through the crowd. After a dozen years chasing news across the hot crowded belly of the planet, it was a familiar drill: travel light, move fast, have everything settled beforehand and then don't be surprised when it all goes blue on you the moment you get off the plane.

A quick glance up at the sign showed that they'd moved the zone for the hotel shuttles since the last time he'd been through Dar es Salaam: more construction, a fourth terminal going in. He headed for the doors.

It was hot enough inside the terminal, but outside the heat came crashing down like a falling wall and then bounced back up hard from the pavement. The hotel shuttle was where it should be, thank whoever, with a gaggle of Chinese businessmen in black suits and red ties sweating bullets as they climbed aboard. McGaffney evaded a clutch of Russian tourists and made for the shuttle.

“Mr. Thomas McGaffney?” the driver asked. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

The van's feeble air conditioning tried to make good on the offer and failed. McGaffney got his bag settled on the overhead rack, plopped down on a seat, and only then noticed that one of the Chinese businessmen was looking at him.

“Mr. McGaffney,” the man said. “The journalist, perhaps?”

McGaffney turned in his seat. “That's me.”

“Wen Shiyang.” They shook hands. “No doubt we will be at the same place tomorrow.”

“Then I'll guess that you're with CNOOC,” McGaffney said, as the van lumbered out onto Pugu Road and headed toward downtown. The guess was safe enough; the Chinese National Overseas Oil Corporation had its people all over most of the African petrostates these days, with Beijing's money and muscle to back it up.

Wen smiled. “Exactly. I hope you had a comfortable trip here?”

“Not bad, once I got out of Spain.”

That got a startled look from Wen. “You flew out?”

“Not a chance, mate; the Catalans are too bloody good with rockets these days. Got a boat to Morocco and flew from there.”

“Ah.” Wen shook his head. “A bad situation, the Spanish war. Still, I gather you are used to that sort of travel.”

“Comes with the job.”

They kept up a string of small talk as the van wove through heavy traffic, while the other Chinese in the van sat and said nothing. Every few blocks they passed another construction site: here a terminal for the city's brand-new light rail system, there an apartment complex or an office park, with Chinese firms as general contractors and Chinese banks as funding sources. Closer in, office towers loomed over the street, more markers of Tanzania's new prosperity.

The hotel was a bland faceless building just south of downtown. McGaffney checked in, caught the elevator up to his room, showered, and then parked himself at the bleak little desk next to the windows and powered up his tablet. A few quick jabs at the screen brought up a page of links he'd made with all the media stories so far on the new deepwater find, a few background pieces on the Tanzanian oil industry and the latest annual report on worldwide oil production from the International Energy Agency.

The oil was what mattered, here in Tanzania and around the world: the black gold that fueled planes and ships and trucks, and kept a faltering global economy from pitching forward onto its face. Countries that produced more of it than they used got rich, countries that used more than they produced got poor, and those that couldn't produce any at all got thrown to the wolves. Tanzania had been a modest exporter of oil for years, enough to balance the budget decades earlier when oil was cheap, enough to cash in handsomely once the price of oil broke out of its last slump in 2021 and started the ragged climb that had kept economies struggling ever since. If the rumors about the new find were true, though—

McGaffney leaned forward, propped his chin on his hands. After a dozen years chasing the news, he knew a crisis in the making when he saw it. If the rumors were true, there was going to be a hell of a fight over all that oil.

7 February 2029: TPC headquarters, Dar es Salaam

The taxi rattled to a halt, and McGaffney paid the driver and got out. Reflected sunlight nearly blinded him: the building in front of him, all glass and aluminum, mirrored sun down onto the street with terrific force. Through the glare, he managed to recognize the new headquarters of the Tanzanian Petroleum Corporation.

Except for the brightly colored tingatinga paintings on the walls, the conference room on the fifth floor might have been anywhere on the planet. McGaffney took a seat toward the back, got out his tablet and waited. Around him, the room filled: reporters on the East Africa beat, diplomats, oil industry people. He knew maybe half of them, nodded greetings to those, watched newcomers find seats. One of the newcomers was Wen Shiyang, though there were plenty of other Chinese present, CNOOC officials and media people mostly. The Chinese ambassador wasn't there, though that didn't surprise McGaffney; he'd get his own briefing, no doubt.

Twenty minutes late, bustle behind McGaffney announced the beginning of the press conference. A middle-aged woman walked up to the podium and introduced herself as a TPC vice president, then introduced the country's Assistant Minister of Energy, a rotund gray-bearded man who just then looked jolly enough to be East Africa's answer to Santa Claus. The assistant minister spent five minutes saying very little in the most graceful way imaginable, then introduced the petroleum geologist they had come to hear. McGaffney sized up the man—lean as a crane with a white crest of unruly hair to match, the sort who'd clearly spent much more time handling rocks on drilling rigs than giving speeches in conference rooms—and noted the name down carefully: Dr. Joseph Matenga.

The room darkened and the inevitable PowerPoint image came up: a map of the Tanzanian coast and the Indian Ocean's western edge. “Gentlemen, ladies, let us go straight to the point,” said Matenga. “You have no doubt heard rumors and media reports about our new deepwater drilling project. We have confirmed the presence of a very large oil deposit in Tanzanian territorial waters, far beneath our existing offshore fields. I will not trouble you with the fine details of the geology, but as you see, it underlies a great deal of sea floor.” A black elongated blob appeared on the map, nearly a third the length of the Tanzanian coast and vaguely parallel to it. “The field is a little less than three hundred kilometers long and between thirty and fifty kilometers wide. Of course there is much more work to be done to find out for certain, but our initial estimate is that it will yield more than eleven billion barrels of crude oil.”

7 March 2029: The Presidential Palace, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

The Honorable Elijah Mkembe, President of the United Republic of Tanzania, rose from behind his desk, extended a hand. “Thank you for coming, Ambassador.”

“Thank you, your excellency.” Jun Yinshao was a professional, no question; his handshake and fractional bow communicated the perfect blend of friendliness and deference, a polite fiction Mkembe appreciated. The president knew all too well how completely his survival and that of his nation depended on its Asian patron. The presidential office around them was paneled and furnished in dark native wood, and the chandeliers overhead were ornamented with local gold, but all the electronics were Chinese; so was the glass case on one side of the room with a rock from the Moon, brought back after the successful Chinese lunar landing in 2025; and so was the antique scroll painting, a gift from an earlier ambassador, on the other side: a quaint fifteenth-century ink painting of an elephant, an edgy reminder of just how long China had cultivated an interest in East Africa.

“Permit me also to congratulate you on the latest oil discovery,” said Jun then. “I was filled in on yesterday's briefing. Eleven billion barrels—that is astonishing.”

“If the estimates are correct,” Mkembe said. “We will see.”

“Of course. Even a smaller find will be excellent news.”

“True.”

Jun considered him for a long moment. “I gather from your tone, your excellency, that you don't consider it excellent news.”


Mkembe allowed a nod. “Very good. You will forgive an old man's worries, I hope. I am concerned that there may be trouble over this new find. If it had been more modest—well, that belongs to the land of might-have-beens, but I seem to recall something one of your philosophers said: ‘Too much success is not an advantage.’”

“Lao Tsu,” said Jun, smiling in response to the reference. “Yes.”

“Thus my desire to meet with you privately, as soon as possible.”

“Of course.” Jun paused, then: “I'm sure you know that my government is well aware of the potential for trouble from—foreign powers.”

Mkembe chuckled. “May we be frank, Ambassador, and say it out loud? The Americans.”

“As you wish.” Again the fractional bow, conceding. “I will be sure to communicate your concerns to my superiors, and to our intelligence agencies.”

Mkembe kept his face calm with an effort. Chinese diplomats never said anything by accident; he'd learned that decades ago and used it to his advantage more than once, sensing some shift in Beijing's mood long before his political rivals got wind of it. An issue that didn't matter in Chinese eyes got referred to “my government” or “my superiors.” A reference to the huge but highly secretive Chinese intelligence community was another matter. That meant—Mkembe was sure of it—that the danger he sensed was real.

7 March 2029: The Durban hotel, Dar es Salaam

“It is a delicate line that we walk here,” said the Assistant Minister of Energy, and leaned back in his chair. The table between them had the remains of a very good dinner on it, and the latest of several rounds of whiskey. All of it was on McGaffney's tab, and worth it at twice the price. He'd done a standard interview at TPC headquarters earlier in the day, guessed that the man might have more to say after hours and off the record, and suggested a meal. Whether it was McGaffney's reputation or something else entirely, the assistant minister had taken the bait.

“I believe you know Africa quite well, Mr. McGaffney,” said the assistant minister. “You have perhaps been to Nigeria?”

“Couple of times,” McGaffney answered.

“A very sad situation. Oil companies from Europe and America moved in, developed the country's oil resources, saw to it that nearly all the profits went back home with them, and spent just enough in bribes to officials to make sure nothing would be done about it. Today the oil is gone, the country is bankrupt and falling apart, and the officials who took those bribes? Those who are still alive, and they are not many, are in hiding abroad.”

“You don't want that to happen here.”

“It must not happen here. So far, it has not happened here. It is a good thing, I think, that we did not make this latest find until now.” The assistant minister leaned forward. “A great many of us here in Tanzania have been looking north, toward the Persian Gulf. We watch billions upon billions of renminbi flow into those nations because they have control of their own oil production. No one talks about a resource curse there. We see this and we ask ourselves, why should we not do the same thing here in Africa? Now, perhaps, we can.”

“Because of China,” McGaffney said.

The assistant minister said nothing for a long moment, and sipped some whiskey. Then: “Since this is off the record, I will be frank with you. The Chinese are not here out of charity. We have much that they want, though oil of course heads the list, and they have many things we need very badly. So we bargain. With the Americans—as you say, you have been to Nigeria, and perhaps other places where the oil is controlled by the Americans. How many of them have prospered? So we deal with the Chinese, we get the things we need, and perhaps one day we will be a wealthy nation and no longer a poor one.

“See, Mr. McGaffney, the United States itself was once like Tanzania. It was a colony of Britain, and like any other colony of hers, its farms and forests and mines made money for rich men in London, not for Americans. So the Americans had their revolution, they took their own resources and their own destiny in their hands, and became a great nation; and not so many years later, the British empire was gone and it was the United States and not Britain that had its navy visiting every port and its garrisons all over the world.”

“You think,” said McGaffney, “they've forgotten where they came from?”

“No, no, not at all.” The assistant minister took another sip of his whiskey. “I think they remember it too well. They know that sooner or later some other country will replace them as they replaced the British, and so they see every rising nation as a threat to them. So we walk our delicate line; we deal with the Chinese and try not to offend the Americans; and we hope—I hope—that this new oil discovery will not cause us to lose our balance. Or, shall we say, cause the Americans to lose theirs.”

McGaffney nodded. “And if it does?”

The assistant minister gave his whiskey glass a long morose look, and then downed the contents in a single swallow. “Mr. McGaffney, I pray to God every night without fail that that does not happen.”






TWO

8 March 2029: The White House, Washington DC

The meeting was in the Roosevelt Room: a nice touch, Bill Stedman thought, and very much the new president's style. Flames crackling in the fireplace took the chill off the air, and a portrait of Teddy Roosevelt on horseback over on one wall did much the same thing in a slightly more metaphorical sense. After eight years of National Security Council meetings in the Cabinet Room under Abraham Lincoln's morose gaze, the less imposing setting promised well.

Stedman pulled out a chair at the long mahogany table that filled the center of the room. He was nearly the last there, which rankled, or would have if the only one who hadn't arrived yet wasn't the only one who mattered. The Secretaries of State and Energy were bent toward one another over one corner of the table, talking. Stedman didn't interrupt them; he nodded greetings to CIA director Greg Barnett and Admiral Roland Waite, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and shook the hand of Vice President Gurney, then turned to the remaining person there. “Good morning, Ellen.”

Washington gossip had it that Ellen Harbin wanted his job, wanted it badly, and wasn't happy at all that she had to make do with the lesser title of national security adviser. She looked up through her frameless glasses, smiled her bright cold smile. “Good morning, Secretary.”

Stedman sat down, pulled papers out of his briefcase: the latest news from Spain and the Balkans, none of it good. He was less than halfway through the first paper when the door opened and the president came in.

“Oh, sit down, sit down.” Jameson Weed waved them back to their seats. Pushing sixty, he looked barely fifty and still moved like the athlete he'd once been. “Everyone's here? Good. Anything else on the list before this Tanzania thing? Bill?”

“Nothing critical,” Stedman said. “More of the usual from Europe; it can wait.”

“Claire?”

Claire Hayes Hutchinson had broken off her conversation with the Secretary of Energy when Weed entered, and tilted her head to one side; the gesture made her look like an inquisitive bird. “What Bill said. Thank God for quiet Saturdays.”

That got a laugh from several others, and an “Amen!” from Barnett. “Okay,” Weed said, laughing with the rest. “Lloyd, what have you got on this?”

Lloyd Schumacher, the Secretary of Energy, clicked the remote in his hand. A screen came noiselessly down above the fireplace, and the lights dimmed. Another click brought up the first image: a map of East Africa and the western Indian Ocean, with the new oilfield marked off in black. “Not much more than the media. If the Tanzanians are telling the truth, they've found the biggest new oilfield anywhere in a couple of decades. Eleven billion barrels of proven reserves puts it in the supergiant category.”

“Are they telling the truth?” Weed asked.

“Looks like it. They've got their people out leasing every deepwater drilling rig they can get, cash up front.”

Weed nodded. “And the Chinese are all over it.”


“Like ugly on an ape. Tanzania's been in their pocket nearly since independence, and there are CNOOC people all over the place right now—Dodoma and Dar es Salaam, but also out on the drilling platforms.”

“Is it close enough to Kenyan waters—?”

“Not a chance. The north end of the new field is almost two hundred nautical miles from the disputed zone.”

“Kenya wouldn't intervene even if the oil was practically in their pocket,” said the Secretary of State. “That last clash with the Tanzanians isn't something Nairobi wants to repeat.”

“Dammit, we need that oil.” The president stared at the screen for a long moment.

He was right, Stedman knew, and “we” didn't just refer to the United States. Weed had won the White House the previous November with a campaign that focused with laser intensity on getting the US out of its long economic slump. With the once-huge shale oil deposits out West nearly exhausted, winning a bigger share of imported oil was the key to making good on that promise, but that was easier said than done; behind what was left of the polite fiction of a free global market in petroleum, most oil that crossed national borders did so according to political deals between producer countries and those consuming countries strong and wealthy enough to compete. These days, more often than not, the US lost out—and the impact of that reality on Weed's reelection campaign was very much on the minds of everyone in the room.

“There's one option,” said Harbin. “Regime change.”

President Weed turned to face her. Stedman cleared his throat. “In theory, maybe,” he said. “In practice, it's expensive and risky. We could end up with another Iraq or Venezuela way too easily.” He leaned forward. “And sooner or later, the Chinese are going to stand and fight, and eleven billion barrels might give them enough of a reason.”


Harbin gave him a contemptuous look. “They won't dare,” she said. “It's too far for their force projection capacity, anyway. They'll back down the way they did in Gabon.”

The president glanced from one to the other. “It's an option,” he said. “I want a detailed plan on my desk in two weeks.”

10 March 2029: Russell Senate Office Building, Washington DC

Pete Bridgeport stepped into his office and went straight to the wet bar tucked in one corner. Two hefty shots of decent bourbon over ice promised some relief after a bruising afternoon in committee. Drink in hand, he crossed the room to his desk, gave the computer screen a weary look, and reminded himself that delaying just meant that he'd be home even later.

In theory, he knew, he should be pleased with himself. He'd landed the chairmanship of the Senate Armed Services Committee with the new year—a dud assignment, or that was its reputation, but he'd done his homework, read up on its history, and knew that a good chairman could turn it into a significant force on the Hill. When the media started claiming in January that the new Army antimissile system wasn't half as good as it was cracked up to be, he'd jumped on the issue, scheduled hearings, and kick-started the process of sorting out which of the claims were true and which were scare stories churned out by rival manufacturers.

Watching the CEO of United Ballistics sweat bullets on the witness stand was a definite pleasure, and seeing news websites chatter about the hearings for two weeks straight offered a different and more practical payoff, one that might matter come election time. Still, trying to pry loose anything useful from a closed circle of Pentagon procurement people and defense industry executives was exhausting work, and it didn't help that two members of the committee came from states that would lose jobs if the program got cancelled. All in all, Bridgeport was glad the hearings were finally over.

He slumped into the leather chair, tapped the trackball to wake the screen, sipped bourbon as another click brought up the news feed his staffers had prepared for him. Most of it was chatter about the big new petroleum discovery in East Africa and the latest word from the civil war in Spain: nothing relevant. He closed the feed, opened his email, filed the messages that could wait, clicked on one from his daughter Melanie—a quick little note updating him on her move to Elgin Field down in Florida, her new position as head of logistics for the fighter wing there, and the latest Air Force gossip—and then on another that might matter.

The sender was a minor Defense Department official he'd known since college, the email ostensibly chatter about the man's kids and their Little League teams, but Bridgeport set down the glass, got up, and crossed to the tall bookcase on the other side of the office. The book he wanted was behind a photo in a silver standup frame: a picture of Melanie, though it could almost have been one of her mother before the cancer sunk its claws into her.

He moved the photo, pulled out an old leather-bound volume of Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and took it back to his desk. Snooper programs these days could break just about any form of data encryption, or so rumor had it, but a code with a completely arbitrary key was another matter. Bridgeport wondered now and then if anybody else in Washington remembered the old trick of using numbers in a text to refer to pages and words in an agreed-on edition of a book; still, it seemed to work. He started flipping through the book, turning baseball scores and kids’ ages into words on a very different subject.

It was a familiar drill. Article One, Section Eight of the Constitution of the United States reserved to Congress the right to declare war, but like many other provisions that inconvenienced the executive branch, that one had been honored in the breach for many decades; the last time Congress declared war on anybody was back in 1941. Since then, American troops had gone charging into action around the world over and over again without so much as a nod to Congress or the Constitution.

Most members of Congress grumbled about the metastasis of presidential privilege now and then. The smart ones figured out ways to put themselves back into the loop, at least to the extent of finding out what the executive branch was doing in advance of official announcements. Like most of his colleagues, Bridgeport had his own network of informants scattered through the federal bureaucracy, and now and then got tipped off to something that made a difference.

Like this time.

The words on the notepad were: Caesar consideration regime change eastern Africa oil. “Caesar” was Weed, of course, and the meaning of the rest was clear enough. Bridgeport opened the news feed again, read the stories on the Tanzanian find, and then took a good long sip of the bourbon and sat back. Eleven billion barrels of crude oil would make quite a difference to the US economy, he knew—if Weed and the Pentagon could pull it off.

After a long moment, Bridgeport tapped the intercom. “Anne, I need to talk to Justin as soon as he can get free. I've got a project for him.”

“Sure thing,” Anne's voice said. “I'll send him right in.”

“Thanks,” said Bridgeport, and closed the connection.

12 March 2029: The Pentagon, Washington DC

The lights went down in the conference room, and a map of East Africa came up on the screen. “Here's the target,” said the general at the front of the room; a dot of green light from his laser pointer glowed in the middle of the map. “Tanzania—the United Republic of Tanzania, for purists. The official capital's here at Dodoma.” The dot of light touched a city inland, near the center of the country. “The old capital's here at Dar es Salaam.” The dot moved out to the coast. “The Presidential Palace and most of the executive branch are still at Dar, and so's our embassy. The legislature's at Dodoma. In theory, the whole government will be in Dodoma one of these days. In practice—well, this is Africa, so don't hold your breath.

“Form of government? Constitutional republic. One party, the Revolutionary Party—the CCM—has been in the driver's seat since independence; there are three small parties with about a quarter of the legislature between them and a bunch more with no seats at all. The CCM's presidential candidate—that's the guy in office now, Mkembe—won almost seventy percent of the vote in the last election.”

“Rigged?” asked a voice in the back.

“Not particularly. The CCM's good at staying popular. That's not going to help, I know.”

“What's the military like?” This from another voice.

“I was about to get to that. They've had a major buildup under way for more than a decade now. They had plenty of oil money even before this latest business, and the Chinese have been helping them too—hardware, but not just that. The PLA's had training cadres there, lots of them, since we popped Kenya out of the Chinese orbit in ’23.”

The general clicked a button, and the map zoomed out to take in the whole continent south of the Sahara. “These days Tanzania's a big regional power, as influential as any nation in Africa. South Africa's maybe a little stronger, but there's a tacit agreement between Pretoria and Dar es Salaam—maybe more than tacit. Both countries have their own spheres of influence; where the spheres overlap, they're careful to avoid conflict; other than that, Tanzania doesn't mess with South African client states and vice versa. They were on the same side in the last two Congo wars, remember.


“Here's what they've got.” Another click brought up names and numbers. “Army, just over 100,000 men, mostly motorized infantry—what's the word for the pickups—”

“Technicals.”

“That's it. You know about those? No? Take a small pickup, mount a fifty cal machine gun on the roof of the cab, stash a couple of grenade launchers somewhere, load the back with soldiers and gear, and you've got your standard African fighting vehicle. Don't laugh; they're fast and they can handle any terrain; the only thing that's sure to stop them is air superiority or a solid defensive line. Tanzania's got maybe two thousand of them ready for service.

“Other than that? One artillery brigade, mostly obsolete; one armored brigade equipped with Chinese armored cars, Type 92s, which are pretty good; and an airborne battalion with some old Russian helicopters and some new Chinese ones. Both those saw plenty of service in the Congo. The police force gets some military training, and there's a national militia. Give ’em time to prepare, and they could mount a pretty fair defense.

“The Navy's not an issue, though—it's a glorified coast guard. Three destroyers that used to be Soviet Navy, a dozen cutters with fifty cal guns, and a two-masted square rigger they use for training cadets. That's it. Nothing to worry about.”

Another click brought up a new list. “Air defense is a mixed bag. They've got around sixty planes, nothing close to new technology—twenty J-7Bs from China and a few old MiGs is as close to a fighter force as they've got. On the other hand, they've got decent air defense systems, not state of the art but only a couple of generations back—Russian S-400s, six of them. Those'll have to be taken out early on.”

“Shouldn't be too hard,” someone toward the front said.

“Yeah, but it's got to be in the plan. Last thing we need is Congress on our case because a couple of our planes get shot down.”


A murmur of agreement went around the room. “Okay,” said the general, and clicked the control again. A map of Tanzania appeared, marked with the location of military bases. “The only friendly state we've got anywhere close is Kenya, and they've clashed with the Tanzanians a couple of times recently, so a lot of the Tanzanian forward bases are along the Kenyan border, and four of the six S-400 systems are there. That means there's going to be some fighting when the troops go in.”

That set off a murmur through the room. “Any chance we can avoid sending in the troops at all?” someone asked. “Get an insurgency going with special forces and mercs, slap on a no-fly zone, take out the government that way?”

The general shook his head. “We can't risk the kind of stalemate we got in Syria, and if we don't get boots on the ground fast, the Chinese could probably give us one.”

“Any chance they'll try anyway?” This from the back of the room.

“Hell of a risk for them to take,” said the general. “Still, we can get an intel assessment on that. One way or another, the plan is to get it done fast and clean.”

“Before the 2032 primaries,” somebody added.

There was a moment of silence, and then the general shrugged. “You know the score as well as I do. What's that bit from Clausewitz? War is an extension of politics by other means? I don't think he was talking about election campaigns, but you never know.” Another click, and the lights came up. “Any more questions? Okay, let's get to work.”

21 March 2029: The White House, Washington DC

“Fair enough,” said President Weed, and set the briefing papers down on the table in front of him. “Any more discussion?”

Half a dozen glances flicked toward Stedman, but the Secretary of Defense was silent, his lips taut. He had spent the previous half hour arguing against the proposed invasion of Tanzania, and lost.

“No? Okay.” He flipped through the papers to the executive order authorizing the project, signed it. “Let's get this thing rolling. Is there anything else on the stack?”

“No, sir,” said Stedman. No one else contradicted him.

“Fair enough,” Weed repeated. “Nine o'clock Monday, unless something comes up. See you then.”

Stedman got up and headed for the door. “Bill,” Weed called after him. “If you've got a minute.”

He stopped, waited while the other members of the National Security Council left. “Bill, I know you think this is a bad idea,” said the president. “I hope you'll still help make it work.”

“You're the boss,” said Stedman. “If I ever get to the point that I can't do my job, you'll have my resignation.”

“If you ever get close to that, you come talk to me. I value your experience—hell, all of us do.”

Stedman gave him a bleak look, thinking of the obvious exception. “I'll do that.”

“Thank you.” Weed cuffed him on the shoulder. “Take a break this weekend. You look like you could use it.” He turned and left the Roosevelt Room. After a moment, Stedman followed.






THREE

24 April 2029: Arusha, Tanzania

McGaffney came out of the door of his hotel, glanced up at the gray wet sky, and started up Sokoino Road. After two months in Dar es Salaam, interviewing politicians and TPC executives about the new oil discovery, he'd been ready to head just about anywhere else, but the editors back in Brisbane wanted more on the story, so he'd compromised and gone inland for a bit. Arusha, right up against the mountains and the usual starting place for Serengeti tours, was always good for a travel section story; he'd made arrangements to stay there for a couple of days, get something written to pay the bills, then go somewhere less crammed with tourists and try to find a story that mattered.

First things first, though. Thursday night meant there'd be a café concert on the grounds of the old German fort; that would be worth a paragraph or two, maybe a few leads, maybe someone to keep his bed warm for a night or two. A few minutes of walking got him there, and a smile and a few bills slipped into the palm of the maître d’ got him the table he wanted, a little two-seater with his back to a corner and a good view of the whole place.


He settled into the chair, ordered a local beer—you could tell the Germans had colonies in East Africa back in the day, the beer was that good—and then took in the crowd. Arusha drew a lot of tourists and it also was where most of the big international charities had their East African offices. Still, that didn't explain the men two tables away, dressed like civilians but sitting like soldiers, who were downing beers and talking to each other in American accents.

The art of observing while looking intent on something else was one that McGaffney had mastered years and continents earlier. He plopped his tablet on the table, started typing, paid for his beer distractedly when the waitress brought it and ordered a meal in the same something-else-on-my-mind style. All the while, as his face imitated the frowning and fretting of a writer busy with his story, his attention was on the Americans. He couldn't hear what they were saying, but that didn't matter; he could see their faces clearly enough, and they weren't the faces of men who were kicking back on holiday.

Another American came into the café. He spotted the others, came over. Just then the waitress brought McGaffney's dinner, and he remembered to look distracted. By the time she was gone, the newcomer was sitting with the others, leaning forward, saying something in a low voice.

Screw the travel section story, McGaffney said to himself. This is worth looking into.

5 May 2029: The Presidential Palace, Dar es Salaam

“You are certain of this?” said President Mkembe.

“As certain as a man can be.” The director of the Tanzanian Intelligence and Security Service tapped the papers he had placed on the table. “One: our highest level source in Nairobi says that Kesembani's signed a secret agreement with the Americans. Their idea, not his, and he's not happy about it. Two: three newly minted nongovernmental organizations with US funding have opened new offices here in Tanzania in the last three weeks, and they're getting into contact with leaders of the other parties. Three: close to a hundred Americans have been seen in the middle of nowhere in southern Kenya, near Narok; they're out of uniform but they look and talk like soldiers. Four: a corporation we know is owned by the CIA has leased a great deal of land south of Narok, chattering some nonsense about an industrial park. Five: our people in the United States are convinced that something is up; soldiers’ leaves are being cancelled, units are being sent to Texas and California for special training—”

“Where the climate and landscape are like ours. I know.” Mkembe sat back in his chair.

“Exactly,” said the director. “And now these reports.”

“From bars and whorehouses.”

The director shrugged. “When men relax, they talk freely—especially when they think nobody around them can understand their language.”

The president picked up the last packet of papers, leafed through them. Each reported a conversation overheard in some Kenyan tavern or brothel, where some of the Americans who looked like soldiers happened to spend an hour or an evening. Oh, they were careful enough not to speak too openly of what they were doing, but this turn of phrase made it clear there would be many more Americans coming soon, that one hinted at a big airfield being built in a region where an ordinary dirt landing strip had been adequate for many years: put the pieces together and it was impossible to ignore what they were saying.

“Are you prepared to present this to the cabinet?” the president asked.

“Absolutely.”

The president reached for the phone on one side of his desk.

The next two hours were chaotic, as cabinet ministers and the chiefs of the Tanzanian armed forces broke off whatever they were doing, hurried to the Presidential Palace, and were briefed on the news. Finally, though, Mkembe had all of them together, the last briefing was finished and the last question asked, and he had their agreement for the step they all knew he would have to take.

Only then did he have a call put through to the Chinese embassy.

Less than thirty minutes later, the phone rang to tell Mkembe that Jun Yinshao had arrived. He was shown immediately into the presidential office. After the ordinary pleasantries, Mkembe handed him the same briefing papers the cabinet ministers had seen, one at a time, and watched the man's face as the pieces came together.

Finally Jun glanced up from the last page. “This is very serious.”

“Quite so.” When the ambassador did not say anything else, Mkembe went on. “Since we won our independence, China has been our closest friend among the world's nations. We owe you much already, and it is an embarrassment to have to turn once more to one's constant benefactor and say, ‘Please help us again.’ But—” He leaned forward in his chair. “If you abandon us now, we are lost.”

Jun considered him for a moment. “All I can promise is that I will relay this to the highest levels as soon as possible.” Then: “But that much I promise you.”

6 May 2029: The August First Building, Beijing

General Liu Shenyen got up from his desk and walked over to the windows. His office, high up in the headquarters building of the People's Liberation Army, had an unsurpassed view of central Beijing: the Forbidden City lay spread out before him, with the walled Party enclave of Zhongnanhai full of trees and blue lake water beyond it. After a decade of stringent antipollution campaigns, the air was almost clear enough to see the suburbs further out. The spectral shapes of wind turbines rose through the haze in the middle distance, wheeling silently against the pale sky.

He stood at the window, barely noticing the landscape before him, and then turned back to his desk, picked up the stack of papers: the long message from China's ambassador to Tanzania, two briefing papers from the intelligence department of the People's Liberation Army, and a third from the Ministry of State Security, China's principal intelligence agency. All four documents told the same story, freighted with grim implications and dazzling possibilities.

Liu considered the papers one more time, then went to his desk phone, picked it up, punched a number. Two rings, and then a familiar voice: “General! A pleasure to hear from you, as always. What can I do for you?”

Liu wasted no words. “Are you available for lunch today?”

“Of course. A game, or…”

That earned a fractional smile. “In a certain sense.”

A brief silence, then: “Excellent. I will look forward to it.”

They settled on a restaurant, ended the call. Liu glanced at the clock on his computer screen, then sat down with a sigh and spent the next hour taking care of routine business. In theory, a vice chairman of the Central Military Commission should not have had to worry about routine business. In practice, there was always something the Party or the General Staff Department wanted done at the highest level, and that usually meant one of the vice chairmen got tasked with it, no matter how easily it could have been done by some staff officer a dozen floors further down. Now that China's military concerns circled the globe, that happened more and more often.

An hour later, after wading through reports on the upcoming joint naval exercises with Brazil, Liu shook his head, left his desk and headed for the elevators. Guards saluted smartly as he headed for his car; he told the driver the name of the restaurant, got in back, let himself relax for a moment against the leather seat and then took the reports on Tanzania out of the portfolio he'd brought with him. He reviewed them again, frowning, while the car pulled out of the August First Building's huge garage and threaded its way through the noisy chaos of Beijing's lunchtime traffic.

The restaurant was a few blocks from Zhongnanhai and drew nearly all its business from within the walled Party enclave; it had no sign and no name, just a street number. The doorman and the hostess both recognized Liu at once and greeted him effusively. He chose a table for two in a secluded corner, next to a window overlooking the little walled garden in the center of the restaurant compound, and sipped tea while waiting for his guest.

He did not have to wait long. “General! I trust I have not kept you…”

Liu got up. “Not at all, Fang. It's good to see you.”

Fang Liyao, professor of strategic studies at the Academy of Military Science in western Beijing, beamed. “Likewise.”

The waitress appeared the moment they both sat, and for the next hour the two men ate dim sum and talked about irrelevancies: the doings of their wives, the latest projects at the Academy, the latest gossip from the upper circles of the PLA. Finally, when the meal had reached that pleasant moment when two cups of green tea made everything perfect, Liu reached for his portfolio and said, “By the way, I would be grateful for your advice on something.”

Fang considered him. “Ah. I wondered how soon you would move your chariot.”

Liu smiled; the chariot was a piece in xiangqi, the Chinese variant of chess, which both men played avidly. “Good. Very good.” He handed Fang the briefing papers on the situation in Tanzania, watched while the other read through them.

Fang finished the last briefing paper, handed them back to Liu. “Fascinating,” he said. “Do you think it's at all possible that the Central Military Commission might be willing to take certain risks over this?”


Liu smiled. “You see it too.”

“Of course. The Americans are immensely vulnerable if they go ahead with this.”

“My thoughts precisely.” He leaned forward. “I need a plan of campaign that I can present to the other members of the Commission. If you need time off…”

“That won't be necessary.” Fang's face took on an abstracted look. Liu knew the look well; he had seen it many times across a xiangqi board, the only warning he could expect before some dazzling series of moves that left his position in tatters and his general in check.

“That won't be necessary,” Fang repeated after a long moment. “I can have something suitable ready within three days.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, General,” said Fang. “I welcome the chance to be of service to the Motherland—and it is a fascinating problem. A most fascinating problem.”

7 May 2029: Stone Town, Zanzibar

McGaffney let the crowd carry him off the ferry and through the terminal into the narrow streets of Stone Town, the old capital of the island chain. Clouds piled up over the Tanzanian coast behind him, brought by the kusi, the southwest monsoon that made April and May the wettest months of the year. Still, the trip across from Dar es Salaam had been fine, with barely a drop of rain, and sunlight splashed across the old stone houses that gave the town its name.

This was familiar ground. McGaffney had been to Stone Town half a dozen times, most recently to cover the riots in 2023. The cause of the trouble, a big bronze statue of Zanzibar's most famous son, looked sardonically down at him as he crossed the street near the Big Tree. FARROKH BULSARA, the pedestal said, and below in smaller letters for the tourists: FREDDIE MERCURY, 1946–1991. The old quarrel between Muslim morals and local pride had broken out into five days of free-for-all when that was unveiled.

This time he was looking for riots that hadn't happened yet. He considered the options and headed deeper into Stone Town.

He knew exactly what to look for, since the American way of manufacturing insurgencies had been glued in place since the 1990s and the post-Soviet color revolutions in Eastern Europe. Once the target for regime change was picked, it was targeted by nongovernmental organizations—the title was a joke, since the organizations in question got all their funding from the CIA's black budget, but that was always the official label—with the cover story of promoting democracy and the real goal of stirring up trouble for the offending government.

Locals with grievances provided deniability, but mercenaries brought in from the nearest US-friendly nation provided the muscle for the riots that followed. If the target government didn't send in the tanks, the mercs and the locals brought the country to a standstill with one swarming attack after another, and tried to force the government to panic and accept exile. If the tanks came rolling in—and they usually did these days—the local cadres called for American help, which was normally right there on the borders waiting, and that was the end of it.

Once the riots started, media people from all over the planet would head for Tanzania, and only the idiots among them would have any doubt about what was happening. McGaffney was there first, though, and didn't mean to miss the chance to grab the story and follow it all the way down, get a series of lead articles, maybe a book contract. That meant Zanzibar, for starters; there had always been strains between the once-independent islands and the mainland, exactly the sort of thing the Americans liked to target.

He spotted the first handbill a couple of blocks into the maze of narrow streets: Swahili but written in Arabic letters, an old Zanzibar habit, ranting about something the government in Dar es Salaam had done and tossing around phrases like “occupied Zanzibar.” There was another one a few blocks further on, and another one a block after that; he stopped at the third to snap a picture and take some notes.

“Well, well!” said a voice behind him. “What brings you here, Tommy?”

McGaffney turned, putting his best bland expression on his face. He'd recognized the voice at once: Hafiz al-Nasrani, a stringer for al-Jazeera who worked most of the same beats he did. “Looking for a tourist story. You?”

Hafiz smiled, tapped his ear twice, and said, “I'm sorry, what was that? My ear doctor tells me I have a terrible time hearing bullshit.”

“Bastard,” McGaffney said appreciatively. “Willing to trade?”

“Of course.”

There was a café a few blocks away, a cramped little place with a few old men sipping tea out front. McGaffney ordered a local beer, Hafiz asked for tea and murmured something in Arabic to the proprietor; McGaffney didn't catch much of it, but “infidel” and “doesn't know any better” were in there somewhere. The drinks came, money changed hands, the proprietor vanished, and McGaffney leaned forward. “You saw what I was reading. Recognize the style?”

Hafiz nodded. “Too well.”

“What got you down here?”

“Rumors in the Gulf. Nothing too specific, but put them together and it means the Americans are getting ready to invade somebody. With the new oil find, it wasn't too hard to guess where. And you?”

“Head up Arusha way sometime,” McGaffney said, “and start counting military haircuts.”

“Most interesting.” Hafiz sipped at his tea. “Have you gone to Kenya?”


“Good God, no. With my reputation? They'd scoop me up and rendition me as soon as I got across the border.”

“I went.” Another sip of tea. “Nowhere near the place that matters, which is south of Narok. There is, you'll be interested to hear, an industrial park being built there.”

“By an American corporation, I bet.”

Hafiz nodded. “You'd recognize the name.”

McGaffney took a long pull of his beer, then stopped, and set it down next to his chair where it couldn't be seen from the street. The background of street noise outside the café had taken on a raw and ugly tone, which turned moments later into running feet and shouting voices. The mob wasn't far behind it, maybe fifty young men, running down the street toward the center of town. None of them paid any attention to the café and the people in it.

When the mob was gone, Hafiz frowned. “I didn't expect that to start this soon.”

“They're on a tight timetable,” McGaffney reminded him. “Dry season's coming, and you can bet that Mkembe and his people are going to catch on right quick, if they haven't already.”

“True.” Hafiz sipped more tea. “And they won't be alone, I would guess.”

11 May 2029: The August First Building, Beijing

“This is insane,” said General Yang Shao, looking up from the briefing paper. “You cannot be serious.”

“Quite the contrary.” Liu glanced at him, then around the table. From their expressions, most of the members of the Central Military Commission agreed with Yang: no surprises there. Now, to convince them otherwise—

“Unacceptable.” This from Ma Baiyuan, a gray-haired old warhorse who served as the other vice chairman of the Commission. “You risk gambling away some of our most important strategic advantages on this plan of yours. We cannot afford that.”

“If not now, when?” Liu asked. “Year after year, decade after decade, we have poured more money than the Motherland can easily afford into gaining strategic and tactical parity with the Americans, and now we have it. You have all seen the same intelligence reports I have; you know how much real strength they have left, and where their weaknesses are. This situation in Tanzania is a golden opportunity to take advantage of those weaknesses.”

“There will be other opportunities,” Yang said. “We gain nothing by haste.”

“I beg to differ.” Liu leaned forward. “Sooner or later we will have to go to war against the Americans. They know that just as well as we do. The only question still to be settled is whether it will begin at a place and time of our choosing, or of theirs. The longer we delay, the greater the likelihood of the latter. That is why we should strike now.”

“I am inclined to agree,” said a voice that had not yet spoken.

Heads turned abruptly. Chen Weiming, President of the People's Republic of China and chairman of the Central Military Commission, considered them, tapped one finger on the table.

“We must never forget,” he said, “not for a moment, that political power comes from the people. They lend it to us, that is all, and the term of the loan lasts only so long as we provide them with the things they want and need: order, prosperity, the chance to hold their heads high in the world. If we fail to give them those things, nothing else matters.

“Do you know what they are talking about on the street corners all over China? They are talking about Tanzania—about the oil and the prospects for jobs overseas and here at home. The internet is buzzing with it. If we let the Americans take that plum from our hands and walk away with it, how will the people react? And how will our allies in Africa react if we show them that we will do nothing for them if the Americans decide to attack them next?”

“And if the Americans attack our interests elsewhere, or assault the Motherland directly?” Yang asked.

“As Liu has reminded us,” the president responded, “there will be war sooner or later, so those risks cannot be avoided.”

“Unless,” said Liu, “we can prove to the Americans that they have nothing to gain by such actions. My plan suggests a way to do that.”

The president turned to him. “That is true. You have made us a tempting proposal. My question now is whether you are willing to set aside your other duties and take personal responsibility for this project.”

The room got very quiet. Liu nodded. “My intention, should the Commission accept this plan, was to offer to do so.”

Yang gave him a long dubious look across the table. “I am still opposed to the project, but if the other members of the Commission support it, I will not stand in the way.”

“Does anyone else wish to speak?” the president asked, glancing around the table. No one did, and he turned back to Liu. “You will take charge of this project immediately. If the reports are correct, there is no time to waste. Keep the rest of us informed of your requirements and actions. Anything else?” He glanced around the table again. “Let us proceed, then.”

16 May 2029: The Presidential Palace, Dar es Salaam

“Yes, of course,” said President Mkembe. “Please send him up at once.”

The days since his last conversation with the Chinese ambassador had been the most difficult he'd ever known. Not that anything bad had happened, quite the contrary: Life went on as usual, and that was exactly the problem. His oldest granddaughter had just announced her engagement to a charming young man who was, not coincidentally, the youngest son of a close political ally of his; the bid to host the African Games in Dodoma in 2036 was proceeding well; the latest monthly petroleum production report from TPC was as good as anyone could have hoped—and all the while, he knew that the United States would shortly sweep all this aside, and everything else, with a torrent of planes and bombs.
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